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Reflection 
During my time completing the John Muir Award, I have learned so many valuable things such as what is needed to enable a sustainable environment for children to thrive and how a simple woodland area can be hugely beneficial for children’s education whilst ensuring it is fun for all the family. Early childhood education can benefit greatly from the rich environment provided by Dyffryn Woods in Bryncoch, Neath. This natural environment gives young children firsthand exposure to a forest ecosystem, enabling them to investigate and engage with a variety of plant and animal species. Deep connections with the natural world may be fostered by engaging in activities like guided nature walks, practical conservation projects, and seasonal observations. Children may gain knowledge about the value of biodiversity, the interconnection of all living things, and sustainable activities like recycling and habitat protection through these experiences. Dyffryn Woods is a great place to have an outdoor school since it fosters a love and appreciation for the local environment in addition to supporting the ideas of early childhood education for sustainability.
What I discovered 
I discovered that the woodland area I chose to focus on, already had wonderful resources and great opportunities to encourage sustainability in the early years. I discovered many areas within the woods. For example, there is a large river running straight through the forest. Rivers provide dynamic, practical learning opportunities that demonstrate important environmental principles, making them wonderful teaching tools for children about sustainability (Boyd et al, 2022). Using rivers as a tool for learning, encourages conversations about water cycles, how long the river is, and demonstrates hands-on science. I have chosen this area as I have walked through there my entire life and still walk my dogs there now. I feel like it brings me piece and I look forward to seeing the forest daily.
What I found out 
I found that the forest is full of wildlife ranging from birds, squirrels hedgehogs and more. Also, by doing some research about the area, I found out that Dyffryn Woods is one of the largest ancient woodland sites in Wales, covering 575 acres. Silver birch, oak, alder, sycamore, and sweet chestnut trees may be found there. Numerous insect, avian, and plant species can be found in the forests. 
Conserving the environment 
I made a bird feeder and placed it within the forest. I used re-cycled materials to make it such as, plastic and wood. I made sure to fill it with seeds that are approved for birds, nutritious and safe. 
Engaging in activities like studying animals and seeing leaves change colour with the seasons may greatly promote the principles and philosophy of early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS). These experiences are backed by research findings, policy frameworks, and educational philosophy, which emphasise the value of experiential learning, holistic development, and establishing a relationship with nature at a young age.

Foundations in Theory
Constructive Theory 
According to Jean Piaget's constructivist theory, children learn best when they actively interact with their surroundings. Direct, practical experiences that come from seeing natural occurrences, like leaves changing colour, are essential for cognitive development. Children can develop their own awareness of plant biology, seasonal cycles, and how climate affects the ecosystem through these experiences (Piaget, 1954). Children create information that is meaningful and applicable to their daily lives through active investigation.
Theory of Social culture
The sociocultural theory of Lev Vygotsky places a strong emphasis on the value of social interactions and cultural environment in education. Group wildlife exploration fosters social learning as children share, question, and debate their discoveries with teachers and other children. A sense of community and shared responsibility for the environment are fostered by this collaborative learning process (Vygotsky, 1978). Additionally, it is consistent with the ECEfS idea of community involvement and group efforts towards sustainability.
Theory of Experiential Learning
The importance of tangible experiences in the learning process is emphasised by David Kolb's experiential learning theory. Children can participate in a cycle of tangible experience, reflective observation, and active experimentation through activities like studying animals and seasonal changes (Kolb, 1984). Through this process, their comprehension of ecological concepts is deepened, and their critical thinking and problem-solving abilities are improved.
Frameworks for Policies
Education for Sustainable Development
The inclusion of sustainability into every aspect of education is emphasised in the UNESCO guidelines on Education for Sustainable Development. Engaging children in experiential learning with nature, such studying animals and seasonal changes, promotes their emotional bond with the natural world and helps them become environmentally aware. These encounters are crucial for developing the attitudes, abilities, and information required for sustainable living (UNESCO, 2017). Additionally, the ECA Code of Ethics emphasises that educators have an obligation to protect and preserve the environment. By integrating environmental experiences into the curriculum, teachers may help young children develop a care and responsibility attitude.
Studies show that exposure to nature supports children's physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development in addition to their overall growth. Research has demonstrated, for example, that engaging in outdoor play and interacting with natural settings improves physical health, lowers stress levels, and increases focus and attention span (Louv, 2008; Gill, 2014). Taking in the sights of changing forest and wildlife can spark interest, create awe, and enhance their emotional state.
Having early exposure to nature is essential for developing a feeling of environmental responsibility. Regular exposure to nature increases a child's likelihood of forming pro-environmental views and actions. For instance, Chawla (2006) discovered that individuals were more likely to become environmentally concerned adults if they had meaningful, pleasant encounters with nature as children. Children get an understanding of the connection of all living things and the need of protecting natural ecosystems by observing the changing of the seasons and investigating animals.
Research backs up the inclusion of hands-on, nature-based activities in early childhood curriculum to promote sustainability education. Children's environmental knowledge, attitudes, and abilities improve in programmes that include activities like seasonal change observation and animal exploration (Elliott & Davis, 2009). These initiatives increase the efficacy of ECEfS by giving sustainability principles a practical and appropriate form.
Practical Implementation
Several useful tactics may be used to successfully include these experiences into early childhood education for sustainability:

