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John Muir and Nature’s Apprentices: Inspiring young minds to visualise a sustainable tomorrow

Good evening, my name is Christie Roberts, thank you very much for attending my presentation on sustainability in the early years this evening.  
The significance of sustainability in the early years, will be critically analysed in this assignment, with a particular emphasis on how conservation activities and initiatives in the wild, could support the fundamental principles and theory of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. The profound influence of John Muir (founder of the conservation movement) (John Muir Trust, 2025a), his ecological legacy, and the academic significance of the John Muir Award, will also be explored. 
My personal scrap book and project as part of the John Muir Award, was inspired by John Muir himself, not only from the incredible work that he carried out, but also from my favourite quote of his, which is: “Between every two pine trees, there is a door leading to a new way of life,” (National Park Service, 2025). This quote is my favourite, as it encourages me to embark on new adventures, and to explore the unknown. 
According to Sierra Club (2025a), John Muir, was a Scottish farmer and inventor, who emigrated to America in the 19th century and is frequently praised, as the founder of America's national parks. Sierra Club (2025a) also claims that Yosemite National Park and many other protected areas around America, were created as a result of his advocacy for the conservation of natural environments, which was inspired by his deep love of the outdoors and wilderness. Muir frequently went cold water swimming in Lake Tahoe and Emerald Bay, where he would immerse himself in the cool waters and take in their splendour (Magee, 2021). He was also inspired to advocate for the preservation of the natural world for future generations, by his passion for waterfalls (Muir, 2023).


Muir's strong bond with nature, was my personal inspiration for selecting Gwladys Falls in Glynneath as the subject of my research. I have a particular place in my heart for this beautiful destination, as I too, have a passion for both waterfalls and cold-water swimming. Participating in such activities, which I have been doing for the last four years, promotes mental health and well-being, in addition to offering physical advantages, such as recovery (Winston’s Wish, 2024). Gwladys Falls is a peaceful and alluring location that provides a relaxing diversion from daily tension, enabling me to unwind and establish a connection with the natural world. 
According to Neath Port Talbot Council (n.d.), Gwladys Falls has evolved over time, as in the 19th century it was utilised for drift mining, producing high quality steam coal, in addition to holding ancient woodland status and being wooded for more than five hundred years.
Gwladys, a mythical daughter of King Brychan, who ruled over Brecknockshire in the fifth century, is the inspiration behind the name of the waterfall (Kelly-Smith, 2024), and it is sentimental to me, as it is also the name of my late grandmother.
As I explored the area, I discovered beautiful flowers such as foxgloves, buttercups, and various others. Hazel, beech and hawthorn, were amongst the various species of trees, and the moist, shaded environment was ideal for ivy, moss, ferns, holly and stinging nettles. I also discovered a wide range of interesting wildlife, such as butterflies, bees, and centipedes, all of which contribute to the diversity of the ecosystem (World Wildlife, 2023).
My favourite find, was the tadpoles. I would never have been standing on top of the waterfall, taking in the majestic view, and observing hundreds of tadpoles in the rock pools, if I had not been curious to follow a hidden trail that was overgrown. I grew even more curious following this unexpected experience, which prompted a desire to learn about a frog's life cycle. It was a special occasion that brought to light, the importance of discovery and the benefits of natural curiosity (Ahmed, 2024). 
During my subsequent explorations at the falls, I discovered that metamorphosis had taken place, and therefore, the tadpoles had developed into froglets (Segoli and Wajnberg, 2025), and demonstrates a key link to Progression step 2, of Science and Technology: Being curious and searching for answers (Welsh Government, 2020).  

    
Swallows, blackbirds, and buzzards were among the many species of birds that could be seen, whose presence demonstrated the interconnectedness of organisms within this habitat (Andrews, 2024). Recognising the importance of these habitats, inspired me to consider conservation initiatives. Therefore, I decided to conduct my preservation efforts, at a small clearing, five minutes from the main waterfall. With an abundance of branches and fallen wood, this natural area was perfect for aiding the local wildlife, by providing them with an ideal location to feed, nest and shelter. 
I consulted The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, prior to designing my activities, to ensure my efforts were both environmentally responsible and effective. RSPB's knowledgeable advice, enabled me to correctly plan and carry out my project, enhancing bird habitats and the surrounding natural environment (RSPB, n.d.).
In order to promote bird activity and sustain their populations, I designed my conservation projects to include activities such as installing a bird nest, bird feeders and nest balls. In an effort to foster a robust invertebrate ecosystem that is crucial for biodiversity and soil health, I positioned a stack of wood and large stones, for woodlice and various other invertebrates to shelter beneath. I also constructed a hedgehog den, to offer these nocturnal creatures a safe place to reside. Forest Stewardship Council International (2024) claims that supporting local species, preserving the natural balance, and advancing sustainability, all depend on such initiatives.
The benefits of such conservation efforts include encouraging natural ecological processes, such as decomposition and increasing biodiversity. However, the likelihood of human trampling, and the restricted intervention options resulting from protected status, are among the challenges. Wildlife monitoring to evaluate the impact of conservation, and collaborating with the management authority, to suggest low-impact improvements, like guided tours, is an example of improvements that go beyond direct efforts.
However, it was concerning to see rubbish strewn around, in multiple locations during my visits to the waterfall. In response, I carefully gathered the rubbish while wearing gloves and disposed of it in a nearby rubbish bin.

