Part one- Reflection
· Hello, my name is Ceri Williams, the aim of this presentation is look at sustainability in the early years.
· I will begin by reflecting on my experience before moving on to the evaluation of sustainability in the early years.
· Whilst walking home from work, I became aware of the variety trees that line are streets and parks.
· I started to reflect on their environmental importance and their role in supporting wildlife. 
· Rhiwbina is a quiet suburb in north Cardiff, boosting 4 parks in walking distances and larger green spaces like the Wenallt and Cefn Onn park also accessible by public transport-encouraging sustainable travel.
· Through my exploration I have learnt that trees support a vast variety of wildlife, I have learnt that Oak trees support of 2,000 species of wildlife from beetles and birds to fungi. I discover moths I have never heard of such as the triangle moth and the horse chestnut moth- I am amazed by how much biodiversity surrounds us unnoticed.
· I was surprised by the fact that trees in Cardiff removed around 10.5% of air pollutants including 7,900 tons of carbon- roughly equal to emissions form 14,000 cars. This has given me a newfound appreciation of the quiet work trees do daily.
· I’ve also been inspired by the symbolic meaning of trees in mythology. In Celtic tradition, sycamores are seen as protective; and walnut trees were associated with Jupiter in Roman mythology. As someone fascinated by myth and storytelling, this has deepened my desire to explore how trees connect us culturally as well as ecologically.
· These reflections brought back fond childhood memories of walks at the Wenallt, playing conkers with friends, spinning ‘helicopters’ from sycamore trees and watching the falling cherry blossoms. It has reminded me of how trees have been an important part of my childhood, even if I hadn’t always paid them attention.
· In my practice, we embrace sustainable practices by growing our own herbs and vegetable for the mud kitchen, composting food waste, reusing materials creatively and collecting rainwater. We have even planted herb- a hit with the children.
· At home, I support biodiversity with bee and butterfly friendly plants and have joined Boots’ recycle scheme for hard to recycle plastics. I shop at a zero waste shop, reducing plastics. Recently, I made bird feeders from reused milk bottles and bought feed from a local shop. 
· Recent activities such as planting in old wellies has been a great hit at my setting, enabling conversations about repurposing, reusing and recycling can help the environment
· Reflecting on our outdoor area, we are hoping to look at adding climbing trees and bushes along the edges of our AstroTurf space, helping us bring more nature into play without compromising room for movement.
Part 2-
	Sustainability refers to “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own” (United Nations (UN), 1987). With global awareness of environmental and social crises, sustainable development has become a central theme on global and national policy, including early years’ education. Initiatives such as the 1992 Earth Summit- led to the development of frameworks such as Agenda 21 and the Rio Declaration- which stresses the importance of education in addressing environment challenges (UN 1992). Building on this, the UN’s  17 sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) launched in 2015 highlighting the importance of early educational interventions to promote equality, environmental care and global responsibility, from a young age (UN, 2015). 
In Wales, the Well-being of Future Generation Act (Wales, 2015) requires public bodies to act sustainably and consider the long-term impacts of their actions, aligning with the early years’ curricula to recognise children as responsible, ethical and globally aware individuals (Welsh Government, 2015). This reflects the key principles of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which upholds children’s rights to education, play, health and participation, for example Article 29 of the UNCRC highlights that education should aim to develop children’s abilities to live responsibly and contribute to society (Unicef, no date). This echoes the aims of the sustainable frameworks.
Beck (1994) cited in Elliot (2010) mentions that children construct their understanding of nature through daily experiences, as “the meanings of nature do not grow on trees, but must be constructed”. Elliot (2010) argues that nurturing children’s environmental values depends on emotional connections to the natural world, by offering daily opportunities for nature play, exploration and sensory engagement. Supporting this, the John Muir Trust Resource Guide for Sustainability (2025) advocates for practical hands-on experience within nature, that will foster children’s sense of stewardship, emotional connection and empathy (John Muir Trust, 2025). Reflecting on this, the Flying Start setting offers a variety of hands on experiences, with natural and realistic materials that support these experiences.  
Building on this Johnstone et al. (2022) completed a mixed-method review of over 3000 children in forest schools and outdoor nurseries, finding that unstructured engagement with sensory encounters with soil, foliage, loose parts and uneven terrain, boosted children’s self-regulation, cooperative play, creativity and connectedness with nature. This is complemented by Cummings (2023) framing nature experiences as the foundation for Environmental Identity Development (EID) showing how risk-taking play, free exploration and reflective dialogue in outdoor settings links with physical, emotional, social and creative growth, reinforcing children’s sense of belonging to the world.
