Nature Play: A Critical Factor

 in Child Development

Childhood’s domain is changing. Ask any parent or teacher about the experiences of children today versus children a generation ago, and they will likely all agree: today’s children are growing up in drastically different environments that could potentially produce widespread social implications in years to come. While no one can predict what effect today’s youngsters will have on the society of the future, numerous scholarly experts seem to be collectively worried. Through their scientific studies and comprehensive reports they have brought to light the challenging conditions today’s children face: increasing multi-media exposure. Rising childhood obesity rates. Growing diagnoses of ADHD. All of these dire conditions have one thing in common: Experts have linked their negative impacts with loss of play in nature. Because playing in nature is highly conducive to enhancing every facet of healthy child development, experts are now calling for children to spend more time in natural settings. 
Nature Deficit Disorder

Close your eyes and think of one of your most cherished childhood memories….a time or place that was full of wonder, mystery, and excitement. An activity that happily occupied the creative endeavors of your endless imagination for hours on end. A group of neighborhood friends who engaged in daily camaraderie through cooperative collaboration in games and exploration. If your favorite childhood memory involved some aspect of the natural environment, you are not alone. Most adults today report that their fondest childhood memories involved playing alone or with friends in natural settings….exploring a neighborhood creek, building treehouse forts, playing tag and hide and go seek, and devising their own imaginative games and secret hideaway spaces. But children today are not experiencing these same joys of the natural environment due to what child development experts have termed “Nature Deficit Disorder”, or a lack of emotional connection to the natural world. Experts have proven that children today are spending drastically less time outdoors than their parents and grandparents, resulting in negative effects that hinder healthy child development. Why are children suddenly spending the majority of their young lives inside? Experts believe there are several complex contributing factors.

stranger danger
Experts have reported an increased perception of danger in allowing children to roam outdoors freely for fear of abductions, or the “stranger danger” phenomenon. A recent article in the LA Times reports that parents today are becoming ever more fearful despite the fact that child-related crimes have not increased.   “Although statistics show that rates of child abduction and sexual abuse have marched steadily downward since the early 1990s, fear of these crimes is at an all-time high. Even the panic-inducing Megan's Law website says stranger abduction is rare and that 90% of child sexual-abuse cases are committed by someone known to the child. Yet we still suffer a crucial disconnect between perception of crime and its statistical reality. A child is almost as likely to be struck by lightning as kidnapped by a stranger, but it's not fear of lightning strikes that parents cite as the reason for keeping children indoors watching television instead of out on the sidewalk skipping rope.”
 This restriction in not allowing children the freedom to explore their surroundings can result in reduced levels of self-confidence and independence. Without granting children the opportunity to wander freely within a reasonable limit, they will never be able to develop confidence in their ability to tread into unknown terrain.

changing landscapes
Extensive land development has radically reduced the amount of natural areas that once dominated childhood’s domain. Vast open fields have been replaced by expansive housing developments. Neighborhood streams have dried up from damming and flood control measures. Forests have been over-logged in the timber industry. The American rural landscape has been paved over and built up as urbanization continues to increase. While children of earlier generations had plenty of access to natural environments, children today have more experiences typical of inner-city life, and very few have access to the extensive rural landscapes that were once prevalent. In addition to the reduced amount of playing in nature in the neighborhood, children today are also less frequently exposed to nature in conservation and park areas. State parks throughout the country have reported declining numbers of visitors, and national parks aren’t faring any better: per capita visits have fallen 20% since 1988.
 With no natural areas to play in close to home, and infrequent, if any, trips to large parks, today’s children are becoming more and more disconnected with the natural world. How can we pass on a sense of wonder and appreciation and environmental stewardship to the next generation if they haven’t had the chance to see first-hand the beauty of the natural landscape?
the great indoors
“I like to play indoors better ‘cause that’s where all the electrical outlets are.” The opening quotation in Richard Louv’s Last Child in the Woods perfectly sums up the playing preference of today’s electronics-focused youth. Every parent and grandparent who’s ever lamented the amount of time their youngster spent parked in front of the tv or computer would not be surprised at the results of a 1999 study reported in the New York Times: “Overall, children ages 2-17 who had computers, video games, and a television spent on average 4 hours and 48 minutes a day in front of some type of screen.”
 While the cognitive effects of time spent in front of the tube are not entirely known, pediatricians are in general agreement that children should be restricted in the amount of television they’re allowed to watch, and should instead be encouraged to engage in self-regulating free play. Unfortunately, along with a decrease in the amount of time spent playing outdoors, children are also seeing a decrease in the amount of free time available for individual play.
finding time
Like their multi-tasking parents, children today are also juggling an increasingly hectic schedule that leaves little time for unstructured play, which has become devalued in favor of organized activities and academics. Researchers have concluded that today’s youth have experienced a substantial decrease in free playtime and  a 50% increase in activities such as organized sports
, which is perceived by parents to promote feelings of self-confidence and achievement. But research suggests that an over-packed schedule which leaves no time for free play could actually be detrimental to a child’s cognitive development. An increased focus on academics has also chipped away at the amount of time available for free play. With many school districts nationwide abolishing recess in favor of more class time, children today are spending more time inside the classroom than ever before. Not only are children spending more time on academics inside the classroom, the increased amount of homework requiring after-school hours is resulting in more time being spent studying outside the classroom. Studies have proven that elementary-age children have experienced a tripling of the amount of homework from 1981-1997, from an average of 9 minutes per night to 25 minutes per night.
 Another factor contributing to the decline of free time available for play is the increase in number of households with two working parents, which results in more chores and errands for all members of the family. Thus, with more chores and homework and organized sport activities, children today have lost 25% of their free playtime.

