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I completed the John Muir Award as part of my last module on Sustainability in the Early Years. This assignment has examined how the Award and other chances to study the environment affect practitioners' guidance in advancing Sustainability in early childhood education. It includes a personal analysis of my John Muir experience and pertinent literature to evaluate its importance.

John Muir 
Through a regimented but adaptable programme that prioritises fun, exploration, and adventure, the John Muir Award fosters environmental knowledge and leadership (John Muir Trust, 2021a,). In addition to sharing their experiences with others, participants discover, explore, and preserve wild places or natural spaces (John Muir Award, 2021b). Penarth Pier is where I decided to pursue the John Muir Award since it helped me rediscover nature and its surroundings. Penarth beach is very precious to me since it reminds me of happy childhood memories and gives my brothers a similar setting in which to grow up. The local community deeply values the beach, and the John Muir Award experience has helped me develop a greater appreciation for Penarth. It has also inspired me to actively care for, protect, and conserve this beautiful place.

Early years 
Children who participate in outdoor activities such as the John Muir Award are empowered to make decisions in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC, which guarantees their right to respect their choices and opinions. Hart (1997) asserts that young children can actively engage in the choices and deeds that determine their future. Furthermore, according to GOV UK (2012), implementing sustainable practices in schools can enhance the well-being of youth and inspire them to lead healthy lives and take care of their surroundings. The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), formerly known as the Brundtland Commission, established the idea of sustainable development in 1987 and promoted a development approach that: “…meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p.43). According to the United Nations (2015), the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offer an all-encompassing framework for tackling issues like poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation. The SDGs provide an organised method for teaching sustainability topics in early childhood settings. As an illustration, SDG goal 4 (Quality Education) places a strong emphasis on inclusive and equitable education for everyone, encouraging social responsibility and environmental awareness to promote sustainable development (United Nations, 2015). Teachers can foster in young children a feeling of environmental leadership and global citizenship by including the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) into their curricula (United Nations, 2015).  Moreover, Davis's (2005) study established that early childhood settings with sustainability-related projects significantly affected children, affecting their home and school behaviour. Davis emphasised how the children she saw incorporated what they had learned about water consumption into their everyday routines. Furthermore, Gunton (2020) contends that exposure to experiences such as watching Our Planet documentary can help children as young as seven understand complex ecological concepts. As the author's experiences with composting, the John Muir Award fosters inquiry and discovery, further advancing children's comprehension of complex issues. This kind of learning also gives educators the skills and self-assurance they need to encourage more environmentally friendly behaviours. As such, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (2015) and the topics included in the ESDGC (2008) are directly related to the John Muir Award. In the author's experience, for example, participating in the John Muir Award provides an opportunity to reflect on waste and consumption and look for constructive methods to support conservation initiatives. The UN Sustainable Development Goals (2015) and the ESDGC stress the significance of responsible consumption, with the UN noting unsustainable global resource utilisation. Children can, therefore, consider the connections between their decisions, the environment, health, consumption patterns, and waste management. At the same time, they explore a designated outdoor location as part of the John Muir Award. Thus, the John Muir Award or similar experiences can support practitioners in starting and leading conversations with children about critical environmental issues, encouraging long-term cooperative learning and learning scaffolding. Personally, the John Muir Awrad has stimulated my creativity, particularly during the Covid-19 pandemic when restrictions prompted us to spend more time outdoors. I had not actively addressed my mental health issues and had never given these possibilities much thought until I took part in the John Muir Award. My perspective has been widened by the outcomes, and it has motivated me to investigate a variety of avenues for supporting environmental conservation. Among these tactics, I want to organise more beach clean-ups and work on wildlife restoration projects that safeguard the ecosystem. Working with the community and discussing plans with coworkers at the pier were essential to organising these projects. Moreover, the John Muir Award can support Article 24 of the UNCRC, which states that children have the right to a healthy existence, including a clean environment, and can be in line with the integrated goals of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) (Welsh Government, 2015b). The Curriculum for Wales (2022) seeks to develop people with a holistic understanding of their lives. Children can ponder significant problems crucial to their future, like sustainability, citizenship, and well-being, by participating in outdoor exploration programmes like the John Muir Award. Furthermore, Bushby's (2003) analysis of the John Muir Award revealed that at least 90% of recipients were inspired to value natural surroundings and accept personal responsibility, achieving the award's goals.

