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Regaining Paradise? Sustainability in the Early Years
Presentation Script
Part 1 - Reflection
My Garden and Sustainability
I’d like to reflect on my experience of creating my poem “My Garden” and how the process helped deepen both my understanding and personal engagement with sustainability and consider how this process will influence my role as an “Early Years” practitioner.
When I first began writing this poem, I was simply inspired by what I observed in my own back garden, a space that, for years, I had considered overgrown, messy, and even neglected, in fact I was embarrassed and ashamed for my friends to see it. But as I spent more time sitting by the window and watching the wildlife, the different birds, bees, hedgehogs, foxes and the squirrels, I realised something quite profound: this “unkept” space had actually become a sanctuary for biodiversity, I was witnessing a thriving ecosystem. What I had once seen as untidy and wild was, in fact, a rich, sustainable habitat.
[bookmark: _Int_tIdmGnAN]The process of writing the poem made me pause and reflect on sustainability in a very personal and practical way. I came to appreciate that sustainability isn’t only about recycling bins or energy use, it's also about recognising the interdependence between humans and the natural world and valuing the small but vital spaces where nature can thrive. Then I began to question what a “perfect” garden should look like. Traditionally, we might think of trimmed lawns and manicured flowerbeds, but these aesthetic ideals and those pebble covered gardens often come at the cost of nature. Through researching and observing, I came to understand how the so-called “wild” elements, the brambles, rotting wood, and hedge clippings, are crucial habitats for many species. In essence, the poem helped me internalise the principles of sustainability: care, observation, empathy, and respect for all living things.
This shift in my perspective mirrors a key principle of sustainability: working with nature, not against it. By exploring this theme in poetry, I was able to express not just facts, but feelings, a sense of wonder, responsibility, and gratitude for the natural processes happening right outside my door. It became clear that sustainability is not only about large-scale policies or scientific advancements; it’s also about small, everyday decisions, like letting part of your garden grow wild.
[bookmark: _Int_q3CavH5S]Practically, the act of writing the poem motivated me to take conscious action. I began to add flowers specifically chosen for pollinators, made sure to keep water sources topped up in the heat, and continued feeding the birds. More importantly, I started to observe more. To me, this practical engagement, fuelled by creative reflection, embodies sustainability education: connecting knowledge, values, and action.
From this viewpoint, writing My Garden also made me more aware of how language can shape attitudes. I hope the poem challenges dominant narratives that associate order with care, and disorder with neglect. Instead, I suggest that sustainability may often look ‘messy,’ but that this messiness is, in fact, rich with life and purpose. Poetry offered a way to voice this complexity in a gentle but powerful way, making space for empathy, reflection, and alternative views.
I then went on to consider my role as an “Early Years” practitioner and how these new ideas and feelings have had a real impact on how I will approach the concept of sustainability in the classroom.
Young children are naturally curious and full of wonder, and I now feel even more committed to nurturing that curiosity through everyday interactions with the natural world. I’ve realised that sustainability education in the early years doesn’t need to be complex; it can begin with the smallest acts: planting a seed, watching insects, noticing the seasons change.
Inspired by my poem, I want to create opportunities for children to experience nature in a way that’s playful and meaningful. For example, with outdoor exploration I can use even small gardens or green areas to observe wildlife, bees visiting flowers, worms in the soil, birds in the trees. These simple moments build an early connection with biodiversity. I will encourage the children to let nature be just like in my garden, I can allow parts of outdoor spaces to grow wild, creating “nature corners” where children can look for bugs or build bug hotels from sticks and leaves. I am more confident to allow creative expression as writing the poem reminded me how powerful storytelling, which is a passion of mine, and art can be. I’ll encourage children to draw what they see, write their own nature poems, or tell stories about animals they discover. These activities help children express care and develop a personal connection with the world around them.  It is my hope that this will lead to developing sustainable habits in the children. I’ll model small sustainable actions like composting, watering plants, and reusing materials, and explain why we do them. As we know young children learn so much through observation and repetition.
Perhaps most importantly, my experience taught me to slow down. In the rush of daily routines, we can overlook the wonder in what seems ordinary. I now see my role as one of guiding children to notice, to appreciate, and to care, planting not just seeds in the soil, but values that will grow with them for life.
In conclusion, creating My Garden allowed me to see sustainability not just as a global issue, but as something tangible and local, quite literally on my doorstep. It helped me understand that minor changes in mindset and practice can make a meaningful impact, especially when they ripple outward. By engaging creatively, I not only learned more about ecosystems and biodiversity, but also about my own role in supporting them. It has been more than a creative exercise; it’s been a catalyst for deeper awareness and action. It’s helped me align my personal values with my professional practice and reaffirmed my belief that the early years are a crucial time for sowing the seeds of sustainability. If we can help children fall in love with nature now, they will be far more likely to protect it in the future.
Thank you.

