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Sustainability in early years 
                                                                    
Hello, my name is Carolanne, student number 2307327. This presentation focuses on sustainability in the early years, with particular attention to our school garden. While the garden is regularly used, mainly as a play area alongside our eco-lodge. It has potential to be a learning environment for environmental awareness but is often overlooked. The children have many opportunities for free play outdoors, but we rarely take the time to pause, observe, and meaningfully engage with the natural surroundings.
By exploring how we might transform this familiar space into an intentional learning environment, I hope to uncover ways to encourage children’s curiosity, develop their connection with nature, and foster a deeper understanding of sustainability from an early age. This approach aligns with the belief that early experiences in nature can lay the foundation for lifelong environmental learning.

Our school garden

The garden is located across the road from the school. I chose this site because it is a familiar space that has a lot of potential for learning outdoors and connecting with nature. I wanted to see how we could change it from just a play space, to a more mindful, educational area that promotes sustainability.
When I started the John Muir Award, I was unsure how I would connect with this topic, as I am not an outdoor type of person. However, I decided to take this opportunity to work with a small group of children from my class. Together we explored the garden, sparking curiosity and we developed an appreciation for the nature around us.
Throughout this process, I observed how the children’s natural curiosity led them to ask questions, and notice details I might have overlooked. It became clear that even a small, familiar outdoor space can offer endless opportunities for discovery and learning. This experience challenged me to rethink how we use the garden and inspired me to find ways to incorporate more intentional, nature-based learning activities in our everyday routine.

Relationship with outdoors

Since taking part in the John Muir Award, I’ve come to realise the importance of slowing down, not just for myself, but also in how we engage with familiar outdoor spaces. I’ve learned that even small, everyday environments can offer meaningful opportunities for learning about the natural world. It has made me reflect on how children form relationships with nature, and how important it is to encourage that connection from an early age.
By the end of the award, I discovered that when I paused, listened, and truly observed my surroundings. I actually liked being outdoors, especially moments like sitting quietly and watching bees, birds and butterflies fly around. That moment of stillness inspired me to write a poem and sparked further curiosity, both in myself and the children I worked with. We began researching how to support bees and butterflies, which led us to create bee sugar feeders for the garden.
This experience has not only deepened my own connection with nature but also ignited curiosity and care in the children. Together, we are now motivated to help create an outdoor space that is both environmentally friendly and rich in opportunities to learn how to support and care for the natural world.

What we made 

We made sugar feeder pots for the bees using air-dry clay. The children rolled and shaped the clay with their hands, then used shells to make imprints, exploring texture and design. Once the pots had dried, they added stones along with a sugar and water mixture before placing them in the garden.
Through this activity, the children developed fine motor skills and creative expression while engaging with natural materials. They also began to understand ecological responsibility and how bees and other creatures need support to thrive. The process encouraged patience and problem-solving as the children worked through each stage. In addition, it sparked conversations about nature and helped foster empathy for living things.
Taking part in this activity, and the John Muir Award as a whole, gave me the opportunity to observe how children engage with their environment, express creativity, and build awareness. It created a meaningful link between art and science, while nurturing a sense of care and curiosity about the natural world.
However, while the making process was meaningful, the children had limited opportunities to observe the impact of their work due to time constraints. Allowing time for follow-up observations would have helped deepen their learning and strengthened their connection to the purpose behind the activity. Moving forward, incorporating regular check-ins and discussions about the feeders could enhance the children’s understanding of cause and effect in nature. This would also encourage ongoing reflection and a stronger sense of responsibility toward the environment. 
Now, I would like to move on to explore what sustainability means and its importance in early years learning, why it matters and how it connects to policy and theory.

Sustainability in the Early Years: A Critical Evaluation

Sustainability is about looking after our world for generations to enjoy.