According to North Wales Wildlife Trust (n.d.) by contaminating ecosystems, injuring animals, and dispersing chemicals, litter damages the environment. Furthermore, Shameem et al. (2025) claims that protecting our environment, requires educating children about recycling and safe waste disposal. 
Raleigh (2025) mandates that children can assist in cleaning up their environment, by participating in litter-picking events that are frequently organised by community groups and schools. 
My investigation of Gwladys Falls has strengthened my respect for the natural world and reaffirmed the significance of conservation. Motivated by John Muir's legacy of protecting the wilderness, my practical understanding of sustainability has enhanced as a result of my curiosity and exploration, and I learned from these practical encounters that sustainability involves actively aiding nature's resilience, rather than solely minimising negative effects (Sayo, 2024).
This opportunity to reflect, has motivated me to continue advocating for sustainable practices, on a personal and communal level. According to Woodland Trust (2015), we can all contribute to preserving our natural heritage, by maintaining our curiosity and compassion. 
Lee (2024) claims that environmental responsibility and empathy for our planet and natural resources, are fostered when children are educated about conservation and the environment. 
Furthermore, according to Paccaud et al. (2021), recent studies suggest that in order to deliver consistent instruction and valuable experiences, collaboration between families, schools, and external agencies is crucial, and by working together consistently, this could encourage the next generation, to conserve and maintain our natural environment (Quantz, 2016).
The John Muir Award encourages personal growth, ethical outdoor exploration, and awareness of the environment (John Muir Trust, 2025a), and aims to promote an increased understanding of nature and the value of preservation. The John Muir Trust (2025a) also claims that children gain self-assurance, a sense of responsibility and develop lifelong skills, while contributing positively to the natural ecosystem, through hands-on activities and self-reflection.


Muir, who was well-known for his intense passion for the natural world, sparked a widespread enthusiasm for wilderness preservation, through his poetic writings, and establishment of national parks (National Park Service, 2025b). In 1892, Muir co-founded the Sierra Club (National Park Service, 2025b), which is now an important organisation for environmental protection, and his legacy lives on, through international conservation initiatives and the John Muir Award, which inspires people to appreciate, connect with, and preserve nature.

Part 2
When combined with conservation projects such as building hedgehog hibernation nests, bird feeders, and nesting balls, curiosity and discovery serve as the foundation for engaging and significant educational experiences in early childhood, and aids to develop the behaviours and mindsets necessary for a sustainable future (Al-Qadasi, 2022 and Vaziri, 2024). According to Vygotsky's social constructivist theory (Vygotsky, 1978), knowledge is created through substantial engagement and education is driven by social interaction.
Birth To 5 Matters (n.d.) claims that children interact, debate, explain concepts, investigate theories, problem solve, and develop shared expertise, when they collaborate together to create a hedgehog den out of sticks and leaves, or a bird feeder out of repurposed wood, which demonstrates the ‘hands-on, minds-on’ instructional approach (Trundle and Smith, 2017) that is essential to early childhood learning theory. When young children experiment with various types of insulation for such conservation activities, or explore which resources are most suitable for birds, Piaget's theory that children are active individuals, who make sense of the world by physical interaction (Piaget, 1954) is demonstrated: meaningful experiences that support early scientific thought and cognitive growth. 
The Welsh Curriculum for Early Years, places a strong emphasis on encounters and results that foster investigation, innovation, and sustainability, from the perspective of educational policy (Welsh Government, 2022a). Numerous curriculum objectives are met, by constructing habitats for wildlife: mathematics and literacy by means of record keeping and measurement methods, expertise and comprehension through 


