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Hello, and welcome to my presentation for ECEY6005 Regaining Paradise. Today I’ll be
sharing a reflection focused on my garden.

e 8Years ago move, nature reserve, volunteer

e Garden -time, seasons, notice the small things

e Merlin app - birds, enlightening to discover, nature not remote, all around us

e Birds -finches, nuthatches siskins, robins, deepened connection with garden

e Flowers, potatoes and onions with dad, roses, grandparents and carrots, wine
memories, kids project spending time with tech.

e Artificial grass, plastic fibres, offset environmentalimpact, woodland,
hedgehogs, nettles growing wild.

e Conservation through daily habits, eco, sustainability woven into everyday life,
develop patience, appreciation for food, awareness of sustainability, small acts
improving habits and making thoughtful decisions.

As this project comes to a close, I’m taking forward some important lessons. To take
care of what we already have, to stop and pay attention to what is happening around us
and protect the nature. In doing these small steps will help to play a partin the wider
world which will be enjoyed for future generations.

According to Davis (2010) sustainability can be difficult to define as it encompasses a
wide range of areas, including environmental care, well-being, social equity and
economic stability. David (2012) adds that interpretations of sustainability can vary
depending on the cultural, social and environmental contexts. Defined in the Oxford
Dictionary (2025) sustainability refers to the ability of something to be maintained over
time. David (2012) echoes this definition, in its simplest form as taking responsibility for
one’s local environment. This essay will explore the importance of sustainability in early
years education, focusing on the role of hands on and nature-based learning, and how
these align with theory and policies.

Sustainability is a key concept that ensures the needs of the present are met without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own (Brundtland Report,
1987). This principle gained momentum during the Earth Summitin 1992 (United

Nations, no date b) where urgency was placed on the shared responsibility to protect
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the environment through integrated approaches that secure long-term development.
This led to implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, no
date a) stating that by 2030, all learners should acquire the knowledge and skills
needed to promote sustainable development. This includes Education for Sustainable
Development [ESD] in 2005 (UNESCO, 2024), emphasising the role of early childhood
learning in equipping individuals with the knowledge, skills and values needed to make
sustainable decisions throughout life. However, as we are in 2025 these goals may
seem unrealistic with a report from United Nations (2024) stating only 17% of the goals
have been achieved, blaming Covid, on-going poverty and economic status as factors
contributing.

In Wales, this was pioneered and firmly established through the Well-being of Future
Generations (Wales) Act 2015, putting sustainability at the heart of public decision
making ensuring that Wales builds a fairer, greener and more resilient nation (Welsh
Government, 2025). In the early years this means fostering a generation thatis not only
environmentally literate but also empowered to take meaningful action. Sustainability
is a key part of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022b), which promotes
it as a cross-cutting theme and integral to developing ethical and informed citizens.
Additionally, this can begin in nursery settings, where Cynefin, a Welsh term for
belonging and identity, is introduced to help children connect with their environment
and community (Welsh Government 2022a).

Early year settings are encouraged to nurture these connections through hands-on,
nature-based learning which aligns with Froebel's philosophy that children learn best
through play, exploration and interaction with the natural world (Froebel Trust, no date).
According to Howe (2022) Froebel’s emphasis on outdoor experiences plays a central
role in nurturing environmental awareness and encouraging children to develop social
responsibility. However, Froebel’s approach has limitations. As noted by Tovey (2022),
Froebel’s romanticised view of nature, with a heavy emphasis on symbolic play can
appear idealistic and difficult to apply in modern and diverse early years settings.
Froebel’s original framework does not fully address the complexities of today’s global
sustainability challenges, such as climate change and biodiversity loss. Children today
need not only to enjoy nature but also to understand their role in society and the
importance of making sustainable choices (Elliott, Arlemalm-Hagser and Davis, 2020).

