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Good morning/afternoon 
My name is Phoebe , and today I’ll be talking about my experience completing the John Muir Award.
For my award, I explored Bryngarw Country Park. During this experience, I spent time learning about the natural environment, observing wildlife, and understanding the importance of protecting green spaces within the local community.
I chose Bryngarw Country Park because it is a peaceful and diverse natural area with woodlands, grasslands, and riverside habitats. I also chose this site because it is accessible, well maintained, and provides opportunities to explore nature while learning about conservation and the environment.
Bryngarw Country Park is located in Bridgend, South Wales, and it is considered a country park and woodland nature area. The park includes walking trails, open green spaces, wildlife habitats, and areas used for recreation and education. It is an important place for both biodiversity and the local community.
Today I am going to share my personal reflection on completing the John Muir Award and my experience exploring Bryngarw Country Park.
Completing the John Muir Award gave me the opportunity to spend more time outdoors and connect with nature in a way that I do not usually do in everyday life. Before starting this experience, I mainly viewed parks and outdoor spaces as places for walking or relaxing. However, during my exploration of Bryngarw Country Park, I began to understand how important these natural environments are for wildlife, education, wellbeing, and the wider community.
One of the biggest things I found out during this experience was how much biodiversity exists within one local area. While exploring the park, I noticed different types of habitats including woodland areas, open grassland, riverside environments, and areas managed for conservation. I learned that each habitat supports different species of plants, insects, birds, and animals. Before this, I had never really paid close attention to how connected ecosystems are. I realised that even small changes to the environment can affect wildlife and natural habitats.
I also learned more about the importance of conservation and protecting green spaces. Visiting the park helped me understand that these places are not only important for nature but also for people’s physical and mental wellbeing. Many people use Bryngarw Country Park for exercise, relaxation, family activities, and spending time away from busy urban environments. This made me realise how valuable accessible natural spaces are within local communities.
Another important part of my learning was becoming more aware of environmental issues. I noticed how litter, pollution, and damage to habitats can negatively affect wildlife and the environment. This experience changed my thinking because I realised that protecting nature is everyone’s responsibility. Even small actions, such as disposing of rubbish properly, respecting wildlife, and encouraging sustainable behaviour, can help preserve these spaces for future generations.
The experience also made me reflect on my own connection with nature. Spending time outdoors reminded me of childhood memories of visiting parks, exploring outdoors, and being curious about the natural world. As children, many people naturally enjoy exploring nature, climbing trees, observing animals, or simply playing outside. However, as people get older, they often spend less time outdoors because of technology, busy lifestyles, or other responsibilities.
This experience made me think about how important it is for children to stay connected with nature. Outdoor environments can help children develop creativity, confidence, curiosity, and respect for the world around them. Nature can also support mental health and emotional wellbeing by giving people space to relax and reduce stress. I believe experiences like the John Muir Award are valuable because they encourage people of all ages to appreciate and care for the environment.
I was also inspired by how peaceful and calming the natural environment felt. Exploring the park gave me time to slow down, observe my surroundings, and appreciate things that I would normally ignore in everyday life. I became more aware of sounds, colours, wildlife, and seasonal changes within the environment. This helped me feel more connected to the natural world and appreciate the importance of protecting it.
Another thing I found interesting was learning about how parks such as Bryngarw Country Park are managed and maintained. I began thinking more about the work involved in conservation, including protecting habitats, maintaining walking trails, planting trees, and educating visitors about the environment. This has made me interested in learning more about conservation work and how communities can become more involved in protecting local green spaces.
Overall, completing the John Muir Award was a very positive and meaningful experience for me. It helped me gain a greater understanding of the natural environment, conservation, biodiversity, and the importance of protecting outdoor spaces. It also encouraged me to reflect on the relationship people have with nature and how important it is to inspire future generations to care for the world around them.
B
Sustainability can be defined as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (United Nations, 1987). Sustainability is not only about protecting the environment, but also about supporting social, economic, and cultural wellbeing. In Wales, this is reflected within the Welsh Government Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015, which encourages organisations and communities to think about the long-term impact of their decisions on future generations.
