
Reviewing a book about the affliction of ecophobia, outdoor education researcher Tonia Gray reflects 
on the urgent task of enticing children back into nature.

In a provocative address to the Child and Nature Network 
Grassroots conference in 2012, Canadian naturalist and 
painter Robert Bateman warned that children in industrialised 

societies have so lost touch with nature that they can 
identify 1000 corporate logos but cannot name even 100 local 
wildlife species. 

Troubled by this statement, I decided to test it when I recently 
gave a Year 12 farewell speech at a local high school. I showed 
the audience ten corporate logos: Nike, Von Zipper, Roxy, 
McDonalds, Optus and so on. Sure enough, the students quickly 
named them all. But when I showed them slides of distinctive 
plants then flowering in their suburbs (like pink magnolias, 
purple creeping wisteria and colourful azaleas) and a mix of 
native and introduced animals (such as a flying-fox, honeyeater 
and Illawarra shorthorn cow) they were stumped. Even though 
they would have passed them countless times on their way to 
school or seen them in gardens, they showed hardly a glimmer 
of recognition. 

Although warned by Bateman, I was shocked. Are we educating 
a generation of eco-illiterate young people? Barely noticing these 
other beings that live around them, how will children today 
develop a connection to nature? I’ve had a career dedicated 
to outdoor education, but the experience left me questioning 
the nature-estranged state of modern society. Are our children 
becoming an endangered species in the wild? 

In his diagnosis that children are 
suffering from a deficiency of ‘Vitamin 
N’ (Nature), writer Richard Louv 
encapsulates the idea that formative 
experiences in nature are essential 
for their health and wellbeing. 

The skills, perspectives and attachments gained in the outdoors 
are also needed for future generations to confront looming 
environmental challenges. Nature-estranged lifestyles underpin 
much of the insensitivity and apathy we see to pressing issues 
such as climate change, extinctions, environmental degradation 
and unbridled materialism. 

The declining affinity with nature has become a concern for a 
growing movement of parents, educators, health professionals 
and environmentalists. It is also a focus of considerable research 
by academics (see the references on my blog site). 

Bonding comes first
US educator David Sobel is a strong advocate for what is known 
as place-based learning, and runs a centre dedicated to this at 
Antioch University New England, predicated on the idea ‘that 
the places we live can serve as wonderful, meaningful sources 
for inspiration, education, and life-long learning’. His 1996 
book Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education has 
recently been updated. It explores the affliction of ecophobia 
– ‘a fear of ecological problems and the natural world’– and 
proposes remedies. 

At the heart of Sobel’s approach is his observation that ‘What’s 
important is that children have an opportunity to bond with the 
natural world, to learn to love it and feel comfortable in it, before 
being asked to heal its wounds.’ 
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If we want children, and society more broadly, to become 
eco-warriors, then we first need to foster their relationships 
with nature. This can be impeded if we approach the task 
in overly intellectualised ways: ‘Our problem is that we are 
trying to invoke knowledge, and responsibility, before we have 
allowed a loving relationship to flourish,’ Sobel says. Some of 
the strategies commonly used to promote environmental care 
have the opposite effect and inoculate children against action. 
Instead of generating concern for nature and action, they produce 
guilt, despair, fear and paralysis. Children are prone to feeling 
overwhelmed by the magnitude of problems and powerless to act.

Many educators in the outdoor and environmental fields 
have long recognised this, and it is substantiated by research 
in many countries showing that knowledge of environmental 
degradation is generally not enough to inspire recycling or 
reduced consumption or other environmentally responsible 
actions. Apocalyptic factsheets and disturbing images of our 
environmental failings are not the way to propel children into 
conservation or pro-environmental stewardship. 

Stages of learning
The task for educators, beginning in the formative years, from 
kindergarten on, is to help young people establish personal 
relationships with nature. (As an interesting aside, the word 
‘kindergarten’ comes from German and means children’s garden.) 
Sobel presents strategies for teachers and parents to facilitate 
children’s connection to nature based on three developmental 
stages of childhood. 

Empathy: Finding animal allies (ages 4–7): playing in nature, 
learning to love being in it and connecting; establishing a sense 
of empathy and connectedness between the child and nature. 

Exploration: Teaching the landscape (ages 8–11): exploring 
nature and its connections, then moving to explore and get to 
know the nearby world. 

Social Action: Saving the neighbourhood (ages 12+): exploring 
local issues to make a difference for 
our environment and community.

Australia’s educational blind spot
With society’s wellbeing inextricably linked to environmental 
health, fostering stewardship and pro-environmental behaviour 
should be hallmarks of twenty-first century education. We know 
from a plethora of studies the great value to children of sensory 
exploration and movement in the outdoors. But to date, 
Australia’s educational programs to connect children with nature 
have been underwhelming. 

