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Reflection
Hello, my name is Carys – student number 2314177 - and this reflection shares my journey toward completing the John Muir Award through a personal garden transformation project. I’ll be talking through what I did, what I learned, and how this experience changed how I see sustainability and conservation - both in my own space and in the wider world.
When I first started this award, I wasn’t sure what to expect. I knew I wanted to make my garden more wildlife-friendly, but I didn’t realise just how much I would discover along the way. At first glance, the space seemed like a typical garden - nothing special. But when I slowed down and started looking more closely, I began to notice the quiet signs of life: birds nesting nearby, insects in the soil, and even a hedgehog who visits from time to time.
The John Muir Award is built around four key elements: discover, explore, conserve, and share. These formed the structure of my project and gave real purpose to the changes I was making.
The discovery stage was all about really seeing my garden for the first time. I spent time observing, photographing, and identifying what lived there already. This made me more aware of how even a small patch of outdoor space can be a mini ecosystem. I was surprised by the variety of life I found - bees, woodlice, different types of birds, and that unexpected hedgehog visitor. It reminded me of what the John Muir Trust describes as ‘nature’s richness, right on your doorstep.’
In the explore phase, I spent time noticing which areas were thriving and which needed attention. I researched how wildlife uses spaces like ponds, trees, or piles of leaves for food or shelter. I also began to notice patterns - like where the sunlight falls or how rainwater moves across the ground. This really opened my eyes to how everything in the garden is connected. It made me think more deeply about the role we play as caretakers of these spaces, a concept that aligns with Muir’s belief that ‘we are part of nature, not apart from it.’
Moving into the conserve stage, I focused on making lasting changes. I installed a small wildlife pond and added native plants to encourage frogs, insects, and birds. I researched how to make bug hotels and put one up in a sheltered spot. I also added a hedgehog house, a squirrel feeder, and new bird feeders. Every addition was carefully thought through - for example, I placed the bird box facing northeast, following RSPB guidance, and left it empty so birds could safely make their own nest. I learned that even small decisions, like using chemical-free wood stain or avoiding peat-based compost, can have a meaningful impact.
My biggest achievement - and the feature I’m most proud of - was creating the pond. Even though it was a pre-formed liner and not dug by hand, I spent a lot of time researching the right plants, the depth and layout, and how to provide sloping sides for creatures to safely get in and out. I included slate and pebbles, added plants for shade and shelter, and left some areas a little wild. I wanted to create something that would attract frogs, insects, and birds, and now, watching the reflections ripple and hearing birds splash at the edge, it genuinely feels alive.
This stage helped me reflect on my own habits and sustainability more broadly. It made me think about how we use our gardens - not just for decoration or recreation, but as places where nature can thrive. I now feel more responsible for protecting the living things that share my space. As Knight (2013) explains in her work on Forest School, ‘nature-based experiences can spark a sense of stewardship,’ and I truly feel that has happened for me.
One unexpected challenge was how much time and research was involved. It wasn’t just about buying a few plants - it meant learning what would survive in my soil, what would help pollinators, and how to support wildlife year-round. But that research turned into excitement. I even started keeping a log of bird species visiting the feeders. I’ve spotted robins, blue tits, and blackbirds already, and I plan to keep going.
I’ve also shared my journey with others - friends, family, and even through this scrapbook. It was important to me that this wasn’t just a private project. Sharing helped me realise how many other people are interested in doing the same thing, and we’ve started exchanging tips and ideas.
Most importantly, this experience has changed my mindset. I now see conservation as something I can be part of every day. You don’t need to live near a country park or lead a protest - sometimes making space for a frog or building a bug hotel is enough to start. As John Muir himself said, “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.”
Looking back, I feel proud - not just of what the garden looks like now, but of what I’ve learned about myself, sustainability, and the natural world. I’m leaving this project with a renewed appreciation for the outdoors and a real sense of purpose moving forward.
Thank you.




Cultivating Sustainability in Early Childhood: A Critical Evaluation of Practice and Pedagogy
Introduction
In response to urgent global issues such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and systemic inequality, sustainability has become a central concern in education policy and practice. Landmark frameworks including the Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987), the Rio Earth Summit (United Nations, 1992), and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015) have positioned education as a key driver of sustainable development. Within early childhood, this imperative has evolved into a dedicated pedagogical field: Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS). ECEfS promotes holistic, experiential learning that fosters children’s sense of connection with the world, encourages ethical decision-making, and empowers children to act as agents of change (Davis and Elliott, 2024).
This academic evaluation explores how activities undertaken during a garden transformation project, inspired by the John Muir Award, can support the philosophy and practice of ECEfS. Although carried out independently, the project offers a meaningful case study through which to consider how similar activities might be adapted in early years contexts. Drawing on theory, policy, and research, this evaluation critically examines three core themes: practical and nature-based learning; children’s agency, creativity and futures thinking; and challenges and limitations. The discussion is situated within the Welsh educational context, considering the Curriculum for Wales (2022), the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015), and the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) framework (Welsh Government, 2008).

