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Introduction
As part of my level 6 module Sustainability in the Early Years I had an opportunity to undertake
the John Muir Award. This article reflects and evaluates how the Award and wider opportunities
to explore the natural environment could support practitioners lead early childhood sustainability
practice. This article also includes a personal account of my John Muir experience in the context
of relevant literature.
The John Muir Award
The John Muir Award ‘encourages awareness and responsibility for the natural environment
through a structured yet adaptable scheme, in a spirit of fun, adventure and exploration’ (John
Muir Trust, 2021a, no page). The Award involves discovering, exploring, conserving a wild area
or natural space, and sharing the experience with others (John Muir Award, 2021b). I chose to
complete the John Muir Award in my grandmother’s garden and the Award allowed me to reconnect with nature and the natural surroundings. My grandmother’s garden in a special place
for me as I have many fond memories growing up there and I can now watch my daughter grow
up in the same environment. My grandmother takes great pride in her garden and the John Muir
Award experience has allowed me to appreciate her garden and has encouraged me to want to
care, protect and conserve it.
The Curriculum Context
Opportunities to engage in the natural environment such as provided during the John Muir Award
has links to Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) (Welsh
Government, 2008a) as it is situated in caring and protecting the natural environment and nature.
ESDGC is viewed by the Welsh Government (2008b) as an integrated approach to everyday life
rather than an additional subject within any curriculum. The John Muir Award experience also
supports this ethos by supporting an awareness of a sustainable practice, in a way which is
meaningful to the individual, as participants can discover and explore a place which is significant
to them. Donaldson (2015) suggests that education needs to support an awareness of
sustainability and global citizenship. However, Ward (2017) found, there are concerns from
educators that sustainability is viewed as something extra that they need to fit into their learning.
In addition, Tinney and Hirst (2018) suggested practitioners may not engage with this area as
they feel it is too complicated or is too much to include in an overly full curriculum. Furthermore
Witoszek (2018) suggested that teaching sustainability poses extra demands on the teacher. If
practitioners feel this way about incorporating ESDGC into the curriculum it could prevent them
from engaging with this area. Experiences such as undertaking the John Muir Award or openended experiences outdoors, where practitioners can lead their own learning, could be significant,
as was the case for the author, when finding out about local ecology, gardening and conservation.
For sustainable development and global citizenship to work, Sustainable Wales (2020) and the
Welsh Government (2008b) emphasise that everyone must take a lead role protecting the
environment. Sustainable Wales (2020) go on to add that their mission is to ignite a passion for
sustainable living practices. This creates an opportunity to learn from the past and for individuals
to show leadership and ambition as stated by the Welsh Government (2009) in One Wales: One
Planet. However, to do this, practitioners need confidence, and thus small steps, such as the
opportunity to connect with the environment and explore local sustainability issues through the
John Muir Award or similar outdoor experience, may be significant to gaining new knowledge and
understanding. For example, in my own experience, I noticed that there are a significant number
of hedgerows and trees in the garden which provide habitat for wildlife. My observations of the
garden allowed me to identify birds using the hedgerows as their habitat such as Kestrels, Crows
and Magpies. I had the pleasure of sitting in the garden alone listening to the birds and forgot
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about the world around me for a few minutes. After an uncertain year with restrictions due to
Covid-19, this was a moment which allowed me to reflect upon the positives and made me
appreciate my natural environment and urged me to want to protect it even more. I have been
able to identify different types of birds and was motivated to research and take more of an interest
in the these animals as I felt a personal connection to the environment. Whilst re-discovering the
garden, I also found that the structure of the garden has hardly changed since my own childhood.
For example, the hedgerows have had simple maintenance over the years, and for over 20 years
they have been providing habitats for local wildlife. It appears therefore that some aspects of my
grandmothers' garden provide opportunity to protect nature and preserve the natural environment.