Sustainability is highly relevant within early years education because young children are developing attitudes, behaviours, and values that may influence them throughout life. Research suggests that children who regularly engage with nature are more likely to develop positive attitudes towards the environment and sustainability.
Education for Sustainable Development, often referred to as ESD, supports children in developing the knowledge, skills, and values needed for a sustainable future (Welsh Government, 2012). ESD is not simply about teaching children facts about recycling or climate change. Instead, it encourages critical thinking, responsibility, participation, and awareness of how human actions affect the environment and society.
This links closely to the Curriculum for Wales, which aims to develop:
‘Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world’ (Welsh Government, 2022).
This is important because sustainability education encourages children to understand responsibility, fairness, community, and environmental care. The Curriculum for Wales also promotes experiential learning, meaning children learn best through active participation and meaningful experiences.
This is especially relevant within non-maintained nursery settings and early years environments, where play-based and child-centred learning are central to practice. Rather than learning only through direct instruction, children are encouraged to explore, investigate, and discover through real-life experiences.
During my exploration of Bryngarw Country Park, I observed how outdoor environments provide opportunities for hands-on learning, curiosity, and exploration. Children can interact with natural materials, observe wildlife, investigate textures, and explore their surroundings using their senses. These experiences support children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development while also encouraging appreciation for the environment.
A key feature of sustainable learning in early years is that it is child-led. Child-led learning allows children to follow their own interests, ask questions, and make discoveries independently. This increases engagement and supports curiosity and problem-solving skills.
Learning in real-world environments is also important because children often learn more effectively through active doing rather than passive listening. Outdoor environments provide meaningful opportunities to learn about weather, seasons, habitats, growth, and environmental responsibility.
These approaches align closely with the principles of Education for Sustainable Development because they encourage participation, exploration, and connection with the natural world. Sustainability should therefore be embedded within everyday experiences rather than taught as a separate subject.
Another important framework is the United Nations Children's Fund United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, also known as the UNCRC. Article 29 states that education should develop respect for the natural environment, while Article 31 highlights children’s rights to play and participate in recreational activities. Outdoor learning environments help support these rights while also benefiting children’s wellbeing and development.
However, there are also challenges when implementing sustainability within early years settings. Some practitioners may lack confidence, training, or resources for outdoor learning. In some settings, outdoor experiences may be limited due to safety concerns, weather conditions, or curriculum pressures.
There are also concerns that structured academic targets can sometimes reduce opportunities for child-led and exploratory learning. Additionally, not all children have equal access to safe natural spaces, particularly those living in urban or disadvantaged areas.
Despite these challenges, research strongly supports the benefits of outdoor and sustainability-focused learning. Studies suggest that outdoor learning can improve confidence, communication, creativity, resilience, teamwork, wellbeing, and problem-solving skills.
From my own experience at Bryngarw Country Park, I recognised how outdoor environments encourage reflection, curiosity, and emotional connection with nature. These experiences are important for helping children develop environmental responsibility and ethical citizenship.
ESD is concerned not only with environmental knowledge but also with developing values, behaviours, and dispositions that support sustainable living. It is aligned with constructivist and experiential theories of learning, particularly Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle, which emphasises that meaningful learning occurs through a process of experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and active experimentation. The John Muir Award reflects this structure through direct engagement with nature followed by reflection and environmental responsibility.
A key strength of the John Muir Award in relation to ESD is learning through direct engagement with natural environments. During my experience, Bryngarw Country Park provided an authentic context for observing biodiversity, ecosystems, and seasonal environmental change. This aligns with the concept of place-based education, which argues that learning is deepened when it is rooted in real, meaningful environments rather than abstract classroom contexts (Gruenewald, 2003).
From an early years perspective, this approach is particularly significant because young children learn through sensory exploration and embodied experience. Montessori (1949) emphasised that children construct understanding through interaction with their environment, and that nature should be central to early learning. This philosophy aligns closely with outdoor learning approaches in Wales, where children are encouraged to explore, observe, and develop respect for the natural world.
