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Basic Acknowledgement format of AI tool use:
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work.
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
Introduction: 
Hello, my name is Beca Hiscocks. Today I will be discussing Sustainability in the Early Years as part of the module ECEY6005/C. 
Firstly, I will present a personal reflection based on the information I gathered in Part 1 of my assignment, exploring how creating my digital scrapbook deepened my understanding of the John Muir Award. Then I will go on to critically evaluate the relevance of sustainability in Early Years education, considering both its strengths and limitations. 
Personal Reflection: 
I will begin with a personal reflection based on the information I gathered from my digital scrapbook, exploring my experience of taking part in the John Muir Award.
The John Muir Award is an environmental award scheme run by the John Muir Trust, that encourages people to connect and care for wild places. The Award focuses on 4 key elements, namely Discover, Explore, Conserve and Share. Its aim is to share knowledge and understanding of the special attributes of wild places (John Muir Trust, No Date). This scheme is accessible to individuals, families and community groups, and it supports participants from diverse backgrounds, including those experiencing disadvantage (Education Scotland, 2017).  Furthermore, the John Muir Award supports schools, by encouraging more active and outdoor approaches to learning, which can help re-engage children and support more equitable educational outcomes (Education Scotland, 2017). 
Digital scrapbook:
In my digital scrapbook, I have chosen to explore a woodland area in my locality. This woodland is especially meaningful to me because it belongs to my family. The site is in the Senni Valley, not far from Brecon. For ten long years between 1963 and 1972, the Senni Valley lay under the dark cloud of threats by the Usk River Authority to drown the valley to create a reservoir which would provide water for Cardiff. Thanks to a determined campaign by local inhabitants, led by my grandfather, the valley was saved from drowning and today boasts rare and valuable natural habitats as well as  agricultural land. The story of the Senni Valley campaign might not be one that is known outside the area, but memories of the struggle for what the inhabitants feared might be lost live on, especially given the fate of Treweryn. When I was younger, my late grandfather used to walk through the valley with me, pointing out different trees and birds. His stories made the woodland feel special, and that is why I wanted to capture these moments through my scrapbook. 
Over 50 years ago, my grandfather planted about an acre of spruce and larch trees in an area of boggy ground. In fact, he told the story many times of how the digger machine that was working on the plot disappeared into the bog and had to be dragged out! By 2020 they had come to full maturity and were felled for timber. On advice from Natural Resources Wales, we decided not to replant the area with trees as we were told that this plot represented a rare and precious habitat, namely a wetland woodland. Since 2020, the plot has been regenerating itself with native species adapted to this special environment. 
For my sustainability project, I decided to concentrate on this remarkable habitat and to explore and discover the diverse species of trees, grasses and birds that now inhabit the area. To do this, I isolated a section of the woodland and identified the species in that particular section.  
Through my exploration, I became aware of the diversity of trees and birds that were in the woodland area. In order to identify them, I found, evaluated  and downloaded apps such as Merlin, an app that identifies and records birdsong, Flora, an app that identifies plants, including trees and flowers. Finally, I used the Woodland Trust’s British Trees app. These apps made me realise the richness of flora and fauna in this small area, helping me to identify species I didn’t even know existed. I believe that, with appropriate guidance and support from practitioners, children could benefit from and enjoy using these apps which are not complicated at all and are aimed at the beginner. But the most appropriate app I found for children in the early Years was SEEK by I-naturalist.  It is designed like Pokemon Go for nature, allowing children to earn badges and complete challenges 
Encouraging children to use these apps would develop independent learning and encourage engagement with the natural environment. During my childhood such apps did not exist which meant I was unaware of the diversity of the nature around me. I believe that, if children used this app, it would promote their curiosity, allowing learners to become more aware of the variety of plants and animals that exist beyond their immediate knowledge and everyday experiences. In the course of this module I have learnt about the importance of sustainability and its place in Early Years education. I learnt that eco clubs in schools are linked to sustainability because they encourage children to care for the environment through activities such as recycling, saving energy, gardening, and reducing waste.
What I have learnt will enable me to create activities and resources to support children’s learning.  By creating a digital scrapbook, I have come to realise how important it is that children in the Early Years learn about sustainability, and it can support them and they can support it in the future. 
Next I will move on to my critical evaluation on Sustainability. 
Academic:
This assignment will critically evaluate the importance of Education for Sustainable Development and the challenges to implementing sustainability in Early Years education. The discussion will also consider relevant theories and policies that relate to the theme of sustainability.