After researching the types of birds which lived in the hedgerows, I researched other types of
wildlife which use the hedgerows as part of their habitat. I discovered that hedgehogs, field mice
and bats are just some of the animals that depend on hedgerows for food and shelter. Therefore,
outdoor experiences such as the John Muir Award, will allow children and practioners to connect
with the natural outdoor environment, with opportunities for them to explore and conserve, as well
as reflect upon their values and attitudes. As noted by Tinney and Hirst (2018) this links with early
years’ pedagogy and the principles of education for sustainability where child-led learning, crosscurricular experiences and holistic development interweave. Furthermore, it supports the
Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015a) curriculum where children are active learners
across areas of learning.
ESDGC highlights opportunities for out of the classroom learning and a holistic approach
(DCELLS, 2007). For practitioners and setting leaders who may be nervous or less confident,
using the outdoor environment approaches such as the John Muir Award could provide
opportunities for practitioners, children and families to learn together supporting a more
democratic leadership style and allow for a socio-cultural approach (Vygotsky, 1978) where the
different stakeholders in the setting community can scaffold each other's learning. My own
personal experience allowed me to learn from my grandmother’s extensive gardening knowledge,
and by doing this it became apparent how the effort my grandmother puts into growing her own
produce each year has a benefit on the environment.
Taking Action and Making Sustainability Visible
Outdoor experiences such as gardening or making bug hotels birdfeeders or litter picks can make
sustainability issues visible as was the case in my own experience. For example, the John Muir
Award or other outdoor experience support children and practitioners to have the chance to
connect with the non-human world and use a range of methods and senses to demonstrate their
learning. This links to both the Reggio Emilia approach in terms of the ‘100 languages of learning’
and the Montessori (1912) approach where children explore using their senses. Miller (2012),
suggests, a holistic path to sustainability enables children and their educators to have
opportunities for rich and deep explorations which are relevant to the children's lives. Thus, by
providing opportunities to expand the curriculum with the inclusion of experiences such as those
during the John Muir Award, Effin and Sheaffer (2000, cited in Warner and Elser 2015, p.2) believe
that this could create a better environment. This also ties in with Froebel’s (1826) belief that
children learn with direct experiences, through a hands-on approach where the children will have
a sense of place and the chance to re-connect with nature. Furthermore, Louv (2010) explains
that children are now facing a nature deficit disorder due to a lack of connection with the outdoors.
Therefore, by being able to re-connect with nature, children will be spending more time outdoors
and could become aware of their impact on their environment.
The John Muir Award also gives a chance for creative thinking and reflection as the award
provides opportunities to adapt it to the individuals needs and what they wish to explore and
conserve. DCELLS (2008) emphasises that ESDGC enables children to become critical thinkers
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as it builds upon their skills and prepares them for new challenges. This is also one of the key
aims of the Curriculum for Wales in 2022 proposed by Donaldson (2015). Donaldson (2015)
proposes that through hands-on-challenges children will begin to understand how things work
and apply their understanding. The John Muir Award and ESDGC support this type of enquiry as
the children can explore and discover the world through first-hand experiences, similar to those
of the author in her grandmother’s garden. Article 29 of the UNCRC helps to build a child’s
personality, helping them to respect themselves and others around them. Therefore, children
need a balance between intellect and holistic learning, which then supports them to reflect upon
their own mental health. The Mental Health Foundation (2020) recommend interacting with nature
as it has a benefit on the well-being of a person but also will help to restore nature and the
condition of the planet for future generations. This also reflects McNichol, Davis and O’Brien
(2011)’s view on intergenerational equality, as they believe that future generations should have
access to at least an equivalent of the environment the generations today have. Therefore, in the
context of ESDGC, the John Muir Award or open-ended outdoor exploration could provide
opportunities for children to think about issues such as loss of habitat, climate change and
pollution; allowing them to experience these issues in a practical way, through exploring declining
habitats such as hedgerows, being aware of changing weather and seeing litter, respectively.
According to the Welsh Government (2008a) opportunities like these allow settings to be able to
adapt accordingly to what is relevant to their context. However as noted by White (no date)
children will not be able to experience different ways of thinking and behaving without access to
the outdoors.
