Student Number: 2319274	Module Code: ECEY:6005	Word Count: 3068
Regaining Paradise: Sustainability in the Early Years - Presentation

Good morning, my name is Caitlin, student number 2319274. The ultimate intention of my presentation today is to reflect on my experience participating in the John Muir Award, and how sustainability affects the early years in such a positive way. 
The area I explored for the John Muir Award was my Grandparents’ garden. This area was a place where I spent a lot of my childhood, together with my mother. The area continues to be a place of comfort for myself; however, it has now become a place where I can relax with my Grandparents, a place where they can garden, and a place of tranquillity. 
I chose this area to be the focus of the John Muir Award because I wanted to conserve an area that was close to my heart, but I also never grew up with my own garden at home, so therefore, did not have the opportunity to grow my own plants and explore outside freely. The area is situated just outside of the centre of Carmarthen. The area is cushioned in lush, green grass, covered in various wildflowers, along with flowers planted by my grandfather. The area landscape features a large concrete surface and a path, leading to an apple tree, which can be viewed as a primary characteristic for the area. 
On my journey to discovering the area, I found that my fear of insects has decreased. I discovered a new passion for bees and wanted to grow flowers to help them with the lack of pollen available to them in the area as much as possible. As I was completing the John Muir Award, I was thinking a lot about my younger self who lacked confidence in partaking in outdoor activities, due to a fear of insects and not having a garden. I was also thinking of the children I have worked with throughout my time studying at UWTSD, and how each child has uniquely viewed nature. Some children are not interested in nature and the environment because they believe it does not affect them, and some are very passionate and will do everything they can to save the planet. As a practitioner, it is important that I learn to understand the planet as much as possible, to help children conquer fears, to become open to understanding why we should recycle and most of all, to understand that what we do today will impact future generations. 


Now moving onto the academic section of my presentation. According to Davies (2010), sustainability has no written definition. Davies (2010) states that in Australia, the term ‘sustainable development’ was replaced by the term ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable living’. This was due to the assumption that development will equate with economic growth, and that it is believed once economic growth is achieved, we can then focus on any environmental concerns. However, David (2010) notes that sustainability in its simplest form is taking responsibility for the local environment. David (2010) states that for early years settings having the understanding of sustainability can be crucial for children, along with their families to comprehend how each thing they do in their everyday lives can soon affect them later on. 

One of the key aspects of my John Muir Award was spending time outdoors doing various activities, such as taking photographs, observing wildlife and conserving the area. According to the Welsh Government’s Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship plan (ESDGC) (2008), there are many common areas of learning. These include Commitment and Leadership, Learning and Teaching and Partnerships and Community. Although all of these sections are different, one would not be the same without the other. It is particularly noted in the ESDGC (2008) that there are seven cross-curricular themes, which are widely used by teaching staff that are identified by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). 
The ESDGC gives learners the opportunity to explore a wide range of issues within sustainability and environment, whilst allowing them to further develop their skills. When considering how I conserved the area for the John Muir Award, I was utilising many of the cross-curricular themes available. 
One theme that was particularly used was The Natural Environment. When conserving my chosen area, one of my aims was to protect the environment and acknowledge its importance. By completing this action, I was able to understand how living things can depend on each other. For example, having an understanding of plants retaining energy from sunlight, which is called Photosynthesis. 
When considering the ESDGC (2008), for the Foundation Phase, it is important to consider all aspects of the cross-curricular themes. Since Climate Change is such a rising issue in today’s generation, it is vital to implement this topic into everyday discussion. As suggested by the ESDGC (2008), to encourage children to discuss the topic of Climate Change, we can complete simple, everyday tasks, such as keeping a daily record of the weather. When completing the Conserve section of my John Muir Award, I was linking in with the Climate Change section of the ESDGC (2008), by giving my seeds more or less water, and moving the plant pot to follow the sunlight. By completing this activity or doing a similar activity with children in the early years, it can enable a child-led practice by allowing the children to decide for themselves how much water to give the plants, whilst also giving the children an opportunity to discover the environment around them and to explore their own curiosity. 
However, some children may not enjoy participating in outdoor activities. According to Sobel (1993), there are many children suffering from ecophobia. Ecophobia, defined by Sobel (1993) is a fear of ecological problems and the natural world. This can be a fear of being in an outside space, rainforest destruction or the ozone layer. Sobel (1993) believes that children are disengaged with the natural world outside, and are more interested in the world viewed through electronic devices. Sobel (1993) has concerns that a curriculum that is environmentally correct will divert children from the natural world, rather than connect them with it. 
It is proposed by Sobel (1993) that if there are healthy ways of enabling empowerment in children when it comes to the environment, then it is possible to combat ecophobia with ecophilia, which is supporting children’s ability to bond with their natural world. For this to happen in the early years, practitioners could create what could be described as ‘safe’ and fun’ activities for children, for example, a scavenger hunt or building fairy gardens to spark interest. 
According to Ozalemdar (2021), an individual's attitude towards the outdoor environment and the natural world can change how they choose to engage in nature. Many researchers, including Braun and Dierkes (2017) believe that for positive environmental attitudes to be encouraged, we should be making more direct contact with the outdoors. This is a good way of combating ecophobia, as previously stated by Sobel (1993). Cheng and Monroe et al., (2013) believe that having a close bond and direct contact with nature is associated with emotional closeness, gaining an interest in nature and a sense of morality towards the environment. Green, Kalvaitis and Worster et al., (2016), state that the art of connecting with nature develops in early childhood. Collado, Staats and Corraliza et al., (2013) believes that when children spend more of their time outside, they are more likely to develop a positive mental attitude towards nature and the environment around them. Young children are also more likely to learn to respect nature and develop a close bond with the outdoors, the more they are at one with it (Collado, Staats and Corraliza et al., (2013).


