Reflection
When I first started this assignment, I didn’t expect to be the one learning the most about the biodiversity already thriving in these spaces. There were moments of teaching the teacher!  
As an educator, I’ve always aimed to create thoughtful and meaningful learning experiences and this journey has certainly deepened my understanding of how powerful outdoor learning can be—not just for children, but for me too, and I’ve gained a much greater appreciation for outdoor environments and the wealth of learning opportunities they offer.
Immersing myself in nature has enhanced my own knowledge and understanding of biodiversity and sustainability. I’ve learned about different types of pollinators, understanding their unique roles in maintaining ecological balance. I mean, we all think of bees being the pollinators, but who knew beetles and bats were too?!
It’s not simply about planting flowers to look pretty; it's about understanding the function they serve. How the colours and shapes aren’t just beautiful, they’re purposeful, attracting different species and supporting vital life cycles.
I wanted to choose a space that I could connect with from an educational perspective with the children in my class, so what better place than the green space we have at our school.  As an old city school, we are surrounded by a lot of bricks and concrete and many of the homes our children live in don’t have gardens. So the small area I chose, is the only green space we have, and I wanted to inspire them and challenge myself, to learn how beneficial it already is, how it could be improved, and how, by engaging the children in my own learning experience, they could be inspired to protect and enhance any little patch they put their minds to! Even if it didn’t involve a green space as such.
I’ve also learned that creating a green space to attract a range of wildlife isn’t just about making somewhere look neat and pretty. On the contrary, the areas of natural waste – sticks, stones, and piles of leaves for example, can provide incredible ecological value.
They become breeding grounds, nesting places, and shelters for countless tiny creatures who contribute to a healthy, sustainable environment. These areas, once thought of as messy and unkept, are now understood as vital contributors to a thriving space.   
[bookmark: _Int_mtq4MrWg] I also recognise how important the responsibility that I have as an educator, to nurture the curiosity and wonder, encourage exploration, and give children the time and the freedom to connect with nature in their own, meaningful ways.
It was a pleasure to explore the area with the children, to see the excitement and wonder on their faces when they found creepy crawlies and mini beast bugs. The shrieks and squeals echoing around us. The excitement when we revisited the area to see if anything had made a home in the bug hotel. The butterflies we hadn’t noticed before. 
It was lovely to see every child engage in the learning opportunity, and even more amazing to see some of the children who are usually quieter in class really blossom in the outdoor environment, really getting stuck in and sharing their thoughts and ideas, making suggestions and seeing their friends and peers value their contributions in a way they hadn’t before. The change in learning environment seemed to unlock a new confidence and expression I hadn’t seen before, reminding me that learning isn’t “one size fits all.” 
This experience offered rich learning opportunities to support curriculum goals: from scientific observation and vocabulary-building to teamwork and communication skills as children collaborated to explore and protect their little green space.


Giving children the opportunity and watching them take ownership to bring their own ideas to life has reminded me how capable and imaginative they are when given the opportunity. I’ve also developed a greater appreciation for the role sustainability and biodiversity play in education, and how even small changes—like using recycled materials or planting native species—can spark big conversations about our responsibility to the planet. Being outdoors can provide powerful learning opportunities for children and provide real-world insights.
[bookmark: _Int_W9NfqlIV][bookmark: _Int_CZIahEQ5]This whole experience has reshaped how I think about teaching and learning, seeing how nature and sustainability can thread more purposefully through classroom practice. Understanding outdoor exploration is not just a novelty, but is vital for discovery, creativity, and problem-solving. Most of all, I’ve learned that the most powerful lessons grow from the ground beneath our feet.



Critical Evaluation
Sustainability, broadly defined as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet theirs, encompasses environmental care, social equity, and economic responsibility (Welsh Government, 2015). In the early years sector, this concept takes on unique significance, as educators lay the foundation for lifelong attitudes and behaviours during the most formative period of human development (Boyd, 2018; Samuelsson and Park, 2017; Davis and Elliott 2024).
