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Regaining Paradise – Sustainability in the Early Years.
Part 2 – Reflection
Hello, my name is Michelle Jarrett Student number 2125271, for the module ECEY 6005 Regaining Paradise – Sustainability in the Early Years I will be discussing my Family allotment.
For as long as I can remember I have had an interest in Sir David Attenborough, from a young age I remember sitting with my Grandad mesmerised with the places that David Attenborough had been and all the things that he had seen , it wasn’t until I was older that I realised that some of these things that David Attenborough was talking about and showing us weren’t for fun but to raise awareness of what was in the world at the time and what we might not be able to see In the future due to climate change and humans not looking after the world that they live in.
Our family Allotment is central for most of the family to access, just off Sandy Lane in Caldicot. We were lucky enough to get ownership of the allotment plot just before Covid 19 which allowed us to safely spend time together during lock down, tending and sorting the plot out and supporting our mental health during a very challenging time.
Sandy Lane allotments have 45 plots that are nearly all rented out from the local council, more recently plots are used for the growing of plants and produce. Before this livestock could be kept on these plots of land . The word Sandy is relevant because of the soil type that is on the allotment plots, the sandy soil makes it really good for growing root vegetables such as carrots and potatoes.
We wanted a family allotment to create a shared space where we could grow our own fresh, seasonal food while spending time together outdoors and for some, away from screens. It offered a chance to reconnect with nature, teach some of the younger ones where food comes from, and encourage healthier, more sustainable habits as a family. The allotment also provided a valuable opportunity to slow down and enjoy the satisfaction of nurturing something from seed to harvest, all while reducing our environmental footprint and food costs.
We grow everything we can on the allotment We grow a huge variety of vegetables, and we have discovered vegetables that we have never seen in the shops such as multi coloured corn, we grow potatoes all year round with old and new varieties, we grow onions, leeks , cabbage, peppers, tomatoes, runner beans, dwarf beans, broad beans, carrots , parsnips and courgettes 
We don’t grow as much fruit, growing conditions in Wales make it a bit more difficult but you can see from the pictures this year we have strawberries, raspberries, currents, gooseberries and this year we have started to get fruit from  most of our fruit trees, of Figs, apples, pears and plumbs.
I was fully aware of all the bugs and creatures that live on the allotment and come across many most days when we are working on it but I don’t really think that I realised how many live there and this is only a very small selection of bugs that I managed to capture. I am most excited about the hedgehog, it was my husband that built this house for it, I have never actually seen the hedgehog but my sister has, twice, having a hedgehog is actually a real benefit to the allotment as they feast of slugs and snails which can be a problem when growing produce, a problem that we have not had yet, I like to believe that this is thanks to the hedgehog. During the wetter seasons we come across lots of worms which my niece is not a fan of but she knows that are good for the soil and don’t harm any of the produce that we grow, curiosity has led me to find out that there are 31 species of earth worms In the UK.
Good for the planet good for our pocket. We have never really given much thought to how much money we save by having the allotment so I did a little research to see how beneficial it was to us, I picked just a few of the fruit and vegetables that we grow and I was not so surprised by what we save but more surprised at the high cost of the produce in the shops that we very rarely buy.
We have two compost bins on the allotment, and it wasn’t until I spoke to my mum that I truly began to understand the process and value of composting. She explained that it takes around 8–12 months for the organic waste to fully break down into usable compost, depending on the conditions. She educated me with some tips, like regularly moistening the compost to maintain the right balance—not too wet, not too dry and aerating it by turning it every few weeks to allow oxygen to circulate and speed up the decomposition. This helps create the ideal environment for microorganisms and worms to do their work. She also reminded us that not everything can go into the compost bins only green and brown waste in the right proportions, so we’ve become more mindful about what we throw in. When the compost is ready, dark and crumbly with a rich earthy smell, I would not describe it as an earthy smell, mum advised me to use it sparingly, gently spreading it around the allotment to nourish the soil. This way, we’re not just feeding our plants but returning essential nutrients to the earth, replenishing what we’ve taken and supporting long-term soil health. It’s a simple but powerful act of sustainability that’s helping us see waste not as rubbish, but as a resource that completes the natural cycle.