Looking at the Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (2024), it is noted in the curriculum that being outdoors is an essential aspect of a child-centred pedagogy. The Welsh Government (2024) states that being in the outdoor environment can have many benefits, including supporting children’s emotional, social and physical development. The Welsh Government (2024) say that when children spend time outdoors when attending their setting, they will have the opportunity to gain confidence, explore freely and further enhance their skills. The outdoor environment allows children in early years settings to build on their empathy for the world around them, once a connection with the natural world has been built, according to the Welsh Government (2024). Looking at what the Welsh Government (2024) states about children in the early years and the outdoor environment, they link in closely with Froebel’s approach. Froebel (No Date) believed that children experiencing and obtaining an understanding of nature was at the forefront of his ideas. Froebel (No Date) had strong beliefs that through gardening and spending time in nature, children would eventually begin to grasp a connection between different aspects and areas of an open space, including the growth of the plants and how the flowers have a need for food, water and good care. 

Now, to move onto my next point, which is the completion of the John Muir Award and how it is supportive of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). One main focus when completing the John Muir Award was collaboration. I worked closely with my Grandfather on this award since he is a keen gardener, much like many young children would do with their family and friends. Vygotsky (1968) discovered a learning theory called Social Constructivism. This is seen as when ‘language and culture are the key frameworks, in which humans experience, communicate and understand reality’. Vygotsky (1968) states that both language and culture play crucial roles in our intellectual development and in how we, as humans observe and understand the world around us. 
It is also said by Vygotsky (1968) that learning concepts, such as Social Constructivism are transmitted through language and are further acknowledged through various interactions and experiences in a cultural setting. It is then viewed by constructivists that students are able to construct by themselves based on their own personal experience from the environment they have encountered, which in this case is an outdoor environment. A social constructivist, according to Vygotsky (1968) will be able to see knowledge as what the students do in collaboration with their peers and teaching staff. The theory of Social Constructivism links in with my John Muir Award because I was working in partnership with my Grandfather when working on the ‘Conserve’ section of the award. I was learning from him and his years of gardening experience, while he was learning from me as we had lengthy discussions about how we could experiment with the flowers to ensure they continue to thrive.

Looking at aspects of the John Muir Award, there are various aspects that will be supportive of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). Before thinking about the John Muir Award, we need to think about why we need ESD in the Early Years. According to the ESD (No Date), it is said that in early childhood, children will tend to experience the largest environmental challenges, and it is these challenges that will build and shape their futures and change attitudes. As stated by myself earlier, climate change has a large impact on today’s young generation and will continue to do so as time goes on and more generations pass through. The ESD (No Date) understands that from extensive research and hands-on experience, the youngest of our generation are capable of complex thinking when discussing socio-ecological issues, including climate change and pollution. The ESD (No Date) also states that the earlier their ideas are introduced to young children, the greater their impact and influence could be.