Within Flying start settings, a Frobelian curriculum is being integrated and followed. Frobel (1836) sought to give children meaningful, play experience that allows them to develop their creativity and self-expression. Frobel saw the outdoor world as influential to children’s learning of the physical, moral, and spiritual world (Murphy 2022). Frobel had a vision of unity between the child, nature and society- where the foundations for lifelong care and responsibility are fostered through outdoor play, creativity and compassionate play (Clark and Green 2023; Frobel Trust, no date.). Leading on from this, the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) is an initiative by the Welsh Government, that combines the interconnected goals of sustainability and global responsibility. ESDGC’s encourages individuals to reflect on how their actions impact the world- socially, economically and environmentally- whilst fostering equality, inclusion, respect and interconnection. The initiative aims to raise awareness by nurturing the skills, understanding and attributes that are needed to live responsibly and contribute to a just and sustainable future (Welsh Government 2012).
The ICCS 2016 and 2022 study (Damiani and Frailion, 2025) emphasises the need to integrate civic, global, and sustainability education this aligns with ESDGC and Froebelian values of unity and responsibility. It highlights the importance of emotionally rich, reflective, and nature-connected educations that reinforces child-led approaches like Froebelian outdoor learning and the John Muir Award. This is echoed by Barrable (2019) who suggests that environmental education in the early years should re-centre around nature connectedness rather than being incorporated entirely under the broader frameworks for Sustainable education frameworks. However, her pedagogy for connection aligns closely with the Non-Maintained Nursery Settings curriculum through a shared emphasis on immersive and emotionally rich experiences with nature that encourages children’s wellbeing empathy and sustainable values (Barrable, 2019; Sim et al. 2018; Cliffe, 2024). 
Somerville and Williams (2015), highlight growing research in early years’ sustainability, centred on natured connectedness, children’s rights and post-human thinking. These support the educational value of emotionally rich, sensory experiences for shaping children’s ecological identities. However, they stress the need for clearer methods, especially around children’s agency. The John Muir Award’s framework—Discover, Explore, Conserve, and Share—aligns with ESDGC and this curriculum, encouraging children’s environmental responsibility and empathy. The ‘Conserve’ element fosters care for natural areas, while ‘Share’ supports reflection through arts, storytelling, and discussion, deepening nature connection and expressive development (John Muir Trust, 2024). This process mirrors Froebelian values of unity, expression, and meaningful engagement with nature.
Despite the recognised benefits of outdoor learning, various barriers such as staffing levels, high child-to-adult ratios, and rigid routines limit meaningful engagement within the outdoor environment (Frances, Quinn and Elliot, 2024.; Patchen et al, 2022). A Welsh Government review of Eco-Schools (2023) highlights practitioners’ limited capacity to deliver immersive sustainability experiences, often referring to online resources (Welsh Government, 2023). Furthermore, insufficient knowledge, training, and confidence among practitioners undermines efforts to effectively teach sustainability and climate change concepts (Chartered College of Teaching, 2023; Welsh Government, 2012). These challenges can hinder the implementation of Education for Sustainable Development in early years’ settings.
The Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, which reflects the values of ESDGC, fostering ethical, curious, and environmentally aware learners from a very young age (Welsh Government, 2022). Like Froebel, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings and the ESDGC recognises the connection between the child, nature, and community—promoting outdoor, experiential learning where play, belonging, and wellbeing intertwine (Frobel Trust, no date). the emphasis on sustainability and cynefin (sense of belonging) natural spaces aren’t just scenery, but living invitations to wonder, resilience, and connectedness. 
Outdoor play is essential for children's development, offering physical benefits such as improved coordination, muscle development and cardiovascular health, but also mental well-being and social advantages including increased self-confidence, resilience and reduced stress (Kidsville Peadatics, 2023; Greenway and Hutchings, 2022). Unstructured play in nature also supports the development of children’s imagination, creativity and sensory development, and social-cognitive skills including co-operative, communication and problem-solving skills, (nidirect, 2023; Children's Clinic of Georgia, 2023; Tovey and Waller 2014). 
Implementing sustainability within early years’ education is both an educational imperative and a policy-driven goal, rooted in frameworks such as the ESDGC, Froebelian principles, and the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings. Research underscores the importance of nature-connected, emotionally rich, and child-led experiences in fostering ecological identities, wellbeing, and a sense of global responsibility. Initiatives like the John Muir Award provide practical, developmentally appropriate models for integrating sustainability into everyday practice. However, to realise these aims consistently, practitioners require time, training, and systemic support to overcome barriers such as limited capacity and confidence. A collaborative effort between policy, research, and practice is essential to ensure early years’ settings are empowered to nurture ethically aware, resilient, and environmentally connected learners.
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