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Part 2

Personal Reflection

Hello, my name is Bronwen Middleton Student 2217677. Today I am going to be discussing the area I chose to explore which relates to the John Muir Award.

The area I chose is Porthcawl and I explored in detail some of the costal paths and beaches located in that area. I moved to Bridgend in my late childhood from a less rural area so I was so grateful to now be a stone’s throw away from the beautiful seaside. The reason I chose Porthcawl is because in my childhood I enjoyed taking trips there to the beach with my family and now in my adulthood I enjoy visiting there with friends to grab a coffee and go on a costal walk. Porthcawl has a lot to offer for all ages, there are many different beaches with different water sports on offer as well as a large fairground which attracts a lot of the younger population. On the seafronts there are many coffee shops that serve locally made food and drink including my favourite fish & chips.

As part of the John Muir Award, I took two visits to Porthcawl, my first visit was in the late afternoon evening with my partner. We walked along the costal paths near Trecco Bay and at this time of day it was very quiet. A few things I noticed along my walk were the array of flowers growing naturally in the grassy parts of the board walk and how still the sea looked from afar. We walked onto the beach and headed for some rockpools, here I used many of my senses to explore what life were living beneath. I noticed sea anemones, clams and even a small crab. I was apprehensive at first about touching the seaweed but after encouragement I explored the feeling of it in my hand. It taught me that we need to be very gentle with our sea life as we are exploring their homes, it also made me think of how great a learning opportunity rock pools can be for children. Taking children to explore these types of natural environments can help to build their knowledge and understanding of the world around them and supports their development in many ways, encouraging them to be ethical informed citizens who take care of their planet.

I went to Porthcawl at the perfect time that day as I just caught the sun setting, it was a beautiful clear sky and the sun was glowing. My partner and I sat on a bench as we watched the sun go down, the only noises that I could hear were some small birds whom were gathering on the rocky part of the beach and the sounds of the sea splashing against the sand.
Whilst observing my surroundings in this moment, one thing that really stood out for me was the cleanliness of both the boardwalk and beach, no litter in sight and nature seemed to be thriving. This really made me connect with nature and truly consider how we can ensure that nature is preserved in other places just like it is here to benefit all.




My second visit was at around midday on a weekday, and I took my partners dog for a walk along the popular coney beach. Visiting this part of Porthcawl reminded me of childhood when my mother used to take me to get an ice-cream at the ice-cream parlour there when I was younger, it encouraged me to grab one for my walk. This walk was very different to my previous visit in many ways. Firstly, with it being summertime there were a lot of people visiting, from school trips to holiday makers it was buzzing with life and with the amount of food stalls and the fair ground being open it attracted a lot of litter, the litter along the beach was one of the first things I noticed as I walked. I chose to walk further along to see if any bins were along the beachside and to my surprise there was only one or two dotted along a long stretch of pathway.

As I was walking my partners dog, I was very aware of the litter that was all along the path in front of us. From fag ends to lollypop sticks and even e cigarettes. A few times I had to guide my partners dog away from this rubbish as he may have chosen to eat it. The worrying amount of litter made me wonder what this could be doing to our wildlife and how much of the rubbish on the beach gets washed into the sea. I noticed on my return a large poster stating, “by 2050 there will be more plastic in the ocean than fish”. The words on this poster really stuck with me and what it really means for our future. As a scary thought, it encouraged me on my return home to research what harm our litter is doing to our oceans. 
Some research states that plastic waste makes up 80% of all marine pollutions which is particularly dangerous for whales and other marine mammals Fava (2022). Moreover, I found out that sea turtles often eat plastic bags mistaking them for jellyfish which leads to plastic blockades in their digestive system resulting in often death. I was shocked to find out that millions of animals are killed by plastic every year. Parker (2019).

The differences in my two recently visits made me stop and consider what can be done to ensure sustainability in nature and how important it is to teach children how vital our nature is for our survival. Offering children opportunities to be in nature and experience its beauty is important for development however it is also important to teach about how human action can be damaging to our environment. 
Encouraging children to be aware of their actions especially in terms of littering and helping them to create healthy habits of recycling can lead to big changes for the future, not only for the next generation but for our wildlife too. This can only be possible if individuals observe first-hand what damage can be caused and what this all means, only then can positive change be made.
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Our present actions and choices have huge long-term effects on future generations, more than we may realise. Practicing sustainability ensures that ethical choices are made to bring a safe and liveable future, it is important to know if we deplete the recourses of earth our future generations will be depleted also. Many people associate sustainability with the environment however it can be explored in various other contexts including economic development and social responsibility. 

