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Good evening everyone.
Today I'm going to reflect on my experience of completing the John Muir Award. For this award, I visited a local forestry woodland, where I spent time exploring the natural environment, observing wildlife and plants, taking photographs, and carrying out a small conservation activity.
When I started this experience, I thought sustainability was mainly about things like recycling and reducing waste. However, spending time in the forestry helped me realise that sustainability is much broader than that. It is about understanding nature, protecting biodiversity and recognising that even small actions can help care for the environment.
This experience became a personal learning journey because it encouraged me to slow down, notice things I would normally walk past and appreciate the importance of the natural world.

During my visits, I explored different areas of the forestry, including woodland paths, dense forest areas, mature trees, ferns, wildflowers and fallen trees.
As I walked around, I noticed how every area looked different. Some places were bright and open, while others were shaded by large trees. I found this really interesting because I realised that these different environments create different habitats for wildlife.
Taking photographs helped me stop and really look at my surroundings instead of just walking through the forest. It encouraged me to pay attention to details such as moss growing on trees, the different plants covering the woodland floor and how sunlight changed different parts of the forest.

One of the most memorable parts of my experience was learning about things that I had never really thought about before.
For example, I photographed a blackberry bush with new blackberries beginning to grow. Seeing the berries developing reminded me that plants go through seasonal changes and provide food for birds, insects and other wildlife. Before this, I had never really considered how important something as common as a blackberry bush could be within an ecosystem.
I also noticed how different plants, such as ferns and wildflowers, all contribute to biodiversity. I learnt that every species has an important role to play and that healthy woodlands depend on all of these plants working together.
This experience helped me understand that biodiversity isn't just about protecting animals I t is also about protecting the plants and habitats that support them.

Another memorable part of the John Muir Award was creating a bug house, also known as a deadwood habitat.
Using fallen branches that were already on the woodland floor, I carefully built a small shelter that could provide a habitat for insects and other small creatures.
Before completing this activity, I didn't realise how important deadwood is. I would probably have looked at fallen branches and thought they should be cleared away.
Instead, I learnt that deadwood provides shelter, food and protection for many insects, spiders and other wildlife, making it an important part of a healthy woodland ecosystem.
I found this really interesting because it completely changed the way I think about nature.
As a future early years practitioner, this is something I would love to share with children. Creating a bug house is a simple activity that helps children understand that even small creatures have an important role in nature. It also encourages children to care for living things while learning through hands-on experiences.

Looking back, I think the biggest change was in how I observed nature.
At the beginning, I was mainly looking at the woodland as somewhere nice to walk.
As the visits continued, I found myself noticing much smaller details.
I became interested in how plants were growing, how different habitats supported wildlife and how every part of the woodland worked together.
It made me realise that sustainability begins with understanding and appreciating the environment around us.
This experience also reminded me that we don't always have to travel to national parks or famous nature reserves to connect with nature. Local forestry areas are just as valuable and deserve to be protected.
Completing the John Muir Award has completely changed my understanding of sustainability.
Rather than thinking only about recycling, I now think about biodiversity, conservation, habitats and our responsibility to care for nature.
I learnt that even small actions, such as respecting wildlife, staying on woodland paths and creating habitats for insects, can contribute towards protecting the environment.
The experience also made me appreciate how important it is for people to spend time outdoors. When we build a connection with nature, we are much more likely to want to protect it.

Overall, completing the John Muir Award has been a really valuable experience.
It helped me develop a much deeper understanding of sustainability through first-hand experience rather than simply reading about it.
The most memorable part for me was creating the bug house because it taught me something completely new and showed me that even the smallest conservation activities can make a difference.
As a future early years practitioner, I now understand how important it is to provide children with opportunities to explore nature, ask questions and take part in simple conservation activities themselves.
I hope to encourage children to build bug houses, explore woodland environments and develop the same curiosity and respect for nature that I developed during this experience.



2- 
Having reflected on my John Muir Award experience and what I learned from it, I will now move on to the academic section of my presentation. In this section, I will explore how experiences like the John Muir Award support the philosophy and principles of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. I think it is important to first consider what we actually mean by the term sustainability.

Sustainability is a concept that is frequently discussed within education and wider society (Percival, 2026). However, it is often misunderstood and reduced to simple environmental actions, such as recycling, switching off lights or reducing plastic waste. Before completing my John Muir Award, this was also my understanding. I viewed sustainability primarily as protecting the environment through everyday actions, but my experience in the forestry helped me realise that sustainability is much broader than this.

