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Sustainability in the Early Years 

Hello, my name is Elysia Moss and today I am going to be talking you through my scrapbook and the importance of sustainably in the early years. 
[bookmark: _Int_kzKYTBCS]The scrapbook i have made explores sustainability in the early years through the real-life environment of my grandad's garden. The garden provides a rich and meaningful learning space where children can experience nature first-hand, supporting their understanding of how living things grow and how we can care for the environment. By observing plants, flowers, fruit trees, and wildlife. Children are able to develop curiosity, responsibility, and respect for the natural world. Throughout this project, the garden is used as a practical example of sustainable practices in action. Features such as growing fruit and vegetables, planting wildflowers for bees, and using a water butt to collect rainwater demonstrate simple but effective ways to conserve resources and support biodiversity. These experiences help children understand where food comes from, the importance of reducing waste, and how small actions can positively impact the planet.
The scrapbook also considers the wider environment surrounding the garden. While the nearby main road highlights challenges such as pollution and its impact on plants and wildlife, the forest behind the garden provides important benefits, including cleaner air, increased biodiversity, and opportunities for exploration. This contrast helps children begin to understand how human activity affects the environment and why protecting natural spaces is important. 
Overall, this scrapbook demonstrates how a garden can be a powerful education tool in the early years, encouraging hands-on learning, promoting sustainability, and helping children build a lifelong connection with nature. 
Looking back on this scrapbook project, i realise it has changed the way i think about sustainability, especially in relation to young children and everyday environments. At the beginning, i simply saw my grandad’s garden as a nice, natural space. However, through exploring it more deeply, i began to understand how it represents much bigger ideas about conservation, responsibility, and the interconnectedness of living things. 
[bookmark: _Int_9vOz1KSi]One of the most important things i found out was how many small, simple actions in the garden contribute to sustainability. For example, using a water butt to collect rainwater is something i had seen before but never really thought about. Now i understand that it is a way of conserving water and reducing waste, which is especially important as clean water is a limited resource. Similarly, planting wildflowers for bees showed me how even a small garden can support biodiversity. I learned that bees play a vital role in pollination, and without them, many foods we rely on would not grow. This made me realise how important it is to protect even the smallest creatures, as they have a huge impact on the environment. Another key learning point for me was understanding how the environment around the garden can both support and challenge sustainability. The main road next to the garden made me think about pollution in a way i had not considered before. I began to understand how air pollution can affect plant growth, soil quality, and even the safety of growing food. At the same time, the forest behind the garden highlighted the positive impact that natural spaces can have. It provides cleaner air, supports wildlife, and creates a balanced ecosystem. This contrast helped me see how human activity and nature are constantly interacting, and how important it is to protect green spaces. 
[bookmark: _Int_8cLM5Dum][bookmark: _Int_UuTd4xql]This project has also made me reflect on my own childhood experiences. It reminds me of the time i used to spend in the woods with my friends and family, exploring, playing, and feeling connected to nature without even realising it. We would climb trees, build dens, and observe insects, and wildlife, learning through experiences rather than being taught directly. Looking back, those moments were incredibly valuable, as they helped shaped my appreciation for the natural world. This scrapbook has made me realise that children today should have those same experiences to explore and connect with nature, as it plays such an important role in their development and understanding of the world. 
I have also found myself feeling more inspired by the natural world. Observing how plants grow, how bees move between flowers, and how everything in the garden works together has given me a greater appreciation for nature. It has shown me that sustainability is not just about big global issues, but also about the small, everyday choices we make. Looking after a garden, planting flowers, and conserving water are all simple actions, but they contribute to a much larger goal of protecting the environment. 
There are also many things i would like to find out more about. For example, i am interested in learning more about how pollution from roads affects soil over time, and what can be done to reduce this impact. I would also like to explore more ways to support wildlife in small spaces, such as creating habitats for insects or growing a wider variety of plants. In addition, i am curious about how these ideas can be effectively taught to young children in a way that is engaging and meaningful. 
Overall, this project has helped me develop a deeper understanding of sustainability and the importance of connecting children with nature from an early age. It has shown me that learning does not always have to take place in a classroom but can happen through real-life experiences and interactions with the environment. Most importantly, it has reminded me of the value of the natural world, not only as a place for learning, but as something that needs be protected and cared for. 