When reflecting back on my experience partaking in the John Muir Award, it is seen how some key themes and aspirations from the ESD have been amplified. One area in particular that my take on the John Muir Award has supported the ESD (No Date) is through the theme of ‘Networks, Arenas and Partnerships’. This theme in the ESD (No Date) states that ‘good practice in early childhood education integrated indigenous knowledge, sustainable living practices, basic human rights and learning through experiences’. I would like to take a key focus and zoom in on ‘learning through experiences’ for the John Muir Award. When I was completing the award, as previously stated, I collaborated with my Grandfather for the ‘Conserve’ section of the award, but I also took photos and explored the area solo to view nature in its true form. 
As opposed to staying inside and searching online for resources to help me achieve the award, I allowed myself to go out and explore and discover aspects of the garden I did not get the opportunity to see as a child, or did not fully appreciate. 
I also had the opportunity with UWTSD to garden with a local school. This gave me a close insight as to how children perceive nature when in a different and natural environment, compared to what they are used to. I would describe some children as ‘confident’ and ‘keen gardeners’, others, I would describe as ‘apprehensive’ and ‘distressed’ by what they were seeing and the activities they were taking part in, since they perhaps were not used to it and were possibly dealing with Ecophobia. This could be seen as a difficulty when planning outdoor activities in a setting, as Ecophobia is a fear of ecological problems and the natural world, according to Sobel (1993). To aim to combat this in children, it could help to include them as much as possible in the activities and make the activities child-led, as opposed to adult-led.   
All of these points link back to Froebel. 
Froebel (No Date) states that when children become immersed in an outdoor environment and are able to observe, and live in awe and wonder at the world we live in, they become capable of being scientists, engineers and explorers. Not only that, but Froebel’s approach (No Date) has the belief that if children continue to revisit green spaces throughout the year, it can create a home from home environment, almost like a bond. Young children may also create names of key characteristics of the garden to build a further connection, and to create excitement. 

Children with Additional Learning Needs also benefit greatly from spending time outdoors, according to Brewer (2016). Brewer (2016) states that spending time outdoors for children with Special Educational Needs (or Additional Learning Needs in Wales) will aid them in reducing their levels of anxiety and stress. It is also a good way of allowing children with ALN to become independent and to show their resilience (Brewer, 2016). Both Froebel (No Date) and Brewer (2016) both make keen points about the John Muir Award and spending time in the outdoors showing how inclusive the natural world is and how it can easily relieve any stresses we carry in our everyday lives. Froebel (No Date) offers a strong perspective about how if children continue to visit green spaces throughout the year, they will begin to associate their space with a ‘home from home’ approach, and I believe if that practice was implemented everywhere, less children and their families would struggle with Ecophobia.
Another area where my take on the John Muir Award has supported the ESD (No Date) is ‘Sustainable Development in Practice’. This theme in the ESD (No Date) states that ‘you should live how you teach’. This particular aspect of the ESD (No Date) is particularly passionate about early years educational settings putting sustainability first, examining their own ‘ecological footprints’ and aiming to reduce as much of their energy, water and materials as they can.

What is an ecological footprint? According to Kitzes and Wackernagel et al., (2009), an ecological footprint is an indicator of human activity to track sustainability. It has the ability to track a person's everyday tasks and their impact on the environment, which can encourage people to make better choices for the planet.  
When participating in the John Muir Award, I did not work alongside an early years setting, however, that did not stop me from being sustainable with the materials I was using. When working on the ‘Conserve’ section of the project , my main priority was to use peat-free compost, as opposed to compost containing peat. Through extensive research, I found why peat-free soil is more beneficial to the environment. According to The Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) (2025), the use of peat-free compost is extremely supportive of biodiversity, along with the wider environment. The RHS (2025) states that peat extraction releases carbon dioxide, which inevitably leads to climate change. The soil is also capable of soaking up any excess rainfall, which is suitable for use in places that are prone to flooding.

Reflecting on what has been previously stated, the John Muir Award has been very beneficial for those in the early years and for myself. However, upon reflection I have noticed there have been aspects of it that could be suitable for the children to complete before or on the way to school. If children live close enough to their school, they could walk to school and take photographs and walk and take close notice of what they come across on their walk to and from school, like a nature walk. As the seasons go on, the children could look at how the leaves change and the different types of wildlife that ‘goes to sleep’, the wildlife that remains and what new creatures they may come across. 

To conclude my presentation, I have found that the completion of the John Muir Award and working closely with a local primary school gave me the opportunity to overcome some of my personal fears, along with engaging closely with the environment around myself. I also found that as I was working with the local school, I was able to see some theorists come to life, such as Froebel. Through research, I discovered how allowing children to freely explore an outdoor space multiple times a year can benefit them as it allows them to create a bond, especially for children who have ALN. I have also discovered what Biophobia is, which is a fear of the natural world. This is something that can severely impact children’s education, and it can make them exceedingly reliant on practitioners for guidance. This is something I believe I have struggled with in the past, but thank you to completing the John Muir Award, I feel like I have now overcome.     
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