Regaining Paradise: Sustainability in the Early Years

Good evening, my name is Amy Lewis, my student number is 2212269 and I welcome you to my presentation on Regaining paradise - Sustainability in the early years. 

Firstly I would like discuss reflectively on how my experience went and what inspired me. 

I wouldn’t really consider myself to be an outdoors person, however I am passionate about children experiencing the outdoors and nature and it’s wellbeing. The children just love to be outside. The more I learn about nature and the impact we all have on it, the more I become aware and reflect on my own actions towards sustainability. 
I work in Maes yr Haul primary school in Bridgend within the reception and nursery classes. I have been employed there for nearly 6 years and absolutely love working within the foundation phase and now key stage one.
Within the school we do our best to educate the children through various themes and activities about looking after our planet. We recycle, do litter picks, feed the birds and enjoy birdwatching and we generally take responsibility when it comes to respecting and interacting with nature. We integrate sustainability into our activities and daily routines. We teach the children about waste management, water conservation, and energy conservation. We try motivating the children to embrace environmentally friendly practices such as conserving water and turning off lights when they not in use. The children, and myself as a practitioner are always learning new things, and the John Muir award has allowed me to explore a different aspect of how I can help to conserve nature.

Every day, when taking the children out for play, all they want to do is explore under plant pots, in plant pots, under equipment, and any other nooks and cranny’s they can find, to discover minibeasts. When they do find any, they then look for grass, leaves, twigs, and sticks to make a home for the creatures they have found within a very concreted area that they are limited to using day in and day out. 
 When I look over to the Jubilee Garden located directly alongside the nursery yard, it looks wasted and depressing, however it does have some beautiful trees and bushes, including an apple tree. It has been a real bug bare of mine that it has not been utilised for years, when it could be such an amazing area for the children right throughout the school to work in to develop and improve the area for rich learning, outdoor experiences.

I asked my head teacher if I could tidy up and conserve the Jubilee garden, and explained the many uses it can have, and what the children will gain from using that outdoor space. The children helped to clear the area of any rubbish and broken toys. The tires have been moved directly outside of the classroom to be used for planting of herbs and flowers to attract bees and bugs. We have planted wildflower seeds and more purple flowers to encourage bees to pollinate and have allocated an area of the garden to remain unmown to encourage bugs and butterflies. 
We have taken away the old bug hotel and built a new one. The children decided what to use to build the new bug hotel, collecting up sticks, logs, pots, twigs, leaves, sand, stones and mud and pushing them into all the little nooks and crannies. With children visiting the bug hotel every day and continually adding to it, it is still very much a work in progress even after only a couple weeks. Building it required teamwork, communication, listening, and planning.

The children are taken out in groups every day and take turns to water the herbs, once they grow bigger, the children will replant them into the Jubilee Garden. Their position at the moment is easily accessible just outside the classroom so we can keep an eye on their progress. They also explore the bug hotel with magnifying glasses, and we discuss any new bugs found, and count how many bees we see on the lavender bush and flowers. Our main bug visitors so far have been spiders and woodlice.

We have reached out to the parents and local community to request for donations of any spare gardening tools, outdoor clothing, and seeds, this will enable more children throughout the school to enjoy the area and contribute towards enhancing and conserving the Jubilee Garden.
To share our Jubilee Garden, and our ideas, I have asked our head teacher if we can start a gardening club to enhance the area further with plans to have a small green house and plant a vegetable patch to grow our own food and for the children to learn hands on, where our food comes from.
The children’s work in the garden will be shared with their parents on google classroom with photographs and brief write up of what we have been doing at each stage.
We will also include a section in our school termly newsletter about how our garden is developing and keep the school, children and parents updated on its progress.

Now I will discuss part 2 of my presentation….

The John Muir Award is an environmental award scheme that encourages people to connect with, enjoy, and care for wild places. It was established in 1997 by the John Muir Trust, a UK-based conservation charity. The award is named after John Muir, a Scottish American naturalist, author, and early advocate for the preservation of wilderness in the United States (John Muir Trust, 2019).
The John Muir award is open to people of all backgrounds and ages, aiming to foster a connection with nature and the outdoors (Pembrokeshire Coast, 2024). Participants of the award work towards achieving specific environmental goals, which can vary in complexity and duration, to earn the award. By engaging participants in conservation activities, the award helps to raise awareness about environmental issues and the importance of preserving natural spaces.
The John Muir Award is based on four key principles that guide participants' engagement and activities. These principles are designed to ensure a comprehensive and meaningful experience that aligns with the award's goals of fostering a connection with nature and promoting conservation. 