Understanding Sustainability

Sustainability was defined by the Brundtland report (1987) as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the future generations needs (United Nations 1987). It involved three areas, caring for the environment, fairness and equality, and supporting economic wellbeing. However, Yoshida (2015) suggests that it failed to articulate how sustainability could be grounded ethically, leading to inconsistences in global implementation. Although, this became a global priority at the Earth summit (1992) which took place in Rio de Janeiro (Unitefd Nations n.d) This is where 178 countries adopted the agenda 21 plan (UNCED 2015) and the Rio declaration was created (United Nations 1992). This launched the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (2015) it developed 17 goals designed to build a fairer, resilient and sustainable world for everyone. However, Swain (2020) highlights that SDG is often inconsistent often between economic growth and sustainability goals, therefore raising concerns over long term effectiveness.

Sustainability and the early years

Early years is an important time to shaping values, attitudes and behaviour towards sustainability. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) article 29 states that education should encourage children to respect the environment and to be responsible (Welsh Government n.d). This links with the Well-being Future Generation (Wales) Act 2015 this places a legal responsibility on practitioners in early years education to improve social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being in the long term for Wales. This means creating learning environments and experiences that help young children to care and respect others and natures, making Wales a better place to live now and in the future. Additionally, this is supported in the Welsh Governments (2020) curriculum’s Cynefin, a sense of place and belonging, and taking action for the future by becoming ethically informed citizens. According to Somervile, and Williams (2015) teaching sustainability in the early years not only develops children’s empathy, but also the responsibility and confidence to make a difference, this also aligns with the national and global goals. However, King (2021) suggests many early years practitioner face challenges such as the need for more training outdoors and lack of time and resources, to be able to teach sustainability in a meaningful way, otherwise it becomes another activity, rather than a deeper level to learning about sustainability and the environment. 

Education for sustainable development (ESD)

Education for sustainability Development (ESD) encourages children to become curious, engaged and active learners who help shape a better world (UNESCO 2023). According to Haslett, Usei, Tinney and , Merriman (2018) this happens through child led, hands on learning in the real, world context, by learning through direct sensory experiences such as planting seeds or using natural materials, these activities make sustainability real and understandable, whilst also building critical thinking, empathy and responsibility. Additionally, UNESCO (2023) values ESD by encouraging children to ask questions and explore. This can help them take ownership of their learning and develop skills such as observations and reflection  (Samuelsson, and Park. 2017). Although Glover (2023) suggests that in Wales the education for sustainable development and global citizenship (ESDGC) supports this approach in helping children understand how people, places and nature are all connected. It encourages them to develop values and attitudes to make a positive impact. When linking learning to real life situations such as turning off taps to save water, reusing materials or caring for nature, learning in the early years makes sustainability both meaningful and achievable, through ESDGC, children are not just future citizens but also active participants in their community (Welsh Government 2023). However, Tinney (2013) suggests that although frameworks like ESDGC in Wales are progressive, they often rely on educators, personal commitment and interpretation, which can lead to inconsistent delivery across settings.
Theoretical foundations of ESD

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in early childhood draws on theorist that value nature, child led, and real-world learning. Friedrich Froebel and Loris Malaguzzi have shaped how sustainability is approached in early years education. According to Tansy (2022) Frobel believed that nature was important to children’s growth. He encouraged hands on outdoor experiences such as gardening, exploring the natural environment and observing seasons to nurture curiosity, creativity and care for the environment. Additionally, Adams, and Short. (2021) from the Froebel trust states that children need to explore nature and our place to think about environmental questions. This has been highlighted in recent research that applies the Froebelian holistic pedagogy to preschool and family trips, where adults and children can share experiences in the natural world (Tansy 2022). Whereas Malaguzzi, the founder of the Reggio Emilia approach, saw children as capable, curious, and active learners. His concept of the environment as the “third teacher” encourages children to explore, question, and collaborate through play and project work (Australian Children’s education and Care Quality Authority 2018). This approach supports ESD by building critical thinking, empathy, and encourages independence. Children learn to engage with real-world issues in meaningful, developmentally appropriate ways (O’Brian 2023). Whilst both Froebel and Malaguzzi provide a strong foundation for ESD in early years. Their ideas are reflected in frameworks like ESDGC in Wales, which promote hands-on, inquiry-based learning and encourage children to explore local and global challenges (Clement, and Sarwar. 2024) and (Tinney, and Hirst. 2017).