The John Muir Award or similar environmental education focused experiences allow opportunities
for settings to explore loss of habitat and the impact on biodiversity. The World Animal Foundation
(2020) state that habitat destruction mainly occurs through human activity. Furthermore, World
Wildlife Fund (WWF) (2020) state species are losing their habitats because of the growing needs
of humans for land and resources. Therefore, by including ESDGC as part of the curriculum,
Porter (2010) suggests that it creates a need to think long-term about the number of demands
humans put on the Earth. Supporting the need to reduce the demand for resources Lambertini
(2014, cited in Drouin, 2014, p.22) also highlights that to stabilize and reduce the loss of
biodiversity, some human society’s have to reduce their ecological impact. He proposes that this
is done by producing and consuming less and using less resources such as energy, land and
water.
The themes of the ESDGC curriculum in Wales and the John Muir Award can provide the
opportunity to look at ecological footprints in terms of considering the way the non-human world
is viewed and utilised. Carrington (2016) argues that humans in industrialised society’s take an
anthropocentric approach where the Earth is seen as a resource, that can be manipulated or
damaged for short term human benefits. However, Moren et al., (2008) found that the human
species was using 25% more resources than the biocapacity of the Earth. Therefore, Fiala (2008)
suggested there was a need to look at sustainable measures to reduce the ecological footprint.
Furthermore, Shaw (2018) suggests a posthumanism viewpoint where the non-human world is
valued intrinsically and is therefore used and viewed by humans as precious and finite. The John
Muir Award with a focus on exploration and discovery could provide a lens to see the uniqueness
of the non-human world for children and adults, and in doing so contributes to changing
perceptions of the significance of the non-human world, such as other animals, plants, habitats
and landscapes. My grandmother grows fruit and vegetables in her greenhouse and raised beds.
Carrots, potatoes, swede, tomatoes, cucumber are just some examples of what types of
vegetables are grown in the garden. Before undertaking the John Muir Award, I understood the
effort that was put in to growing vegetables. However, the opportunity to revisit the garden with a
sustainability lens has encouraged me to explore food and the way in which it is sourced and
consumed. I have found that there are many benefits of growing your own food, such as improving
health and well-being and reducing carbon emissions and waste which can also support current
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climate change discourse. Another important factor is there are no pesticides or fertilizers in my
grandmother’s garden, thus producing the food is not contributing to further pollution. The
opportunity for real outdoor experiences was essential for me to reflect deeply on personal
sustainability action.
Significance for Children
The John Muir Award or similar outdoor experiences can help children in making their own
decisions in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC which gives them the right to have their opinions
and decisions respected. Hart (1997) believes that young children have the capacity for active
participation in decisions and actions about their futures. GOV UK (2012) implies being a
sustainable school enhances young people's well-being which will then help motivate them into
leading healthy lifestyles and looking after their environments. Furthermore Chawla (1998)
highlighted that significant life experiences in childhood, where children connected to more natural
environments, was linked to positive environmental behaviour and actions as adults. Prince
(2010) and Reunamo and Suomela (2013) also suggest education for sustainable development
to be a fundamental part of a child's life at an early age, as Prince (2010) suggests children will
be the decision makers of the future. This also supports the Curriculum for Wales (2022) purpose
of creating ethical citizens who have opportunities for hands-on experiences with the real world.
Furthermore Davis’s (2005) research demonstrated that by undertaking projects with links to
sustainability within early childhood settings, had an impact on the child, not only in the setting
but at home too. She highlighted, that the children she observed took their learning about topics
such as water consumption into their home life. One child demonstrated this during bath time, as
he was concerned about the amount of water he used and resulted in him using less water than
previously. Furthermore, Gunton (2020) suggests that children, as young as seven, can
understand complex ecological ideas by watching a David Attenborough documentary. The John
Muir Award also helps to support children's understanding of complex topics by allowing them to
be curious and to explore things of interest, similar to the compost and hedgerows in the author’s
own John Muir Award experience. Such learning for practitioners will also develop understanding
and confidence to develop more sustainable practice. In doing so the John Muir Award has strong
connections to themes within ESDGC (2008) and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (2015).