One of the most recognised definitions comes from the Brundtland Report which defines sustainable development as "meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." This definition highlights that sustainability is not only about caring for the environment today but ensuring that future generations can also enjoy healthy ecosystems, access natural resources and live fulfilling lives (United Nations, 2025)

Sustainability is often described as having three interconnected pillars, environmental, social and economic sustainability. Environmental sustainability focuses on protecting biodiversity, ecosystems and natural resources. Social sustainability is concerned with creating fair, healthy and inclusive communities where people can thrive. Economic sustainability involves using resources responsibly so that development can continue without causing long-term environmental or social harm (Wilke, 2026). These three dimensions are interconnected and demonstrate that sustainability extends far beyond environmental protection alone.
Within early childhood education, this broader understanding of sustainability is reflected through Education for Sustainability, often referred to as EfS. Education for Sustainability is much more than teaching children to recycle or encouraging them to switch off lights (Melis, Borg and Falcicchio, 2025). Davis (2014) explains that sustainability should become part of children's everyday experiences, enabling them to develop the knowledge, values, skills and attitudes needed to care for both the environment and wider society. Rather than treating sustainability as a separate topic, Davis argues that it should be embedded throughout children's daily learning, encouraging them to become active participants in caring for the world around them.

Similarly, UNESCO (2023) explains that Education for Sustainable Development aims to empower learners to make informed decisions and take responsible action towards creating a more sustainable future. This means encouraging children to become curious, thoughtful and responsible citizens who understand that their actions can make a positive difference.

Reflecting on my own John Muir Award, I realised that I did not develop a deeper understanding of sustainability because someone explained it to me in a classroom. Instead, I developed this understanding because I experienced it. Spending time in the forestry, taking photographs, creating a bug hotel and simply slowing down enough to notice the small details completely changed how I viewed the natural environment.

For example, I found myself observing moss growing on tree trunks, noticing blackberry bushes beginning to produce fruit and recognising that fallen branches were not simply waste but important habitats for insects and other wildlife. These experiences encouraged me to appreciate biodiversity and understand how every living thing contributes to the wider ecosystem. They also made me realise that sustainability often begins by taking the time to notice and value the natural world around us (DEFRA, 2020).

This experience highlighted that meaningful, hands-on learning can have a much greater impact than simply providing information in a classroom. It also made me reflect on my future role as an early years practitioner. If I developed a deeper understanding of sustainability through direct experience, then it is likely that young children will benefit from similar opportunities to explore, question and engage with nature themselves (Wünsche, Beery and Fridberg, 2025).
Therefore, throughout the remainder of this presentation, I will critically evaluate how experiences such as my John Muir Award support the philosophy and principles of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. In particular, I will focus on two key principles that emerged from my own experience. Firstly, I will explore the importance of connecting children with nature, and secondly, I will critically evaluate the value of hands-on experiential learning. Throughout this discussion, I will draw upon educational theory, policy and research while continually linking the research back to my own experiences within the forestry.

One of the central principles of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability is that children need meaningful opportunities to develop a connection with the natural world. Education for Sustainability is not simply about teaching children facts about recycling or climate change. Instead, it encourages children to develop relationships with nature, fostering care, respect and responsibility for the environment from an early age (Vikane and Høydalsvik, 2023).

Completing my John Muir Award helped me understand the importance of this connection. During my visits to the forestry, I deliberately slowed down and took time to notice things I would normally overlook. Rather than simply walking through the woodland, I observed moss growing on tree trunks, insects living beneath fallen branches, blackberry bushes beginning to produce fruit and the variety of plants growing together. This experience made me realise that sustainability begins with noticing nature before we can protect it (Woodland trust, 2024).

