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Intro- greet the listener
The John Muir award inspired me to revisit my creative side, it was a chance for me to create a scrap book, something I really enjoyed. For my award I chose to focus on New Quay Beach, a Lovley beach in West Wales, not far from where I live. I’ve always had a strong personal connection to the beach. It’s a place of childhood memories, picnics with family, spontaneous swims, and dolphin sightings. But through this award, it became much more—a site of reflection, curiosity, and deepened understanding about our relationship with nature and how it can inspire learning, especially in the early years.
The scrapbook became not just a creative outlet but a reflective tool. I found myself sketching what I saw, writing down thoughts and questions that came up while I explored. It was almost like having a conversation with the beach itself—one where I was both the listener and the storyteller. Each time I returned to my scrapbook, I saw how my observations had changed, how much more detail I noticed, and how my thoughts were evolving. It reminded me how creativity and reflection go hand in hand in deepening our learning.
During my visits I explored both physically and mentally. I found myself paying closer attention to things I'd never noticed before like, the shells I had previously ignored, to the bins filled with rubbish and the rubbish on the beach. I couldn’t help but think about the impact of litter on this beautiful space. These experiences helped me understand the power of place-based learning. It’s not just about ‘being’ somewhere, it’s about learning to care for it, understand it, and actively engage with it (Tinney & Hirst, 2018).
One day, whilst I sat on the pier, just watching the tide come in, I realised how rare it is in our busy lives to simply sit and observe. I noticed a dolphin swimming close to the shore, and everyone around me suddenly lit up with excitement, pointing and watching in awe. It was a beautiful moment, but also quite sad—to see such an amazing creature in a sea that is potentially filled with rubbish. It made me think: what if that dolphin came back in years to come—would the waters still be safe, or even more polluted? That’s what sustainability means on a personal level—ensuring that future generations can experience the same wonder.
This project as mentioned bought back core childhood memories, when I would run freely along this beach, make sandcastles, fill myself with ice cream and spend the hot summer days in the nice cold sea. It made me think about how vital it is for children to have these similar experiences—not just to develop their curiosity, but to inspire a lifelong connection with the environment and the world around them. It’s a reminder that sustainability begins with emotional connection (Fröbel, 1887; Malaguzzi, 1993).
How can we expect children to protect the environment if they haven’t had the chance to fall in love with it first? Emotional ties are the roots from which responsibility grows. That’s why giving children the time and space to explore their local environments is so important. Through the lens of my own memories, I could see clearly why early exposure to natural settings matters so much.
To understand this, we need to look at what sustainability means in education. The idea of sustainability, meeting our needs without harming future generations was first introduced in the Brundtland Report in (1987). Since then, it has become more widely accepted, appearing in the Earth Summit (1992) and the UN's Sustainable Development Goals (2015). The goal is, to encourage education that supports sustainable development, global citizenship, and respect for cultural diversity (United Nations, 2015).
These goals aren’t just political ambitions—they speak directly to what we do every day as educators. When we teach children to care for others, to share, to ask questions, to take responsibility, we are laying the foundation for a sustainable world. And when we link these principles to their everyday experiences—like noticing litter on a beach—they begin to understand their role as active citizens.
In Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015) puts sustainability at the heart of public life (Welsh Government, 2015). It requires public bodies to consider the long-term, to prevent problems, and to involve and collaborate with citizens. For children, this translates into a commitment to education that builds capacity to live sustainably, now and in the future.
This directly links to the Curriculum for Wales, especially for early learners. The curriculum encourages children to become: • Ethical, informed citizens, • Ambitious, capable learners, • Healthy, confident individuals, and • Enterprising, creative contributors (Welsh Government, 2022). These are known as the pedwar diben within the Welsh Curriculum.
Key principles—such as belonging, exploration, and well-being, align with the experiences I had at New Quay Beach. When children engage with real-world environments, they aren’t just learning facts; they’re developing emotional resilience, sensory awareness, curiosity, and problem-solving skills (Tinney & Hirst, 2018).