Part 2 - Evaluation
Sowing Seeds Through Words: A Critical Evaluation of Reflective Creativity in Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS)
[bookmark: _Int_LX4zl9aV]This presentation critically evaluates how undertaking reflective and creative experiences, such as the writing of a sustainability-focused poem entitled “My Garden”, can support the philosophy and principles of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS).
The poem was written as part of a personal engagement with local ecology, inspired by observing an ordinary garden space. What initially appeared unkept or neglected became recognised as a thriving microhabitat for birds, insects, and small mammals. According to NCFE., et al., (2021) this kind of reflective journey offers deeper insight into how creative expression can shape not only personal values but also professional early years practice.
Drawing on key research, theory, and policy, including insights from Tinney (2019, 2021), the presentation explores how such experiences reinforce core values of ECEfS, connection to place, reflective pedagogy, emotional engagement, and active participation (Navaneedhan, 2011).
The philosophy of ECEfS is rooted in the idea that early childhood is a critical period for developing foundational understandings of the natural world and forming sustainable behaviours (Davis, 2010). UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development Roadmap (2020) advocates for learning approaches in the early years that are holistic, experiential, and rooted in values. These approaches encourage young children to become active, empathetic participants in creating a more sustainable world.
Tinney (2021) particularly highlights the importance of place-based education within the Welsh context, stressing that meaningful sustainability learning arises from deep relationships with local environments. The poem My Garden illustrates this, transforming an overlooked garden into a place of ecological significance, echoing Tinney’s argument that place, and pedagogy are inseparable in ECEfS.
The reflective poem aligned closely with this philosophy. Through the act of creative observation, the practitioner who wrote the poem shifted from seeing the garden as overgrown to recognising it as a biodiverse habitat. This mirrors one of the central aims of ECEfS: to help individuals recognise the value of interconnected ecosystems, even in small or overlooked places (Group on Earth Observations, n.d.; Peace Parks Foundation, n.d.).
Capra (2005) describes this as developing eco-literacy, a deep understanding of the natural systems that support life. This is the kind of awareness ECEfS aims to foster in young children, and such understanding often begins with educators first internalising these values themselves.

The writing of the poem served as a form of reflective practice, which is a key component of professional development in early years education. Reflective practice allows educators to examine their own values, assumptions, and behaviours, and adapt them in response to emerging insights (Aguila, 2024; Machost and Stains, 2023).
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) places reflective practice at the heart of high-quality pedagogy, supporting practitioners in responding to children’s needs and interests in meaningful ways. Similarly, UNICEF (2022) emphasises the role of reflective, responsive educators in fostering sustainability-focused learning.
Through reflective writing, the practitioner gained new awareness of the ecological value of the garden and recognised the importance of valuing ‘wild’ or unmanaged spaces. This reflective insight then informed their pedagogical choices, aligning with Siraj-Blatchford et al.'s (2010) assertion that education for sustainability must begin with educator attitudes and actions.