After several years of struggling we have decided to invest in a water butt, we have been using buckets and tubs strategically placed to catch rain water and we fill bottles up from water butts that some of us had at our homes, we plan on putting the water butt by the tool shed with some guttering to maximise the water that we can collect and can store to use in the drier months. The tool shed was a second-hand purchase with us again trying to keep costs down, but it has also meant that we are now able to store tools at the allotment for everyone to use, this in turn means that we don’t have to drive to the allotment to take garden tools with us and is another step for us as a family to reduce our carbon footprint.
Companion flowers, several times I have been to the allotment and saw that we  had flowers growing that didn’t bear and fruit or vegetables, I found out that these flowers work alongside the fruit and vegetables that we grow to support and enhance the growth of what we are growing  and offer many benefits, such as attracting pests to them rather than the crops that we are growing, Nasturtiums attract aphids such as green and white fly away from runner beans and similar plants. Mint offers the benefit of being an edible herb but also repels ants, Rosemary and lavender both attract pollinators as do brightly coloured flowers. Basil planted by tomato plants works as a pest repellent and a natural flavour enhancer. Using companion flowers is better for the environment than using shop brought pesticides with chemicals and from a sustainability point of view puts much more back in the environment.
Very rarely do any of the family spend time at the allotment and not work or are busy picking or maintaining the area so to have the opportunity to actually just sit and take it in for the project seemed very alien but when I actually relaxed it was quite a different experience, I could hear a lot more of the motorway noise that I have never really paid much attention to before, this also highlighted that there was very little animal noise, we have never actively encouraged birds on to the allotment as they often eat what we grow and with it being close to a housing estate we often see cats, since this bird observation my nieces have decided that in the summer holidays they are going to make their Grandma some bird feeders for the garden, I tried to get inspired and draw and doodle but that really didn’t come very naturally to me but I did l enjoy writing the poem and playing with words.
There is a real sense of community at the allotment we often chat to other allotment owners, share ideas , things that have worked well for us and things that have not worked so well. One of the plot owners built a table to put by the gate and if you have seeds or produce that is surplus to you then you pop it on the table and share with each other, its often in autumn when we have lots of blackberries and apples on the table and root vegetables later on in the year. The spare pot corner has become a bit over run at the moment but when it’s time to start seedlings off again the pile does get a bit smaller, its normally some of the younger family members job to sort the pot  pile out! No one really seems to know where the glove stand idea came from but it’s always being used by someone who forgot their gloves or has a pair that aren’t right for the job. 
We are a funny mix of people at the allotment site, more people are older and I am keen to get younger people involved and for the older generations to share their wisdom and first hand experiences, I have contacted the school that is local to the allotment to see if they would be interested in having some of the spare produce with a view of sparking an interest but I am yet to hear back. I hope that we have an allotment in our family forever , it really such an amazing sense of achievement growing and then later picking what you have grown.

Part 2 Sustainability.
Green peace describes sustainability as ”a way of using resources that could continue forever, like renewable energy. A sustain-able activity is able to be sustained without running out of resources or causing harm” (Green Peace 2024).
Sustainability, broadly defined, is the principle of meeting current needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own (United Nations, 2015). It involves a balanced approach to environmental protection, social equity, and economic viability, recognising that these dimensions are interconnected and must be addressed simultaneously to achieve long-term well-being. The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development outlines this vision through 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which aim to eradicate poverty, reduce inequality, combat climate change, and promote peace and prosperity by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). 