Research in early childhood education for sustainability also suggests that early and repeated contact with nature supports environmental connectedness, curiosity, and emotional attachment to the natural world (Davis, 2015). This emotional connection is often considered a foundation for later pro-environmental behaviour.
However, critically, while nature-based experiences foster engagement and curiosity, they do not automatically develop critical understanding of sustainability issues. Chawla and Derr (2012) argue that environmental connection alone is insufficient unless it is accompanied by guided reflection and opportunities to link experience to wider environmental systems such as climate change and global inequality. This raises a limitation of purely nature-based programmes: they may risk remaining at the level of appreciation rather than critical ESD engagement.
A second key dimension is experiential and practical learning, which is central to both the John Muir Award and ESD pedagogy. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory and Dewey’s (1938) principle of “learning by doing” both emphasise that knowledge is constructed through active engagement rather than passive reception.
In early years education, this is reflected in play-based and child-led approaches where children explore materials, investigate natural environments, and construct meaning through interaction. During outdoor experiences such as Bryngarw Country Park, learners may engage in observing wildlife, collecting natural objects, or exploring environmental features, all of which support cognitive, physical, and social development.
This approach also aligns with Montessori’s (1949) concept of independence and “freedom within structure,” where children are viewed as active agents in their own learning. Outdoor environments naturally support this agency by allowing children to follow curiosity and engage in self-directed exploration.
From an ESD perspective, this is highly valuable because it promotes participation, problem-solving, and responsibility. UNESCO (2017) emphasises that ESD should be participatory and action-oriented, enabling learners to develop competencies such as systems thinking and collaboration.
However, there are structural limitations. Outdoor and experiential learning is often dependent on practitioner confidence, risk perception, and institutional support. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) highlight that effective early years pedagogy requires skilled adults who can extend children’s thinking through sustained shared thinking and scaffolding. Without this, experiential learning may remain superficial.
Additionally, inequalities in access to natural environments remain a significant issue. Children in urban or disadvantaged contexts may have fewer opportunities for sustained outdoor engagement, raising concerns about equity in ESD provision (Rickinson et al., 2004). This challenges the assumption that experiential learning is universally accessible.
A third key aspect is reflection and environmental responsibility, which is central to both Kolb’s learning cycle and the John Muir Award ethos of “care.” Reflection enables learners to move from experience to deeper conceptual understanding and ethical awareness.
In early years contexts, this links to the development of moral reasoning and emerging awareness of cause and consequence. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) emphasises developing “ethical, informed citizens,” which aligns with ESD goals of fostering responsibility towards both local and global environments.
However, critically, there is a risk that outdoor programmes such as the John Muir Award can become overly focused on environmental appreciation without sufficiently addressing broader ESD dimensions such as social justice, global inequality, and economic sustainability. Sterling (2010) argues that ESD must move beyond “green learning” towards systems thinking and critical awareness of interconnected global issues.
Therefore, while the John Muir Award strongly supports environmental stewardship, its effectiveness as an ESD tool depends on how it is contextualised by educators. If experiences are not explicitly linked to global citizenship, there is a risk that learning remains locally focused and does not fully reflect the broader aims of ESD.
Furthermore, there is an ongoing debate about the suitability of structured award frameworks in early years education. While nature-based learning is developmentally appropriate, formalised assessment structures may conflict with child-centred pedagogy if not adapted carefully (White, 2011). This raises important considerations about balancing structure and play in early sustainability education.
Overall, the John Muir Award provides a strong experiential foundation for ESD through learning in nature, hands-on engagement, and reflective practice. It aligns with key theoretical perspectives including Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, Montessori’s nature-based pedagogy, and constructivist approaches to early childhood learning.
However, from a critical perspective, its effectiveness in supporting ESD depends on pedagogical framing. Without structured reflection and explicit links to global sustainability issues, learning may remain experiential rather than critically transformative. Additionally, issues of access, practitioner confidence, and equity limit the universality of such experiences.
In conclusion, experiences such as the John Muir Award can make a significant contribution to ESD in early years education when embedded within a broader pedagogical framework that includes reflection, global awareness, and critical thinking. They should therefore be viewed not as standalone solutions, but as part of a wider, integrated approach to sustainability education.§
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