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Reflection Speech
When I began this project, I never anticipated how much creating a sensory, sustainable garden would impact not just the children, but also me as a practitioner and member of the school community. It started as an idea—an unused, overlooked patch of land with little purpose—but it quickly evolved into a space of wonder, challenge, learning, and deep connection, guided by the principles of the John Muir Award.
Discovery
The discovery phase was about seeing potential in a space that previously had little activity. On my first exploration, I noticed it was alive with nature—under the tuff tray were beetles, spiders, woodlice, and worms. The grass was wild and unkempt, providing a vital habitat for many insects.
What struck me most was how eager the children were to get involved. This had been an area no one really went to, but as the garden began to take shape, they were fascinated. They loved walking over the new wooden path I made using donated planks, carefully placing their feet on the different textures and moving the loose parts. Their joy was obvious—flapping hands, squeals of delight while splashing in the water feature, and loved looking for bugs under the tuff tray. 
A powerful moment in this phase was the development of language. The children began repeating the names of the bugs we discovered—“beetle,” “worm,” “spider”—and these shared moments sparked new opportunities for communication. For many of my non-verbal ALN learners, these sensory experiences became a bridge to expression. I created core boards to support this, encouraging speech and providing a tool for alternative communication.
I also began to understand the value of “wild” or messy areas. Though the grass looked unkempt, I saw its importance for insects and how it offered a richer sensory experience for the children. This challenged my perception of tidiness and deepened my appreciation for natural spaces that support wellbeing and learning.
Exploration
Exploration quickly became a central part of the children’s daily routine. They were excited to see what I was working on—filling the water feature, attaching musical tins, or rearranging wooden path pieces. Their enthusiasm was infectious.
A memory that stands out is watching the children take off their shoes to feel the water beneath their feet. For some children with autism, sensory input is key to regulation. This water play provided both stimulation and calm. They splashed, laughed, and explored textures—from mud and leaves to smooth wooden planks.
The loose parts path was a favourite because it wasn’t fixed. Children could move and rearrange the planks, giving them a sense of control and creativity.
I became more conscious of how this work aligned with the Curriculum for Wales and the ALN Code, both of which emphasize inclusive, child-centred learning. The garden became a space where every child could engage at their own level. Modelling language and using the core boards supported communication, especially for non-verbal children.
Conservation
Conservation became a journey in itself. I initially thought building features like the bug house and water wall would be time-consuming and costly. But I was amazed by the generosity of the school community—pallets from the local shop, recycled guttering and tins, wooden planks from around the school. This collaboration saved resources and modelled sustainability for the children.
I also learned that conservation is about balance. We chose not to cut the grass short, preserving habitats for insects. We avoided pesticides and left fallen leaves and twigs to shelter bugs. The bug house, placed next to the tuff tray, created a mini ecosystem.
Everyday practices reflected this ethos too. Children helped water plants and care for the space, developing a sense of responsibility and connection to nature. Conservation wasn’t just about protecting the environment—it became a meaningful way to teach respect and foster learning.
Sharing
Sharing this journey has been incredibly rewarding. Documenting it in this scrapbook gave me time to reflect and celebrate the children’s enthusiasm. They shared their wonder freely pointing out butterflies, observing visiting insects, and tasting mint and parsley.
The garden became a calming, inclusive environment, especially suited for my ALN class. Even when children sometimes tried to eat mud, they quickly learned boundaries in a safe, engaging setting. The water feature remained a consistent favourite, offering ongoing sensory joy.
This journey has transformed how I view outdoor learning and environmental education. Now, I see every corner of the school grounds as an opportunity to connect children with nature. I’m inspired to expand the sensory garden—maybe adding bird feeders or a butterfly garden next.
Most importantly, I’ve seen how deeply curious and resilient children with ALN are. They thrive when given safe, stimulating opportunities to explore. The John Muir Award offered a clear, meaningful framework to create, reflect, and share this experience. I’m proud of what we’ve achieved and excited to keep nurturing this space of learning, joy, and conservation.
I’ve learned that outdoor spaces don’t need to be neat or expensive to be meaningful. I’ve learned to listen more carefully—not just to words, but to behaviours, reactions, and the subtle ways children show engagement. Most of all, I’ve seen the incredible joy and curiosity children bring when given the right environment to flourish. This sensory garden has changed how I think about learning, inclusion, and sustainability—and I’m excited to keep growing it, both for them and with them.