Development of the “Whole Child”
In addition to combating the effects of nature deficit disorder, nature play also fosters development of the “whole child”, which includes cognitive, emotional, physical and social skills.
Too often we see a segregation between these skills, as “learning” or cognitive development is considered to occur primarily inside classrooms, and “playing”, mistakenly associated with physical development because of the level of physical activity, is considered to occur primarily outside on playground equipment. But child development experts have proven that playing and learning are simultaneous experiences for children, and that learning through play is necessary for development of all skill sets. Nature play has elements that accommodate and promote every level and type of skill necessary for healthy child development.
loose parts

Parents and educators are starting to become aware of the academic improvements that result from nature experiences, thanks to new research that proves how natural settings increase cognitive function. Active experiences in nature have been proven to strengthen cognitive abilities in children, including increased ability to focus, which in turn produces higher test scores, according to a study released in 2000.
 But nature play also offers less visible improvements in cognitive skills. How many times have you heard (or perhaps witnessed yourself) the experience of handing a child a new toy in a box, only for the child to immediately toss the toy aside in favor of the playing with the box? Or seen a group of children playing in the gravel under a piece of playground equipment, happily content to build structures and create their own games with tiny rocks rather than engage in the equipment as it was intended? This type of behavior demonstrates children’s need to engage in creative, open-ended play that promotes cognitive development. The loose parts found in nature, such as rocks, sticks, leaves and water, are naturally conducive to developing cognitive skills, including a critical cognitive function called “self-regulation.” This skill enables children to resist impulses and control their feelings and emotions. A recent study found that today’s children possess much lower thresholds of self-regulation than children 60 years ago: in an experiment, “Today’s 5-year-olds were acting at the level of 3-year-olds 60 years ago, and today’s 7-year-olds were barely approaching the level of a 5-year-old 60 years ago.”
 Experts recommend that in order to increase self-regulation skills, children should be encouraged to create their own games, play “pretend”, and participate in open-ended activities that are child-directed, which are commonly found in an outdoor setting. Building a fort in the bushes, making mudpies, and creating a rock dam in a stream are all examples of open-ended activities that require self-regulation, whereby a child decides what to play, how to play, and how long to play. Because children engaged in this type of creative outdoor play tend to spend more time on the activity of their choice, nature play spaces have also been proven to increase levels of physical activity.
grounds for action
Experts have long been voicing concern over the rising rates of obesity in children, due to many of the same constraints that have limited children’s exposure to nature. But only recently have they begun to document the increased amount of physical activity by children in natural play areas. A study released by the Canadian organization Evergreen states that compared with non-naturalized schoolgrounds, green schoolgrounds “play a significant role in promoting physical activity…by increasing the range of enjoyable, non-competitive, open-ended forms of play at school.”
 Nature play typically offers a wider range of interactive materials than typical playground equipment, and thus children can create multiple activities that keep them active for longer periods of time. This can be observed on a  typical pre-fabricated playground slide, for example. On this piece of equipment there are only two activities that are intended: climbing up the steps, and sliding down the slide. After a few repetitions of this sequence a child typically loses interest and moves on to another activity. Now compare that experience against a slide embedded in a grassy hill with climbing boulders. The range of combinations of activity on this setup is vastly increased over the pre-fabricated slide. Now the child has a choice in the manner in which he approaches the top of the hill, what to do at the top of the hill, and a choice of how to descend the hill….any combination of climbing the boulders, running up the hill, sliding down the hill, rolling down the hill, or sliding down the slide is possible. Thus, children in natural play spaces have a more enjoyable play experience compared to traditional play spaces, and these feelings of happiness and fulfillment provide positive improvements in children’s emotional and social development as well. 
in harmony with nature
Typical play spaces for children are usually designed with the interests of adults in mind: ease of maintenance, avoidance of injury and lawsuits, and simplicity of surveillance. These objectives result in bland landscapes of turf grass and pavement dotted with pieces of plastic playground equipment. While this seems acceptable and appealing to grown-ups, it’s actually not in the best interest of the children using these areas. Because play equipment has limited amounts of function, children become bored easily and start looking for new ways to use the equipment, usually in an un-safe manner. The equipment, being the sole attraction in the space, can also become dangerously overcrowded, resulting in fights over who gets to use it. So the spaces that were intended for enjoyment and happiness actually increase negative experiences and fighting. As one author puts it, “There is now mounting evidence that the typical….design, emphasizing surveillance and team sports, exacerbates discipline problems, promotes aggressive behavior, and renders these places…miserable and inadequate.”
 In contrast, natural play spaces have been proven to induce feelings of peace, reduce stress levels, and promote cooperation amongst peers.
 In one well-studied example of the effects of greener grounds versus traditional play yards, the children of Washington Elementary School in Berkeley California were interviewed and observed before and after the transformation of their play area. Before the improvements, the ‘playground’ was entirely covered in asphalt pavement, which resulted in a hot, boring play space with frequent fights and bullying. The asphalt was removed and the play area transformed into an ecologically-diverse environment with trees, plants, rocks and water. Students and teachers immediately reported lower levels of boredom and fighting, and increased feelings of “intense peace” and cooperative play.
 In addition to inducing feelings of well-being, natural spaces are also being linked to reduced symptoms of ADHD. New research is proving that views of nature and natural experiences can significantly reduce symptoms of Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder in children.
 With mounting evidence that traditional play areas are inadequate at providing stimulating places for play, and that nature play spaces can improve a child’s psychological well-being, it is time for the design of children’s spaces to reflect their best interests over those of the adults who supervise them.
A Call for Action

