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Call to Action

Children grow healthier, wiser, and more content when they are more fully
connected throughout their childhood to the natural environment in as many
educational and recreational settings as possible. These benefits are long term
and significant and contribute to their future wellbeing and the contributions they

will make to the world as adults.

This docu ment calls for a commitment to action in recognition that
children and youth of the world benefit in many ways and across
multiple domains of learning and development when they become
more connected to the natural world around them.

The Call To Action bec kons families , educators , and community

| eaders worl dwide to take action, to {
to nature 0 making developmentally appropriate nature education a

sustaining and enriching, fully integrated part of the daily lives and
education of the worldds children.

The Call to Action is initiated by the Nebraska Department of Ed ucation in partnership
with the World Forum & Nature Action Col laborative for Children (NACC) , the Nebraska
Nature Action Collaborative for Children (NeNACC ) State Leadership Team and the
National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education
(NAECS-SDE). The NeNACC State Leadership Team represents:  Arbor Day Foundation

Dimensions Educational Research Foundation, Nebraska Assoc iation for the Education
of Young Children, Nebraska Department of Educatio n, and Nebraska Statewide
Arboretum .

For more information about  joining the Callto Action t o reconnect the worl do:
with nature, go to th e website of the World Forum & Nat ure Action Collaborative for
Children (NACC) at: www.worldforumfoundation.org/nature
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Introduction

Achil dés experience in the n
be as small as helping to plant a roof top

garden, sitting under, in, or around the single

tree in sight, or listening for the sound of a  bird.

Spending time in a natural environment has

been documented to improve life and

learning in many ways. Sadly, such a

connection with nature has been slipping

away from many of us 8 and especially so for

the worl dds children.

lal}

This paper calls upon families, educators and community leaders worldwide to

become as children and rediscover the benefits of paying attention to nature A

and to take action to stectenstphdiueni makingi dr ends ¢
developmentally appropriate nature education a sustaining and enriching, fully

integrated part of the daily | ives and educat

0l suspect that the child pl ucksbeautyandf i r sit f |
significance which the subsequent botani st ne

Henry David Thoreau, American Naturalist




This call to action
that help us all understand that experiencing and learning

is intended to underscore both the principles and the research
about nature are

essential to fully realizing our humanity. For children, from infancy onward,

discovering their own humanity and its relationship to

nature begins very early in life.

The expansion of educational opportunities

for young children has often meant a shift in
practices in home -, school -, and center -based
care and education settings and in teacher
education . Many of these practices are beneficial.
They provide thoughtful, intentional instruction and
encouragement as children learn. However, some of
the practices are having a detrimental effect. An
overemphasis on the standardization of learning
outcomes, ina ppropriate and excessive assessment,
and the narrowing of attention to development in

the multiple domains of learning are a few of the

Theterm M at ur e |
is used in this paper to
encompass both
spontaneous and
intentional learning

experiences that occur
when young children
interact with the natural
environment fi sometimes
on their own and
sometimes with the
assistance of adults.

e a

concerns. Educators report feeling the pressure to

become standardized in their teaching which leads to remarkably sad e

ffects in

classrooms of inquisitive young children. These practices limit opportunities to
reconnect children to nature and to learning more about it. They raise important

guestions.

In the midst of these concerns, what is the best way to
help children | earn about the world in which they
live? How can we raise children who care about their
earth if they do not first have an opportunity to learn
to appreciate and investigate it? The topics and
complexity of study for younger and older children

are differen t. Young children will come to learn about
the strength and diversity of species in a much
different way than older students. However, both
should be exposed to many elements of the natural
world and have an opportunity to develop a sense of
their surround ings so that they grow to understand
that nature does matter. Especially, young children
cannot find this kind of experience inside. Reading
about the way the plant grows is never the same as
digging the dirt, planting the seed, spilling a little
water whe n caring for it, and watching it daily for
some sign of growth and life.
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Yet, a curious aspect of contemporary life is the
seemingly mass refusal to pay attention to well -
established recommendations for healthier or more
beneficial behavior. Examples abo  und in areas of
health and energy management. Similarly,

respected national and international organizations
are unwavering in expressions of concern about
present trends toward limiting play and the
standardization of learning, including the American
Acade my of Pediatrics, the American Psychological Association, and the

National Association for the Education of Young Children (Ginsburg, 2007). This
paper addresses a specificandt  roubling aspect of these trends:  the loss of
chil drends acces sewitbhtheanatural voddp Because n , when we
choose to listen, the voice of nature is powerful and unique.

We do know that reconnecting babies, toddlers and young children to the
natural world:

e is crucial for their optimal intellectual and physical develop ment;

e provides a sense of refuge and healing in a sometimes violent and
frightening world;

¢ helps them grow into adults who care about environmental stewardship;
and,

e nurtures a sense of shared community

(NACC, 2007).

among

The National Science Teachers Association position statement (2000) calls for a richer
approach than is often seen in stating that:

# no single universal step -by-step scientific method captures the full complexity of
doing science;

4 creativity is a vital, yet pe rsonal, ingredient in the production of scientific
knowledge;

# with new evidence and interpretation, old ideas are replaced or supplemented
by newer ones; and

%  while science and technology do impact each other, basic scientific research is
not directly conce rned with practical outcomes, but rather with gaining an
understanding of the  natural world for its own sake.