Participants are encouraged to find and explore a wild place that is new to them that offers opportunities for exploration and discovery. The aim is to foster a sense of adventure and curiosity about the natural world. Exploring the area involves engaging with the wild place through activities that enhance understanding and appreciation of the environment. Participants might undertake nature walks, wildlife observation, outdoor learning activities, or creative pursuits like drawing or photography. The goal is to deepen a person’s connection to the area and learn more about its ecological and cultural significance (John Muir Trust, no date).

Reflecting on and sharing experiences is a crucial part of the award. Participants are encouraged to share what they have learned and achieved with others, whether through storytelling, presentations, social media, or creative projects. This principle aims to inspire others to connect with and care for the natural world, spreading awareness and fostering a sense of community. The Welsh Government (2019) highlights that "by fostering sustainable behaviour and citizen engagement we can also mitigate against climate change and contribute to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals" and encourages participation in sustainable award programmes like the John Muir Award.

Making children aware about sustainability at an early age has advantages for the environment, but it also helps them understand the world around them by asking 'what if' and 'how' questions. After that, children start to relate to and get passionate about the environment, nature, and their relationship with it. They also start to realise how important sustainability is.  In addition to teaching sustainability education, allowing young children to spend time in nature can help them see the environment they are attempting to preserve. Early childhood settings can help children develop a strong understanding of sustainability by educating them about trees, plants, and wildlife (NCFE, no date).

The John Muir Award provides the perfect framework to help children and practitioners interact with the curriculum (Cairngorms National Park Authority, 2015). Many schools provide possibilities for children to interact with nature and establish a sense of 'place' or 'belonging' in their immediate surroundings. This links to Bronfenbrenner's theory that there are numerous 'layers' of the environment that have an impact on a child's development. A child's development is driven and guided by the interactions of elements in their naturally maturing surroundings, immediate family and community, and their wider social environment (Paquette and Ryan, 2015). According to Bronfenbrenner, a child's development is influenced at many different levels, from their unique characteristics and experiences to their social settings and interpersonal connections. However, more general effects from the community, culture, legislation, and policy can have an effect. Practitioners should consider how environmental elements affect a child's engagement in outdoor play considering Bronfenbrenner's model and the generally accepted and influential belief that active and outdoor play is a critical factor in children's development (Pope et al. 2022).
Cardiff Sustainable Education Network (no date) notes that the Natural Environment subject of the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) in Wales incorporates the development of a greater regard for all living things as well as a connection with nature.
According to Brundtland (1987), sustainability is the concept of achieving development that satisfies the requirements of the current generation without jeopardising the capacity of future generations to fulfil their own needs.
Numerous studies have demonstrated the advantages of exposing children to the outdoors (RSPB, 2012). A child's holistic development can benefit greatly from rich outdoor experiences. These interactions can enhance children's education (Ofsted, 2008), social and personal skills (Ward Thompson et al., 2006), and health and wellbeing (Chawla, 2015). White (2004) emphasises that children who spend more time in nature will grow more linked to it, which will increase their likelihood of adopting sustainable and moral behaviours towards the environment.
According to Forbes and Hollyhock (2014), outdoor learning is the equivalent of a bigger classroom. The idea behind this extended classroom is that the school buildings serve as a centre from which learning spaces radiate forth to the surrounding town and community, the school grounds, and the wider world. Therefore, buildings are no longer the only ideal venues for learning thanks to this expanded, or 'outdoor' classroom (Welsh Government, 2023).
The phrase 'outdoor learning' describes purposefully inclusive, coordinated approaches that mainly make use of outdoor experiences and activities to foster learning, enhance health and wellbeing, and environmental awareness (Institute for outdoor learning, 2023). The outdoors is the best place for experiential learning as it offers rare opportunities for creativity, the ability to move, make noise, and take risks. A child's outdoor learning environment can be enhanced and enriched by a variety of distinct elements, including weather, noises, smells, and textures (Welsh Government, 2009). Utilising outdoors can lead to learning possibilities that are exciting, messy, meaningful, and engaging, and nature provides an incomparable canvas for enthusing and motivating children (Learning though landscapes, 2023). 
Studies have explored how learning outside affects children's health and wellbeing. In addition to providing more opportunity for schematic development, the process by which young children make sense of their surroundings, outdoor play helps young children develop physical awareness skills, for example, strength and balance (Bilton and Waters, 2017). Learning outdoors fosters the development of confidence, resilience, empathy, risk assessment, problem solving, and teamwork in children of all ages. According to the findings of a systematic review conducted by Becker et al. (2017), children who learn these lifelong skills outside will have higher self-esteem and are more likely to use these skills in real-life situations. Thus, outdoor learning offers children comprehensive advantages and gives practitioners innovative ways to teach these essential skills. 