Through extensive research spanning many decades, experts have proven that nature play is critical for healthy child development because it not only combats many of today’s stressors which cause nature deficit disorder, it also promotes learning and growth in a child’s physical, emotional, cognitive, and social skills. In order to capitalize on these benefits we must take steps to enhance and increase children’s exposure to nature. One important way to achieve this is to begin re-thinking the way children’s environments are designed, so that they contain more natural elements which promote nature play. When planning a new facility for children try to provide as much attention and detail to the exterior environment as the interior. Schoolyards, daycares, and playgrounds are all prime environments in which children spend a majority of their formative years; these facilities should be designed with the highest degree of interactive natural elements such as trees, rocks, water, plants and sand. Too often planners, architects, administrators and teachers put too much emphasis on programming the inside space, and the leftover outside space becomes a poorly organized afterthought that doesn’t enrich the overall setting. The exterior environment should be carefully programmed and planned to include natural elements that complement and enhance the activities that take place inside, adding a rich new dimension to playing and learning.

Look for opportunities to retrofit existing play spaces with natural elements. One of the most effective measures includes replacing vast expanses of pavement and plastic equipment with softer organic materials. Sand, gravel, water, and plants provide far more engaging play opportunities than asphalt, and this dramatic transformation can have far-reaching effects on everything from student behavior to test scores. Several organizations, such as the Boston Schoolyard Initiative and the Denver Learning Landscapes Initiative, have witnessed similar results in converting barren play yards into stimulating outdoor spaces that encourage play and learning not only for students but also neighborhood residents as well
. While completely overhauling an exterior play space may seem like a daunting and expensive task, these two organizations have demonstrated creative fundraising and implementation ideas that could be easily replicated in any child-related facility.

Take advantage of cross- curricular learning opportunities by incorporating the exterior natural environment into the curriculum or indoor activities. One simple element of nature can tap into a multitude of skills and abilities for children of all ages. For example, a tree can accommodate and promote skills in physical fitness (climbing), art (drawing, leaf and bark rubbings), history (the story of Johhny Appledseed), literature/poetry (“Trees” by Joyce Kilmer), science (classification and identification) and math (measurement).

Consider adding environmental education resources to the staff to maximize use and care of the exterior environment. This might include a fulltime landscape groundskeeper with extensive knowledge of plant material and natural resources, as well as an en environmental educator who assists teachers in developing lesson plans relating to nature. By providing daily care and maintenance to the landscape, as well as assistance in utilizing the landscape for educational purposes, teachers will be relieved of the ‘extra duties’ that are typically perceived to be a burden to over-scheduled educators.

Where site restrictions limit opportunities to implement natural elements, consider increasing field trips to natural areas. This is particularly important for inner-city children who may have very limited exposure to nature on a daily basis. Even a trip as simple as a walk around the block to observe and record local flora and fauna can be a productive exercise that increases children’s awareness of the natural world and the systems and patterns within it.


Look for ways to encourage parental involvement in nature-related activities and programs. While exposing children to nature is half the battle, it’s also important to educate parents on the benefits of getting kids to spend more time outdoors. After school gardening clubs with parent volunteers, family field days, and bi-annual landscape improvement work days are just a few ways to get parents involved in activities in nature with their children. In addition, a ‘nature newsletter’ could be issued monthly to give parents tips, ideas, and information about how to encourage exposure to natural settings for the whole family. By providing parents with the information and skills necessary to cultivate an interest in the outdoors, they can hopefully instill in their children an interest in the natural world. 
It is not acceptable to ignore the challenging conditions today’s children face in their path to adulthood. We as a society owe it to future generations to cultivate an environment that promotes the highest level of personal growth. Although mistakes have been made and only now are we starting to become aware of the consequences, there is still time to remedy our oversights and provide children with the opportunities and skills necessary to achieve the highest level of development. Re-instating opportunities for nature play is a critical task that has been overlooked by many adults that enjoyed this pastime in their own childhoods. Today’s children deserve the right to experience the benefits of nature just as their ancestors did. The time has come to reclaim childhood’s domain- outdoors.
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