Children and Nature

Research Brief

Why do children need nature?

Outdoor activity and access to nature promotes the
health, development and well-being of children and
youth and forms the foundation for responsible
environmental behavior as children grow up.

Outdoor activity and nature play look different as
children grow.

However, each development stage presents a window
of opportunity during which nature can make a
difference in children’s readiness for the next phase
and in their ultimate outcomes.

Quiick Facts

Outdoor play improves physical abilities and coordination.
Nature play = creative play.

Outdoor play encourages the development of social skills.
Young children who learn outdoors are more ready for school.
Access to nature improves concentration and attention.
Nature boosts achievement.

Time in nature busts stress and enhances emotional health.
Outdoor activity promotes fitness and health.

We protect what we love.
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Outdoor play improves physical

abilities and coordination

Nature play = creative play

Young children who play in natural areas, or more
naturalized areas of conventional play yards, engage in
more varied, elaborate and creative forms of play,
including complex make believe, compared to children
who play in more barren spaces or on standard
playground equipment.?

Preschool children who play among
trees and rocks and who move over
uneven ground develop stronger skills
in motor coordination, balance and
agility than those who play on
conventional playgrounds.’




Middle and high school students who have access to green spaces in their backyards and
schoolyards, and simply more natural views from their bedroom and classroom windows,
are better able to concentrate. Children with ADHD display fewer symptoms after a walk
in nature or playing outdoors.>”’

Nature boosts achievement

Students achieve at higher levels (e.g. on reading,
math and language tests) when they receive
instruction that uses the environment as an
integrating context for learning. Students who attend
high schools with natural landscapes and views of
nature perform better on standardized tests, are
more likely to graduate, and are more likely to attend
college than students whose high school landscape is

more barren.®? :
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Time in nature busts stress

and enhances emotional
health

Children of all ages, and especially children who

experience high levels of stress, are more calm

and happy and demonstrate more resilience the

more they are exposed to green spaces and
tural environments. >

From increasing physical activity levels for the
prevention of obesity, to decreasing asthma
symptoms, to easing the symptoms of depression
and anxiety, to improving nearsightedness, outdoor
activity is good for children’s (and adults’) physical

and mental health and well-being.***®
p

We protect what we love

Outdoor experiences are critical to developing attitudes and behaviors
that protect the environment. People that participate in nature-based
outdoor activities as children are more likely to have
attitudes favorable toward the environment and engage
in behaviors that are protective of the environment.>*"*°




10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Children and Nature

/ Research Brief References

Fjgrtoft I. (2004). Landscape as playscape: The effects of natural environments on children’s play and motor development.
Children, Youth and Environments, 14(2), 21-44.

Burdette HL, & Whitaker,RC. (2005). Resurrecting free play in young children: Looking beyond fitness and fatness to attention,
affiliation and affect. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 159(1), 46-50.

Cottrell S, & Raadik-Cottrell J. (2010). Benefits of outdoor skills to health, learning and lifestyle: A literature review. Association
of Fish & Wildlife Agencies' North American Conservation Education Strategy. This report is available online at:
http://outdoornebraska.ne.gov/Education/pdf/BenefitsofOutdoorSkills_WhitePaper_11-2010_Final%20with%20cover.pdf
Trent-Brown SA, Vanderveen JD, Cotter R, Hawkins K, Schab A, Dykstra S, et al. (2011). Effects of a nature-based science
enrichment program on preschool children's health, activity preferences, self-efficacy, and cognition. Outdoor Discovery Center
Macatawa Greenway.

Faber Taylor A, & Kuo FEM. (2011). Could exposure to everyday green spaces help treat ADHD? Evidence from children's play
settings. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being, 3(3), 281-303.

Kuo FEM, & Faber Taylor A. (2004). A potential natural treatment for attention —deficit/hyperactivity disorder: Evidence from a
national study. American Journal of Public Health, 94(9), 1580-1586.

Wells NM. (2000). At home with nature: Effects of “greenness” on children’s cognitive functioning. Environment and Behavior,
32(6); 775-795.

Matsouka RH. (2008). High school landscapes and student performance. University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
http://hdl.handle.net/2027.42/61641

Lieberman GA, & Hoody LL. (1998). Closing the achievement Gap: Using the environment as an integrating context for learning.
San Diego, CA: State Education and Environment Roundtable. Available at http://www.seer.org/pages/GAP.html

Bowler DE, Buyung-Ali, LM, Knight, TM, & Pullin, AS. (2010). A systematic review of evidence for the added benefits to health of
exposure to natural environments. BMC Public Health, 10(1), 456.

Wells NM, & Evans GW (2003). Nearby nature: A buffer of life stress among rural children. Environment and Behavior, 25(3);
331-330.

McCurdy LE, Winterbottom KE, Mehta SS, & Roberts JR. (2010). Using nature and outdoor activity to improve children's health.
Current Problems in Pediatric and Adolescent Health Care, 40(5), 102-117.

Kimbro RT, Brooks-Gunn J, & McLanahan S. (2011). Young children in urban areas: Links among neighborhood characteristics,
weight status, outdoor play, and television-watching. Social Science & Medicine, 72(5), 668-676.

Cooper AR, Page AS, Wheeler BW, Hillsdon M, Griew P, & Jago R. (2010). Patterns of GPS measured time outdoors after school
and objective physical activity in English children: the PEACH project. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical
Activity, 7. 31.

Brown WH, Pfeiffer KA, Mclver KL, Dowda M, Addy CL, & Pate RR. (2009). Social and environmental factors associated with
preschoolers' nonsedentary physical activity. Child Development, 80(1), 45-58.

Rose KA, Morgan IG, Ip J, Kifley A, et al. (2008). Outdoor activity reduces the prevalence of myopia in children. Ophthalmology,
115(8), 1279-1285.

Muller M, Kals E, & Pansa R. (2009). Adolescents' emotional affinity toward nature: A cross- sectional study. Journal of
Developmental Processes, 4(1). 59-69.

Cheng JC-H, & Monroe MC. (2012). Connection to nature: Children’s affective attitude toward nature. Environment and
Behavior, 44, 31-49.

Chawla L. (2006). Learning to love the natural world enough to protect it. Barn, 2, 57-58.

The MN Children and Nature Connection is an alliance of professionals, researchers

and parents engaged in a movement to build awareness of the developmental,

social, emotional and health benefits of connecting children and families to nature.
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