Moreover, the John Muir Award complements education for sustainability by
encouraging a deep and active connection to nature and a commitment to protecting it
for future generations (John Muir Trust, 2025). Its four-part structure aligns with the
values of ESD (UNESCO, 2024; John Muir Trust, no date). This includes discovering and
exploring wild places, nurturing respect for nature and critical reflection on human
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impact (Davis, 2015). Furthermore, the conserve element reinforces sustainability by
involving learners in practical actions that protect the environment supporting the aims
of the Well-being of Future Generation (Wales) Act 2015. Meanwhile, the share
challenge promotes advocacy and inspires other to adopt more sustainable lifestyles.
The award supports outdoor learning, critical thinking and active citizenship helping
children to understand that sustainability is not a topic, but as a way of life (John Muir
Trust, 2025). However, Howe (2022) warns that it can risk becoming a tick-box exercise
if not embedded into meaningful, ongoing learning. This can lead children to engage in
isolated acts of conservation without understanding the bigger picture or the long-term
implications.

Wales was one of the first nations to implement sustainability with the introduction of
The Well-being of future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. This legislation made it
mandatory to consider the long-term impacts of decisions on social, economic,
environmental and cultural well-being. In education, this means not only environmental
awareness but also children’s ability to act on it (Department for Education, 2022). The
Act’s seven goals align with the principles of Early Childhood Education for
Sustainability (Jones, 2021) and promote a preventative approach to involving children
in shaping their communities and future (Boyd, 2018), further putting the emphasis on
the role of the individual being committed to a sustainable world (Welsh Government,
2019).

The John Muir Award supports the Act’s vision of a ‘Resilient and Globally responsible
Wales’ recognising young people as agents of change (Department for Education,
2023). The award allows individuals to engage with nature and take action by
demonstrating the section conserve. In my scrapbook | took responsibility for caring for
the birds and protecting biodiversity supporting the goal of building a resilient Wales.
Welsh schools now widely adopt the award, using it to help deliver the Curriculum for
Wales’s four purposes, particularly ethical informed citizens, who reflect their
environmental impact and make informed decisions to care for the world (Education
Wales, 2020).

Early childhood education for sustainability is informed by sociocultural and ecological
theories that view young children as engaged learners and empowered members of
society. According to Davis (2010), children are not just future stakeholders but current
agents of change, capable of understanding of sustainability issues and acting upon
these in meaningful ways. This view is supported by Weldemariam and Wals (2017),
who explain that children are not just learning, they are already part of the world and
can create a more sustainable future through their daily actions and inquiries.
However, research by Ginsburg and Audley (2020) suggest that some educators remain
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hesitant to introduce sustainability topics in early years settings. Their concerns stem
from beliefs that young children may lack the cognitive and emotional maturity to
understand complex or potentially distressing issues such as climate change or natural
disasters. In contrast, Spiteri (2020) offers a counterpoint, demonstrating that children
can influence their families’ environmental behaviours, positioning children as
powerful messengers within intergenerational learning.

This view aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), which
illustrates how children are embedded within interconnected systems, from immediate
environments such as home and school to broader societal and global contexts
(MacBlain, 2018). This framework supports the notion that children’s actions can ripple
outward, impacting their families, communities and the wider world (Wallerich et al.,
2023).

Similarly, Malaguzzi’s Reggio Emilia approach places environment at the centre of
learning and values the child as an active, curious and co-constructor of knowledge.
The environment is seen as the third teacher, playing an active role in shaping
children’s thinking and development (O’Brien, 2023). Reggio-inspired environments
promote hands-on exploration, use of natural materials, and child-led investigations
that nurture ecological awareness and shared responsibility (Aubrey and Riley,
2019).Malaguzzi believed such experiences encourage children to explore, observe and
form relationships with the natural world, nurturing a sense of respect and shared
responsibility (O’Brien, 2023).

Furthermore, Froebel’s principles which emphasise learning through nature and real-
life experiences, continue to influence sustainability practices in early years,
particularly within the Curriculum for Wales. This curriculum recognises that children
learn best through experiences with the natural world, enabling them to explore
ecosystems and develop empathy for living things (Welsh Government, 2019). As Tovey
(2022) explains the Froebelian emphasis on experiential learning supports children in
questioning and expanding their understanding of environment issues. Together, these
theoretical frameworks offer a foundation for embedding sustainability within early
childhood education. They affirm that young children are not passive recipients of
knowledge but capable, thoughtful individuals whose daily choices and interactions
contribute to shaping a more sustainable future.

Early years settings are increasingly embedding sustainability into their curriculum
through hands-on, experiential approaches. Frameworks such as the Early Years
Foundation Stage (Department for Education, no date) and Birth to 5 Matters (2021)
promote sensory rich, real-world experiences that develops environmental awareness
and responsibility from an early age. In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh
Government 2022b) integrates sustainability across all areas of learning and
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experience, with a strong emphasis on developing ethical, informed citizens who
understand the impact of their actions on the planet (Miles, 2022; Hirst, 2019).