ecosystem exploration, expressive arts by means of nest design, communication through sharing observations and findings, and overall well-being and health as students establish a connection with nature (Natural Resources Wales, 2023). This educational connection supports Boyd et al. (2022)'s claim that experiential conservation, is an effective way to instil sustainable growth and global citizenship in young children. Furthermore, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) mandates that public institutions incorporate global citizenship, equal opportunity, resilience, sustainability, and wellness into the services they provide (Welsh Government, 2025).
The Welsh Government (2025) also claims that habitat creation in early childhood settings, fosters sustainability in the outdoors from a young age, aligning with the act's seven well-being objectives, specifically 'Globally Responsible Wales' and 'Resilient Wales.' Moreover, quality education, climate action, sustainable communities, and life on land, are all advocated at global level, under the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (2015) (United Nations, 2023). Parenta (2024) suggests that early childhood conservation education, has a direct connection to these goals: students acquire knowledge about biodiversity, gain respect for ecosystems and society as a whole and develop lifelong sustainable practices. 
Recent studies have indicated that children's conservation habits and environmental views, have been significantly enhanced by nature-based learning (Bal and Kaya, 2020) and a review of early childhood outdoor learning initiatives, concluded that children's physical, social, emotional, and cognitive growth had significantly improved. 
The four primary objectives of the John Muir Award, a conservation education programme in Wales and the UK, are: Discover and Explore (discovery and exploration through practical habitat construction), Conserve (conservation by means of aiding wildlife), and Share (sharing through dialogue or displays that encourage community involvement and communication), and such concepts, all align with the hands-on pedagogy of early childhood education (Boyd et al. 2017). This adaptable, child-centred methodology supports Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory (Antony, 2022 and Seker et al. 2025), allowing environments to connect home, community, and broader ecosystems, while incorporating conservation into children's surroundings. 

The John Muir Trust (2025b) mandates that practitioners ought to implement the John Muir Award in settings, to promote children's communication skills, as student's share their educational experiences with community members and families, in addition to cultivating environmental ethics, and strengthening their sense of responsibility and belonging. However, Bushby (2003) argues that the Award's prioritisation of the environment, over official nationality demands critical analysis, and citizenship education may be less clearly defined than in specialised civic curriculum, like the 'Humanities and Citizenship' sections of the Welsh Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022b).
According to researchers (Goldman et al. 2020), conservation practices offer opportunities, to enhance understanding of democratic procedures and equality in society, despite ethical growth through environmental leadership. For example, investigating the reasons behind bird migration and the effects of human activity on birds (RSPB n.d.), can enhance the process of creating a bird feeder and provide insights into more general global citizenship topics, such as resource utilisation, community involvement, and the impact of climate change (Beach, 2019). Therefore, Spadafora and Downes (2020) claim that it is crucial that practitioners utilise scaffolding as part of their teaching methods, and frame activities with environmental, right-related concepts.
Practitioners have several important functions in pedagogy, utilising safe resources (Franklin, 2024), collaborative groups (Woods and Roberts, 2018), and according to theorist Jerome Bruner (NeSmith, 2023) scaffolding questions, to direct investigation. According to Webster (2025), practitioners should implement Reggio Emilia’s concept of students as collaborators, by creating carefully planned, developmentally suitable habitat projects, and utilising critical thinking books or learning stories, to record children's ideas and revisit them, fostering reflective practice. Secondly, Scott et al. (2022) states that in order to accommodate varying abilities and cultural standards, practitioners should evaluate and modify their approaches, to ensure that they are relevant and culturally sensitive, in addition to encouraging creativity, by utilising open-ended questions, which promote innovative problem solving and creative thinking. Thirdly, according to Biswal et al. (2022), practitioners should foster cognitive ability and self-reflection, which are fundamental but often overlooked in early years education (Lakha, 2025). Reflective cognition converts experiences into learning, as Dewey (1933) suggested. 

Following habitat construction, reflection can be carried out, through group discussions that link actions to results and by asking questions, or carrying out surveys beforehand, which fosters creativity, empowering students to modify and develop unique design concepts (The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, n.d.). More significantly, reflection encourages children to consider how they may help the environment (Woodard and Schutz, 2024). 
However, Kunche et al. (2024) argues that implementing conservation-based education in early childhood settings presents several difficulties, such as access to outdoor areas and natural materials may be restricted. Numerous educational settings may not have transportation or adequate funding, to travel to wilderness locations (OECD, 2018). According to Mongar (2022), practitioners may also lack confidence or feel unprepared, to provide environmental learning that goes beyond superficial gardening. Additionally, health and safety concerns, such as allergy risk (Murrison et al. 2019), may cause settings to steer clear of potentially muddy, hazardous, or wildlife related activities (Long et al. 2023). Furthermore, Future Generations Commissioner for Wales (2023) maintains that disparities in childhood experiences, could also be made worse, by unequal access, which could hinder inclusive achievement, undermining the 'Resilient Wales' objective.
Additionally, perceptions may be influenced by broader cultural beliefs, such as professionals who have received training in child-centred play, may perceive sustainability curricular requirements as challenging, or they could unintentionally favour conservation efforts over lessons on society as a whole (Burakgazi and Reiss, 2024).  
According to Gondwe (2017), unless practitioners specifically modify their teaching methods, in relation to the sustainability development goals, children could miss the opportunity to apply what they are learning into context. However, this disparity could be addressed and citizenship goals more thoroughly integrated, by incorporating 'Share' elements that include child-led practice, such as communicating with the school council, writing to local council members, or developing fair-trade campaigns to raise awareness (Unicef, 2022). 