This idea is supported by Friedrich Froebel, who believed nature was one of children's greatest teachers. Froebel argued that children learn best through direct experiences outdoors, where they can observe natural processes and develop curiosity through exploration (Froebel Trust, 2021). Rather than viewing children as passive learners, Froebel believed they construct understanding through interacting with the natural world.
My own experience reflected this philosophy. I learned far more by physically spending time within the forestry than I would have by reading about woodland ecosystems in a textbook. The opportunity to quietly observe changes within the woodland helped me develop a genuine appreciation for biodiversity.
Similarly, Wilson (2018, pg 28) argues that children need regular contact with nature if they are to develop environmental responsibility. Wilson suggests that emotional attachment to natural environments often develops before environmental knowledge. In other words, children are more likely to protect places that they know, enjoy and value.
This links closely with my own experience because I developed a much stronger appreciation for the woodland after spending time exploring it. Before beginning the John Muir Award, I probably would not have noticed the importance of moss, fallen trees or even blackberry bushes. Through repeated visits, I began recognising how each part of the woodland contributed to the wider ecosystem.
Research by Chawla (2020) further supports this argument. Chawla found that positive experiences in nature during childhood are one of the strongest predictors of environmentally responsible behaviour in adulthood. This suggests that providing young children with regular outdoor experiences may influence not only their current learning but also their future attitudes towards sustainability.
However, although the research strongly supports children's connection with nature, there are significant challenges within early childhood settings.
One challenge is that many practitioners still view sustainability as teaching children about recycling or turning lights off, rather than recognising that simply allowing children time to explore nature is sustainability education (Barrable, 2019). Davis (2014) argues that practitioners often lack confidence because sustainability is perceived as a complex global issue rather than something that can be embedded within everyday practice.
This lack of confidence may prevent practitioners from recognising the educational value of slowing down and allowing children to simply observe nature.
My own experience demonstrated how valuable this can be. Some of my most meaningful learning occurred when I stopped to notice the tiny details, such as moss growing on bark or insects living amongst leaves. These observations required time, patience and curiosity rather than structured teaching.
Another challenge involves access to natural environments. Not every early years setting has access to woodland or large outdoor spaces. Urban settings may rely upon smaller gardens or playgrounds, making regular contact with nature more difficult (Kiviranta et al., 2024).
Nevertheless, Davis (2014) argues that sustainability should not depend upon location. Even small outdoor areas can provide opportunities for observing insects, planting flowers or creating habitats for wildlife.
Therefore, while children's connection with nature is fundamental to Education for Sustainability, practitioners require confidence, knowledge and supportive environments to implement these experiences effectively.
The second principle I wish to explore is the importance of hands-on learning.
One of the most memorable parts of my John Muir Award was creating a bug hotel using fallen branches. Before completing this activity, I had little understanding of why deadwood is important. By physically building the habitat myself, I discovered that insects, spiders and other small organisms rely upon deadwood for shelter and survival (John Muir Trust, no date).
This experience demonstrated that learning through doing is far more meaningful than simply receiving information.
This reflects the work of Julia Davis, who argues that young children learn about sustainability most effectively through active participation rather than adult instruction. Davis suggests that children should become active citizens capable of making decisions, solving problems and caring for their environments (Davis 2014)
Similarly, Nicola Hirst argues that sustainability should be embedded within everyday experiences rather than taught as isolated lessons. Activities such as planting, composting, bug hotels and exploring outdoor environments allow children to understand sustainability through participation rather than memorisation (Hirst et al., 2025).
My own learning reflected these ideas perfectly. If somebody had simply explained that insects need deadwood, I would probably have remembered the fact temporarily. However, because I physically collected branches and created the habitat myself, the learning became much more memorable and meaningful.
This idea is also supported by Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory, which proposes that learning occurs through concrete experience, reflection, conceptual understanding and active experimentation (Meijer et al., 2022).
The John Muir Award followed this learning cycle naturally. I experienced the woodland, reflected upon my observations through photographs, developed new understanding about biodiversity and then applied this knowledge through conservation work.
The same process can support children's learning because they are actively constructing knowledge rather than passively receiving it.
Hands-on learning is also consistent with Forest School philosophy. Knight (2011) suggests that repeated outdoor experiences encourage curiosity, confidence, resilience and environmental awareness because children are given freedom to investigate their surroundings.
My own repeated visits to the forestry reinforced this idea. Each visit allowed me to notice something new, gradually building my understanding over time.
However, despite these benefits, implementing hands-on sustainability activities within early years settings is not always straightforward. Practitioners may face barriers such as limited funding, staffing pressures, health and safety concerns and child-to-adult ratios. Activities requiring outdoor exploration often demand additional supervision and planning.
Furthermore, practitioners may feel uncertain about their own environmental knowledge.
Research suggests that some practitioners may lack confidence in teaching Education for Sustainability, which can affect how it is implemented in practice. However, EfS does not require practitioners to be experts in ecology. Instead, educators can learn alongside children by asking questions, making observations and encouraging curiosity, creating opportunities for shared exploration and learning (Kahriman-Pamuk and Pramling Samuelsson, 2024).

For example, during my John Muir Award I did not know every species I photographed. Instead, I learned through observation and later research. This process of shared enquiry is equally valuable within early childhood settings.
Consequently, practitioners should view themselves as co-learners rather than experts.

To conclude, my John Muir Award demonstrated that sustainability is best understood through meaningful experiences rather than theoretical knowledge alone.
By taking time to observe nature, creating a bug hotel and reflecting upon biodiversity, I developed a much deeper appreciation for the environment.
The research strongly supports these types of experiences within Early Childhood Education for Sustainability.
Both connecting children with nature and providing hands-on learning opportunities enable children to develop curiosity, environmental responsibility and respect for the natural world.
However, the research also reminds us that challenges remain. Practitioner confidence, limited outdoor space, staffing ratios and misconceptions about sustainability continue to restrict implementation within some settings.
Despite these barriers, sustainability does not require expensive resources or specialist knowledge. As my own experience demonstrated, simply slowing down, noticing the natural world and engaging in practical conservation activities can provide powerful learning opportunities.
As a future early years practitioner, I hope to create opportunities for children to experience nature in meaningful ways, because developing a connection with the environment today may help create more sustainable attitudes for the future.
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