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For this presentation, I will reflect on my experience of the John Muir award and discuss how these activities support the principles of early childhood education for sustainability.   I will begin with my reflection. 
Part 1
As part of the award, I identified a natural area that is meaningful to me due to its tranquillity, calmness and ability to appreciate nature. This area is a family member’s garden, located in Carmel, Carmarthenshire. 
The garden was already home to vast amounts of plants and animals, making it an ideal area to think about what already exists to promote sustainability and maintain the ecosystem, and what more could be done to encourage greater wildlife into the garden. 
As part of the conservation, I recycled drinks bottles and adapted these into bird feeders and water baths for birds, squirrels and any other wildlife that may be encouraged into the garden. This was done by cutting the bottles, placing sticks within the bottle holes and using reused string from gift packaging to hang these in the garden. The bird feeder was filled with food waste, thus reducing waste, and saving money from negating the need to buy bird seed. However, research was conducted prior to placing food waste in the bird feeders to ensure it would not harm any animals. Both were hung out of reach to ensure that any wildlife would not be disturbed by family pets, and the bird bath was placed in a position that would collect rainwater naturally, so that there would be no need to refill this using tap water. 
Finally, a cutting of a fox glove plant was taken from an existing plant in another garden and planted within my chosen area. This was done in order to encourage more bees into the garden, and research undertaken suggested that foxgloves provide vast amounts pollen, thus being one of the best types of plants to plant in order to attract wildlife. 
Exploring the area has provided me with a deeper understanding of its natural features, wildlife, and ecological significance, whilst also discovering the history of the landscape and how today’s landscape has been shaped over time by nature and human activity. It has also allowed me to develop my understanding of sustainability and what this means. 
It also enhanced my personal connection with the area, allowing me to further appreciate its beauty, biodiversity, and the importance of protecting it. 
It has also allowed me to foster awareness of environmental issues, such as pollution and habitat loss, and has promoted a sense of responsibility to care for and conserve the natural world to encourage sustainability. 
The processes involved in obtaining this award has made me reflect on how important learner led exploration is and the benefits this can have. By allowing the learner to take an active role in deciding what, how, and where they want to learn, instead of directed learning, individuals are able to follow interests and learn about topics that they are concerned with, thus developing curiosity, independence and critical thinking. This is an important aspect that can be taken back into the classroom setting when considering different methods of teaching and interacting with children. 
It has allowed me to gain confidence, and not only around the topic of sustainability and what I can do to work towards it, but also confidence in my approach to teaching and supporting children. It has allowed me to understand that you don’t always know everything, and that you sometimes have to do research to provide answers. And this is relevant in the classroom when children ask questions - I believe I now have the confidence to say “I’m not sure” or “shall we go and find out?”, encouraging thinking, imagination and showing children that not everybody knows everything. 
Finally, I have learnt the importance of developing a connection with nature. Prior to this module, I had a brief understanding of ecosystems and sustainability, and had an interest in animals and nature but did not fully appreciate the benefits it has, why it is important to conserve it and how I am able to do this on an individual level. By learning about nature and sustainability, you are able to develop an understanding and connection to it and for this reason I will be encouraging more nature-based activities within the classroom setting, such as nature walks. This will encourage children to develop a connection with nature and help the environment, whilst also meeting Dewey’s (1998) learner led and Froebel’s outdoor approaches (Froebel Trust, 2023).
Part 2
I will now move on to the second part of the discussion and critically evaluate how undertaking experiences such as those in part one can support the philosophy and principles of early childhood education for sustainability. 
Kotob (2022) highlights how historic definitions of sustainability refer to the environment and fail to acknowledge broader issues. Similarly, Ruggerio (2021) states that sustainability, in fact, also relates to business, agricultural, industrial and urban development. 
Nevertheless, the most used and agreed definition is based on that of the Brundtland Report ‘Our Common Future’ which states that sustainability is the ability to meet current societal needs without harming future generations or compromising their ability to meet their needs (United Nations, 1987). 
This is supported by University of Essex (2024) who state that sustainability is not solely based on nature and climate, but also considers the interrelationships between the environment, society and the economy. 
