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Hello,
Today, I want to take a moment to reflect on my experience completing the John Muir Award an experience that turned out to be far more enriching and meaningful than I first imagined. The award focuses on four core areas: Discover, Explore, Conserve, and Share. And throughout this journey, each of those elements became deeply personal, connecting not only to my relationship with nature, but also to my role as a parent, my memories, and my hopes for the future.
For the Discover phase, I chose to visit Carmarthenshire Museum, a place that holds a very special place in my heart. I spent a lot of my childhood there, and going back now with my own children was both nostalgic and eye-opening. Walking through the familiar spaces brought back so many memories of curiosity, of wonder, and of feeling connected to something bigger than myself. But this time, seeing the museum through my children’s eyes made it feel brand new again. They ran around with the same excitement I once did, asking questions, pointing things out, and finding joy in the smallest details. That day reminded me of how important it is to preserve these cultural and natural spaces not just as landmarks, but as living environments that shape who we are.
As we moved into the Explore stage, I began to slow down and really pay attention to the world around me. We started spending more time in local green spaces, going on nature walks, and observing everything from the changing colours of the leaves to the different bird calls at different times of day. I found that my children noticed things I didn’t like a feather on the path, a snail curled up under a stone, a new flower blooming where there was none the week before. Nature became a shared adventure for us, a source of calm, excitement, and learning. And for me personally, it became a form of mindfulness. It reminded me to breathe, pause, and appreciate the moment I was in.
The Conserve part of the award was a real highlight for me and my children. We decided to focus on supporting local wildlife and made birdhouses and bird feeders together. It was a hands-on, messy, and fun project, but also one with a clear purpose. My children loved picking the colours and helping to hang them up, and within days we started to see birds visiting. There was something incredibly fulfilling about seeing nature respond to our small efforts. It taught us that conservation doesn’t have to be a grand, complicated act it can start at home, with a bit of creativity and care. It also gave me a great opportunity to talk to my children about looking after the environment and the importance of thinking ahead to the future lessons that I believe will stay with them for life.
Then came the Share phase, which I thought might be the easiest, but in many ways, it was the most powerful. I spoke with family members and friends about what we had been doing and why. I told them about the museum, our nature walk and the birdhouses and they were then inspired to to the same. Some of my relatives have started changing the way they do things too. They’ve begun tending to their gardens more mindfully, planting wildflowers, reducing waste, and making space for wildlife. It was amazing to see how just by talking about our experiences, we were able to plant seeds of change in other people’s lives too. And that’s something I never expected our small journey as a family to reach beyond us.
Reflecting on the whole experience, I’ve realised that this award is not just about spending time outdoors. It’s about understanding our connection to the world around us. It’s about building a relationship with nature that is rooted in respect, curiosity, and care. It’s also about how we pass those values on to our children, our families, and our communities.
This journey has brought me closer to my children, reminded me of the importance of my own childhood experiences, and given me a renewed sense of purpose. I’ve seen how nature can bring calmness and joy and teach us responsibility. Most importantly, I’ve seen how small acts like building a birdhouse or simply sharing a story can lead to real change.
John Muir once said, “When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of the world.” I think that perfectly captures what this award has taught me. We are all connected to each other, to the land, and to the creatures we share it with. And if we each do our part, no matter how small, we can make a difference.
Thank you
I will now move on to my part 2 academic section.

Sustainability is about meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Brundtland Report, 1987). It means living in a way that respects and protects the natural world while supporting fair and healthy lives for everyone, both now and in the future. This involves caring for the environment by reducing waste, using renewable energy, conserving natural resources, and protecting biodiversity (UNESCO, 2017). Sustainability is also about making thoughtful choices like walking instead of driving, recycling, using less water and energy, and choosing eco-friendly products (WWF, 2023). In early childhood education, sustainability is important because it helps children learn to care for the planet and understand how their actions impact others (Huckle and Sterling, 1996). Teaching children about sustainability supports the values of fairness, responsibility, and respect, which are at the heart of both the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and Wales Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015).
  Sustainability is increasingly recognised as a vital part of early years education because it lays the foundation for lifelong attitudes, behaviours, and values that support the well-being of people and the planet. The early years are a crucial time when children begin to form their understanding of the world. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2020), young children are capable of engaging with complex environmental and social issues in age-appropriate ways when given hands-on, experiential opportunities.
   Introducing sustainability in early childhood can help children develop a sense of responsibility, empathy, and connection to nature (The Curiosity approach, 2024). Through outdoor play, gardening, recycling activities, and stories, children begin to see themselves as part of a wider ecosystem (The Curiosity Approach, 2024). This aligns with UNESCO’s (2017) goals for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), which encourage children to think critically, make informed choices, and contribute positively to their communities.
   From a rights-based perspective, sustainability education reflects the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), particularly Articles 24 and 29, which state that children have a right to a clean, safe environment and that education should develop respect for the natural environment. In Wales, this is further supported by the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015), which legally requires public services, including education to consider the long-term impact of their actions on future generations.

Although the importance of sustainability in early education is widely recognised, there are practical barriers. Many practitioners report a lack of confidence, training, and resources to effectively embed sustainability into everyday practice (Davis and Elliott, 2024). Additionally, Davis and Elliott (2024) state that pressures from curriculum demands, inspection frameworks, and a focus on school readiness can push environmental education to the side.
  Sustainability also risks being reduced to superficial activities, such as occasional recycling crafts, rather than being integrated into a deeper pedagogical approach. As NCFE (2022) argues, true sustainability education in the early years must be participatory, empowering, and ongoing, not tokenistic.

Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) is a Welsh Government initiative designed to help learners understand the complex links between their own lives, the lives of others worldwide, and the environment. It encourages learners to think critically, act responsibly, and become ethical, informed citizens who contribute positively to local and global communities. In the early years, ESDGC supports children to develop empathy, respect, and a connection with the natural world through play, exploration, and outdoor learning. (Welsh Government, 2012). It aligns with both the Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Wales. Also, it supports the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, by promoting sustainability, children’s rights, and a long-term approach to decision-making. ESDGC also reflects the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), particularly Article 29, which, as stated before, promotes education that fosters respect for others and the environment. By embedding ESDGC into early years practice, we help build the foundations for a fairer, greener, and more compassionate world.

Furthermore, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are 17 global goals adopted by the United Nations in 2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. These goals aim to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure peace and prosperity for all. They are deeply relevant to early years education because they highlight the importance of quality education, health, equality, and environmental care from a young age. For example, Goal 4: Quality Education focuses on inclusive and equitable education, while Goal 13: Climate Action urges individuals and communities to take meaningful steps to combat climate change (United Nations, 2015). Early years settings can contribute by embedding sustainability through outdoor learning, recycling, promoting respect for nature, and encouraging children to be active, responsible citizens. The SDGs also align closely with Wales Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) and the principles of Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC), helping practitioners prepare children not just for school, but for life in a fairer and greener world (Welsh Government, 2012). Embedding SDGs into early years practice supports a lifelong foundation for children to understand global issues and develop empathy, responsibility, and a sense of agency (Welsh Government, 2012).

Additionally, experiences such as the John Muir Award provide rich opportunities to support the aims of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) as stated by Welsh Government (2012) by fostering a direct connection with nature, promoting active, practical learning, and encouraging environmental stewardship. These aims are strongly aligned with Froebel’s philosophy as stated by Froebel Trust (no date), which emphasised the importance of outdoor play, experiential learning, and the belief that nature is a key context for holistic development (Bruce, 2011). Additionally, Early Excellence (2024) suggests that Froebel strongly advocated for outdoor learning, believing that exposure to nature was crucial for physical well-being, creativity, and a child’s spiritual growth. Similarly, Montessori advocated for child-led exploration and respect for the natural world, seeing outdoor learning as essential to developing independence, responsibility, and moral awareness (Isaacs, 2018). The John Muir Award encourages learners to discover, explore, conserve, and share their experiences in wild spaces, echoing these pedagogical foundations and offering a platform for nurturing environmentally conscious and reflective individuals (John Muir Trust, 2023)

However, while the John Muir Award is highly effective in promoting environmental awareness and a sense of care for local natural spaces, its focus is predominantly on ecological sustainability. This raises questions about how well it integrates ESD's broader and equally important dimensions, such as social justice, global interconnectedness, and economic sustainability. While participants often develop empathy, responsibility, and collaborative skills through their engagement, there is limited explicit emphasis on global citizenship, cultural awareness, or the structural causes of environmental degradation and inequality, which are key elements outlined in UNESCO’s ESD framework (UNESCO, 2017). In this sense, the Award risks prioritising environmentalism over the more complex and systemic understandings that true sustainability requires.
Additionally, access to initiatives like the John Muir Award can be unequal, with barriers including staff confidence, funding, time constraints, and access to green spaces, particularly in urban or deprived areas (Davis and Elliott, 2024). These challenges can limit the inclusivity and reach of such programmes, especially in early years settings where outdoor learning might be constrained by policy. Despite these limitations, the Award remains a powerful tool for embedding sustainability through meaningful, hands-on experiences. However, to fully meet the aspirations of ESD and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, it should be complemented with critical reflection, global perspectives, and social action, helping children and communities see sustainability as not only about nature but about fairness, equity, and responsibility across the planet.
In conclusion, sustainability in the early years is a vital and timely educational priority that goes beyond environmental awareness. It involves equipping children with the knowledge, values, and behaviours needed to thrive in and care for a complex, interconnected world. Early childhood is a formative period where lifelong attitudes are shaped, making it an ideal stage to introduce sustainable practices and thinking. Through developmentally appropriate approaches such as outdoor learning, storytelling, recycling activities, and child-led exploration, young learners can develop a strong sense of responsibility, empathy, and connection to the natural and social world.
Frameworks such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Welsh Government’s Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC), and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) reinforce the importance of embedding sustainability across all areas of education. They stress the need for long-term thinking, equity, and global responsibility, aligning closely with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) principles, particularly Articles 24 and 29. These rights-based approaches emphasise that children deserve a healthy planet and have the right to learn how to care for it.
Philosophies from influential theorists like Froebel and Montessori further support the view that nature-based, experiential, and holistic education can profoundly influence children's development and worldviews. Programmes like the John Muir Award demonstrate how practical, hands-on experiences in the natural world can foster a more profound respect for the environment and support the aims of ESD. However, while such programmes have strengths, they must be critically evaluated to ensure they address broader themes of global citizenship, justice, and equity, not just ecological conservation.
There are still challenges to overcome, including limited resources, lack of practitioner confidence, and curriculum pressures that may marginalise sustainability education. To move forward, sustainability must be seen not as an optional or add-on element but as a core principle that shapes pedagogical choices, policies, and long-term educational goals. With the proper support, early years practitioners can play a crucial role in preparing children to be thoughtful, compassionate, and active citizens who understand their impact on the world and are empowered to make a difference. In doing so, early years education becomes a powerful force for change, supporting local communities and our shared global future.
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