For a society to be sustainable humans must live in harmony with the natural environment around them, conserving resources for their future generations in order to gain social justice and experience a high quality of life. Unfortunately, the reality of our society is that it doesn’t always present these sustainable values and instead our actions as humans can have negative effects on our world where the likelihood of our future generations suffering is high.

Within Wales the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) fundamentally aims to equip people with the knowledge and skills to deal with major challenges that face the world such as climate change, food shortages and poverty. It emphasises the role that each individual has as a global citizen and how the development of good values, attitudes and confidence can ultimately lead to responsible actions with commitments to a just and sustainable world. Welsh Gov (2012). This links with the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act 2015 which requires public bodies in Wales to think about the long-term impacts of their decisions in preventing persistent problems such as climate change, poverty and inequalities.
 
It is vital that in early childhood children and young people are educated on sustainability and the effects our actions have on our future. In April of 2022 the government launched their strategy (DFE 2022) on sustainability for education and children’s services systems which relates to learning and play in early childhood. The three educational purposes are nature, the causes and impact of climate change and the importance of sustainability. According to Robbie and Neame (2022) these strategies encourage practitioners, educators and children to become empowered as global citizens. 
Teaching sustainability in the early years helps children to develop an understanding of their role in creating a sustainable world and stated by the Curiosity Approach sustainability is important in early childhood provisions as it teaches children the importance of protecting their environment, conserving resources, reducing waste and being a part of promoting a healthy and equitable society. The positive influence we have today will impact the world that our children and grandchildren will inherit, therefore taking care of our world now is paramount.

Sustainable values link to the early years curriculum in many ways and can be imbedded in daily education and learning for children. Froebel argues the importance of children having access to outdoor learning environments where they are able to develop holistically. Within these environments children can experience the world around them, develop an understanding of nature and enhance problem solving, physical, social and emotional skills. Froebel emphasised that children should experience all types of nature not just plants and animals through real life experiences where children are able to learn about the interrelationship of all living things. This can help them to think about bigger questions regarding the environment, sustainability and even climate change. 

The new Welsh Curriculum within its four purposes encourages early years settings to imbed sustainable values and learning into planning. Welsh Gov (2018) states that through one of the main purpose’s children can learn to become Ethical, Informed Citizens who understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices and acting and show their commitment to the sustainability of the planet. Bringing this into action within the early years starts with educators understanding themselves the importance of sustainability and looking after our planet with research showing that teaching sustainability can have positive impacts on children’s environmental attitudes and behaviours. 

With relation to the UNCRC Rights of the child under Article 29, its aim of education is for children to be encouraged to respect for their own human rights as well as others and their natural environment. This means education should prepare children and young people for a responsible life in a free society as well as teaching them how to live in an understanding way that is non-violent that respects the environment. Integrating these values and ideas into early years practice can be seen as challenging as there are some concerns that young children will be unable to engage with complex issues that are linked to the ESDGC with fears that such topics may overburden children.

However, Elliott & Davies (2013) and Warwick (2015) note that a lot of the principles and philosophes inherent in early years pedagogy and practice are closely linked to the ethos of the ESDGC, which argues that sustainability can be taught effectively. Given the global focus on key environmental issues over the past few decades it is not a surprise that early year’s education centres around environmental initiatives. Miller (no date). The use of environmental initiatives within early years are important as effective practice for sustainability can empower children to be agents of change. Davis (2010). Where through their own sustainable work they can contribute to action in their local environments as well as influencing others to develop a positive disposition towards sustainability going forward.

Creating a sustainable early year setting that provides opportunities for children to explore their natural environment has many benefits. For example, A study that was conducted in South Australia founded that children who participated in sustainability programmes in their childhood showed greater understanding of environmental issues and as a result were more likely to engage in pro environmental behaviours as they grew up. Elliott et al (2014).