As previously said, the John Muir Award has many advantages. Still, from the standpoint of ESDGC, there can be worries that it they idealise nature too much and may even ignore how intertwined it is with human society and sustainable development. The outcome emphasis on visiting untamed or natural settings may imply that people believe they are apart from the natural world. However, UNESCO (2002) highlights that to achieve sustainable development, social justice and fairness, economic stability, and environmental quality must all be given equal weight, acknowledging their interdependence. Another cause for concern is that John Muir, the man who created the John Muir Award, had beliefs and ideals that are no longer acceptable, especially regarding race and First Nations rights. This is acknowledged and discussed on the John Muir Award site (John Muir Trust, 2021c). However, great attention needs to be paid to these factors, particularly when it comes to democratic and inclusive approaches to early childhood education. Despite this, the philosophy espoused by the John Muir Award, which emphasises outdoor discovery and interaction with natural settings, offers worthwhile experiences that can give children and professionals a chance to learn about sustainability in approachable, pertinent, and valuable ways

The Welsh Government's definition of Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) is directly related to environmental involvement through programmes like the John Muir Award (2008a). This relationship is founded on the emphasis on preserving and safeguarding nature. The Welsh Government (2008b) does not see ESDGC as a stand-alone curriculum subject but as an integrated approach to daily life. By encouraging sustainable activities in a personally relevant way and enabling participants to find and explore locations significant to them, the John Muir Award experience strengthens this viewpoint. Donaldson (2015) highlights the importance of education in raising knowledge of global citizenship and sustainability. Nonetheless, Ward (2017) discovered that teachers worry that students may view sustainability as just one more thing to cram into an already packed curriculum. According to Tinney and Hirst (2018), practitioners may refrain from interacting with sustainability because of its seeming complexity and the difficulty of integrating it into an already overburdened curriculum. Furthermore, Froebel (1826) noted that instructors have additional responsibilities regarding teaching sustainability. It may be difficult for practitioners to engage with the topic of Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) if they have this perspective. Activities that allow practitioners to take charge of their learning, such as the John Muir Award or unstructured outdoor experiences, have the potential to make a significant impact. Both Sustainable Wales (2020) and the Welsh Government (2008b) emphasise that everyone must take the lead in environmental protection if sustainable development and global citizenship are to thrive. Sustainable Wales (2020) aims to ignite a love for sustainable living practices. As emphasised by the Welsh Government (2009) in "One Wales: One Planet," this purpose promotes leadership and ambition in individuals while allowing us to draw lessons from the past. To accomplish this, practitioners must have confidence, though. Thus, starting small while learning new things, like getting involved with the environment and investigating local sustainability issues through the John Muir Award or other outdoor experiences, can be essential. In my personal experience, for example, I've seen many individuals leaving trash around the pier. I've found strategies for minimising the quantity of garbage on the beach and the sea by keeping an eye on the pier. There have been times when I've sat by myself on the dock at the beach, lost myself in thought for a few priceless minutes as I listened to the seagulls. These times have given me a chance to reflect on the good things in life and increased my respect for the natural world after a year of uncertainty and Covid-19 restrictions. They've given me even more motivation to keep it safe. Therefore, participating in outdoor events like the John Muir Award allows children and teachers to form strong connections with the natural world. It enables them to investigate, preserve, and consider their attitudes and values. As Tinney and Hirst (2018) point out, this aligns with early years pedagogy and the ideals of education for sustainability, focusing on child-led learning, cross-curricular experiences, and holistic development. Moreover, it encourages active learning across various subject areas and complements the Foundation Phase curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015a).

ESDGC strongly emphasises the advantages of learning outside of the conventional classroom and using a comprehensive strategy (DCELLS, 2007). Using outdoor approaches like the John Muir Award, practitioners and leaders in educational settings who might be hesitant or less confident can provide meaningful learning opportunities for practitioners, children, and families to participate together. This promotes a socio-cultural approach and a more democratic leadership style (Vygotsky, 1978), where many community stakeholders can mutually assist each other's learning. 