Sustainability is defined as a way of developing that satisfies present needs, while preserving resources and opportunities for future generations (Brundtland, 1987). The landmark Earth Summit held in Rio De Janeiro in 1992 had a major impact on promoting sustainable development. It established the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and helped promote sustainable development issues in educational settings (Earth Summit, 1992). 
Education for sustainable development is seen as a process of learning how to make decisions that consider the long-term future, whilst addressing complex problems such as poverty, health and human rights. Education for sustainable development takes a holistic approach to developing the knowledge, understanding and skills that children and young people will need to make decisions for a more sustainable future (UNESCO, 2025). O’Sullivan (2025) agrees with UNESCO (2025) that teaching sustainability in the early years can encourage children to take responsibility for their actions and decisions, enabling them to contribute to a more sustainable future. Education for Sustainability [ESD] , is an approach that aims to help learners gain the knowledge and values needed to contribute to a more sustainable future and address global challenges (O’Sullivan, 2025). 
The first thing to say is that Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship ESDGC is compulsory for all maintained education in Wales, from primary schools to higher education settings (Tinney and Merriman, 2018).  The Welsh Government (2025) recommends that ESD should not be treated as a single subject, but rather as an ethos embedded across the whole school curriculum and culture of the setting. 
Experiences such as the John Muir Award provide opportunities for outdoor learning. It can be said, however, that they place a stronger emphasis on environmental sustainability than on the wider social and economic aspects of ESD (Tinney and Hirst, 2017). Aspects such as culture, fairness and global responsibility may not be explored in depth through nature-based activities, but the practitioner can ensure that they are incorporated into a holistic approach to ESD (UNESCO, 2026).
Article 29 of the UNCRC (No Date) relates to the goals of Education for Sustainable Development, in that education should create opportunities for children to develop their personality and talents to the full. Park (2017) maintains that schools should promote sustainable development from the early years, as this provides children with a foundation for lifelong learning, while promoting inclusivity and equality of opportunity. 
Similarly, the Welsh Government (2015) emphasises the importance of working collaboratively in achieving sustainability goals, suggesting that early intervention and partnerships may help address challenges before they develop further. Park (2017), believes that there should be goals to ensure children understand sustainability through education, as this gives them a foundation for lifelong learning, which promotes inclusivity and quality of learning.
However, Reiss (2024) emphasises the lack of sustainability taught in the early years, as practitioners do not feel they have enough support to promote awareness of sustainability. To address this issue, Reiss (2024) suggests that an in-service education programme and additional training could support practitioners in creating richer teaching environments that promote sustainability from an early age.
 Evans (2018) defines the term Education for Sustainably as a shared concern to promote the active involvement of the child in the development of a more sustainable future. However, Evans (2018) also emphasis that sustainability is more than just teaching about sustainable development and lifestyle, it about integrating the values of human rights, gender, equality and culture (Our Common Future, 1987). 
 Tinney and Hirst (2017), argue that sustainability should be taught in the early years through a whole school approach. This could include things like recycling, a School Council and economic and environmental projects which enable children to learn and engage through real life situations. An important principle is that practitioners should avoid directly providing answers to children. Instead, they should explore ideas together, supporting the development of children’s environmental awareness, empathy and sense of responsibility (Tinney and Hirst, 2015). According to Park (2017), it important to remember that, as early years practitioners, we have a duty to promote sustainability. Government legislation and policies can address urgent issues, but society has the most crucial role to play in promoting sustainability (Uk Parliament, 2018). 
The National Assembly for Wales in 2005 published its Sustainable Development Scheme entitled Learning to Live Differently, followed by the Action Plan in 2001 to implement the ESDGC scheme (Welsh Parliament, No Date). The National Assembly saw education for sustainable development as a way of teaching children to treat the earth as we would treat each other (Tinney and Merriman, 2018). Since 2005 the Welsh Assembly Government has updated its action plan. The result is the New Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises the importance of a cross- curricular approach. 
The New Curriculum for Wales aims to create a successful and exciting future for children and young people in Wales, with all children having a shared ethos in their learning. The aim of this curriculum is to ensure children are healthy, confident individuals who are ready to become valued members of society (Welsh Government, No Date). Cynefin is a Welsh concept meaning a sense of place and belonging. Cynefin is not the curriculum, but it is a key concept within the Curriculum for Wales. It refers not only a physical location but it the context that shapes learner identities (Welsh Government, 2023). 
Furthermore, there is an emphasis on the part that every one of us has a part to play in shaping and preparing for the future. Education for Sustainable Development is described as a pedagogical approach, which emphasises active, learner-centred methodology such as problem-solving, participation, and real-world engagement to help learners understand complex global issues and make informed decisions (Tinney and Merriman, 2018). 
