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As part of the John Muir Award, I undertook an independent project that allowed me to connect deeply with the natural environment. My journey began when I discovered a beautiful, secluded wooded area along a path that winds over the hills towards Gnoll Park. Although I had walked that route many times before, this particular spot had gone unnoticed. It felt hidden and untouched, with tall grasses, mature trees, and a quiet stillness that made it feel truly special. I was struck by how alive the space was, filled with birdsong, buzzing insects, and signs of animal activity. Spending time in that space gave me the opportunity to explore at my own pace and observe the many small but significant details that made it unique.
While exploring the area, I became increasingly aware of the importance of insect life and the crucial role insects play in maintaining healthy ecosystems. Insect numbers in the UK have dropped sharply in recent years, with some studies showing a decline of about 60% in flying insects over the past 20 years. This worrying trend is mainly due to habitat loss, pesticide use, and the effects of climate change. Insects are vital in the UK for pollination, pest control, and as a food source for birds and other wildlife. They also help recycle nutrients by breaking down dead plants and animals. Without them, ecosystems would struggle to stay healthy and balanced. 
 This led me to think more seriously about conservation and how I could make a meaningful contribution. I decided to help by creating my very own insect hotel. My design began as a simple sketch on paper, inspired by examples of insect hotels I had seen online. From there, I decided to build my own using sustainable materials I gathered from the local area, including fallen branches, bark, and untreated wood. I deliberately chose materials that would naturally occur in the same habitat, as I wanted the finished piece to feel like a part of the landscape rather than an intrusion. I treated some of the wood to make it more weather-resistant but avoided anything that might harm the environment or deter wildlife.
Throughout the process, I also considered how this small intervention could support local biodiversity by offering a safe space for pollinators and other beneficial insects. By encouraging their presence, the insect hotel not only contributes to the health of the immediate ecosystem but also supports broader environmental goals such as natural pest control and pollination. This experience reinforced my understanding of how even modest actions can create positive ripple effects within a natural setting.
The construction process was something I found both enjoyable and rewarding. It gave me a sense of purpose and creativity, allowing me to combine practical skills with environmental awareness. As someone who enjoys working with my hands, I appreciated the opportunity to plan, measure, and build something that served a purpose beyond the project itself. Placing the completed insect hotel back into the wooded area felt like a full-circle moment it was satisfying to see how the structure blended in with the environment and offered new spaces for insects to shelter and thrive.
Another aspect of the project that I particularly enjoyed was creating a scrapbook to document my experience. This became a creative outlet where I was able to reflect on my learning and express it in different ways. I took photographs of the site, the insect hotel, and some of the insects I encountered, which helped me appreciate the progress I had made. I also drew a simple map of the area, which helped me understand the space more deeply and record its key features. The scrapbook added an artistic and personal dimension to the project and allowed me to engage with the experience in a fun and meaningful way.
Working independently gave me time for reflection and helped me develop a stronger sense of personal responsibility for the natural world. I learned a great deal about the types of insects common to my area and began to notice details I had previously overlooked. I also experienced the outdoors in a more mindful way; being in nature, observing wildlife, and engaging in purposeful activity had a calming and therapeutic effect. I found myself feeling more grounded, focused, and appreciative of the environment around me.
In the future, I would be interested in repeating this experience as part of a group. I believe that working collaboratively would offer opportunities to share knowledge, divide tasks more efficiently, and possibly expand the project, perhaps by creating several insect hotels or running a small community-based initiative. This could also help raise awareness of local biodiversity and encourage others to become involved in conservation efforts.
Overall, the John Muir Award project has been both educational and personally enriching. It deepened my appreciation for the natural world and strengthened my understanding of how small, thoughtful actions can contribute to environmental sustainability. It also reinforced the idea that learning doesn’t just happen in formal settings, much of what I gained from this experience came through doing, observing, documenting, and reflecting in a space that inspired a genuine connection with nature.

Speech
Outdoor learning presents a significant pedagogical approach that enables young children’s engagement with the natural environment, encouraging respect, responsibility, and care for ecological systems according to O’Brian and Murray (2006). Hayes (2024) explains that experiences such as outdoor learning are instrumental in cultivating pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours from an early age, while also creating oppertunities for children to learn vital skills such as teamwork, communication and confidence. 