The Sustainability and Climate Change strategy (Department for Education, 2022)
further supports this by encouraging early years providers to appoint sustainability
leads and develop climate action plans, aligning with initiatives such as Eco-Schools
(Department for Education, 2022). Davis (2010) argues that early exposure shapes
lifelong sustainable behaviours, while David (2012) and Miller (2012) highlight children’s
capacity to understand and respond to environmentalissues. This awareness can be
nurtured by practitioners through stories, discussions and hands-on play reflecting
their interests (Unicef, 2019).

However, effective delivery of sustainability education requires adequate training and
qualifications. In my school we are fortunate to be part of the Eco-school's program and
benefit from trained staff who lead on sustainability initiatives, including a dedicated
forest and coastal school leader. Yet, Korkmaz and Guler Yildiz (2017) note that the
success of such programs depends heavily on staff support, training and access to
resources. Without these, or where practitioner bias exists, some schools may struggle
to implement the curriculum effectively, placing learners at a disadvantage (Evans,
2022). Additionally, Tinney and Merriman (2018) and (Dyment et al. (2013) stress the
need for continuous, reflective professional development, not token training to ensure
sustainability education evolves alongside practice.

Child-led learning is central to this approach. Recognising each child's capacity to
influence their surroundings supports agency and deeper engagement. Donaldson
(2015) embedded sustainability within the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales,
particularly through progression steps that encourage children to recognise nature and
reflect on their environmental impact from the earliest stages of education (Welsh
Government, 2025). This commitment continues into secondary education, where the
Welsh Baccalaureate includes modules on climate change and pollution, ensuring
sustainability remains a consistent theme throughout a learner’s journey (University of
South Wales, no date).

Froebel (1979) believed that nature was essential for children’s development. He
advocated for outdoor play and gardening as ways for children to understand
connectedness of the world. Similarly, Steiner (cited in MacBlain, 2018) placed nature
at the centre of learning, encouraging children to connect with the seasons through
sustained outdoor experiences. Both pioneers viewed nature not just as a place to play,
but as a powerful teacher that nurtures empathy, responsibility and creativity.

Craig et al. (2014) reinforce this view, highlighting how children’s engagement with the
natural world supports both development and emotional well-being. In agreement,
MacQuarrie, Nugent and Warden (2013) describe nature as offering rich opportunities
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for sensory exploration, problem solving and emotional connection. However, they also
caution that nature-based education must be tailored to suit the needs of specific
children and settings.

However, although nature-based approaches, like those inspired by John Muir, have
often been celebrated for connecting with nature, they may unintentionally exclude
children with limited access to green spaces. According to The Health Foundation
(2024) young people from deprived communities are more likely to be affected with as
many as 30% living in areas where access to nature is restricted. To address this, early
year settings must adopt responsive and inclusive practices ensuring all children,
regardless of background, can engage with nature.

Moreover, Elliott, Arlemalm-Hagser and Davis (2020) argue that nature-based learning
not only benefits children’s holistic development but also strengthens their
understanding of sustainability. When children are involved in routines, such as
recycling, composting and water conservation, they experience sustainability firsthand.
According to NCFE (2022), these activities help foster lifelong values such as care,
respect and responsibility, helping children grow into responsible individuals who want
to protect the planet. Despite some educators expressing hesitation toward teaching
sustainability, favouring nature appreciation instead, Ginsburg and Audley (2020) found
that many still sought to embed sustainability into everyday activities in age-
appropriate ways.

Sustainability in early years education helps shape the values, attitudes and behaviours
children carry into later life. By drawing on the ideas of educational pioneers like
Froebel, Steiner and Malaguzzi and aligning with frameworks such as the Curriculum for
Wales and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015, practitioners can
create rich, meaningful opportunities for children to explore their relationship with the
natural world. Through nature-based learning, and everyday sustainable practices,
children develop curiosity, empathy and responsibility, becoming active participants in
creating a more sustainable future. Early years settings, therefore, have a powerful role
in building lifelong environmental awareness and informed citizenship.

Thank you for listening to my presentation.