Compared to earlier generations, children nowadays do not spend as much time outside, which has sparked concerns (Kennedy, 2018). The negative impacts that children's lack of exposure to nature can have on their overall health and well-being have been explored by Jordan (2016) and Louv (2005). This is known as ‘nature deficit disorder’, according to Louv (2005), who points out that this is not a medical diagnosis but rather words used to describe the loss of connection between humans and nature.  
However, children must have the chance to spend quality time in nature to form a bond with it, and the activity in the Jubilee Garden can help to make this happen. It encourages children to go outside and explore their natural surroundings, which can provide them with excellent opportunities to learn about environmental issues and deepen their understanding of sustainable development. Bruce et al. (2012) state that Fredrich Froebel's views of early childhood development focus on the connections between children and the natural world and the benefits of meaningful experiences with nature for children's overall development.  Bruce (2012) also notes Froebel’s view that children should have the chance to learn about the natural world as part of their education. The validity of this approach is demonstrated by the implementation of the ESDGC framework in educational settings throughout Wales.  

Simple ideas of personal responsibility, such as 'making a difference', are encouraged by the John Muir Award Conserve principle. This helps children recognise the effects of their actions on a local and global scale and gets them involved in creating solutions to the problems they face as global citizens (Cairngorms National Park Authority, 2015). Participants are expected to take practical steps to conserve and protect the wild place they have discovered. This might include activities like habitat restoration, litter picking, creating wildlife habitats, or campaigning for environmental issues. The focus is on making a positive impact and contributing to the preservation and improvement of the natural environment (John Muir Trust, 2019).
The Jubilee garden's wildflower and herbs planting activity encourages a more practical approach. There are many ways that planting with children can enhance their understanding of nature and their holistic development. One of the advantages of gardening, according to Early Learning Furniture (2017), is that it teaches children patience and responsibility for taking care of and growing plants. Froebel agreed, quoting Tovey's (2012) explanation of how children who can plant seeds and grow flowers and plants will learn how to take care of them and how they benefit the environment, which will help them comprehend how all living things are connected. Children who are exposed to nature will learn in nature rather than about it.
Children can gain valuable and focused experience from gardening that enhances their understanding of their surroundings. Children can also benefit from gardening outdoors as they establish relationships with the natural world, discover the seasons and the life cycles of plants and animals, and start to ask more questions about the origins of their food. Maintaining a garden will also encourage sensory investigation and enhance hand and finger control (Early Learning Furniture, 2017). Gardening offers a multitude of educational opportunities related to science, maths and literacy, which are fundamental areas of the curriculum. Engaging in gardening activities offers significant benefits for the physical, mental, and emotional welfare the children (Nurture UK, 2023).

The Welsh government promotes outdoor learning as a crucial method of teaching for the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). The early years sector has an opportunity to impact future generations' sustainability practices and lower the industry's overall carbon footprint because of their close connection to children and their families (NCFE, no date).