Our national curriculum developers have a blind-spot in this 
area. In initial drafts of the curriculum for physical education 
and health, released last year, outdoor education was not even 
mentioned. After concerted lobbying by outdoor educators, it is 
now mentioned 14 times. 

As Peter Martin and I wrote in a paper on the deficient draft 
curriculum, outdoor education should be seen as much more 
than movement and physical education: it is also ‘wellbeing 
education contributing personal, social and community health’. 
We argued that outdoor education is needed in the curriculum to 
facilitate direct experiences in nature (the basis for recreational 
habits essential to health and wellbeing and the first step to 
ecological literacy), to develop an understanding of human to 
nature relationships (laying the foundations for sustainability 
and stewardship) and to teach students how to manage risk 
and develop competence outdoors. We think it is essential 
that the national curriculum provides ‘a mandate for every 
child to experience the natural world based not on a scientific 
or sociological study, but on direct, visceral and personal 
engagement with nature’.

In the Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Finland and Norway) 
children spend up to half the school day outdoors, in all four 
seasons and in rain, snow or shine. One educator told me that 
their mantra is, ‘there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad 
clothing’. These countries also lead the world in academic scores. 
At the very least, they show that environmental education does 
not conflict with traditional forms of academic achievement. They 
are consistent with other evidence that nature-based experiences 
have a positive influence on intellectual development. 

The growing disconnect
Some people argue that experiences in nature should 
come in children’s spare time but this is increasingly 
not happening. In a Planet Ark survey of Australian 
parents in 2013, nearly one in four said their children 
had never climbed a tree. In just one generation 
the number of children climbing trees has dropped 
from 64 to 19 percent (according to a 2011 Planet 
Ark survey). Nearly one in three parents said their 
children had never been camping and a similar 
proportion said they had never been bushwalking.

These startling findings are symptomatic of a 
shift in children’s lives away from unstructured free 
play outdoors to indoor play and highly structured 
activities: from a free-range childhood of cubby 
houses and exploring creek beds to a battery hen-like 
existence of screen-based entertainment and adult-
supervised ‘enriching’ obligatory hobbies.

Modern teenagers demonstrate a growing 
addiction to screens – mobile phones, computers, 
video games, iPods, television – so much so that 
some dub them the ‘screen-agers’. Stephen Kellert 
reports that children in the United States spend 
52 hours in front of a screen each week and only 
40 minutes outside playing. A Roy Morgan poll found 
that Australians aged 6-13 years averaged more than 
30 hours a week in front of screens in 2011, while 
the Planet Ark survey found that children spend on 
average just five hours playing outdoors in natural 
environments. One child’s comment reported by 
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Richard Louv sadly sums it up: ‘I like to play indoors better 
‘cause that’s where all the electrical outlets are.’ 

Relationship first, caring second
Central to Sobel’s optimistic vision is that we first enable an 
intimate, nurturing and respectful relationship with nature as a 
precursor for love and care for nature. When we love something, 
we care for it, he reminds us. When children are provided with 
opportunities to develop a sense of wonder, especially if this 
emotion is nurtured by an attentive adult who joins the child’s own 
world, then rapid advances can be made in ecological literacy. 

As Kellert emphasises, focusing on childhood education 
should be the priority: ‘childhood is considered as the time 
when experiencing nature is most essential to human physical 
and mental maturation, even for a species capable of life-long 
learning’. Childhood exposure to nature and the frequency of 
visits to natural places at a young age strongly influence adult 
patterns of behaviour. Children who visit wild spaces are more 
likely to do so as an adult, and their perception of nature is 
shaped by these early experiences. Jules Pretty and colleagues 
(2009) found that:

‘Childhood experience of unstructured play with minimal 
adult supervision, in woodland areas, significantly influenced 
the perception of woodlands in adult life and the seeking out 
of outdoor spaces when stressed … Therefore, lack of outdoor 
experiences during childhood may hinder any desires to visit 
such places as adults to engage in physical activity or benefit 
from its emotional restorative qualities.’ 

Renowned philosopher Henry David Thoreau said, ‘We need 
the tonic of wilderness’, yet our children are increasingly 
deprived of this. Evidence keeps mounting of the benefits of 
first-hand and visceral experiences in nature. Sobel’s book is 

a timely reminder of the strong correlations between love, care 
and stewardship. If you do one thing for nature this summer, 
entice a child outdoors and share some natural delights. 

 David Sobel. 2013. Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in 
Nature Education. The Orion Society. US$12. (Buy online from 
the publisher.) 
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