Part 2:
Personal Reflection:
Good evening,
My name is Georgia Lewis, and my student number is 2306601. This evening, I’m here to reflect on my sustainability scrapbook project, which explores the theme of regaining paradise within the early years.
This project has been an incredibly meaningful journey for me, both personally and professionally. It gave me the chance to explore the importance of sustainability in early childhood education and to put that learning into action through hands-on activities, thoughtful planning, and creative reuse of materials.
This project has been an eye-opening and enjoyable journey for me. It has allowed me to dive deeply into the concept of sustainability and how small, thoughtful actions can have a lasting positive impact on both our environment and the development of young children. I’ve particularly loved discovering and implementing creative, hands-on experiences to promote sustainability within my setting, methods that are not only environmentally friendly but also engaging and educational for the children. What stood out to me during this project was how much joy and learning can come from the simplest of sustainable practices.
For example, I repurposed used milk bottles to create plant pots, encouraging the children to learn about growing and caring for plants while also understanding the value of reusing materials rather than throwing them away. I also used orange peels to attract beneficial insects such as butterflies and bees, essential pollinators that play a vital role in our ecosystem. These simple activities perform a dual purpose, as they help foster biodiversity in our garden while giving children a close look at nature’s processes.
Additionally, I made bird feeders from recycled egg cartons. These not only provide nourishment for local bird species but also create opportunities for birdwatching and tracking the different types of birds that visit our setting. We hung them around the garden and kept a little log of the birds we saw visiting. This turned into a brilliant opportunity for observation, discussion, and even a bit of early science. The children were so excited to notice differences in birds’ colours, sizes, and behaviours, and it opened the door for conversations about nature, seasons, and caring for living things.
I specifically chose my early years setting for this project because it is a newly developed space that required both practical enhancements and aesthetic improvements. The outdoor area is designed for children aged 2 to 5, and I aimed to transform it into a nurturing, natural environment. One that is beautiful, sustainable, and filled with opportunities for exploration and discovery, as used in the curriculum for Wales, non-maintained settings. 
The idea of regaining paradise came from wanting to reintroduce a sense of wonder into children’s daily experiences. In our modern world, children often have limited access to wild outdoor spaces. By bringing elements of nature into their setting—bugs, birds, plants, and natural materials—we’re helping them rediscover a kind of paradise they might otherwise miss out on. And for young children, this connection to nature isn’t just nice to have, it’s essential. Being outside, getting hands-on with soil, or observing a butterfly land on a flower these are powerful learning experiences. They stimulate curiosity, support physical development, and build emotional regulation. They also help children develop empathy, responsibility, and a sense of belonging in the world around them.
Through this project, I’ve come to understand just how powerful outdoor, sustainable environments can be in supporting children’s learning. It’s not just about the activities themselves; it’s also about what they represent. When a child plants a seed or watches a butterfly land, they’re learning science, language, patience, and empathy, all at once. Being in nature helps them develop their senses, their social skills, and their emotional well-being. It’s an environment that supports the whole child.
As I developed the scrapbook, I reflected a lot on how this work links to early years pedagogy. The Reggio Emilia approach really influenced me, especially its focus on the environment as the "third teacher." I began to see the outdoor space not just as a place for play, but as a living classroom. Inspired by this, I gave children real responsibilities, choosing what to grow, watering the plants, and caring for the garden. This not only taught them practical skills but also helped them feel capable, confident, and involved. 
The idea of regaining paradise in this context reflects my desire to restore a sense of wonder and connection to the natural world within the daily lives of young children. By attracting bugs, birds, and plant life, I hoped to create a living, breathing garden where children feel comfortable and curious. It’s important to me that they learn from an early age that insects and wildlife are not to be feared, but to be respected and appreciated as vital parts of our environment.
Ultimately, this project has deepened my commitment to sustainability in early childhood education. It has shown me how powerful even the smallest actions can be when it comes to fostering environmental responsibility and helping young children develop meaningful relationships with the world around them. I look forward to continuing this work and integrating more sustainable practices into my future settings. Personally, this project has had a big impact on me as a practitioner. It’s reminded me why I chose this path. I’ve realised that sustainability isn’t just about recycling, it’s about teaching children to care, to notice, and to respect the world around them. It’s about creating spaces that invite curiosity, kindness, and connection. 