[bookmark: _Int_GcXKQu2i]As well as gaining more information while exploring the garden, i gained valuable information while undertaking research on John Muir. John Muir’s work was driven by his belief that nature had intrinsic value beyond human use, he argued that wild places were essential for spiritual renewal and ecological balance. Muir is best known for his role in promoting the conservation of natural landscapes and for helping establish the National Park Service. The National Park Service is a government agency in the US that are responsible for protecting and managing national parks and other important natural, historical, and cultural sites across the country. Its main purpose is to conserve the natural environment and cultural heritage (John Muir Trust, 2023). 







Critical evaluation
Sustainability has become a central focus within education due to increasing global concerns about environmental degradation, climate change, and social inequality. The concept gained international recognition following the Earth Summit (1992), which emphasised the need for sustainable development that meets present needs without compromising future generations (United Nations, 1992). This global perspective is reinforced by policy frameworks such as the well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which places a legal duty on organisations to consider long-term environmental, social, and economic well-being. Similarly, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) highlights children’s rights to a healthy environment and access to education that prepares them for responsible life in society (UNICEF, 1989). 
Within the UK, and particularly in Wales, sustainability is embedded within education through Education for sustainable Development (ESD). ESD encourages learners to develop the knowledge, skills, and values necessary to contribute to a more sustainable future (Welsh Government, 2008). This is reflected in the Curriculum for Wales, where one of the four core purposes is to develop “ethical, informed citizens” who understand the impact of their actions on the world (Welsh Government, 2022). Sustainability is therefore not taught as a separate subject but is integrated across areas of learning, encouraging children to make connections between environmental, social, and ethical issues. 
In the early years, sustainability is particularly relevant as it supports holistic child development and aligns with play-based, experimental learning approaches. The curriculum for Non-Maintained Nursery Settings emphasises the importance of “Cynefin,” a Welsh concept referring to a sense of belonging and connection to a place (Welsh Government, 2021). Engaging with natural environments, such as gardens or local green spaces, allows children to develop this sense of belonging while fostering respect for their surroundings. Research suggests that early exposure to nature can positively impact children’s well-being, promoting emotional resilience, physical health, and cognitive development (Davis, 2010). 
Critically, while policy frameworks strongly advocate for sustainability, its implementation in early years settings can be inconsistent. Practitioners may face challenges such as limited outdoor space, lack of resources, or insufficient training in ESD principles. Additionally, there is a risk that sustainability is approached superficially, focusing on simple activities (e.g., recycling) without deeper understanding of environmental systems and social responsibility. Boyd et al. (2022) argue that early childhood education should move beyond tokenistic practices and instead empower children as active participants in sustainability, capable of making meaningful contributions. 
Furthermore, the relevance of sustainability in early years education extends beyond environmental awareness to include social justice and global citizenship. The UNCRC reinforces the idea that children should be supported to understand their role within a wider community, promoting fairness, respect, and responsibility. This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, where children are encouraged to consider how their actions affect others and the planet. 
[bookmark: _Int_qywM8FWD]Experiences such as those explored within my scrapbook, particularly through the John Muir Award, provide valuable opportunities to engage with key principles of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). The Award’s structure- discover, explore, conserve and share- aligns closely with ESD’s emphasis on active participation, environmental awareness, and responsible action (John Muir Trust, 2023). However, while these experiences offer clear benefits, it is important to critically evaluate how far they truly support the broader aims of ESD in early childhood, particularly when considering aspects such as practical learning, learning from nature, taking action, and future thinking. 
The scrapbook demonstrates strong engagement with practical, hands-on learning, including planting wildflowers, growing fruit and vegetables, and using a water butt. These experiences reflect a key principle of ESD: learning through action and participation (Sterling, 2001). In early years contexts, such approaches are widely supported, as they enable children to develop understanding through direct experience rather than abstract concepts. 
Froebel’s philosophy emphasises the importance of active learning and play, particularly through engagement with natural materials and real-life experiences (Tovey, 2020). Similarly, Montessori advocates for purposeful, hands-on activity that promotes independence and agency (Montessori, 1967). Within the scrapbook, children are positioned as active participants- planting, observing, and caring for living things- which supports the development of autonomy and responsibility. This aligns with the UNCRC (1989), which highlights children’s right to participate in decisions and experiences that affect them. 
However, while practical activities are valuable, there are limitations to consider. Davis (2010) argues that experimental learning alone does not guarantee understanding of sustainability unless it is supported by critical thinking and reflection. For example, planting flowers may be engaging, but without discussion about why biodiversity matters or how human actions impact ecosystems, the learning may remain superficial. There is also a risk that such activities become routine or tokenistic, particularly in early years settings where time, resources, and practitioner confidence may be limited. 
