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My name is Joelle Evans, and today I’m going to share my reflections on completing 

the John Muir Award, focusing on the detailed digital scrapbook I created about 

Sandy Water Park in Llanelli. Engaging with this local space allowed me to explore, 

discover, and care for nature in a way that strongly reflects place based learning 

principles. Gruenewald (2003) emphasises that children learn best when they build 

meaningful connections with the environments they inhabit, and Sandy Water Park 

offered a rich, familiar landscape for this kind of learning. As I reflect on my 

experience, I’ll also draw on experiential learning theory. Kolb (1984) highlights that 

deep learning happens through hands on exploration, reflection, and active 

engagement. The John Muir Award embodies this cycle, encouraging learners to 

move beyond observing nature to interacting with it, questioning it, and caring for it. I 

will then move on to critically evaluate how experiences like these can support 

education for sustainability in the early years. Sustainability education, as described 

by Davis (2010), focuses on nurturing children’s capacity to care, act, and think 

critically about the world around them. Experiences such as those in the John Muir 

Award help children develop positive environmental attitudes from a young age, 

emotional connection to nature, and an understanding of connection, ideas reflected 

in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which reminds us that children’s 

development is shaped by the environments they interact with daily (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). By grounding the John Muir experience in these theoretical perspectives, 

outdoor, nature based learning can be understood as a powerful foundation for 

sustainability thinking in early childhood, aligning with wider early years sustainability 

guidance such as Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2010), who emphasise everyday 

experiences, connection, fairness, and children’s active participation. 

Building on this, I want to briefly share where I explored and what I discovered during 

my John Muir journey. I chose Sandy Water Park in Llanelli because it is a calm, 

quiet space rich in wildlife, and it is also a place that holds deep personal meaning 

for me. Growing up in Llanelli, I spent many days here with my parents, and later 

with friends. Now, I bring my own children it’s where they learned to ride their bikes, 

where we walk our dog Betsi, and where we found moments of calm during difficult 

times. This strong emotional connection reflects place based learning, as 

Gruenewald (2003) highlights how personal attachment to a place strengthens 

learning and reflection. 
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As I explored, I noticed things I had never truly paid attention to before. Around the 

pond, there are information boards that share facts about the wildlife, plants, and 

history of the area. These encouraged me to slow down and look more closely. In 

one area, the grass had been left long, and I observed bees moving between flowers 

and butterflies resting on the wild patch. I later learned that the long grass is 

intentionally maintained to support pollinators, a simple but powerful example of local 

sustainability practice. I also noticed a flower bud that looked just like a tiny tomato 

before it opened, and deeper in the bushes I found blackberry plants at different 

stages of ripening. These hands on observations align with experiential learning 

(Kolb, 1984), as my understanding grew through direct observation, curiosity, and 

reflection. 

I spent time watching the pond wildlife too. I noticed lily pads floating across the 

surface, creating shelter for insects and adding to the calmness of the water. Some 

swans swam together while others stayed alone, and after researching this, I 

discovered that swans usually mate for life, so solitary swans may be waiting for a 

partner or may have lost one. I also watched people feeding the ducks, some offered 

appropriate food, while others fed bread, which can harm water quality and wildlife 

health. Along the path, I noticed signs reminding visitors not to feed bread and 

explaining how to protect the wildlife. These small observations helped me think 

critically about human impact and how everyday actions shape local ecosystems. As 

I walked the path, I noticed how many people used the space for wellbeing gentle 

walks, quiet moments, time in nature. This reminded me of Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory, which emphasises how environments influence human 

development and emotional regulation (Bronfenbrenner, U.1979). Sandy Water Park 

clearly supports both wildlife and community wellbeing. There is also a small 

woodland area, and as you walk around the pond, you can look out towards the 

beach. The mix of habitats pond, woodland, grassland, coastal views made me 

realise how diverse this local space is and how much potential it holds for children’s 

learning. Exploring Sandy Water Park helped me understand sustainability in a more 

personal and meaningful way. Sustainability is not just a concept, it is something 

lived and experienced. Davis (2010) argues that sustainability education in the early 

years should nurture children’s capacity to care, act, and think critically, and my 

exploration showed me how powerful this can be. 
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After exploring the area with my daughters, we came home inspired to take action. 