However, the SDGs have faced substantial critique. First, critics argue that the goals lack enforcement, relying on voluntary national reporting and political will, which leads to inconsistent implementation and results across countries (Fukuda-Parr, Yamin and Greenstein 2014). This can reduce accountability and allow governments to selectively engage with the goals that are easiest to achieve or least politically contentious. Also the breadth of the goals, all 17 goals and 169 targets make the agenda difficult to prioritise, and challenging to communicate effectively (Elder and Olsen, 2019). The agenda does not fully confront the structural inequalities and power imbalances around the world that cause unsustainable practices in the first place, this is a common theme in less developed countries (Kumi 2019). Despite these limitations, the Goals have created a powerful global narrative and benchmarking tool, helping to align policy, investment, and public awareness around sustainability. They serve as an important reference point for national strategies such as Wales’s Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) and for localised initiatives in education, business, and community development.
Wales has taken a leading global role in localising this agenda through the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. Davies (2016) looked into this pioneering piece of legislation that places a legal duty on public bodies to work towards seven interconnected well-being goals, including “a resilient Wales” and “a globally responsible Wales.” The Act requires decisions to consider long-term impacts and includes a focus on preventative action and public involvement, reflecting the core values of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (Davies 2016) It is monitored by the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, who ensures that public institutions align their planning and delivery with sustainability principles. This makes Wales the first country in the world to legislate a statutory duty for sustainable development in such a comprehensive and cross-sectoral way (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2025). However, while the framework is progressive, Crompton (2020) argues that implementation varies across sectors and that stronger accountability is needed to ensure that sustainability is not just a rhetorical commitment but a driver of real change Nonetheless, both the United Nations and Welsh Government approaches emphasise that sustainability is not optional it is a necessary for shaping a fair, viable future in an increasingly uncertain world.
John Muir was a Scottish-born American naturalist, author, environmental philosopher, botanist, zoologist, glaciologist, and early advocate for the preservation of wilderness. In his name the John Muir Award was established in 1997 by the John Muir Trust,  an environmental award scheme designed to encourage people of all backgrounds to engage with, enjoy, and care for wild places. John Muir was often thought be the "father of national parks," the award is structured around four core challenges: Discover a wild place, Explore it, Conserve it, and Share the experience (John Muir Trust, 2023).
The John Muir award aligns well with the Curriculum for Wales, supporting learning in areas such as health and well-being, science, and humanities. Its experiential and reflective approach encourages a deep connection to nature, personal development, and an early sense of environmental responsibility (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012).
The John Muir Award has been widely praised for promoting play-based, experiential learning, reflecting the work by theorists such as John Dewey, emphasised the interconnectedness of humans and their environment, advocating for an approach where humans actively engage and learn from their surroundings through real-world experiences and nature immersion. Dewey believed that humans are continuous with nature, not separate from it, and that all experiences, including learning, occurs within an environment ( Pound 2014).In a similar view the Montessori approach also aligns with John Muir beliefs, Montessori believed, hands-on learning, and connection to the natural world with outdoor learning was key to academic success (Pound 2014) .
Despite its strengths, the John Muir Award is not without limitations. One of the key critiques is the scale in its impact, which largely depends on the quality of delivery, and the level of commitment from practitioners or group leaders. As Waite et al (2015) notes, while the award has the potential to deliver a rich learning experiences, in practice it is sometimes reduced to a tick-box exercise completed for the sake of accreditation rather than deeper engagement with the natural world. This risk is heightened in educational settings where curriculum pressures, time constraints, or limited outdoor access restrict opportunities for meaningful conservation activities. In such cases, the award may become a procedural task rather than a personal journey, undermining its core ethos of fostering emotional connection to wild places and a lifelong environmental ethic. Additionally, although the award promotes inclusivity, access can still be a barrier. Participation often requires outdoor spaces, transport, and adult supervision all of which may be less available to settings in deprived areas. Barrable (2019) argued that without structural support, the award may unintentionally reproduce inequalities in access to nature and environmental education. 
