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Regaining Paradise: Sustainability in the Early Years
Part 2
Reflection
I discovered an area, this area was the Gnoll Park in Neath. I explored the park, found different forms of wildlife and participated in conservation activities with children from my setting as part of a school trip to be able to broaden our understanding of how to create a more sustainable future for all.
By completing the award, it allowed for a more deeper understanding of nature, the outdoors as well as the importance of wildlife and flowers. I now recognise that undertaking the John Muir award links to principles of early stages of childhood such as those that are mentioned in legislations set out by the Welsh Government.
Participating in the John Muir Award at Gnoll Park in Neath, along with making a digital scrapbook to document my journey, significantly enhanced my understanding and engagement with sustainability and the wider world by also undertaking the John Muir Award within my local area. I've learned the importance of connecting with nature on a more personal level. Spending more time outdoors in my local area has helped me appreciate the beauty and resources of the natural world.
Engaging in hands-on activities at Gnoll Park independently as well as part of a school trip, like wildlife observations, guided nature walks, litter picking and planting flowers provided me with practical skills and a deeper appreciation for the natural environment. These practical opportunities created a sense of responsibility to protect and preserve our natural environment. These experiences also allowed me to witness the abundance of wildlife firsthand and understand the vital role of human administration in maintaining a sustainable environment. I also learned about the various species that live the park such as swans and squirrels and the impacts of human activities on natural habitats. 
The process of creating a digital scrapbook was equally important in shaping my understanding of sustainability. Documenting my journey required me to reflect on each experience, express what I had learned and how to improve. By recording the different stages of the John Muir Award which are discovering, exploring, conserving, and sharing, I was able to see how these elements are connected and how they contribute to a sustainable future. This reflective practice deepened my knowledge of sustainability and reignited the importance of integrating it into day to day life. By travelling to the Gnoll Park with the children also gave them an insight into the wider world and how to promote a more sustainable future and how their actions will shape the world for future generations to come.
The experience has heightened my awareness of local environmental issues. I've gained insights into the challenges faced by the ecosystem in my community, such as  litter pollution as we found a lot of litter across the park during out litter pick due to lack of empty bins.
Overall, the combination of practical activities at the Gnoll Park with the children and the reflective process of creating a digital scrapbook, increased my understanding of the issues with sustainability. It also emphasised the essentiality of experiential learning and active participation for children and how it can enhance development and wellbeing. This experience has provided me with the knowledge, skills and motivation to continue supporting and contributing to sustainable practices in both my personal and professional life especially as i progress onto the Primary PGCE programme in September this year. It has increased my commitment to environmental advocacy and inspired me to pursue further opportunities to promote sustainability in my community and the use of outdoors and natural resources for early years education for children all across the world.

Evaluation – 15 mins
The John Muir Award offers significant benefits such as improved environmental awareness, increased personal development and stronger links with the wider community. However, it also poses challenges like commitment to time, accessibility issues and the need for higher amounts of documentation. Despite these challenges, the award has positive impact in fostering environmental administration and valuable skills is substantial. With the correct support, the award can be accessible and rewarding for all involved.
Education based on environmental impacts is largely acknowledged as a educational problem in modern society due to the role in discussing the negative effects of human interactions on natural materials and resources, as well as the risks that face habitats and types of species. (Cutter-Mackenzie., A, Edwards., S, 2014)
The core objective of Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) set out by the Welsh Government in 2012 is to provide individuals with the knowledge and skills needed to address large global challenges, including climate change, energy problems, extinction of animals, international conflicts and poverty to name a few. These core objectives are supported by the Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings. This document explains that spending time outside is vital for young children in regards to development. Being outdoors can promote social, emotional, and physical growth, along with general wellbeing. However, some settings may have difficulty having access to outdoor areas or may have a lack of resulting in challenges with spending time outdoors.