Acting and making sustainability visible 
My personal experience has shown that outdoor activities such beach clean-ups, making objects out of litter from the beach, can help draw attention to sustainability issues. For example, initiatives like the John Muir Award allow children and teachers to form close connections with nature and use various techniques and senses to show what they've learned. This method is in line with the Reggio Emilia approach, which emphasises the "100 languages of learning," as well as the Montessori approach (1912), which strongly emphasises children's sensory exploration. Miller (2012) asserts that a comprehensive approach to sustainability empowers children and teachers to go on deep and meaningful investigations that are immediately applicable to the children’s daily lives. Tilbury and Wortman (2004) contend that we can create a more favourable climate by introducing experiences like those provided by the John Muir Award into the curriculum. This method is consistent with Froebel's (1826) theory that children learn best from firsthand experiences and practical activities that foster a sense of place and reconnection with the natural world. Additionally, a lack of connection to the outdoors has been linked to nature deficit disorder in many children today, according to Louv (2010). Restoring this bond through outdoor activities can inspire children to spend more time outdoors and become more conscious of their environmental effects.

Because the John Muir Award is customisable to each recipient's interests and research objectives, it allows introspection and creative thought. According to DCELLS (2008), Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship, or ESDGC, develops children's critical thinking skills by improving their abilities and preparing them for future challenges. This aligns with one of the main objectives of Donaldson's (2015) Curriculum for Wales 2022, which stresses practical problems to aid in children's conceptual comprehension and application of their knowledge of how things work. The John Muir Award and ESDGC encourage children to explore and interact with the world via first-hand encounters. The UNCRC's Article 29 emphasises the importance of developing a child's individuality and help them learn to respect themselves and others. Therefore, children need a combination of holistic and intellectual learning experiences that help them reflect on their mental health. According to the Mental Health Foundation (2020), spending time in nature improves one's well-being and helps preserve the environment for future generations. This also resonates with McNichol, Davis, and O’Brien's (2011) perspective on intergenerational equity, which advocates for ensuring that future generations inherit an environment at least as healthy and diverse as the one we enjoy today. Within the framework of ESDGC, initiatives such as the John Muir Award or open-ended outdoor exploration can provide children with opportunities to engage deeply with pressing issues like habitat loss, climate change, and pollution. These experiences allow children to encounter these challenges firsthand, whether through exploring diminishing habitats, observing changing weather patterns, or encountering litter in their environment. According to the Welsh Government (2008a), such opportunities enable educational settings to adapt their approaches to address issues pertinent to their contexts. Though, White notes that without access to the outdoors, children might not have the chance to experiment with other ways of thinking and acting.

Environments can study habitat loss and its effects on biodiversity through programmes like the John Muir Award or similar environmental education initiatives. The World Animal Foundation (2020) states that habitat deterioration is mainly caused by human activity. Furthermore, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) (2020) observes that the growing human demand for resources and land is causing species to lose their habitats. As Porter (2010) suggests, incorporating ESDGC into the curriculum encourages students to consider the long-term impacts of human activity on the environment. To do this, he promotes reducing consumption and employing less energy, land, and water.

The John Muir Award and the themes of the ESDGC curriculum in Wales provide an opportunity to investigate ecological footprints by analysing how people view and use the non-human environment. According to studies by Moren et al. (2008), human resource consumption is currently occurring at a rate 25% faster than Earth's biocapacity. As a result, Porter (2010) makes the case that implementing sustainable practices is crucial to lowering our ecological footprint. Through its emphasis on exploration and discovery, the John Muir Award provides a viewpoint that helps adults and children recognise the unique qualities of the non-human world. Doing so helps to change ideas about the non—human world's importance—including plants, animals, habitats, and landscapes. Sitting by the water at the pier, inhaling the salty sea air and observing my surroundings, I’ve come to realise the importance of preserving its natural beauty. Pursing the John Muri Award heightened my awareness of the effort required to sustain our environment. Moreover, viewing the beach through a sustainability viewpoint has inspired me to delve deeper. I’ve discovered numerous benefits of beach visits, including enhancing health and well-being. Engaging in real outdoor experiences has been crucial for me reflect deeply on my own sustainability actions. 

Conclusion 
I shall always treasure the opportunities provided by the John Muir Award. It is meaningful to share my Award experiences with my brothers, who mean the world to me. I doubt I would have had such a deep reconnection with nature as I have recently if it weren't for the outdoor activities provided by the Award. It has made me think twice about environmental problems and reevaluate how I affect the globe. My pursuit of a future in the early years sector has been spurred by completing the John Muir Award since it offers firsthand exposure to nature that can be highly beneficial in encouraging sustainable practices.

The chance to interact with the John Muir Award through inquiry, learning, preservation, and sharing was precious to the author, particularly when taking part in conversations on sustainability. By sharing this experience, early childhood educators and carers can provide their staff members with the self-assurance and enthusiasm they need to lead ESDGC (Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship) activities with the children and families they serve.
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