Practical and Nature-Based Learning: Foundations of Sustainability Pedagogy
ECEfS is fundamentally rooted in experiential, hands-on learning, where children actively engage with their environment in meaningful ways. The John Muir Award’s four elements - Discover, Explore, Conserve, and Share - align closely with this ethos. They mirror long-standing early years philosophies that emphasise the importance of learning through doing, observation, and child-led investigation (Waite, 2017). These principles are not new: Froebel (1903) famously argued that nature is ‘the soul’s playground’, essential for nurturing care, creativity and empathy.

In the context of the garden transformation, tasks such as building a pond, designing habitats, and installing bird feeders provided rich opportunities for emergent scientific learning. If carried out with children, these activities would invite real-world enquiry, encourage observation, and promote systems thinking. Children might predict which plants attract pollinators or test different materials for the bug hotel, forming hypotheses and evaluating outcomes. These activities reflect Bruner’s (1961) concept of discovery learning, where knowledge emerges through active engagement with the environment.
Dewey (1938) similarly argued that experiences must be meaningful and socially situated - education should not be separate from life but embedded in its context. Projects such as this garden transformation embody Dewey’s vision, providing opportunities for learners to encounter ecological processes and ethical dilemmas in concrete, observable ways. Children do not just learn about nature, but with and through it.
Importantly, these experiences support not only cognitive development but emotional connection to place - what Etkin (2024) and Knight (2013) call a “sense of place.” This is particularly important within the Welsh context, where ‘cynefin’ (a term denoting a deep sense of belonging to place and community) is a core principle of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Engaging children in caring for local spaces can build this connection and help them understand their role as part of a wider ecological and cultural system.
Such experiences also enable integrated, cross-curricular learning. A garden transformation touches multiple Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs). For instance, Science and Technology through observation, Health and Well-being through active engagement outdoors, Humanities through connection with local heritage, and Expressive Arts through creative interpretation of the space. This holistic integration reflects Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of learning as socially and culturally mediated, with adult scaffolding and peer interaction supporting the co-construction of understanding.
Moreover, these practical experiences align strongly with themes in Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC). The garden project engaged with biodiversity, conservation, and interdependence, encouraging children to see themselves as part of a wider network of responsibility. As Tunnicliffe (2015) and Robertson (2017) note, outdoor experiences develop not only scientific knowledge but also emotional literacy and moral awareness.



Children’s Agency, Futures Thinking, and Reflective Practice
A defining feature of ECEfS is the recognition of children as capable, active participants in shaping their world. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) affirms children’s right to express views and to participate in decisions that affect them (Article 12), and their right to receive education that fosters respect for the environment and human rights (Article 29) (UNICEF, 1989). For sustainability pedagogy to be meaningful, children must be seen not only as future citizens but as current stakeholders.
In the context of the garden transformation, participatory opportunities could have been embedded throughout: children could have designed signs, voted on where to place habitats, or developed rules for protecting the pond. These experiences are not just practical, they model democracy, responsibility, and collaboration. Holla Sivertsen and Bjørgen (2025) demonstrate how such participation leads to deeper engagement and stronger environmental ethics in early childhood.
Reggio Emilia philosophy supports this approach by positioning children as protagonists in their learning journeys. Malaguzzi (1996) described the child as ‘rich in potential, strong, powerful, competent’, capable of forming relationships with people, materials, and ideas. In a sustainability context, this might mean inviting children to ask, “What does the garden need?” or “How can we care for the animals that live here?” Such enquiry promotes not only agency but empathy and reflection.
Creativity is also central. Activities such as painting stones to mark paths, inventing stories about garden creatures, or composing songs about seasons enable children to explore environmental ideas expressively. Samuelsson and Park (2017) refer to this as ‘critical creativity’ - using imagination not just for its own sake, but as a tool for enquiry, ethical thinking, and futures exploration.
Futures thinking (the ability to imagine alternative scenarios and long-term impacts) is key to sustainable education. Asking children to predict what the garden might look like in five years, or how pollinators might be affected by climate change, helps develop temporal awareness and responsibility. According to UNESCO (2020), such dispositions are vital for developing ‘future shapers’ - individuals who can navigate complexity, uncertainty, and ethical dilemmas with imagination and care.
Despite the emphasis on agency and participation, it is also crucial to interrogate which children are granted these opportunities and whose voices are most often heard. Research by Davies (2014) and Moss (2019) highlights how social class, race, language background, and additional learning needs can all shape access to meaningful participation. In some settings, dominant cultural norms may unintentionally privilege more confident, articulate, or neurotypical children, while others are subtly excluded from decision-making processes. For ECEfS to be truly inclusive, educators must reflect critically on power dynamics within their settings and actively work to create space for all children’s contributions. This could involve using visual tools, sensory materials, or alternative communication strategies to ensure diverse voices are valued. A commitment to equity also means challenging assumptions about what ‘nature’ looks like or who it belongs to, ensuring that sustainability is not framed only through a middle-class, rural, or Western lens. Inclusion in ECEfS must go beyond physical access to outdoor spaces, it must be underpinned by a deep respect for diverse ways of knowing, being, and relating to the world.
Outdoor environments also support sustained shared thinking (SST) or joint exploration and reflection between children and adults. Smedsrud (2025) emphasises that nature settings naturally provoke big questions: “Why do birds return each spring?” or “What if no one looked after the garden?” These moments provide fertile ground for extending vocabulary, encouraging abstract reasoning, and co-constructing understanding.
Furthermore, the project could serve as a model for intergenerational learning, which is increasingly recognised as a powerful dimension of sustainability. Inviting family members or community volunteers to share stories, help build habitats, or reflect on local environmental changes can enrich children’s understanding and foster empathy across generations. This is particularly aligned with the goals of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015), which calls for long-term thinking and cohesive communities. It also reflects Steiner’s (1996) holistic view of education as a process that nurtures connection between child, family, and natural rhythms.