We built and painted bird boxes for our garden to support local wildlife, and during a 

family visit to their grandparents, the girls also helped plant new flowers from the 

local garden centre and watered them, discussing why plants need care and how 

flowers support pollinators. These small acts of stewardship reflect the values of the 

John Muir Award, discover, explore, conserve, share and demonstrate how outdoor 

experiences can spark real change in children’s attitudes and behaviours. This 

experience made me think deeply about how children connect with nature. When 

children experience the natural world directly, they begin to understand their role 

within it. They notice, they care, and they want to help. This aligns with education for 

sustainability guidance from Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2010), who emphasise that early 

childhood is the ideal time to build environmental responsibility. 

This experience has strengthened my belief in learner led outdoor exploration. 

Watching my own children become inspired by nature reminded me how powerful 

learning that grows from children’s interests can be. This has shaped my thinking 

about my practice, where I want to provide regular opportunities for children to 

explore local natural spaces, follow their curiosity, and engage in hands on discovery. 

These experiences help children take small stewardship actions, planting, caring for 

wildlife, noticing environmental changes which aligns with Davis (2010) and his 

emphasis on early childhood as a crucial time for developing environmental 

responsibility. I also want to use outdoor environments to support wellbeing, 

regulation, and emotional connection, reflecting Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 

theory and the importance of children’s immediate surroundings (Bronfenbrenner, 

U.1979). This experience has absolutely changed my thinking about the importance 

of outdoor learning. I have always valued nature, but the John Muir Award helped me 

see how structured exploration, combined with personal reflection, can deepen 

children’s understanding of sustainability and inspire real action. 

Building on my reflections so far, it is important to briefly introduce what sustainability 

means and why it matters in early childhood education. The Brundtland Report 

(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) describes 

sustainability as meeting our needs today while ensuring that future generations can 

meet theirs. This definition places children at the centre of sustainability discussions, 
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because they are those future generations. The global commitment to sustainability 

was strengthened through the Rio Earth Summit (1992) and later through the 

Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015), which emphasise 

environmental protection, social justice, and economic wellbeing. These international 

frameworks highlight that sustainability is not only about caring for nature, but also 

about developing responsible individuals who understand interdependence and 

global responsibility. 

In Wales, sustainability is embedded within national policy through the Wellbeing of 

Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015), which legally requires the public 

to work in ways that protect the planet and support long term wellbeing. This aligns 

closely with the Curriculum for Wales, particularly the purpose of developing ethical, 

informed individuals who show commitment to sustainability and community (Welsh 

Government, 2022). Children’s rights also underpin this work. Article 29 of the 

UNCRC states that education should prepare children to live responsibly and 

respectfully, including towards the natural environment (UNCRC, 1989). This 

connects strongly to the Welsh concept of Cynefin, which refers to belonging, 

rootedness, and understanding one’s place in the world. When children explore local 

spaces such as Sandy Water Park, they develop a sense of Cynefin, a deep 

connection to place that supports both identity and stewardship (Adams, D. 2022).  

Understanding sustainability in the early years requires recognising that young 

children learn through relationships, experiences, and emotional connection. 

Sustainability education, as described by Davis (2010), emphasises nurturing 

dispositions such as curiosity, empathy, responsibility, and care. Early years 

frameworks in Wales, including Education for Sustainable Development and Global 

Citizenship and the Curriculum for Non Maintained Settings, emphasise belonging, 

care for the natural world, active participation, and understanding interdependence 

(Welsh Government, 2022). However, these principles do not always translate into 

practice. Financial pressures, limited access to high quality outdoor spaces, staffing 

ratios, and resource constraints can make it difficult for settings to provide regular 

outdoor learning or sustainability experiences. For example, not all families or 

settings can afford plants, seeds, or materials for activities, and some communities 
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lack safe green spaces. This creates gaps in children’s access to sustainability 

learning. 