Regularly schedule nature walks to see animals and seasonal changes. Activities on these walks may include gathering leaves, observing birds, and investigating insects.
Seasonal tasks: Take up seasonal tasks, such establishing a garden, making a leaf identification chart, or keeping a year-round log of animal encounters.
Storytelling and Art: Encourage children to communicate their thoughts and observations about nature through storytelling and art. This might involve writing narratives about their interactions with wildlife, keeping nature notebooks, or sketching seasonal landscapes.
Promoting family and community involvement using nature-based activities is a great idea. This might include neighbourhood garden initiatives, family nature excursions.
Outdoor Play 
Children who play outside gain enormous advantages from it, including improved mental and physical development as well as a stronger sense of sustainability and connection to the natural world. Studies show that frequent exposure to outdoor settings improves children's physical health by encouraging more physical exercise, which can help prevent childhood obesity and associated health problems (Ginsburg, 2007). Furthermore, Taylor and Kuo (2009) point out that studies have demonstrated how exposure to natural environments can enhance cognitive performance and lessen the symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in children. Playing outside fosters a young respect and knowledge of the natural world, which establishes the foundation for a lifetime of environmental care from the standpoint of sustainability. Children's curiosity and regard for living things are developed when they interact with nature, and these qualities are essential for encouraging sustainable behaviours. Louv (2008) provides evidence in favour of this relationship, arguing that a lack of knowledge and care for environmental concerns might result from what he calls a nature-deficit condition. Furthermore, children may learn about sustainable practices in a meaningful and hands-on approach when sustainability education is integrated into outdoor play activities like gardening, recycling projects, and conservation efforts. Through these exercises, children may learn how human behaviour affects the environment and be inspired to make environmentally good decisions (Davis, 2010). The incorporation of outdoor play and sustainability into early childhood education is also supported by theoretical frameworks. Children learn best via active, hands-on experiences, and outdoor play offers a rich framework for this kind of learning, according to Jean Piaget's constructivist theory (Piaget, 1954). In a similar vein, community-based outdoor activities that foster environmental awareness can strengthen the value of social contact and cultural context in learning, as highlighted by Vygotsky's sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978). UNESCO's recommendations on Education for Sustainable Development (2017) and other policy frameworks stress the significance of incorporating sustainability into education across the board, including early childhood education. Through the integration of sustainability principles into outdoor learning, educators may comply with these regulations and foster a generation that is more ecologically aware. The comprehensive advantages of outdoor play surpass personal growth and include wider societal and environmental consequences, making it a crucial component of early childhood education and sustainability efforts. Sources like Julie Davis'. "Nature and the Environment in Early Childhood Education," Richard Louv's "Last Child in the Woods," and several publications published in journals like the "Journal of Environmental Education" and "Children, Youth and Environments" are referred to in support of these ideas.
Early childhood outdoor learning has many advantages, but there are a number of obstacles that may prevent it from being used effectively. As such, it is important to recognise these obstacles and devise plans of action to get over them. The primary obstacles include lack of resources, safety concerns, logistical difficulties, cultural views, and educational policies. Time restraints in organised programmes frequently favour indoor learning, while logistical issues like bad weather can restrict outdoor activities and make it difficult to reach natural places, particularly in towns and cities (Maynard & Waters, 2007). Risk management and ensuring sufficient supervision ratios are two safety issues that may discourage educators from participating in outdoor activities (Cevher-Kalburan & Yurt, 2011). The incorporation of outdoor learning is made more difficult by a shortage of resources, including money for appropriate attire, tools, and infrastructure, as well as by a lack of opportunities for educators to get professional development (Ernst, 2014). Flexible outdoor learning is further limited by educational systems that prioritise standardised testing and do not provide adequate guidance (Waller, 2014). Additional obstacles come from cultural attitudes, like as parents' worries about safety and educational value, educators' opposition out of discomfort or inexperience, and society standards that devalue outdoor play (Bilton, 2010). A multimodal strategy is needed to overcome these obstacles, including advocating for supportive policies and funding, investing in professional development, establishing community partnerships to gain access to natural areas, involving parents to increase support, and creating adaptable curricula that incorporate outdoor learning. Early childhood education may better incorporate outdoor learning and give children the many advantages of being in nature by tackling these issues (Elliott & Davis, 2009; Louv, 2008).

To conclude, I have learnt a great amount from completing the John Muir Award and cannot wait to take these ideas back to my classroom and general life. Thank you 
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