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T he dad approaches his son and a friend 
who are sitting in the family mini-van and 
he enthusiastically exclaims:

DAD: “Hey buddy! I know it took four 
weekends but the tree house is finally done 
and it’s awesome! It’s got this great rope ladder 
and…” BOY: “Does it have leather seats?” DAD: 
“What? Well no but it’s got this…” BOY: “10 
speaker stereo system?” DAD: “No.” BOY: “A 
DVD player?” DAD: “No.” BOY: “Ah…I think we’re 
good in here” as he slides the van door shut. 

Although this TV ad is designed to sell Toyota 
mini-vans, sadly the boys reflect the disconnect 
from playing outdoors in nature that we teachers 
witness in many of our students. 

When we asked our parents at Back-to-School 
night what their favorite childhood memories 
were, most of them shared recollections of time 
spent playing outdoors. Nowadays, however, 
children between the ages of six months and 
six years spend an average of 1.5 hours a day 
with electronic media, and youth between the 
ages of eight and eighteen spend an average 
of 6.5 hours a day with it—that’s more than 45 
hours a week. (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2007 
& 2006).

There is a cost to the health and well-being 
of our children who spend so much time 
plugged in electronically and consequently 
disconnected from the formative experience 
of exploring nature. Playing outdoors stimu-
lates all five senses, while electronic media 
simply bombards the visual and auditory sens-
es. Studies have linked excessive TV viewing 

to obesity, violence, and lower intelligence 
in children. In his book, The Last Child in 
the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature 
Deficit Disorder, Richard Louv notes that psy-
chological health, physical health, the ability to 
learn, and a sense of wonder are all affected 
by the lack of nature in children’s lives. 

The National Wildlife Foundation recommends 
that parents give children a “Green Hour” every 
day, a time for unstructured play and interaction 
with the natural world. Unstructured is the key 
word. Participating in an athletic activity may 
keep your child physically fit, but it does not 
allow for the benefits of free play in green 
spaces. There is even evidence that exposure to 
green spaces has a restorative, or calming and 
healing effect. Children who regularly spend 
unstructured time outdoors:

• Play more creatively
• Have lower stress levels
• Have more active imaginations
• Develop stronger immune systems
•  Experience fewer symptoms of ADD and 

ADHD
•  Have greater respect for themselves, for 

others, and for the environment.
Not only does playing in green spaces create 

a feeling of well-being, but since natural light is 
a nutrient, it can influence your moods, energy 
level, and your overall health.

At Carolina Friends School, children are 
encouraged and expected to play outdoors and 
explore. Within the framework of a seven-hour 
school day, children as young as three spend 

more than one and a half hours outside. They 
are given the opportunity to dig, rake leaves, 
swing, build sandcastles, bake mud pies, ride 
bikes and play ball games. Muscle strength, 
problem solving skills, interactions with peers 
and teachers, and a sense of the beauty 
of nature are all developing, expanding and 
becoming an intrinsic part of each child. 

When children with ADHD have to work to pay 
attention they become mentally exhausted more 
quickly than children who do not have ADHD. It 
is easier for kids to rest their “thinking muscles” 
outdoors. Rather than having to struggle to 
pay attention, events in nature capture their 
attention. Studies have found that children 
who have daily experiences outdoors become 
less impulsive and aggressive, have fewer 
conflicts, and are better able to remain calm and 
attentive. Even for teens, outdoor experiences 
result in enhanced self-esteem, self-confidence, 
independence, autonomy and initiative. 

The cycles and rhythms of nature provide 
children with a framework for seeing the larger 
world and their place within it. Nature’s gifts 
of the beautiful, the harsh, and the sublime 
offer something computer games cannot. Being 
outdoors gives kids opportunities to respect 
and care for nature. In this age of “greening,” of 
deep concern for the environment, how can we 
help and expect our children to become better 
stewards of the earth if they rarely experience 
it? h&h
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