One of the most significant outcomes of the reflective poem was the bridging of personal experience with professional practice. ECEfS is deeply grounded in place-based learning and relational pedagogy, where children learn through direct engagement with their environment (NCFE., et al., 2021; Children and Nature Network, 2023).
By exploring their own relationship with the garden, the practitioner became more attuned to the types of nature-based learning opportunities that could be created for children. Davis and Elliott (2014) highlight that young children best learn pro-environmental behaviours through guided, real-world experiences supported by observant and responsive adults.
For example, recognising the ecological value of “wild” spaces in the garden inspired the practitioner to plan learning experiences such as:
· Creating bug hotels using natural materials.
· Leaving parts of the outdoor area unmanaged to encourage biodiversity.
· Encouraging mindful observation and storytelling based on what children notice in nature.
This aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), which emphasises the influence of immediate environments on child development. When educators model sustainable thinking and valuing of the natural world, children are more likely to internalise those same values (UNESCO, 2024; Stone and Barlow, 2005; Nayar, 2013).

The act of writing My Garden demonstrates the power of arts-based methods in fostering sustainability learning. Poetry, storytelling, and drawing are not only tools for communication but also for exploring complex emotions and relationships, critical elements of sustainability discourse (UNESCO, 2023; Molderez, Baraniuk and Lambrechts, 2021; Kruse, 2021).
Inwood (2008) and Mackey (2012) both argue that the arts offer a unique way to develop affective learning, learning that engages feelings, imagination, and empathy. This dimension of learning is crucial in sustainability education, which seeks not only knowledge but also changes in values and attitudes (UNESCO, 2024).
UNESCO (2017) supports integrating creative arts into Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), suggesting that the arts allow learners to explore ethical questions and express care for the planet. For early years settings, where creative expression is central to learning, these methods are especially effective.
By engaging in poetic reflection, as discussed by Varutti (2023) the practitioner not only deepened personal ecological awareness but also became better prepared to support children’s emotional connection to nature.

While such reflective, creative approaches are powerful, they are not without limitations. Some scholars caution that arts-based sustainability education can unintentionally romanticize nature, presenting overly idealized views that may obscure the complex socio-political and ecological realities of the current geological age (Ward, 2014). This highlights the need for critical ecological literacy, where children are supported to engage with both the beauty and the challenges of the natural world.
Additionally, the Reconceptualizing Early Childhood Education (RECE) movement reminds us that sustainability education must be culturally responsive. Universal approaches may overlook local knowledge systems or marginalized voices, and reflective practices must be adapted to reflect the diverse lived experiences of children and communities (Pacini-Ketchabaw and Taylor, 2015).
Finally, even when educators value these approaches, institutional constraints, such as curriculum demands, time pressures, and lack of leadership support, can limit their implementation (Ward, 2014). Without systemic backing, arts-based sustainability learning may remain peripheral or tokenistic.
However, policy frameworks in the UK and Wales are increasingly supportive of integrating sustainability in early years education. For instance, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and the Curriculum for Wales (2022) both highlight sustainability and ecological literacy as cross-cutting themes.
[bookmark: _Int_7MTsyVi9][bookmark: _Int_BtEwTOJ3]The challenge lies in translating these policy aspirations into daily pedagogical practice. The reflective poem My Garden shows how small, personal experiences can become springboards for sustainable thinking, but this requires:
· Professional autonomy to engage creatively and reflectively.
· Leadership that values sustainability education.
· Resources and time to observe and connect with local places.

In summary, writing the poem “My Garden” acted as a transformative experience that strengthened the practitioner’s understanding of sustainability and its application in early years education.
This creative, reflective engagement supported key principles of ECEfS: emotional connection to place, reflective practice, creative pedagogy, and sustainable action. It reaffirmed that sustainability education begins not only in formal teaching, but in the ways practitioners themselves think, feel, and interact with the world.
By nurturing these values in themselves, early years educators can more effectively foster in children a deep, lasting connection to nature, and empower the next generation to care for the planet.
Thank you.
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