The changing definition of sustainability has therefore caused an inevitable shift in pedagogy in early years education (Macintyre et al., 2024). During 1970s there was a focus placed on environmental awareness, recycling and conservation, however this was later adapted in the 1980s to incorporate social and economic issues such as poverty and equity, which led to the development of the Education for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 1987). This is a learning approach based on the skills required for developing sustainable futures (Newcastle University, no date). 
Today, a holistic approach is taken towards sustainability, with a focus on society, the economy and the environment, taught in developmentally appropriate ways to promote sustainable thinking and behaviour from a young age (UNESCO, 2024). 
So what does sustainability look like in early years?
There is a consensus that sustainability involves helping children develop a connection with the natural world through exploration, however different theorists and authors emphasise different approaches (United Nations, no date). 
Davis and Elliott (2014) state that children should be given opportunities to explore natural environments through gardening, walks and outdoor play in order to develop empathy and respect for nature. Davis and Elliott (2014) further state that children are capable of developing an understanding of the environment when they engage with nature. 
Similarly, Davis (2010) argues that children who are introduced to recycling, composting, energy saving, and water conservation through daily routines develop greater problem solving and decision-making skills, through hands-on and real-life experiences. Despite these not being taught lessons in school, such thinking is embedded into the curriculum as is one the objectives of the Welsh curriculum, allowing children to become connected with and contribute to their world (Hwb, no date). 
These approaches support and promote the principles of the John Muir award, through discovery and exploration, as well as conservation (John Muir Trust, no date). 
UNESCO (2017) also support this approach and highlight the importance of empowering children as active citizens, contributing to local communities and environments, particularly through the use of projects such as community gardens or litter picking. This teaches children the value of sustainability and how to promote sustainable futures, aligning with the agentic child concept which sees children as active participants in their development, rather than recipients of teaching and societal influence (UNESCO, 2017). 
These approaches are directly linked with the thinking of John Muir and the award as they encourage connections and highlight the value of nature and the environment, whilst also promoting curiosity and understanding of ecosystems (Bilton, 2010). Furthermore, they encourage sustainable actions like litter picking and planting, and improved reflection and community engagement (Bilton, 2010). This is the approach taken during part one of the experience of the John Muir award. A hands-on approach was adopted, visiting the site multiple times, and observing and noting any changes, such as wildlife sightings, dependent on weather and time of day. 
However, Engdahl (2015) states that this approach alone does not promote sustainable living. Engdahl (2015) argues that practitioners act as role models to children and they therefore must promote and adopt sustainable living and reflective practices themselves to impart on children, and their ability to do so impacts the attitudes and behaviours of children in early years education. ESS (2023) also argue that sustainability is not solely based on the teaching of environmental facts but also includes imparting good habits and behaviours that support children to become proactive individuals. 
However, despite these authors claiming that teaching sustainability should be focussed on developing connections with nature and promoting ecological awareness, policy, particularly the EYFS, highlights the importance of developing a sense of community and global citizenship, as well as respect and diversity when teaching sustainability (Department for Education (DfE), 2024). Similarly, as part of the UN sustainable development goals, goal 47 refers to the ability of educational settings to provide opportunities for children to develop knowledge regarding sustainable development, through education and lifestyle (UNESCO, 20170. This is an international commitment that sees sustainability as a varied and lifelong goal, starting in the early years (UNESCO, 2017). 
More specifically, in Wales, whilst the foundation phase framework emphasises children’s relationship with nature and promotes environmental awareness and social responsibility, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, embeds sustainable development in all public service planning. Furthermore, as previously mentioned, ethical citizenship is considered as one of the four pillars of the curriculum of Wales, promoting awareness of social and cultural issues, and engaging with these whilst respecting other individuals in society (Hwb, 2024). 
Such policies therefore focus on learning about the natural world, respecting living things, community, global citizenship and diversity, as well as future-focused thinking and they promote this through outdoor play, recycling, fair trade awareness, eco projects and exploring cause and effect within early years settings (Hwb, 2024). 