Kinsella (2017) believes that creative theories place a strong emphasis on the value of self-reflection and unstructured exploration. Furthermore, Avery (2023) claims that although constructing wildlife habitats requires creativity, without time to reflect, modify, collaborate, discuss ideas, and explore options, the outcome could be more structured than creative. According to Csikszentmihalyi (1990), when challenge and ability balance one another, and personal inspiration is encouraged, creative flow occurs and can be achieved by allowing pupils to explore their own concepts, while providing them with time for reflection and modification.
In order for educators to guarantee that experiences are creative, rather than solely productive, reflection time must be purposefully planned (Yang, 2017).
According to Lan (2024), the advantages of nature interactions for young children's development, are supported by scientific research. A study conducted by Jimenez et al. (2021) indicated that students who spend time outdoors, develop their social skills, self-control, and cognitive ability. Similarly, the psychological advantages of exposing young children to areas rich in biodiversity, include decreased anxiety, enhanced focus, and improved resilience, according to Kuo (2015). When children experience a feeling of environmental responsibility through conservation activities, sustainability outcomes are also evident, and according to Chawla (2015), children who engage in hands-on nurturing of wildlife, develop an environmental identity that results in lifelong leadership and social involvement. 
Furthermore, Boyd et al. (2021) claims that encouraging reflective practice from a young age, supports children in becoming acquainted with systemic thinking, which aids each student's learning of sustainability development goals, such as existence on land, combating climate change, high-quality education, and relationships. Examples of this include how contamination of water impacts the nesting process and how food chains rely on insect life (Concern Worldwide, 2021). 
According to the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales (2015), the main goal of the Well-Being of Future Generations Act is to strengthen this connection, and requires collaborative delivery with regards to policy implementation. Therefore, Keddie (2025) suggests that in order to address gaps in practitioner credibility and resource access, early childhood institutions should collaborate with local authorities, forestry schools, or local communities, to exchange knowledge and materials. 

Such collaborations among multiple stakeholders, support collaborative citizenship practices, democratic engagement, and align with sustainability developmental goals, specifically ‘Partnerships for the objectives’ (The Partnering Initiative, 2023). 
However, in order to prevent ecological shortcuts, practitioners should specifically include worldwide and equal opportunity discussions, encouraging children to consider the reasons behind challenged ecosystems, such as urban development, air pollution, climate change, and inequality (United Nations, 2023), and participate in solutions, ranging from local recycling to international campaigns.  
According to Browne et al. 2024), children develop creativity and ambition, as they work to build practical animal habitats, nurturing wildlife demonstrates ethical citizenship; and outdoor activities promotes well-being (Play Scotland, 2018), which align with the four purposes of the Welsh Curriculum (The Curriculum for Wales, 2022a). 
However, OECD (2021) argues that managing curriculum time constraints, evaluating learning in unconventional settings and guaranteeing equal opportunity for children, continue to present challenges. Furthermore, Cumbria County Council (n.d.) claims that practitioners require sensitive scaffolding and a variety of interaction methods, to support children who may be apprehensive of creatures or unclean resources. Therefore, Wild Embers (2025) suggests that emotional assistance, sensory provision, diverse activities and integrating experiences into daily routines, are all essential to overcome such barriers. 
In conclusion, a rich, scientifically supported means of incorporating sustainability into early childhood learning, is provided through curiosity, exploration, and conservation activities. These activities fulfil policy requirements and are consistent with well-established educational theories, in addition to embodying the fundamental goals of the John Muir Award. 
The second key point is, by creating scaffolded, unstructured opportunities, which incorporate reflection, innovation, community engagement and collaboration, in addition to addressing resource challenges with training and inclusivity, are all essential to children’s and practitioners' accomplishments. 
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