Outdoor gardening, building and cooking activities within early years offer children the opportunities to support all aspects of their development as well as opens opportunities for experimental learning which engages sustainability discussions amongst peers and practitioners. Haslett et al (2018) 
Environmental education has had a presence in both primary and secondary education for several years with nature-based learning being increasingly popular in early education. The conception of nature should feature within children’s play and learning experiences as it holds opportunities for new ideas and actions. Macquarrie, Nugent & Warden (2013). 

By nurturing the connection with nature in the early years we cultivate a deeper connection between children and their natural world which fosters a sense of awe and respect where we inspire a desire to protect and preserve. Giving young children the access to natural environments to explore gives them opportunities to feel the beauty of getting outdoors and be educated, teaching them to understand that their actions have impacts on others and helping them to know the need to look after nature and all living things in it, further introducing eco literacy into early pedagogies.
The experiences I undertook as part of the John Muir Award link closely with Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and supports the themes of practical learning and learning from nature. It is important that children and young people are offered the opportunities to explore nature and have hands on learning experiences, by introducing children to local wildlife, teaching them how things grow and encouraging them to develop sustainable ideas is all part of inspiring them to make positive contributions in their adulthood, empowering them to think about problems within their local environment as a starting point.

Integrating and implementing sustainability into early years education can be done by creating sustainable learning spaces which incorporate natural materials promoting recycling and upcycling and opportunities for exploring the outdoors. Teaching children about the wildlife and nature that is on their doorstep can encourage them to develop an understanding of how and why we should preserve and protect our environments and all those living in it. The ESD principles of playing and exploring, active learning and creating and thinking critically should all be aims within educational practice including social cultural and economic dimensions which motivate individuals to act in the framework of sustainability. Siraj- Blatchford et al (2010). 

Children and young people are magnets for new information therefore teaching about sustainability is important for the future. The use of nature walks are great ways to get children into nature to explore their knowledge and understanding of the world, especially for those who within their home environment may not have much access to such places for example they may not have a garden or live near local woodland or beaches therefore early years settings play a large part in giving children these types of opportunities to learn from the natural environment within their education.

Forest schools are a brilliant way to encourage children’s creativeness and their knowledge on natural resources. The Montessori Approach favours this idea and argues that children being immersed in nature can enrich their holistic development as a whole and using natural materials that come from nature encourages children to remain connected to the earth and the environment, helping them to understand their responsibility in keeping the environment sustainable for other living beings.

The Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) provides a vision of education that ultimately seeks to balance human and economic wellbeing with cultural traditions and respect for the environment, it is vital that these three pillars act together to support sustainable development. Sustainable consumption is argued to be the most appropriate area to initially focus attention in the early years, supporting families to live more sustainable lives as well as teaching children core values through their education. Siraj-Blatchford, Smith & Samuelsson (no date). 

However there can be challenges and limitations, for example the lack of access to quality education can contribute greatly to the challenge of limited awareness and understanding of sustainable practices which as a result hinders the integration of ESD within schools, where some educational settings struggle to integrate sustainability principles into their everyday curricula. Abidin, Mokhtar & Arsat (2024).
Another challenge may be the access to natural environments as part of their learning and development which leads to them not having a full understanding of nature. This can be because of settings funding or location in terms of being able to visit these rural and natural areas. 

To conclude a child’s early years should be enriched with many learning opportunities and experiences that incorporate sustainability, providing practical learning that puts them at one with nature so they can in return develop a lifelong appreciation for nature itself and gain commitments to protecting it and creating a sustainable future. Early years settings should inspire children to respect earth and its resources through early years curriculum and pedagogies as exploring the natural world encourages children to make observations, compare similarities and differences in the natural environment, develop holistically and take part in hands on learning both child and adult led. 

Children being able to spend time in nature is known to have numerous physical and mental health benefits and having knowledge and understanding of the world along with its themes of sustainability imbedded in early years curricula can positively influence children to protect the planet, its plants, animals and natural resources which will also support children in making healthier life choices for both themselves and their future.
Which really is the beginning of making the world a more economical, healthy and sustainable place to live, today and for future generations, these changes begin now.

Thank you for listening, any questions are welcomed.  
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