Academic section: 
Sustainability is broadly defined as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own, encompassing environmental, economic, and social dimensions (WCED, 1987; United Nations, 2015). Within the education sector, sustainability has gained growing prominence through global initiatives such as UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 4.7, which calls for embedding global citizenship and sustainable practices in learner outcomes (UNESCO, 2017). Introducing sustainability early in childhood education positions young learners as active participants in shaping a more just and environmentally responsible world (Barrable, 2019; Ernst & Burcak, 2019).
The integration of sustainability in early childhood education extends far beyond mere environmental awareness; it fosters holistic development. For instance, recent evaluations of the Learning in Nature Program highlight that Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS) promotes emotional resilience, empathy, social skills, and pro-environmental behaviours, demonstrating significant cognitive and affective benefits (Watt & Frydenberg, 2024). Similarly, studies from Sweden show that everyday sustainability practices such as nature play, gardening, and animal care enhance children’s curiosity, sense of agency, and self-regulation (Kahriman Pamuk & Pramling Samuelsson, 2024; Watt & Frydenberg, 2024; MDPI, 2024).
However, authentic and meaningful embedding of sustainability in early years settings requires more than isolated activities. It demands intentional pedagogy that encourages children’s agency, nurtures reflective dialogue, and fosters connections to broader communities (Hedefalk et al., 2024; Garcia Manas, 2024). Research indicates that effective ECEfS involves democratic and transformative teaching approaches that challenge existing norms and integrate sustainability into everyday practice, often through outdoor “living classrooms” (Hedefalk et al., 2024; Children & Nature Network, 2024). Despite these insights, barriers persist many educators report feeling underprepared or limited by constraints such as time, resources, and professional development (Grava & Pole, 2021; Hedefalk et al., 2024). Hence, realising the full potential of sustainable early education calls for systemic support, ongoing professional training, and the cultivation of a whole-setting culture, rather than sporadic “eco” projects.
Sustainability in early years education also resonates strongly with the principles enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Article 29 emphasises children’s right to an education that promotes respect for the natural environment, while Article 12 emphasises their right to be heard in matters affecting them (UNCRC, 1989). Education for sustainability empowers children to express their views on pressing issues such as pollution, climate change, and biodiversity loss, positioning them as active contributors to solutions. This rights-based perspective reinforces that children are not merely future citizens but current stakeholders with agency and insight (Quennerstedt, 2016). Thus, embedding sustainability within early years respects children’s rights to participation, information, and contribution, core principles that underpin both sustainability and child-centred pedagogy.
In addition, embedding sustainability aligns closely with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which mandates public bodies in Wales to adopt a long-term, joined-up, and sustainable approach to decision-making. One of the Act’s seven well-being goals is to create “a globally responsible Wales,” fostering environmental awareness and action from the earliest years (Welsh Government, 2015). Early childhood educators play a vital role in realising this vision by weaving sustainability into daily learning and promoting values such as stewardship, fairness, and interdependence. By instilling these values from the foundation years, the early years sector contributes directly to nurturing future citizens who comprehend their role in building a sustainable and equitable society (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2022).
Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) has long been embedded in Welsh education policy, promoting justice, equity, and responsibility towards local and global communities (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). The current Curriculum for Wales deeply integrates these values within its four purposes, which aim to develop “ethical, informed citizens ready to participate as citizens of Wales and the world” (Welsh Government, 2020). For non-maintained early years settings, the concept of Cynefin a child’s sense of place, belonging, and identity, is central. Through sustainable activities like outdoor exploration, gardening, and learning about local ecosystems, children cultivate respect for their immediate environment while developing empathy for wider global challenges. This dual focus on local roots and global responsibility reflects the complementary goals of ESD and the Welsh curriculum: fostering confident individuals with a strong sense of identity alongside compassionate citizens who contribute positively to their communities and beyond.
A key strength of sustainability education in the early years lies in its emphasis on active, hands-on, and child-led learning. These approaches align naturally with ESD principles, which encourage participatory, experiential learning grounded in real-life contexts (UNESCO, 2017). Practically, this means providing children with opportunities to grow plants, explore natural habitats, compost waste, and observe seasonal changes, learning by doing rather than passive instruction. These experiences support problem-solving, curiosity, and responsibility, inviting children to critically reflect on their environment and their role within it (Barrable, 2019). When children initiate and lead their learning, choosing what to plant, building bug hotels, or deciding how to care for animals, they begin to see themselves as capable agents of change, embodying a central value of ESD. Such ownership and purpose bridge theory and action while fostering values that extend far beyond the classroom.
