Introduction

In the end, we will conserve only what we love.
We will love only what we understand. We will
understand only what we are taught.
—Baba Dioum, Senegalese poet and environmentalist

Do you remember playing outside? Maylje you remember
leaving home on a summer morning and not returning
except for meals until bedtime. You might have fond
memories of a favorite outdoor place where you and your
friends playe(l and explorecl. Mayl)e it was a parlz, maylae
it was a beach or wooded area. May]oe it was nothing but
a field of weeds, but it was yours, it was ou’ccloors, and
you loved it.

Kids now are much less meely to have such a personal
connection with nature. And how could they? Their
outdoor time s, generaﬂy spealeing, sporaclic and highly

supervise(l. Recent s’cu(lies have revealed that:

@ Children between the ages of 8 and 18 spencl an
average of 6.5 hours a day staring at electronic
screens (television, video games, computers, etc.),

1eaving little time for outdoor play.
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© The number of children who participated in out-
door activities such as hilzing , Waﬂzing p and ﬁshing

dropped by 50 percent between 1997 and 2003.

@ 80 percent 0£ children under age 2 and more than
60 percent of children ages 2 to 5 lack claily access
to outdoor play.

@ Children between the ages of 8 and 11 can iden’tify
significantly more artificial Pokemon characters
than real, native 1iving things, such as oak trees,

sparrows, and otters.

In schools, hours devoted to physical education and
recess are down compare& to previous generations; and
at home, parents are more reluctant than ever to let kids
spen(l time outside unsupervised.

Yet many reasons exist why a connection to nature

is crucial for children:

] Physical clevelopment: Being connected to nature
may 12eep kids in better sllape and help in the
{:ight against o]oesity. Watch a group of children in
a wooded area as they run, jump, and climb over

things. They are exercising!

@ Cognitive development: Studies show that just

Leing eXposecl to nature can improve memory,
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concentration, and gracles. The pace of play in
nature is self—regula’tecl and thus can increase

attention span and stimulate the senses.

Social development: Nature reduces stress, soothes
the psyche, and eases tensions, paving the way for
improvecl communication and closer Loncling with

others.

Green development: Children are responsil)le for
the future of our planet. An early connection to
nature leads children to grow up as better stew-

ards of the environment.

Spiri’tual development: Nature stirs youngsters to
question their place in the world and to wonder at
the magniﬁcence of their surroun(lings. A child’s
imagination is turned on, an important part of

overall development.

The simple fact is that nature is awesome. It's amaz-

ing to look at, touch, and listen to. It's wondrous and

remarlzably self—sufﬁcient.

One thing has improved with time: Modern kids

are more meely than previous generations to under-

stand concerns al)out the environment ancl their roles

in preserving it. Of course that'’s important. But if
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a child can describe how glol)al warming is affect-
ing our planet but can’t remember the last time he
explored woods or a beach, he’s not hleely to genuinely
care about nature. Accorcling to research conducted at
Cornell University, children who spend time in nature
before age 11 are much more 1ilee1y to grow up to be
environmentauy minded adults than kids who don’t.
On a personal note, [ gain so much pleasure from
Leing outdoors that I want others to have that experi-
ence too. As a mother, I have seen nature’s positive,
calming effect on my children and their friencls, and it
worries me that we are getting further away from nature.
[ know I always feel better when I have spent time out-
(loors, stepping on the earth. As the poet Terry Tempest
Williams wrote, “Nature quiets the mind l)y engaging
with an intelligence larger than our own.” Getting out

malees common sense, in more ways than one.

Get Outl!

With all this in mincl, I searched for a single resource
that would provide lots of simple, practical tips to help
me get my own children and my students more in touch

Wltl’l nature and help us aﬂ ]oecome more eco—frien(ﬂy.
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[ couldn’t find one. That's Wl’ly I wrote this book. On
every page, you’ﬂ find straightforwarcl, engaging activi-
ties, projects, games, ideas, and tips to help you get
yourself and your kids outdoors, improve your physi-
cal and spiritual health, and do more for Earth—150
doable ideas, all in one place. Whether you live in the
heart of a l)ig city, an ou’tlying sul)ur]o, a small Viﬂage, or
a rural area, there is something here for you.

Get Out! is intended for use by parents, granclpar—
ents, teachers, counselors, you’ch leaders, and any other
adults who spen(l time with kids. Mayl)e you're a stay-
at-home dad 10012ing for a few ways to get your toddler
outside cluring the week. Or you're a teacher or yout}l
group 1eacler, and you have a bunch of kids with a whole
lot of energy. Or you're a grandparent who wants to
share your love of the outdoors with your gran(ﬂzi(ls.
May]ae you're a homeschooler ]oolzing to inject some
eco—lenowleclge into your curriculum. Whether you're
10012ing at one child or a hig group, most of the ideas
in Get Out! will work for you. If you read ahead of
time and make acljustments for the size and age of your
group, the ideas can be used with one kid or 30. When
you see the words “your 12i(15," think of the group, small

or large, with whom you're sharing these activities.
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You don't have to revamp your lifestyle if you want to
connect more with nature and do more for the environ-
ment. This book is about {:incling new, simple, ful{:iﬂing
ways to do a little extra, to take the next s’cep—wherever
it is you currently stand. Take a step now, take another
la’cer, and when your kids grow up, getting out will be

built into their sensil)ilities.

Get the Best Results

As you prepare to get out with your 12ic1s, be careful not
to push for too much at once. Especiaﬂy if a child is
reluctant, it’s best to choose one or two ideas to start

with. Here are some tips to help you succeed:

(] Show enthusiasm. Try to make it fun, and
remember a sense of humor! Kids won’t embrace a

project if it seems like homework or medicine.

@ Be curious. You don’t have to know everything
about nature in order to engage your kids: learn

together. Learn through experience.

] S}lare your precious nature-l)ase(l memories.
Most 12ic1s love to hear al)out Wlla’c grown-ups were

like when tlzey were 12ids, so tell about a tree you
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loved to climl), a stream you always waded in, or

vacations you took.

@ Be ready to compromise. Tell your child that
you love the computer (for example) as much as
she does, and you can have time for tec}mology
and the great outdoors. Make a schedule together
for screen time and outdoor time, and do your best

to stick to it.

@ Finaﬂy, be flexible. If things aren’t going the way
you planned, a(ljust. Figure out what is wor]zing—
or what might. Don’t have preconceived ideas of

what success looks like.

Even with all the ideas here, this book only scratches
the surface—like a garclen trowel scraping a handful of
soil from the earth. You can find a whole planet full of
other ways to get out, if only you clig. I'm sure you can
come up with lots more! I'd love to hear about them.

You can write to me at:

Free Spirit Publishing

217 Fifth Avenue Nor’th, Suite 200
Minneapolis, MN 55401-1299
help4kids@freespirit.com
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