Pedagogy, broadly understood as the art and science of teaching, encompasses not only what is taught but how learning is facilitated. In early childhood education, this often means fostering environments that encourage curiosity, creativity, and active engagement. Children are invited to take the lead — exploring their surroundings, solving problems, and developing ethical thinking through meaningful interactions with others and the natural world. This approach resonates with Froebel’s nature-based philosophy of experiential learning (Froebel Trust, no date), and with the work of Samuelsson and Park (2017), who advocate for sustainability education that is inquiry-driven and deeply connected to children’s everyday experiences. Putting these ideas into practice can be difficult, though. Taking part in the John Muir Award gave me a clear and flexible way to introduce outdoor learning in line with Froebelian and sustainability principles. At the same time, it showed me how tough it can be to balance these ideals with the limits set by schools—like tight schedules, set curriculum goals, and hesitation around outdoor risk.
Davis and Elliott (2024) emphasises the power of problem-solving and environmental exploration and draw attention to the reflective role of the educator in shaping rich, hands-on learning. Boyd (2018) underscores the importance of creative thinking, especially in contexts aiming to foster sustainability. All of these ideas align with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales, which supports holistic development through authentic learning experiences that nurture independence, global citizenship, and a strong sense of place (Tinney, 2020; WG, 2008). Completing the John Muir Award reflects these principles in action—allowing children to explore real-world sustainability issues through outdoor experiences that encourage inquiry, independence, and environmental responsibility.
In Wales, sustainability has been woven into early childhood education through progressive initiatives such as the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises holistic development, global citizenship, and respect for the natural environment (Croke et al., 2021; Tinney, 2020). These priorities are underpinned by the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which promotes long-term thinking, prevention, and collaboration to safeguard the needs of future generations (WG, 2015). Early years settings across the country are increasingly adopting sustainable practices, ranging from outdoor learning and eco-friendly resources to child-led discussions about climate and community (Grindheim, 2021; Dankiw et al., 2023; Hadland, 2020). These initiatives aim not only to reduce ecological footprints but to foster values of curiosity, empathy, and responsibility among young learners (Barrable, 2019; Davis and Elliott, 2024). The John Muir Award exemplifies how such values can be cultivated in practice. Watching children take ownership during our journey illustrated how outdoor sustainability projects empower creativity, confidence, and collaboration in line with curriculum goals.
Despite its growing prominence, sustainability in the early years presents ongoing complexities. Questions remain about how deeply such values are embedded in pedagogical practice, the extent to which educators are supported in applying them, and whether sustainable education is accessible across diverse communities (Boyd, 2018; Ranta, 2023; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2018). My experience undertaking the John Muir Award highlighted these challenges. While the award offered a clear and adaptable framework for introducing sustainability, it also exposed tensions between aspirational pedagogy and real-world constraints, including time pressures, curriculum demands, and risk-averse attitudes toward outdoor learning.
Sustainability in the early years is profoundly significant because it shapes the values, attitudes, and behaviours that children carry into adulthood. Early childhood is a critical period for cognitive, emotional, and social development, during which children form foundational understandings of their relationship with the world around them (Samuelsson and Park, 2017; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2018). Introducing sustainability at this stage fosters a sense of responsibility, empathy, and interconnectedness with nature and community (Barrable, 2019; Dankiw et al., 2023). By engaging young children in practices such as outdoor learning, recycling, and caring for living things, educators nurture environmental awareness and ethical thinking from the outset (Boyd, 2018; Davis and Elliott, 2024). Moreover, early education for sustainability supports the development of critical thinking and problem-solving skills, empowering children to become active participants in creating a more just and resilient future (Tinney, 2020; Elliott et al., 2020). Research shows that meaningful connections with nature not only enhance children’s well-being but also increase their likelihood of acting in ways that benefit the Earth (Charles et al., 2018). In the context of global challenges such as climate change and social inequality, embedding sustainability in early years education is not only beneficial, but also essential for cultivating a generation equipped to navigate and address these complex issues (Ranta, 2023; Elliott et al., 2020).

