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Ensuring That All Children Can
Spend Quality Time Outdoors

Martha Farrell Erickson

Founbep IN 2006 by a small group of educators, writers, and community lead-
ers who shared a deep concern about children s disconnection from nature, the
Children & Nature Network (C&NN) supports and informs organizations work-
ing to reconnect children with nature. The network provides opportunities for
sharing information, success stories, and resources for building community co-
alitions to ensure that all children have a chance to experience nature rsthand.
The organization s Web site (www.cnaturenet.org) offers families and educators
the latest news and research as well as practical advice, including ways to apply
newfound knowledge at home, at school, and in the community.

The founders, who now serve on the board of directors, created the Children
& Nature Network to raise awareness about the importance of getting children
outdoors and engaging them in learning about the environment. C&NN works
with other outdoor education organizations to showcase regional and local na-
ture education initiatives, but looking beyond formal environmental education
efforts, C&NN also has a broader focus on making sure that children have op-
portunities to simply play and explore outdoors.

One goal of C&NN is to reduce the dispari-
ties in children s outdoor play and the health
and mental health outcomes associated with
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a lack of outdoor experience. For example, some children have little or no

opportunity to spend time outdoors because their neighborhoods do not
have safe outdoor spaces in which
to play and/or there is a lack of af-
fordable transportation to nature
destinations within the region.
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Why is it important to focus on nature education
and outdoor play?

Many children today are very sedentary, and getting them
outdoors where they can be active can have obvious bene-
ts for health and tness. Even when children are involved
in organized outdoor sports, they may not have much active
play time and may spend large chunks of time on the side-
lines. But when children engage in less structured outdoor
play in natural environments, they typically sustain moder-
ately energetic activity over a longer period of time the type
of activity that is particularly important for health and tness.
There is a growing body of research on how spending time
outdoors bene ts children s development beyond the more
obvious physical bene ts. This research shows that children
are more imaginative, creative, and cooperative when they
have opportunities to play outdoors (Burdette & Whitaker
2005). And they experience less stress and are more able to fo-
cus their attention when they have opportunities to get out-
side and connect with the natural world. Although there still is
a need for more rigorous research on the speci c effects of nature experience
and the best ways to incorporate it into children s daily lives, there is enough
evidence to show that spending time outdoors every day in natural environ-
ments has a positive impact on children s development (Kellert 2005).
Teachers, programs, and families can do many things to introduce children
to nature and to give them the time and space needed to explore outdoors. Peo-
ple often assume that outdoor education or nature education must take place in
semirural settings. However, urban settings can also offer ways to spend time in
nature outdoors. Small amounts of nature can really offer huge opportunities. For
example, urban teachers can easily plan a nature walk or a time to study clouds.
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