Sustainability Education can be understood from two different perspectives, anthropocentrism and ecocentrism (Simar, 2021).  An anthropocentrism perspective places people at the centre of decision making, viewing the environment primarily in terms of its usefulness to human needs. In contrast, an ecocentrism perspective recognises the values of the natural world and argues that nature should be protected regardless of it benefits to people (Simar, 2021).  
However, both approaches encourage children to engage with nature through outdoor learning, exploring and caring for natural species. These experiences can help children to build an emotional connection with the natural world, fostering empathy and respect for the world. However, there is a view that an eco-centrist approach may be unrealistic because the brain is still developing. It is suggested that a more balanced approach could be used to gradually encourage a broader awareness of environmental responsibility (Simar, 2021). This links to Piaget’s theory that children learn and develop understanding gradually through developmental stages (Aussie childcare network, No Date). 
Furthermore, The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 reinforces the importance of improving the economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales. Although this provides a strong policy framework, translating such broad goals into meaningful early years practice remains a challenge, particularly where time, resources, and practitioner confidence may be limited.
Having explored experiences inspired by the John Muir Award, it is now important to critically evaluate how they would support the themes and aspirations of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) within the early years (Bunyan, 2025). Within early years education, Education for Sustainable Development is closely linked to learning from nature, as directed experiences in a natural environment can support children and young people to develop environmental awareness, curiosity and respect for the world around them. 
Frobel’s theory agrees with Bunyan (2025) that allowing children to engage with the world around them can foster their physical, mental, emotional and social development (Hoskins, 2018). Experiences such as exploring the outdoors through the John Muir Award reflects Froebel’s principles by allowing children to learn through direct interaction with nature rather than solely through classroom-based teaching. 
Furthermore, Frobel’s theory supports the aims of Education for Sustainable Development, as outdoor learning can support children to develop respect and responsibility towards the environment form the earliest age (Bunyan, 2025). Again, Frobel’s theory is aligned with Bunyan’s (2025) view that outdoor learning emphasizes the importance of allowing children to explore and learn through natural environment. His theory maintains that children learn best through active exploration and self-expression, enabling them to grow and flourish (Hoskins, 2018). 
Although there is no doubt that outdoor learning can provide meaningful opportunities for environmental awareness, access to natural spaces and practitioner confidence and knowledge of the natural world may be limited. (Bunyan, 2025). However, the New Curriculum for Wales has at its core, outdoor learning and the opportunities it provides to develop curiosity, exploration, physical development, wellbeing and belonging (Tinney, NO Date). 
Research form French (2023) identified that schools focused primarily on teamwork rather than environmental awareness or sense of cynefin. Furthermore, the research highlighted that only a few sessions were linked to the John Muir Award. This may suggest that opportunities for deeper learning about sustainability and meaningful connections with nature are still limited within some educational settings. 
Another limitation on opportunities for outdoor learning, is the lack of staff training. Practitioners in the early years need additional training to ensure that they are offering high quality outdoor play (Play Wales, 2025). To address this issue, Play Wales (2025) has created a toolkit, which gives guidance on how practitioners can support outdoor play in Wales and it follows the United Nations Charter on the Rights of the Child  (1989) that every child has the right to play. 
Another important aspect of Education for Sustainable development, demonstrated through the John Muir Awards is practical learning (John Muir Trust, No Date). Similarly, the Reggio Emilia theory sees exploration as encouraging children to engage through hands-on experiences, real life experiences, exploration and independent learning. The Reggio Emilia Theory emphasises that a natural environment encourages children to investigate their interests, ask questions and learn through real-life experiences (Edwards, 2018). 
Digital technology can support curiosity and environmental awareness, but it can also reduce opportunities that children need at a young age. These include sensory needs which can be satisfied by engagement with the natural environment, such as touching, listening and independently observing nature (Li, 2025). 
To conclude, Education for Sustainable Development plays an important role within Early Years education by supporting children to understand future global issues and their role in these issues. The John Muir Award supports children, practitioners and the community to understand the importance of having a meaningful connection with nature, which in turn supports the aims of ESD in Wales. Although, ESD may be challenged by limited due to access to the outdoors or by a lack of knowledge and/or confidence on the part of the practitioner, it is still important for schools to embed sustainability in the curriculum and culture of the setting through a holistic approach. The ultimate aim of EDS is to ensure that all children in Wales have the opportunity to be informed and responsible citizens for the future.
Thank you for listening to my personal reflection and my academic evaluation on sustainability in the early years. 
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