My John Muir experience supports sustainability education in several key ways. 

Firstly, connecting with nature is fundamental. During my exploration of Sandy Water 

Park, I observed insects, plants, pollinators, birds, and lily pads. This direct 

connection with nature is central to sustainability education. Froebel believed that 

children learn best through close contact with nature, describing it as “the great 

educator” (Froebel, 1887). Malaguzzi similarly emphasised the environment as the 

“third teacher,” suggesting that natural spaces provoke curiosity, creativity, and 

emotional connection (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012). Piaget also supports this 

view, arguing that children construct knowledge through active exploration and 

interaction with their surroundings, experiences in nature offer children valuable 

opportunities to explore ideas and deepen their understanding through hands on 

engagement (Piaget, 1923). Together, these perspectives highlight that natural 

environments are not simply settings for learning, but active, responsive spaces that 

shape children’s thinking, emotions, and development. Research shows that when 

children build positive relationships with nature, they are more likely to develop pro 

environmental attitudes (Chawla, 2009). My observations of bees, butterflies, swans, 

ducks, and human impact such as feeding bread helped me understand how small 

everyday actions shape ecosystems. This aligns with education for sustainability 

principles, which encourage children to notice, care, and act (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 

2010). My personal connection to Sandy Water Park strengthened this further 

because the place holds memories from my childhood and now my children’s 

childhoods, I felt a deeper sense of responsibility. This mirrors the Welsh concept of 

Cynefin, where belonging to a place encourages stewardship (Welsh Government, 

2022). 

Secondly, hands on practical learning plays a vital role in sustainability education, 

and this was evident throughout my exploration of Sandy Water Park. As we walked 

around the pond, my daughters asked questions about the different species of ducks 

and swans, why some swans stayed together while others swam alone, and why 

certain areas of grass had been left long. These moments of curiosity became 

opportunities for practical investigation, looking closely at plants, comparing habitats, 
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and researching wildlife behaviours when we returned home. This type of active 

engagement reflects Kolb’s experiential learning theory (1984), where children learn 

through doing, reflecting, and acting. Froebel emphasised practical activity such as 

observing, collecting, and caring for natural materials as essential for understanding 

the world (Froebel, 1887), while Montessori highlighted how purposeful, hands on 

tasks build independence and responsibility (Montessori, 1967). Through these 

experiences, my children were not only connecting with nature emotionally, but also 

developing problem solving skills, understanding cause and effect, and engaging in 

early scientific thinking all key principles of Education for Sustainable Development 

(Davis, 2010). This demonstrates how outdoor learning can move children from 

awareness to action, which is a core aim of sustainability education. 

Thirdly, learning from nature and taking action are central to both the John Muir 

Award and the Curriculum for Wales. The John Muir Award encourages learners to 

discover, explore, conserve, and share (John Muir Trust, 2024) values that align 

directly with Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship and the 

Curriculum for Wales. Through my exploration, I learned how small actions such as 

planting, building, noticing, and questioning contribute to sustainability. This supports 

the Curriculum for Wales aim of developing ethical, informed individuals who 

understand their impact, show care for their environment, act to improve their world, 

and feel a sense of belonging (Welsh Government, 2022). My experience showed 

how outdoor learning can inspire children to take meaningful action, even in small 

ways. 