Experiences such as participating in the John Muir Award provide rich, experiential learning opportunities that closely align with the themes of ESD. Developing a connection with nature fosters emotional attachment, empathy, and responsibility towards the environment (Barrable, 2019; Chawla, 2020). Activities like creating sustainable plant plots from reused materials, building bug hotels, and observing birds through homemade feeders embody ESD’s focus on interdependence, recognising the mutual reliance of all living beings (UNESCO, 2017). The Award also promotes reflective practice through journaling or scrapbooking, deepening children’s awareness of their environmental impact and helping them internalise sustainable values. Crucially, these experiences empower children to act; when learners take responsibility for improving gardens or tracking biodiversity, they develop ecological literacy and grow into confident, ethical citizens. Yet, for lasting impact, such initiatives must be part of a broader, sustained approach to environmental education that integrates community involvement and systemic support.
Learning from nature plays an essential role in early years education, supporting the core aims of ESD. Nature serves not only as a setting but as a teacher, offering rich, sensory, and unpredictable experiences that spark curiosity and deepen understanding (Barrable, 2019). Through direct interaction, observing weather patterns, tracking animal behaviour, or exploring textures, children develop scientific thinking, emotional regulation, and a sense of wonder. This kind of place-based learning strengthens children’s connection to their local environment, fostering stewardship and eco-literacy (Sobel, 2008). By understanding ecological cycles and systems, children build knowledge, attitudes, and values central to sustainability and global citizenship (UNESCO, 2017). Additionally, nature supports wellbeing by providing space for calm, movement, and imagination, critical in today’s digital age. Embedding nature-based experiences in early years settings enhances cognitive and emotional development while laying foundations for lifelong environmental responsibility.
Futures thinking is another vital element of ESD that encourages learners to explore how today’s actions influence tomorrow’s world (UNESCO, 2017). Though often associated with older learners, futures thinking can be introduced to young children through age-appropriate play, storytelling, and imaginative activities. Children naturally engage with future concepts by asking “what if?” and imagining alternative scenarios. Educators can build on this curiosity by discussing care for the planet, seasonal changes, or hypothetical animal habitats. This nurtures children’s agency and critical thinking, helping them understand that their choices, like saving water or protecting insects, affect future outcomes. Despite concerns about its abstractness, research shows that concrete, meaningful experiences enable young children to engage with futures thinking thoughtfully and optimistically (Bamford & Lagunju, 2023). Embedding futures thinking fosters responsibility, hope, and purpose, core to a sustainable future.
The foundational early childhood theories of Froebel, Montessori, and Malaguzzi underpin many ESD principles. Froebel, who founded kindergarten, stressed the importance of nature in child development, viewing outdoor play as vital for holistic learning and moral growth (Knight, 2013). Montessori’s approach emphasises respect for the child, environment, and others, promoting independence, agency, and hands-on learning with natural materials (Montessori, 1967). Malaguzzi’s Reggio Emilia philosophy regards children as competent agents, emphasising collaboration, rights, and environment as “the third teacher,” fostering inquiry, care, and responsibility (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012). Together, these theorists provide a strong pedagogical foundation for embedding sustainability through experiential, child-led learning that connects self, others, and nature.
These philosophies offer numerous opportunities for sustainability education, including nature walks that encourage observation and belonging, creative exploration with natural materials, and fostering curiosity and collaboration. However, significant challenges remain, including limited outdoor space, time constraints, safety concerns, and insufficient teacher training (Parry et al., 2022). Curriculum demands and standardised assessments often deprioritise open-ended exploration and creativity, critical to ESD. Institutional barriers and resource shortages further limit consistent sustainability education. Therefore, realising its full potential requires systemic change, investment in training, and policies prioritising environmental and holistic learning alongside academic outcomes.
In conclusion, embedding sustainability within early years education presents rich opportunities to nurture children’s connection to nature, develop agency, and instil values of respect and responsibility aligned with Education for Sustainable Development. Foundational theories from Froebel, Montessori, and Malaguzzi support experiential, child-led, and nature-based learning that sparks curiosity and ethical citizenship early on. Practical experiences such as the John Muir Award exemplify how environmental engagement fosters stewardship and reflective learning, though often focused on local concerns and less on broader social and global dimensions. Challenges, including curriculum pressures, resource limitations, and training gaps, restrict consistent implementation. Expanding sustainability learning to encompass global citizenship and social justice is essential for preparing children
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