(NSTA 2000)




As adults, we should be opening the doors and providing young children
opportunities that fully connect them to the natural environment so they can
gain an understanding of the natural world in as many educational and
recreational settings as possible. We ¢ annot start too soon!

This call to action is written to the adults who spend time with children in a
variety of roles, and to the community, national, and world leaders who plan for
their future. We add this voice to others that call on us to enable chil dren to
become more connected to the natural world around them.

Scientists, physicians, educators, naturalists, landscape architects, city planners,

artists, and historians have built a foundation for our thinking. We cite their works

and support their continued efforts on behalf of children and the strengthening

of their interactions with the natural world. Like nature herself, diversity builds

strength. As we | ive together on the same planet and use the same natural
resources, we also share the choice  to work together to make the changes that

are suggested here. As adults we make decisions each day that either minimize

or promote chil dr en @ sotsolelythroughytechin@ogy ofnbutdoc t
the living, natural world which is increasing by being lef t out of the culture of
childhood worldwide.

Call to Action

Children grow healthier, wiser, and more content when they are more fully
connected throughout their childhood to the natural environment in as many
educational and recreational settings as pos sible. These benefits are long term
and significant and contribute to their future well -being and the contributions
they will make to the world as adults.

This document calls for a commitment to action in recognition that
children and youth of the world be nefit in many ways and across
multiple domains of learning and development when they become
more connected to the natural world around them.

The Call To Action beckons families , educators , and community

leaders worldwide to take action, to strengthen chil drends conneqd

to nature o making developmentally appropriate nature education a
sustaining and enriching, fully integrated part of the daily lives and
education of the worl dds children.
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What Leads Us to this Belief that Connections to and Experiences
with the Natural World Are So Important?

There is an emerging awareness and concern that

children are less and less likely to have experiences

that involve the simplest interactions with nature i the
plants, animals, and the earth around them i as a part
of their continuous learning process. As we look at the
children around us, we observe them living

increasingly unhealthy lifestyles. For many, ch ildhood is
spent overly plugged in and programmed inside their
homes, schools, and community settings in human -
made environments, eliminating the out -of-doors, the
benefits of nature, and all that exists in the natural
environment (Wike, 2006).

OThere is nothing inherently dangerous about a boulder, there is nothing inherently
dangerous about a chasm you leap over, nothing inherently dangerous about ... a little
stream, therienthsermemtthiyngdanger ous about a wal k
inherently dangerous about digging in the sand or dirt. You can use all those settings on
purpose to hurt yourself. But if you take some care along those lines these things are very,
very safe .6

Ron King, Natural Playground Designer

Even a generation ago, children spent more time outside, because it was the

normal thing for children to do. Adults did not question the value of time spent
out -of-doors and had much less anxiety about the risks involved. Children

walked and played outdoors and planted things in the dirt; they rode their bikes,
invented games, and spent the majority of their time in le Ss structured activities
and natural environments. Very young children carried out these activities in

their yards and immediate neighborhoods. Urban environments offered the
occasional playground and vacant lot. Older children roamed beyond their

neighbor hoods to adjacent lands, streams, woods, or urban parks. Exposure to

the natural world brought opportunities for children to make sense of their

surroundingsandtodev el op t heir own sense of opl ace.

0



Over a relatively short time, we adults have allowed this connection to the
natural world to slip gradually away from chi
surrounds us:

# Children now spend nearly 30 hours a week watching a TV or
computer screen, listening to something through headphones or, for
older chi Idren, using cell phones or media players (CDC, 2005;
Ginsberg et al, 2007). (Note: the several comments about overuse of
technology in this paper should not be interpreted as a rejection of
technology in childrends | iBveemogre,thea i s a n
balance is moving in an often unhealthy direction.)

# Children experience increasingly timed and structured family lifestyles
with less emphasis on unstructured outside time. Particularly in more
densely populated countries, urban growth has elimin ated green
spaces and natural environments. The proliferation of air conditioning
in more affluent countries has had an impact on the way children and
adults experience and perceive the outdoor environment (U.S. Census
Bureau statistics in Louv, 2005, pp. 56-7). Children living in unsafe urban
areas are kept indoors to protect them from neighborhood violence;
too many of the worl dés children are kept
armed conflict. Fewer families are vacationing in national parks (Fish,
2007). Together these changes keep many children separated from
nature and without time for solitude or un -programmed experiences.

% In America, two of every ten  children are clinically obese , and child
obesity rates are increasing at an alarming rate fi almost fourfo Id in
three decades (Perrin et al, 2007). This is occurring at the same time
that there is the greatest increase in organized and commercialized
sports for younger and younger children.

% There is a steep increase in the use of
behavioral drugs in preschoo | children ,
surpassing the use of antibiotics and drugs
for childhood asthma. Drug use for
conditions such as ADHD is skyrocketing
(CDC, 2005). Currently eight million children
in the U.S. have mental disorders with ADHD
a prominent diagnosis (CDC, 2005).

# Instructional time outside, recess, or
unstructured playtime is being eliminated
from the school day (Clements, 2007).

Presented at the Working For um on Nature Education: New Tools for Cormmecting the
international event held at ~ Arbor Day Farm, Nebraska City, Nebraska , USA, July 2008