The John Muir Award is a valuable tool for fostering environmental awareness and active citizenship through direct engagement with nature. It supports experiential, inclusive, and reflective learning that contributes to sustainability education (John Muir Trust, 2023). However, its potential depends on how it is implemented and supported. To fully realise its educational and ethical goals, the award should be part of a broader, framework that considers not only individual behaviour change but also structural factors that influence access to, and engagement with, the natural world (Waite et al 2015).
Siraj-Blatchford and Mogharreban (2016) recognise  hands-on learning is a foundational pedagogical approach in early years education that align closely with Education for Sustainable Development (ESD here after). It allows children to engage directly with materials and processes, fostering curiosity, problem-solving, and critical thinking, skills essential for understanding sustainability challenges.
Froebel emphasised experiential learning through play and nature-based activities. His philosophy advocated for the unity of life, where children learn best by doing and interacting with their environment (Tovey, 2016). This approach mirrors modern interpretations of ESD that encourage active participation in learning about real world issues, such as recycling, water conservation, and biodiversity.
However, Siraj-Blatchford and Mogharreban, (2016) found barriers to hands-on learning in early years settings could include local and national Curriculum constraints that prioritise academic targets over exploratory or outdoor play. Safety concerns or risk aversion which can limit activities involving tools, natural materials, or outdoor exploration. Lack of resources or training for educators to design and implement meaningful hands-on, sustainability-focused activities. Without institutional support and training, educators may struggle to integrate sustainability themes meaningfully into hands-on experiences, despite the potential benefits for young learners.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) underpins the importance of children having a voice in what affects them, including environmental issues (UNICEF, 2022). Articles 12 and 29 of the UNCRC state that children have the right to express views freely and to an education that fosters respect for the environment. In the context of early years education, this means providing opportunities for children to participate actively in sustainability practices, such as gardening, recycling, or caring for animals.
Embedding children’s rights into ESD ensures that their learning is not only developmentally appropriate but also empowering. It encourages practitioners to view children as capable contributors to sustainable futures.
Connecting with nature is a powerful component of ESD, particularly in the early years, where emotional and sensory engagement with the natural world fosters a lifelong appreciation for the environment. Research from Gill (2014) found that early exposure to nature enhances children's physical health, mental wellbeing, and environmental respect .
In Wales, this connection is further supported by national frameworks and cultural heritage. The Curriculum for Wales 2022 places cynefin at the heart of learning. This includes fostering children’s relationships with their local environment and community, promoting a strong sense of ecological identity and responsibility (Welsh Government, 2022). Wales also actively supports outdoor learning through initiatives like the Wales Outdoor Learning Training Network, and the integration of Forest School. These approaches provide children with regular, structured opportunities to explore, care for, and learn within natural environments. According to Knight (2013), Forest School experiences enhance children’s environmental knowledge, resilience, and collaborative skills , key sustainable development.
Despite these strengths and educational benefits, some challenges still remain. Urban schools and reduced access to green spaces can limit some children's ability to regularly connect with nature (Waite et al, 2015). Weather conditions and pressures on resources can also hinder consistent outdoor practice (Knight, 2013). Additionally, practitioners may require further support and often lack confidence in using outdoor environments for integrated, sustainability-focused learning (Bilton, 2010). Nevertheless, through national policy, cultural values, and professional development initiatives, Wales is demonstrating a strong commitment to connecting early years education with nature in meaningful, sustainability-focused ways (Welsh Government, 2022).
Sustainability education in the early years plays a vital role in shaping responsible, environmentally conscious citizens. Through approaches like hands-on learning and meaningful connections with nature, children develop critical thinking, curiosity, and a deep respect for their environment skills central to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). Initiatives such as the John Muir Award and policy frameworks like the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act demonstrate how global goals can be effectively localised to foster lifelong environmental ownership. However, realising the full potential of these efforts requires equitable access, consistent implementation, and strong institutional support. Nurturing sustainability from the early years is not just beneficial it is essential.
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