However, while experiences like the John Muir Award offer rich sustainability learning 

opportunities, there are also challenges and limitations. Access to safe, high quality 

outdoor spaces varies across communities, and time pressures or curriculum 

demands may limit opportunities for outdoor learning. Staff confidence in delivering 

sustainability education can vary, and experiences may focus too heavily on 

environmental aspects while overlooking social or economic sustainability (Huckle & 

Sterling, 2014). Weather, staffing ratios, and risk assessments can also restrict 

opportunities. Reflecting critically, my own John Muir experience was rich 

environmentally but less focused on social or economic sustainability. This reflects a 

wider challenge in early years education, where environmental sustainability is often 
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prioritised because it is more visible, easier to access, and more comfortable for 

practitioners to deliver. However, Education for Sustainable Development 

emphasises that sustainability must be understood holistically, this requires a 

balance of all three pillars environmental, social, and economic to support children in 

developing a rounded understanding of how people, communities, and the natural 

world are interconnected (UNESCO, 2014). In lectures, we discussed how 

sustainability can become tokenistic if not embedded meaningfully, and how settings 

need support, training, and resources to deliver high quality sustainability education 

consistently.  

In conclusion, sustainability is a global, national, and educational priority grounded in 

children’s rights, wellbeing, and belonging. Experiences like the John Muir Award  

exploring nature, noticing wildlife, taking action, and reflecting  strongly support 

sustainability education in the early years. They align with key theories, Welsh policy 

frameworks, and the Curriculum for Wales, helping children become ethical, 

informed individuals with a deep sense of Cynefin (Adams, D. 2022). My exploration 

of Sandy Water Park showed me how powerful learner led outdoor experiences can 

be. They inspire curiosity, connection, and action, and they remind us that 

sustainability begins with noticing the world around us and caring enough to protect 

it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ECEY6005   
2413474 
 

9 
 

Reference List:  

Adams, D. (2022) ‘Exploring Cynefin Being in Place’, Holistic Education Review, 2(1). 
Available at View of Exploring Cynefin - Being in Place (Accessed: 12th July). 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979) The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature 
and Design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. Available at: The Ecology of 
Human Development - Google Books  (Accessed: 10th July). 

Chawla, L. (2009) ‘Growing up green: Becoming an agent of care for the natural world’, 
The Journal of Developmental Processes, 4(1), pp. 6–23. Available at: Growing up green: 
Becoming an agent of care for the natural world | Request PDF (Accessed: 12th July).  

 Davis, J. (2010) Young Children and the Environment: Early Education for Sustainability. 
Available at: Young Children and the Environment - Google Books (Accessed: 12th July).  

Edwards, C., Gandini, L. and Forman, G. (2012) The hundred languages of children: The 
Reggio Emilia experience in transformation. 3rd edn. Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger. 
Available at: The Hundred Languages of Children: The Reggio Emilia Experience in ... - 
Google Books  (Accessed: 11th July 2026). 

Froebel, F. (1885) The Education of Man. New York: Appleton. Available at The education 
of man : Fröbel, Friedrich, 1782-1852 : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet 
Archive (Accessed: 11th July).  

 Gruenewald, D. A. (2003) ‘The best of both worlds: A critical pedagogy of place’, 
Educational Researcher. Available at: gruenewald.pdf (Accessed: 12th July). 

Huckle, J. and Sterling, S. (2014) Education for Sustainability. Available at: 
9781315070650_previewpdf.pdf (Accessed: 11th July).  

John Muir Trust (2024) John Muir Award Information. Available at: Protecting and 
repairing wild places | John Muir Trust  (Accessed: 10th July). 

Kolb, D. A. (1984) Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and 
Development. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. Available at: (PDF) Experiential 
Learning: Experience As The Source Of Learning And Development (Accessed: 12th 
July).  

Montessori, M. (1961) The absorbent mind. New York: Theosophical Publishing House. 
Available at: The Absorbent Mind : Montessori, Maria : Free Download, Borrow, and 
Streaming : Internet Archive  (Accessed: 11th July). 