However, embedding sustainability meaningfully within early years education requires more than thematic activities—it demands a shift in pedagogical mindset and systemic support. Research highlights that while many practitioners are enthusiastic about sustainability, they often lack sufficient training and resources to fully integrate it into daily practice (Boyd, 2018; Ranta, 2023; Davis and Elliott, 2024). Professional development opportunities that equip educators with both theoretical knowledge and practical strategies are essential to ensure sustainability is not treated as a peripheral topic but as a core dimension of holistic education (Elliott et al., 2020). Equity of access is another critical consideration. While policies such as the Curriculum for Wales advocate for universal values and experiences, disparities in funding, geography, and community engagement mean that sustainable education may not be equally realised across all settings. Urban environments with limited green spaces, or economically disadvantaged areas, may face additional challenges in implementing nature-based or outdoor learning activities (Dankiw et al., 2023; Charles et al., 2018). Bridging this gap requires tailored solutions that honour the unique context of each setting, ensuring every child has the opportunity to engage with and benefit from sustainability education. Even with limited outdoor space and resources, my experience showed that impactful sustainability learning can happen anywhere—provided educators are empowered to use their environment creatively and flexibly.
Moreover, assessment and impact measurement remain underdeveloped in this field. While the qualitative benefits—such as heightened curiosity and ethical thinking—are often acknowledged, there is limited longitudinal evidence tracking how early sustainability education influences future behaviours. Developing robust frameworks for evaluating outcomes can help strengthen its place within the curriculum and guide further investment and innovation (Tinney, 2020; Barrable, 2019; Elliott et al., 2020).  The importance of sustainability in early childhood education is further reinforced by the global framework of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, adopted in 2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). These 17 interconnected goals provide a blueprint for achieving a better and more sustainable future for all, addressing challenges such as poverty, inequality, climate change, and environmental degradation. Notably, Goal 4: Quality Education and Goal 13: Climate Action are particularly relevant to early years settings, as they emphasise inclusive, equitable education and urgent environmental responsibility. By aligning early years pedagogy with the Sustainable Development Goals, educators in Wales and beyond contribute to a global movement that empowers children to become active, informed citizens capable of shaping a more just and resilient world (Samuelsson and Park, 2017; Boyd, 2018; Ranta, 2023; Davis and Elliott, 2024). 
Cultural diversity also shapes the sustainability narrative. Welsh communities reflect a range of values and traditions, and early years settings must approach sustainability through culturally responsive pedagogy. This means recognising and celebrating different ways of relating to nature, community, and responsibility, while fostering inclusive spaces where all children can see themselves as contributors to a better future (Samuelsson and Park, 2017; Croke et al., 2021; Elliott et al., 2020).
Promoting sustainability in early childhood education is deeply compatible with the theories of Maslow, Bronfenbrenner, and Froebel. Maslow (1943) emphasised that children must have their basic physiological and emotional needs met before meaningful learning can occur; environments that promote health, emotional security, and nature-based experiences lay a foundation not only for development but for sustainable lifestyles. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model reinforces this by highlighting the layered systems that influence children—suggesting that sustainable education must engage families, schools, communities, and broader cultural attitudes (Ozdogru, 2011). Froebel, a pioneer of outdoor play and nature appreciation, championed experiential learning through activities such as gardening and natural exploration, encouraging children to build empathy for the environment and develop lifelong sustainable habits (Froebel Trust, no date). Together, these perspectives support the notion that sustainability isn't an add-on in early childhood education—it's a core component of holistic development (Aubrey and Riley, 2024). 

Ultimately, sustainability in the early years is not just about environmental actions—it is about cultivating compassionate, informed individuals who understand their place within an interconnected world. When thoughtfully integrated, it becomes a powerful vehicle for transformative education that empowers children to imagine and shape a more equitable and resilient future. Starting young matters deeply, not just for developing eco-friendly habits, but for instilling values and capabilities that support lifelong engagement and social responsibility (Davis and Elliott, 2024; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2018).
Even with limited outdoor space and resources, my experience with the John Muir Award showed that powerful sustainability learning can happen anywhere. It helped me realise that it’s not about having the perfect setting or expensive materials, but about giving educators the freedom to be creative and flexible. What matters most is being willing to use what’s available in smart, imaginative ways—because that’s how outdoor education becomes truly inclusive and practical.
Thank you for listening.
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