As Tinney and Hirst (2018) show in their work Early Childhood Education for Sustainability within Wales, place-based learning connects children to the world through touch, sound, emotion, and dialogue. The beach, for example, becomes both a science lab and a sanctuary.
This view is supported by key educational theorists. Fröbel believed that nature was a child’s first teacher (Fröbel, 1887). Montessori emphasised real-world learning through experience (Montessori, 1967). Malaguzzi, founder of the Reggio Emilia approach, described the environment as the “third teacher” (Malaguzzi, 1993) which is reinforced by Piaget (1952) who strongly believed that children learnt best when they involve themselves with the environment.
These approaches value: Curiosity,  Hands-on learning,  Learning through play and environments
New Quay Beach, for me, included all of these. Whilst walking along the beach, I was learning through experience, not a textbook.
This aligns with the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Nursery Settings and Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) in Wales. Children are encouraged to explore, ask questions, take risks, and develop a deep sense of responsibility and connection (Welsh Government, 2022).
Now, while the John Muir Award promotes many valuable experiences such as connection, care, exploration it’s also important to critically reflect on its approach to sustainability.
One major strength is its emphasis on environmental sustainability. It encourages people to get outside, appreciate nature, and take action. In my own experience, that meant being aware of the litter problems in New Quay, spending hours in the environment, and learning the importance of caring for it.
However, this ecological lens can sometimes limit the broader picture. As Hirst (2019) argues, sustainability is multi-dimensional. It includes economic and social justice, cultural identity, and global equity and these are areas that are less visible in the John Muir Award framework.
For instance, while I learned to care for my local beach, I wasn’t prompted by the award itself to think about global issues like how the sea was getting polluted, marine plastics, or how environmental harm affects our communities (United Nations, 2015).
In this way, the award can risk reinforcing a narrow view of sustainability. The challenge is to extend these outdoor experiences into bigger questions about climate change, global responsibility, and interdependence.
There’s also a concern around individualism. Much of the award is focused on what you did, what you noticed, cleaned, discovered. While personal responsibility is important, early childhood education emphasises community, relationships, and shared values. These are vital for sustainable citizenship, United nations conventions of the rights of the child (UNCRC, 1989).
However, in my own reflection, I see how my experience of spending hours outdoors on the beach was great for my well-being. Therefore, I can see that the John Muir Award closely aligns with the Well-being Act and the Sustainable Development Goals (Welsh Government, 2015; United Nations, 2015).
Despite these challenges, experiences like the one I had at New Quay Beach offer rich, authentic opportunities for learning. They make sustainability real—not just an abstract concept, but a lived experience. They encourage:  Learning from nature – as Malaguzzi and Fröbel advocate (Fröbel, 1887; Malaguzzi, 1993),  Learning for the environment – with hands-on discovery and emotion, and Futures thinking – imagining better outcomes and understanding consequences (Welsh Government, 2015).
These experiences tie directly to the developmental pathways in the early years: belonging, communication, exploration, physical development, and well-being. They help build confidence, curiosity, and a sense of agency—values at the heart of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).
To fully meet the goals of Education for Sustainable Development, however, we must intentionally scaffold these experiences—connecting them to children’s questions, rights, communities, and the global systems that shape their futures (United Nations, 1989).
So I encourage you to think about your own places of connection—the spaces that bring you calm, curiosity, or joy. What might children learn there? How might those places help them understand sustainability, not as a school subject, but as a way of being? What conversations could we be having around equity, justice, and community?
So in conclusion, my experience at New Quay Beach through the John Muir Award was transformative. It strengthened my connection to place, encouraged environmental responsibility, and reminded me of the wonder and wisdom found in nature.
But as educators, we must look deeper. We must ensure that sustainability is not only about protecting the environment, but about preparing children to understand, care for, and shape them for the world of sustainability. 
That means embedding sustainability into early learning, not as a topic, but as a way of being. Through curiosity, reflection, community, and critical engagement, we empower young learners to become not just caretakers of beaches, but co-creators of a just, sustainable future.
Thank everyone for listening 
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