Borg and Samuelsson (2022) highlight that children learn through active participation and interaction with others. Within Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS), children are recognised as competent individuals who can meaningfully engage with sustainability issues (Davis, 2015). As education is fundamentally aimed at enabling change, the concept of transformative learning plays a central role in Education for Sustainability (Borg and Samuelsson, 2022). However transformative learning is a popular method in adult education, where learners are asked to question their own beliefs and allow for change based on new information (Western Governers University, 2020). Therefore in early years contexts, this involves encouraging children to think, act, and learn in ways that promote sustainable practices which ultimately supports their development as agents of change (Davis, 2015).  This can be done by utilising the natural spaces that are thankfully abundant in Wales and the UK. According to Craig et al. (2020) activities such as nature exploration, gardening, and wildlife observation provide developmentally appropriate contexts for children to engage actively with their surroundings. This statement can be corroborated by early Years theorists such as Froebel who advocated for nature as a vital learning opportunity, which underscores the importance of direct interaction with natural phenomena in child development. Froebel was a strong proponent of outdoor learning, viewing interaction with nature as essential to children's physical health, creative development, and spiritual growth (Ryan, 2025). Through direct, real-world experiences, children develop an understanding of the interconnectedness of all living things which encourages them to consider broader issues such as environmental responsibility, sustainability, and climate change according to Froebelian principles (2022). Similarly, Piaget’s constructivist paradigm supports the notion that children construct knowledge through active, hands-on experiences. Piaget (1958, quoted in McLeod, 2025) wrote that assimilation and accommodation require an active learner, not a passive one, because problem-solving skills cannot be taught, they must be discovered. This means that children must learn by themselves through hands on experiences.
Furthermore, the principles of programmes like Forest Schools, emphasise repeated, child-led interactions with natural environments with the aim of nurturing a lifelong connection between learners and the natural world. It also supports holistic development, which creates resilience, confidence, independence, and creativity in all participants, as explained by Borley (2022). Similarly, Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory further elucidates how collaborative learning in outdoor settings enhances cognitive and social development, providing a foundation for understanding interdependence within ecosystems (quoted in McLeod, 2025). 
Learners who take part in the John Muir Award may experience moments of learning that are important for child education. John Muir’s principles according to The National Park Service (2025) are to discover, explore, conserve, and share, which offer a coherent framework that resonates with early years pedagogy and links well with the Curriculum for Wales (2022). The John Muir Award operationalises these principles by encouraging people to engage deeply with natural environments, develop conservation ethics, and communicate their experiences according to the John Muir Trust (2025), which supports the development of ethical, informed citizens capable of contributing to sustainability agendas.
Outdoor learning also facilitates the development of creative thinking which is a critical competency within sustainability education according to Townsend (2023). The natural environment, with its abundance of open-ended materials and sensory stimuli, encourages imaginative play and problem-solving in children (Helen et al. 2022) which resonates with the Reggio Emilia philosophy, wherein the environment functions as the “third teacher,” encouraging expression and cognitive flexibility as explained by Mullen (2018). 
Critically, outdoor education is integral to implementing the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC, 2008) framework, which was incorporated into the Curriculum for Wales (2022). It enables young learners to explore complex global issues such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and social equity in accessible and concrete ways. This engagement aligns with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which articulates goals for a resilient, globally responsible, and equitable Wales. Outdoor based learning also contributes directly to several of the Act’s wellbeing goals, particularly those emphasising global responsibility and environmental resilience. It provides children with opportunities to develop a sense of place, community, and global citizenship, which is also prevalent in the UNCRC (1989) article 29 which states that children should be encouraged and educated to respect the environment and people around them.  
However, there are challenges, notably regarding equal access to natural spaces for children living in urban or socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts according to Understanding Glasgow (2016). Addressing these disparities requires systemic support, practitioner training, and resource allocation to ensure inclusivity. It can be noted that early year's providers are required to offer access to an outdoor play area. Where this is not feasible, they must ensure that outdoor activities are planned and carried out daily, except in circumstances where this would be inappropriate, such as during unsafe weather conditions, according to the Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework (2024). 
In conclusion, outdoor-based activities constitute a vital component of early years education for sustainability. Supported by robust theoretical foundations and aligned with national policy frameworks, such activities facilitate experiential learning, encourage creativity, and nurture ethical engagement with the environment. As John Muir observed, “In every walk with nature, one receives far more than he seeks.” (quoted in Goodreads, 2020). Early childhood experiences in natural settings lay the groundwork for cultivating sustainable mindsets necessary for future generations.
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