Section 2

Regaining Paradise: Embedding Sustainability in Early Childhood Education through a Sensory Garden and Wider Practices
Introduction 
In the context of global environmental challenges, embedding sustainability within early childhood education (ECE) is increasingly seen as both urgent and essential. The early years are a critical period for shaping children’s values, habits and attitudes towards the environment and sustainable living (Davis, 2010). This evaluation explores how a sensory sustainable garden designed for a nursery setting can be a powerful pedagogical tool to integrate sustainability principles. The discussion draws on the sensory garden design and wider academic research, evaluating how sustainability is embedded in educational practice and how it fosters children’s development as critical, eco-conscious citizens.
Sustainability as a Pedagogical Principle in the Early Years 
Sustainability in early years education must be more than thematic content; it should be a lived, experiential practice embedded in the learning environment. The garden provides a microcosm for ecological learning where children can engage with real-world sustainable behaviours. The use of recycled materials, such as wooden platforms, donated pallets and natural features like soil and living plants, models resourcefulness and encourages an ethic of reuse. This supports Davis’s (2015) argument that sustainability education should begin with everyday practices that are tangible to children.
Plastic has been deliberately avoided within the garden space to reduce dependency on non-biodegradable materials. Lloyd (2021) highlights the pressing issue of plastic pollution, including microplastics found in marine ecosystems and human bodies, framing early education as a key intervention point. By substituting plastic toys with wood-based resources and recycled instruments, children are introduced to ecological responsibility through play.
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) provides a useful framework for understanding how children’s development is influenced by nested environmental systems. The sensory garden acts as a meso-system, where the child interacts with nature, practitioners and peers, creating feedback loops that reinforce pro-environmental values. Furthermore, the space fosters agency and a sense of ownership, as children participate in planting, maintaining and conserving resources. These activities align with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), particularly Article 29, which promotes respect for the natural environment.
Foundations of Sustainability in Early Childhood Education
Sustainability education is grounded in holistic, child-centred pedagogies that value experiential, sensory and inclusive learning. The sensory sustainable garden draws on the John Muir Award’s principles of discovery, conservation and sharing, shaping a rich environment that promotes ecological awareness and developmental goals (John Muir Trust, 2023). By prioritising natural, recycled materials such as wooden platforms and repurposed pallets, the garden models ecological responsibility and reduces plastic use, which is critical given the pervasive issue of plastic and microplastic pollution affecting ecosystems and human health (Lloyd, 2021).
This approach directly supports reducing carbon footprints in educational settings. According to CO2nsensus (2023), choosing sustainable construction materials and integrating renewable features such as rainwater harvesting can significantly lower a school’s environmental impact. These low-carbon strategies are embedded in the sensory garden’s design, offering children practical exposure to environmentally responsible practices from an early age.
The garden also engages children in musical expression through recycled percussion instruments made from repurposed materials, fostering creativity and awareness of waste reduction. This aligns with the Reggio Emilia philosophy of the environment as the “third teacher”, which encourages creativity and sensory exploration (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012).
Furthermore, the garden is designed to be inclusive, accessible to children with additional learning needs (ALN), supporting both the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). This inclusive sustainability supports the notion that all children, regardless of background or ability, should engage with nature and contribute to sustainable futures (Sims and Hutchins, 2011).
Whole-Setting Sustainability Practices Beyond the Garden 
Beyond the sensory garden, many early years settings are embedding sustainability into the fabric of everyday routines. Eco-clubs, run by staff and supported by children, take responsibility for maintaining school gardens, tidying playgrounds, and monitoring sustainability actions across the setting. For example, children often engage in litter-picking, recycling and managing compost heaps. These actions reinforce children’s understanding of stewardship and collective responsibility (Barratt Hacking, Cutter-Mackenzie and Barratt, 2013).
Fruit and food waste from snack and lunch times is actively recycled in composting systems, helping children learn about decomposition, soil health and waste reduction. Recycling is embedded as a cultural practice, with children sorting paper, cardboard and plastic. In many settings, patches of grass are deliberately left uncut to create wildflower zones that attract bees and support biodiversity—teaching children about the role of pollinators and the importance of natural habitats (Chawla, 1998; Wilson, 1997).