The New Curriculum for Wales (2021) recognises the value of outdoor learning. There are several benefits to outside learning for both teachers and children. The Welsh Government emphasises that effective, child centred pedagogy requires outdoor learning. High-quality outdoor education will foster the attitudes, abilities, and knowledge required to fulfil the goals of the four core purposes. As an encouraging element, outdoor learning ought to be naturally incorporated into the curriculum (Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning, 2018). Malaguzzi felt that the environment serves as a third teacher in addition to the practitioner and the children. Children can express their ideas through walking, observing, and exploring both indoors and outside (Pound, 2020).
According to Welsh Government (2023), research demonstrates that outdoor learning can enhance children's health, wellbeing, and learning outcomes while also providing substantial advantages for practitioners and children (Gilchrist and Emmerson, 2016). However, research notes that there are challenges to integrating outdoor learning. Some practitioners believe that 'real work' only occurs in classrooms (Maynard et al., 2011), and other obstacles are frequently associated with people, places, policies, and resources (Williams and Scott, 2019). Although there is documentation that practitioners benefit from outdoor learning, studies also highlight that perceived limitations include a lack of confidence, curricular constraints, and risks related to outdoor learning (Davies and Hamilton, 2018). 

By encouraging children to be knowledgeable and use that information creatively, the new curriculum supports four main goals for children to attain and develop into capable, ambitious learners. Children are to grow into creative, enterprising contributors who strive to further their creative and entrepreneurial skills, to prioritise both their physical and emotional well-being and to be strong, self-assured individuals. Becoming morally and ethically responsible citizens is the goal, which emphasises the significance of morality and civic duty (Senedd Cymru, 2021).

The John Muir Trust (no date) state that children in key stage 2 and above are better suited for the sustainability award because younger children may not be able to understand it’s how-and-why components. This might suggest that children in key stage 1 are not yet prepared to learn about environmental issues and how to fully understand sustainable behaviour. However, Davis (1998) emphasised how important it is to begin teaching children about sustainability at an early age. Wilson (2002) agrees, stating that early education on the natural world must begin even before a child enters school. According to Phenice and Griffore (2003), children have an instinctive connection to the natural world. This can be done through age-appropriate themes, activities and stories which can help a child understand sustainable concepts in a child friendly way.
Keep Wales Tidy (2023) established ways that schools may include outdoor learning into their timetables with the introduction of the new Curriculum for Wales. Activities involving food and plant growth can readily be incorporated into the six learning and experience areas of the curriculum. Such as language expands our comprehension of the natural world through reading, language, and communication, and using maths and numeracy in real-world situations, by counting how many seeds to plant in a given space or measuring physical events.

According to Mackay's (2012) research, it is essential to respect young children's rights to information about social and environmental challenges, participation in discussions about potential solutions, and recognition of their opinions and efforts.  This supports the belief that children in the foundation phase and those in key stage 2 and higher would benefit from the award as well.
Children who are exposed to environmental learning have the potential to influence the sustainability practices of their families, so altering the pattern of intergenerational knowledge transfer from parent to child (Davis et al. 2005). The OECD (2018) supports this, stating that young children can have a variety of effects on environmental challenges. The John Muir Award offers a family award for families of all ages. A demonstration of how this award might strengthen relationships between parents and children and between generations is provided by the John Muirs Trust (no date).

Young children can develop positive connections and understanding of sustainability through participation in environmental programmes and awards like the John Muir Award. As a result, they can share this knowledge in an effective manner to encourage others to take up environmental awareness, which ties into the award's sharing principle. Spiteri (2020) provides support for this, pointing out that children who engage in environmental education through programmes like the John Muir Award can apply what they learn outside of the classroom and into the larger community. Consequently, there is a greater chance of increased awareness and sustainable behaviour that is favourable.
According to Gordan (2020), 57% of parents believe that their children know more about sustainable living than they do. This demonstrates the positive effects of the John Muir Award on children's attitudes towards sustainability and their connection to nature. which, in turn, can connect to the humanities area of learning and experience in the new Welsh curriculum, which highlights, as stated by the Welsh Government (2020), how encouraging inquiry and exploration in nature can contribute to young people's spiritual development and well-being and encourage learners to become morally upright, knowledgeable citizens of Wales and the world.

To conclude my presentation this evening, taking part in the John Muirs award has helped me to broaden my perspective on sustainability and gave me to think of more innovative ways to share what I have learned to the children within my school. The activities in the Jubilee Garden have created beneficial connections to support the ESDGC. By making these changes to our setting and engaging the children outdoors, I am hopeful that we will inspire the next generation to make sustainable and proud contributions to Wales and our planet. 
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