Embedding sustainability in early years: beyond awards and tick boxes

In early years settings across Wales, sustainability is promoted through structured programmes such as Eco-Schools, which aim to empower children to take environmental action (Keep Wales Tidy n.d). The Eco-Schools framework, run in Wales by Keep Wales Tidy (n.d), provides a seven-step model designed to engage young learners in environmental education (Eco-School 2024). Whilst the programme offers valuable structure and resources, its effectiveness depends on how it is integrated into practice. Therefore without leadership and staff engagement, there is a danger that sustainability will become more focused on displays, audits, and awards rather than embedded. However, MIchauz, (2022) suggests there is concerns that these initiatives become more of a tick-box exercise, where sustainability is only revisited during inspections or award cycles. Rather than embedded into meaningful daily life. King, (2023b) also argues that sustainability must go beyond themed projects and be woven into the curriculum, routines, and values in early years settings, therefore, it is important to empower practitioners with training and time to embed sustainability meaningfully, rather than treating it as a requirement.

Learning from the natural world

According to Truscott,(2020) Learning from the natural world plays an important role in early childhood education, offering opportunities for emotional, cognitive, and social development. Nature-based experiences to nurture empathy, emotional regulation, and a deep sense of care qualities that are foundational to both personal wellbeing and caring for the environment. As children explore natural spaces, they develop a sense of connection and belonging, which supports holistic development and nurtures eco-awareness from an early age (Xu, Rahman, and Ansyah. 2025).  Research by Kiviranta et al. (2024) highlights how outdoor learning environments promote children’s wellbeing, holistic learning, and environmental connection. Similarly, Avan et al. (2024) emphasize that embedding sustainability into early childhood is important for developing foundational skills and encouraging meaningful, developmentally appropriate engagement with environmental issues. Additionally, Sobel (2017) famously stated, “Children cannot love what they do not know” a reminder that meaningful relationships with the natural world must begin in childhood. Without hands-on experiences, sustainability in education risks becoming disconnected. If we embed nature based, learning into early years not only does it enrich the curriculum but also develops the emotional and ethical groundwork for lifelong environmental responsibility.

Taking action and future thinking

Taking action and future thinking are important aspects of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in early childhood. These practices help children reflect on their actions, understand their impact on others and the environment. Samuelsson, Li, and Hu (2019) highlight ESD as a transformative approach that nurtures curiosity, responsibility, and environmental awareness. In Wales, frameworks like Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) promote this by encouraging children to actively contribute to a fairer, more sustainable world (Tinney & Hirst, 2017b). Therefore, Reflective thinking nurtures a sense of care, empathy, and responsibility, qualities that are important for both personal development and community well-being. Wyn (2023) stated by the Education Workforce Council Wales, reflection is not just a personal habit but a professional responsibility that supports ethical awareness and the needs of others. According to UNESCO (2020) by promoting responsibility, Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) helps children see themselves as active contributors, not just passive learners It also supports intergenerational learning, where knowledge, values, and sustainable habits are shared across families and community. According to Siraj-Blatchford and Huggins (2015)  early childhood education lays the groundwork for empathy, global awareness, and community involvement. Ličen et al. (2021) further emphasize that intergenerational education builds mutual respect and shared responsibility, drawing on diverse knowledge to support sustainability. The Welsh Government’s (2025) Resilience Framework further reinforces this by highlighting the role of education in building resilient, reflective communities that collaborate across generations to shape a more sustainable and equitable future. However, Collins and Garrity (2025) suggest many educators feel underprepared to deliver ESD effectively, highlighting the need for professional development. While current frameworks offer a strong foundation, the success of ESD in early childhood depends on consistent, well-supported implementation.
Conclusion

While embedding sustainability in early childhood education is important for nurturing values such as empathy, responsibility, and environmental. With real-world issues learning through hands-on and nature-based children begin to see themselves as active contributors to a better future. While policies and frameworks provide essential guidance, implementation depends on committed practitioners, strong leadership, and supportive environments. With the right foundations, early years education can inspire children to care for their world, now and for generations to come. 
Thank you for listening.
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