Practitioners can also introduce Fair Trade education to children, especially those in mainstream classes, to deepen their understanding of ethical consumerism. Children learn about minimum pricing, ethical standards and certification systems through storytelling and role play, helping them to appreciate global justice and responsible production (Fairtrade Foundation, 2024). Using Fair Trade produce and logos in classroom activities or snack times models ethical behaviours and builds a setting-wide culture of fairness and sustainability (Welsh Government, 2015).
Legislation, Policy and Curriculum Frameworks 
Sustainability education in early years is supported by a robust legislative and policy framework. The Welsh Curriculum for Wales (2022) embeds sustainability through its four purposes, fostering ambitious, ethical and confident learners. The sensory garden’s emphasis on hands-on, sensory-rich learning supports these goals by engaging children in scientific inquiry, creativity and citizenship.
The Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) framework (Welsh Government, 2006) promotes whole-setting leadership and community involvement, which the garden and associated initiatives embody through collaboration with parents and local organisations. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) demands integrated approaches to environmental, social and economic well-being, mirrored by the garden’s ecological and social inclusiveness (Davis, 2010).
Estyn reports (2006; 2014) emphasise outdoor learning and whole-setting commitment as key to embedding sustainability, which the garden operationalises through its child-led, reflective and sensory-rich environment (Heft and Chawla, 2005; Elliott and Davis, 2014). However, challenges such as limited staff training and curriculum constraints can hinder sustainability’s integration, requiring systemic support and practitioner development (Huckle, 2014; Sterling, 2010). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) highlights the importance of aligned support across environmental levels to achieve sustainable education goals.
Practical Applications and Challenges – The Sensory Garden Case Study 
The sensory sustainable garden demonstrates practical application of sustainability principles, particularly for neurodiverse learners and those with ALN. Sensory features such as the herb beds, bug house and water wall provide hands-on experiences that promote ecological literacy and developmental skills, consistent with Piaget’s constructivism and Montessori’s child-led pedagogy (Piaget, 1952; Montessori, 1967; Louv, 2018). For example, children learning about plant life cycles through tending herbs engage deeply with natural science concepts.
The garden’s music wall illustrates Reggio Emilia’s environment as the “third teacher,” fostering creativity and sensory expression through sustainable reuse (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012). Communication boards enhance accessibility, ensuring all children can participate, in line with the Welsh ALN Code (Welsh Government, 2021).
The implementation of forest school principles and regular outdoor learning sessions further strengthens the garden’s commitment to sustainability. Forest school pedagogy supports child-led exploration, risk-taking, and environmental care through immersive, long-term outdoor experiences (Knight, 2013). This complements the sensory garden’s approach by building children’s confidence, physical competence and respect for nature. It also reflects Davis’ (2014) call for cultural change within early childhood practice, where sustainability is embedded not only in physical spaces but also in ethos, routines and relationships.
However, challenges include practitioner confidence and training gaps, as well as systemic pressures on time and resources (Huckle, 2014; Sterling, 2010). Overcoming these requires ongoing professional development and whole-setting commitment. The project also emphasises community collaboration, fostering shared responsibility and reflecting ESDGC principles (UNESCO, 2014). 
Practitioners play a critical role modelling sustainable behaviours and supporting critical reflection to avoid simplistic understandings of sustainability (Bandura, 1977; Vygotsky, 1978; Sterling, 2010).
Additionally, the garden project considers geopolitical contexts and local-global interconnections, fostering children’s understanding of how local actions contribute to worldwide sustainability goals. This supports a holistic, child-led curriculum that values imagination and inquiry, drawing on global citizenship education principles (UNESCO, 2015).
Conclusion 
This evaluation has explored how a sensory sustainable garden and broader school-based sustainability practices support the philosophy and principles of early childhood education for sustainability. The project exemplifies a holistic approach grounded in child-centred, inclusive and experiential learning, supported by strong legislative and policy frameworks.
By engaging with ecological systems, recycling, composting, biodiversity and Fair Trade, children develop environmental literacy, critical thinking and a sense of ethical responsibility. Sustainability becomes embedded not only through special projects like the sensory garden but in everyday routines and school culture. Challenges remain—particularly around staff development and systemic support—but these can be overcome through whole-setting commitment and reflective practice.
Ultimately, the sensory garden and broader initiatives empower children as agents of change, fostering the values, skills and compassion necessary to become ethical citizens in an interconnected world. This embedded approach reflects the aspirations of the Curriculum for Wales and the Well-being of Future Generations Act, laying the foundations for a more sustainable and equitable future.
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