This thinking is supported by Enel (2024) who state that children should be taught social sustainability such as conditions at work, human rights and inclusion, as well as economic sustainability including transparency and business management and ethics in order to ensure a prosperous future for individuals in society. This can be achieved through teaching resource management, responsible consumption and understanding communities (The Curiosity Approach, no date)

Similarly, Davis (2015) states that sustainability must be embedded into the ethos, curriculum, and daily practices of early years settings, rather than being added as a one-off session. In Davies’ (2015) view, children are seen as capable contributors and are not too young to understand or act on sustainability issues.
However, Davis and Elliot (2009) state that cultural resistance by practitioners towards integrating sustainability, often the result of lack of training or fear of complexity, is a barrier to its implementation in early years. This conflicts with policy goals like the Early Years Statutory framework, that call for whole-setting approaches. Like Davis (2015), Davis and Elliott (2009) emphasise a shift toward nature-based, experiential learning and whole-of-setting approaches.
This is supported by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, whilst not a sustainability theorist as such, the model supports the idea that children’s learning is shaped by interactions with multiple systems including family, school, community, and the environment. The model suggests that early years education should reflect real-world complexity, including family values, social justice, and ecological interdependence (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979).
However, much like the John Muir award, Montessori (1948) emphasised respect for nature, self-discipline, and understanding individuals’ roles in the world, supporting hands-on learning, nature exploration, and peace education, which are all aligned with sustainability.
Whilst, Montessori (1948) and the John Muir award are recognised for their consideration of environmental sustainability, even back in 2003, Bushby (2003) claimed that they are too focussed on nature and that the John Muir award fails to consider the wider social and economic aspects that policy and theorists highlight. 
UNESCO (2017) also found that most sustainability practice in early years settings focus on environmental actions such as recycling, but the social and economic pillars of sustainability such as equity, diversity, wellbeing are less visible.
Furthermore, Bushby (2003) states that this approach is time consuming, and is not always achievable in early years education settings.  
Nevertheless, Siraj-Blatchford and Siraj (2009) refer to the lack of confidence of practitioners in teaching sustainability due to poor initial training and limiting depth of engagement with environmental, social and economic aspects. This is exacerbated by poor leadership or sustainability policies in place at setting level and is the result of varying practices across settings (Aboueid et al., 2023). Some settings also see sustainability as secondary to literacy/numeracy targets (Barnes et al., 2019). 

Byrne et al. (2023) state that examples of good practice include eco-Schools and Forest School settings that often go beyond surface-level engagement, involving whole-setting policies, child-led projects and links to community learning. 
EAEA (2020) however, states that while policy intentions are strong, practice is still catching up. 
Settings have integrated connecting with nature, and this is regularly embedded through outdoor play and nature activities. However, the focus often remains on environmental aspects only (UNESCO, 2017). English (no date) does see improvements in embedding sustainability across routines, however states that it is often treated as a one-off topic. 
Whilst economic aspects of sustainability were considered during my completion of the John Muir award through considering the reduction of waste and recycling, it did not consider social aspects of sustainability such as community engagement or equality and diversity, reinforcing Bushby’s (2003) belief that the award places too much focus on the environment. Nevertheless, the award does promote critical thinking, creativity and innovation as suggested by CDN (2019). Part one raised questions and prompted thinking about what is already in place, what more can be done, how to conserve and how to continue ensuring a sustainable future in all aspects of life. 
It is evident that, much like Anderson’s (no date) thinking, the John Muir award needs to be done in conjunction with other things in order to meet policy principles and ensure sustainable futures that cover all aspects of life. 
In conclusion, the John Muir award is widely recognised and appreciated for its ability to promote sustainability within the environment, however it has been criticised for failing to acknowledge the social and economic aspects of sustainability. Whilst policy and other authors highlight the importance of all 3 aspects of sustainability within early years education and provide examples as to how these can be implemented, there is still some way to go. Downfalls in the way sustainability education is delivered is sometimes the result of practitioner training, ability and attitudes which impact children’s understanding and engagement with sustainability. 
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