Outdoor experiences can also increase confidence and engagement for young people. Although, some may experience barriers to being outside such as safety and parental concerns. It is crucial for risk assessments to be created before outdoor play begins to ensure all children as well as staff are safe. Every child and adult has the right to feel secure and safe in different environments. Assessing environmental risks is crucial in achieving this, it involves identifying potential hazards and deciding on the necessary actions to minimise the risks that can be harmful. (North Yorkshire Council, ND)
The Welsh Government framework also has 4 core aims and one of which is to shape children into becoming an ethically informed people of society who shows commitment towards sustainability of the world and are aware of community, society, different cultures and the wider world. The conservation activities that were completed at the Gnoll Park such as planting flowers and litter picking supports this part of the curriculum as it allows for a hands-on authentic experience for both staff and students and encourages the awareness of the wider world and a commitment to creating a more sustainable future for all. However, a challenge that may arise from these activities for other settings is that some may not have access to funding for gardening and litter picking resources as well as access to public areas to be able to complete the activities. Another barrier that may be present is the rise in screen time for children in modern day society making it increasingly difficult to get children out into open spaces to take part in conservation activities to understand more about the wider world and how to care for it. A rise in screen time may implicate that children lose interest in active learning outdoors. (Wales Biodiveristy Partnership, 2024)
One of the developmental pathways of the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Settings (2022) is that children feel a sense of belonging when visiting the setting. A sense of belonging can foster positive feelings of connection with home and the classroom, expanding to the community, Wales and the world. It is the responsibility of educational professionals to ensure that children feel safe and secure within the education environment and to offer the best care and emotional support to help build a strong sense of belonging. According to this curriculum, children’s sense of belonging is strengthened by adults who have solid connections with the local wider community. (Welsh Government, 2022) 
Real-life experiences can help children explore the wider environment, gain an appreciation for the world around and understand the importance of caring for it. These experiences also foster the understanding of how things function, enhance problem solving skills and encourage an awareness of cause and effect. By visiting the Gnoll Park, the children were able to have these authentic experiences by exploring the park in depth and seeing different forms of wildlife, trees and flowers and discussing how to look after the flowers that were planted. Although, some professionals may be apprehensive about meeting objectives of the new curriculum if children are taken outside. In order to overcome this barrier, the curriculum is taken outside of the classroom for children to engage in enriching experiences supporting the 4 core aims and for children to access the pedagogy during active learning. 
A diverse outdoor environment provides children with authentic opportunities for developing essential skills paired with educational goals. By using natural resources allows for creativity, imagination and ignites curiosity in children. Although, some settings may have challenges with spending time outdoors such as the weather and lack of suitable clothing. It is essential for practitioners to ensure that children have the correct footwear and clothing to be able to access the outdoors in most weather conditions, improving the amount of outdoor learning experiences.
(Learning through Landscapes, 2023)
A study carried out by Patchen,. K, Rakow,. A, et al. (2021) which delved into the barriers to children’s time outdoors which is limited by practitioners came across a theme of professionals not taking children outdoors to play as there are children with additional needs present so did not feel as comfortable taking those children outside and did not want to be seen as treating others differently. The teachers explained that everyone needs to be treated the same way and if activities are taken outdoors then everyone must be able to take part and be able to access. This is also supported by Article 2 of the UNCRC which explains that all children have access to rights and that governments should do everything possible to ensure that children are protected against predjudice and discrimination at all times.
The Curiosity Approach was created by Stephanie Bennett and Lyndsey Hellyn in 2017 and is a modern way of teaching early years education in settings and its main focus is learning through hands on experiences and independent thinking and problem solving.
In early years education, sustainability involves teaching young children about the significance of protecting the environment, conserving resources, reducing waste and protesting for a healthy and equal society. By encouraging children to participate in wildlife spotting and sensory exploration activities at the Gnoll Park, shows involvement with The Curiosity Approach as the children have been given free reign to discover and explore the park in detail whilst using imaginative qualities and being curious by asking questions and discovering natural materials.
The Wellbeing of Future Generations Act set out by the Welsh Government in 2015 supports sustainable development and this refers to improving the economic, social, environmental, and cultural well-being of Wales using actions linked with the sustainable development principle, aimed at achieving well-being goals. The act encourages better decision making by getting public organisations to discuss long term impacts of sustainable development, be open to collaboration as well as fostering an integrated approach to ensure the sustainability of the country for everyone. This document allows for the current generation to make a difference now and to make the world a better place for the future generations to come by ensuring a better environment for everyone. This is also supported by Article 29 of the United Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) where it focuses on the goals of education. It emphasises the importance of ensuring that children and young people have respect for the natural environment.
The John Muir Award consists of 4 core components which are discover, explore, conserve and share which aims to encourage a holistic perspective for individuals to understand outdoor opportunities and experiences. This award also ties in with theory presented by Frederich Froebel. Froebel established the first kindergarten, viewing it as a place where children could grow and develop on own terms under the guidance of trained and supportive adults. Froebel viewed children as curious and creative ambitious learners who thrive through activity, play, conversation, and self-reflection. Froebel believed that children flourish when felt secure emotionally and in close relationships with family and the wider network. Froebel believed that this kindergarten could provide an ideal environment for young children. Through gardening, exploration and outdoor play children can be able to develop an understanding of the wider more natural world, learn to appreciate the beauty of it and gain a sense of responsibility for caring.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the John Muir Award provides a strong framework for embedding sustainability principles in early education for children. It also encourages direct engagement with nature through activities such as exploration, conservation reflection, which all come together to be able to support a more sustainable future. The award provides young learners with the knowledge, skills, and foundations needed to contribute positively to a sustainable future, reigniting the importance of experiential and outdoor learning in creating a deeper, continuing connection to the environment.
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