Critical Challenges, Limitations, and Underrepresented Perspectives
While the potential of projects like this is significant, it is vital to address the challenges and limitations that may prevent full implementation of ECEfS principles.
The most immediate limitation in this case is the absence of direct child participation. While the activities were well aligned with sustainability goals, they were adult-directed. This restricts opportunities for authentic co-construction and limits children’s ability to develop agency and ownership. Ohlsson, Gericke and Borg (2024) caution against performative sustainability education that simply replicates adult concerns without giving children a meaningful role.

Moreover, practical barriers are common across early years settings. Research by Frances et al. (2024) identifies lack of time, insufficient outdoor access, and limited training as major obstacles to embedding sustainability. Despite policy support in the Curriculum for Wales (2022), implementation depends on confident, supported educators. Without appropriate professional development, staff may lack the knowledge or language to facilitate sustainability discussions, especially those involving controversial or complex topics like climate change or global inequality.
Another limitation of the project is its strong focus on the ecological dimension of sustainability. While biodiversity, conservation, and ecosystem health are critical, ECEfS frameworks such as ESDGC and the UN SDGs also emphasise social and economic justice. Questions of who has access to nature, how communities are affected by environmental degradation, and how resources are shared equitably must be integrated into early years sustainability pedagogy.
Future projects might address this by including themes such as food security, sustainable transport, or fairness in resource use. Children could explore where food comes from, discuss waste and recycling, or consider how to make spaces accessible for all. These discussions support the development of critical citizenship, enabling children to think not only about what is right, but what is fair and inclusive.
Furthermore, post humanist and anti-colonial perspectives provide vital critique. Osgood and Mohandas (2022) argue that traditional nature pedagogy often reaffirms the human-nature binary and privileges white, Eurocentric views of environmentalism. A more inclusive ECEfS would embrace diverse cultural understandings of nature and challenge dominant narratives about stewardship. Nxumalo (2018) suggests that children’s experiences of nature, whether in urban settings, rural areas, or diasporic communities, are all valid and should be centred in sustainability work.
Another important limitation to consider is the tension between sustainability education and assessment-driven accountability systems. While frameworks like the Curriculum for Wales emphasise holistic development and cross-curricular learning, many early years settings still operate within a culture of performativity, where measurable outcomes and school readiness dominate priorities. This can lead to sustainability-focused activities being deprioritised in favour of more easily quantifiable tasks, such as phonics or numeracy assessments. Educators may feel pressured to demonstrate immediate academic progress, leaving less time and confidence to engage in open-ended, exploratory projects. As a result, sustainability learning, which often unfolds slowly and through relational, embodied experiences, risks being marginalised. Embedding sustainability more fully into statutory assessment frameworks or professional standards could help address this tension, making it a recognised and valued component of quality early years practice rather than an optional enrichment activity.
This also demands critical self-reflection from educators. What assumptions shape their sustainability practices? Whose voices are included or excluded? How might projects be made more inclusive, participatory, and representative of children’s diverse lived realities? These are questions that must be addressed to ensure that sustainability education does not replicate existing inequalities.

Conclusion
This critical evaluation has examined how an independently undertaken garden transformation project can serve as a model for embedding sustainability in early years education. Though hypothetical in terms of child participation, the project reflects key ECEfS principles - experiential learning, ecological care, creativity, and community engagement - that are essential to developing environmentally and socially responsible citizens.
By drawing on the philosophies of Froebel, Dewey, Bruner, Steiner, Malaguzzi, and contemporary scholars such as Davis, Rinaldi, and Osgood, the discussion has highlighted the need for child-led, place-based, and ethically grounded approaches. Aligning with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015), and ESDGC, the project exemplifies how early childhood settings can contribute meaningfully to local and global sustainability agendas.
However, to fully realise this potential, educators must move beyond environmental tokenism and embrace inclusive, critical, and participatory models. This includes actively embedding child voice, social justice, global awareness, and cultural diversity into practice. With professional support, thoughtful leadership, and genuine commitment to transformation, early years education can play a powerful role in shaping a more just, sustainable, and hopeful future for all.
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