Additionally, access to these kinds of experiences is not universal. Not all children have gardens, green spaces, or opportunities to engage in outdoor learning. Maynard and Waters (2007) highlight that outdoor learning is often underutilised due to concerns around safety, curriculum pressures, and lack of training. This raises questions about equity and whether ESD is being implemented consistently across different settings.
There is a strong reflection in the scrapbook with the theme of learning from nature, with opportunities to observe bees, explore plant growth, and engage with ecosystems. This aligns with ESD’s aim to develop ecological awareness and a sense of connection to the natural world (Palmer, 1998). Experiences such as nature walks, gardening, and observing wildlife encourage curiosity and creativity, which are essential for early learning. 
Froebel viewed nature as central to children’s development, believing that it fosters a sense of unity and interconnectedness (Tovey, 2020). Montessori similarly emphasised the role of nature in developing respect, responsibility, and moral awareness, particularly through her concept of cosmic education (Montessori, 1967). These theoretical perspectives support the idea that early engagement with nature can lay the foundation for sustainable attitudes and behaviours. 
Research in the UK context reinforces this view. Chawla (1999) found that positive childhood experiences in nature are strongly linked to pro-environmental behaviours in adulthood. This suggests that the types of experiences documented in the scrapbook are not only beneficial in the present but may have long-term impacts. 
[bookmark: _Int_jtFPORVN]However, a critical issue is whether such experiences are too narrowly focused on environmental aspects of sustainability. ESD encompasses not only environmental concerns but also social and economic dimensions, including issues of equality, justice, and global citizenship (Sterling, 2001). The scrapbook largely centres on environmental sustainability- plants, bees, water conservation- which, while important, may not fully address the broader scope of ESD. 
This raises the question about whether children are being supported to understand their role as global citizens. For example, are they encouraged to think about where food comes from beyond the garden? Or how environmental issues affect different communities around the world? Barratt Hacking et al. (2007) argue that ESD should empower children to engage with complex, real-world issues, even at an early age in developmentally appropriate ways. Without this broader perspective, there is a risk that sustainability education becomes limited to local environmental activities rather than encompassing wider global understanding.
[bookmark: _Int_908G1gmc]A key strength of the scrapbook is its focus on taking action, particularly through activities such as planting for bees and conserving water. These experiences reflect on ESD’s emphasis on empowering learners to make a difference and contribute to sustainable practices (Welsh Government, 2008). They also align with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which promotes long-term thinking and responsibility for future generations. 
Intergenerational learning is another important aspect evident in the scrapbook, particularly through the involvement of a grandparent. This reflects Froebel’s view of the importance of family and community in children’s learning, as well as Montessori's emphasis on social responsibility and respect for others (Tovey, 2020) and (Montessori, 1967). Learning alongside older generations can help children develop a sense of continuity, belonging, and shared responsibility for the environment. 
Research supports the value of intergenerational approaches in sustainability education. Barett Hacking et al. (2007) found that involving families and communities enhances children’s engagement and reinforces sustainable behaviours beyond the educational setting. This suggests that experiences such as gardening with family members can be particularly powerful. 
However, there are also challenges to consider. While taking action is a key component of ESD, young children’s ability to engage with future thinking is still developing. Davis (2010) argues that early year's education should focus on fostering dispositions such as care, empathy, and curiosity, rather than expecting children to fully understand complex global issues. This raises questions about how far activities like those in the scrapbook can genuinely support deeper understanding of sustainability. 
Furthermore, opportunities such as the John Muir Award are not always widely promoted or accessible for younger children, particularly those in pre-school or non-maintained settings. While the John Muri Award can be adapted for different age groups, its implementation often depends on practitioner awareness, training, and resources. This suggests that, while valuable, such programmes may not be fully embedded within early years education.  
In conclusion, the experiences presented in the scrapbook offer significant opportunities to support the themes and aspirations of ESD in the early years. Practical, hands-on learning fosters agency and engagement, while learning from nature supports curiosity and ecological awareness. Intergenerational and action-based experiences further enhance understanding by connecting children to their communities and encouraging responsibility for the future. 
However, a critical evaluation highlights several limitations. These include the risk of superficial learning, unequal access to outdoor experiences, and a narrow focus on environmental aspects of sustainability at the expense of broader social and global issues. Additionally, programmes such as the John Muir Award, while valuable, are not always consistently implemented or accessible in early years settings. 
Ultimately, while such experiences provide a strong foundation for ESD, they must be supported by reflective practice, inclusive access, and a broader understanding of sustainability that goes beyond the immediate environment. By doing so, early years education can more effectively prepare children to become not only environmentally aware, but also socially responsible and globally informed citizens. 
Thank you for listening. 
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