For example, as was the case in the author’s personal experience, the John Muir Award, provides
an opportunity to reflect upon consumption and waste, and consider opportunities to take positive
action to conserve. Both ESDGC and the UN Sustainable Development Goals both urge humans
to consume wisely, with the United Nations (2015) claiming the world used natural resources
unsustainably. Therefore, when exploring a specific outdoor area, as part of the John Muir Award
there is an opportunity for the children to explore issues such as how their own choices and
decisions, the natural environment, health and consumption and waste all interconnect.
Therefore, the John Muir Award or similar experiences in the natural environment can support
practitioners lead and support discussions with children on key sustainability themes with links to
sustained shared thinking and scaffolding each other’s learning. The John Muir Award has
allowed me to think creatively and work alongside my grandmother and daughter. Covid-19
restrictions have also resulted in us spending more time in the garden. Together, we decided that
we would trial composting ready for next year when my grandmother plants new fruit and
vegetables. Before the John Muir Award, I would not have given this option a second thought and
would have helped my grandmother to buy compost from a local Garden Centre instead. The
John Muir Award has allowed me to think of many ways I can help conserve the environment.
Some of the following strategies are ways in which my family are going to continue to concentrate
on protecting our environment including installing a water butt, building a birdhouse, and providing
a permanent food source for wildlife by making bird feeders. Engaging with the garden and
discussing with my grandmother and daughter was key to planning these actions.
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Additionally, the John Muir Award could also support the integrated goals of the Well-being of
Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) (Welsh Government, 2015b) and complying with Article
24 of the UNCRC of children having the right to a healthy life, for example a clean environment.
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) aims to create an individual who can make sense of their life.
The John Muir Award or other explorative outdoor experience can support this as children will be
able to reflect upon issues which are important to their future, such as sustainability, citizenship
and well-being. Furthermore, Bushby’s (2003) review of the John Muir Award found that the
participants were meeting the aims of the Award with 90% being encouraged to value wild places
and take personal responsibility.
Evaluating the wider implications of the Award
Although the John Muir Award has the benefits outlined previously from the perspective of
ESDGC there could be concern that it takes and overly romantic view of nature as something
separate from human society, and therefore does not look at the interconnectedness of
sustainable development. The John Muir Award concentrates on exploring wild areas or natural
spaces which could be suggest human beings are not part of nature. However, UNESCO (2002)
states that for sustainable development to be achieved there must be three equal tiers, where
environmental quality, economical security and social justice and fairness are interlinked and
interdependent. Another concern is that John Muir, after whom the John Muir Award is named,
had views and values which were not acceptable in terms of race and First Nations rights. The
John Muir Award do acknowledge and discuss this in their website (John Muir Trust, 2021c),
however such considerations especially in the context of democratic and inclusive approaches to
early years would need to be considered. However, the ethos promoted by the John Muir Award
in terms of exploring the outdoors and a natural area are the types of experiences that could
provide children and practitioners opportunities to explore sustainability in accessible, relevant
and practical ways.
Conclusion
The John Muir Award has provided me with opportunities which I will be forever grateful for. My
grandmother and daughter are the most important people to me, so to share my experience of
the Award with them is something I will treasure. Without the outdoor experiences provided by
the Award, I would probably not have re-connected with nature in the way I have recently. The
Award has provided me the opportunity to think about the environment and made me think
differently about my impact on the world. Having completed the Award, I am now considering my
own future in the early years sector. In doing so I have considered how first-hand experiences
with the nature / non-human world, such as the John Muir Award can help lead sustainability
practice in early years settings.
The opportunity to undertake the discover, explore, conserve, and share aspects of the John Muir
Award was very valuable to the author in terms of engaging in sustainability discourse. The
opportunity to share such an experience in an early years’ education and care context could
provide an opportunity for practitioners to develop the confidence and interest to lead aspects of
ESDGC with the children and families they work with.
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