Piaget, J. (1923) The Origin of Intelligence in the Child. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
Available at: ://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.458564/page/n17/mode/2up 
(Accessed: 13th July).  

https://her.journals.publicknowledgeproject.org/index.php/her/article/view/2000/2052
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_Ecology_of_Human_Development/OCmbzWka6xUC?hl=en
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_Ecology_of_Human_Development/OCmbzWka6xUC?hl=en
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285504345_Growing_up_green_Becoming_an_agent_of_care_for_the_natural_world
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285504345_Growing_up_green_Becoming_an_agent_of_care_for_the_natural_world
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Young_Children_and_the_Environment/bDXuEAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=LEgm-z5fos4C&newbks=0&hl=en&source=newbks_fb&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=LEgm-z5fos4C&newbks=0&hl=en&source=newbks_fb&redir_esc=y
https://archive.org/details/educationofman00frbe/page/n19/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/educationofman00frbe/page/n19/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/educationofman00frbe/page/n19/mode/2up
https://faculty.washington.edu/joyann/EDLSP549Beadie_Williamson/gruenewald.pdf
file:///C:/Users/eveyl/Downloads/9781315070650_previewpdf.pdf
https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/
https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235701029_Experiential_Learning_Experience_As_The_Source_Of_Learning_And_Development
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235701029_Experiential_Learning_Experience_As_The_Source_Of_Learning_And_Development
https://archive.org/details/absorbentmind031961mbp/page/n23/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/absorbentmind031961mbp/page/n23/mode/2up


ECEY6005   
2413474 
 

10 
 

Siraj-Blatchford, J., Smith, K. and Samuelsson, I. P. (2010) Education for Sustainable 
Development in the Early Years. Available at: (PDF) Education for Sustainable 
Development in the Early Years  (Accessed: 13th July). 

UNESCO (2014) Education for Sustainable Development: A Roadmap. Available at: 
UNESCO roadmap for implementing the Global Action Programme on Education for 
Sustainable Development - UNESCO Digital Library (Accessed: 13th July). 

United Nations (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child. Available at: Donate to 
Gaza - Gaza Appeal for Children in Crisis - UNICEF UK  (Accessed: 10th July).  

United Nations (2015) Sustainable Development Goals. Available at: THE 17 GOALS | 
Sustainable Development (Accessed: 10th July).  

Welsh Government (2015) Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. Available 
at: Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015: the essentials [HTML] | 
GOV.WALES (Accessed: 12th July).  

Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Wales Guidance. Available at: Curriculum for 
Wales 2022: guidance | GOV.WALES (Accessed: 12th July).  

World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) Our Common Future. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. Available at: Report of the World Commission on 
Environment and Development : (Accessed: 13th July). 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283152538_Education_for_Sustainable_Development_in_the_Early_Years
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283152538_Education_for_Sustainable_Development_in_the_Early_Years
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000230514
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000230514
https://www.unicef.org.uk/donate/children-in-gaza-crisis-appeal/?msclkid=81c44558509a17ce092b2f0b2c48a127&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=**DM-Israel%20Palestine%20Conflict-Emergency-Microsoft&utm_term=which%20is%20the%20best%20charity%20to%20donate%20to%20for%20gaza&utm_content=Israeli%20Palestinian%20Conflict
https://www.unicef.org.uk/donate/children-in-gaza-crisis-appeal/?msclkid=81c44558509a17ce092b2f0b2c48a127&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=**DM-Israel%20Palestine%20Conflict-Emergency-Microsoft&utm_term=which%20is%20the%20best%20charity%20to%20donate%20to%20for%20gaza&utm_content=Israeli%20Palestinian%20Conflict
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://www.gov.wales/well-being-future-generations-act-essentials-html
https://www.gov.wales/well-being-future-generations-act-essentials-html
https://www.gov.wales/curriculum-wales-2022-guidance
https://www.gov.wales/curriculum-wales-2022-guidance
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/139811?v=pdf#files
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/139811?v=pdf#files

