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In the western world alarming statistics 
show that many families are now 
spending most of their free time indoors 

using technology or in front of screens. Sadly, 
this has become a common form of relaxation 
for many children and their parents. Screen 
relaxation activities are at the expense of time 
spent in nature, being involved in activities 
in natural environments and spending time 
doing activities and/or conversing as a family.

It is paramount that teachers and parents 
raise awareness of the importance of time 
spent in nature for the physical and emotional 
wellbeing of both children and adults.

In the last ten years, terminology such 
as ‘screen-parenting’ and ‘screen-sucking’ 
have been frequently used when referring to 

children who spend large amounts of time in 
their early years glued to television screens, 
computer games or mobile devices. This 
practice, in most cases, seems to be very 
convenient for parents. It is called screen-
parenting as it allows parents to proceed with 
their own activities without having to engage 
with their children, talk to them, monitor them 
or establish boundaries of conversations and 
behaviours with them.

This lack of conversation or verbal 
interaction with their parents has serious 
implications for the children who experience 
emotional distress later on and do not have 
the ability or the knowledge to regulate their 
emotions or talk about their experiences.

Australia, in comparison with Europe and 
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North America, is blessed with an abundance 
of pristine natural environments and green 
spaces within and surrounding all of its cities. 
This is a beautiful country in terms of nature 
and natural spaces. Every city in Australia 
has something to offer, the majority of which 
are very easy to access and, better still, they 
are free!

There is so much research pointing to the 
direct health benefits for children, adults and 
families who spend time in nature. Specifically 
for children, time spent in nature stimulates 
activity promoting motor development, allows 
them to focus and sustain attention, and has 
a direct relationship with being able to focus 
on their schoolwork, as discussed in the book 
Coping with ADD the Surprising Connection 

From Screen 
To Green

to Green Play Settings (Taylor, Kuo & Sullivan, 
2009). The more time children spend outside 
in nature the better they become in all areas 
of development, whether it be social (relating 
to people and understanding relationships), 
fine and gross motor development, cognitive 
(numeracy, literacy and spatial) or emotional 
(development of empathy and regulating 
feelings).

Unfortunately, by providing loads of new and 
exciting toys, especially computer games with 
structured activities featuring predetermined 
paths for progress, a lack of creativity is being 
encouraged in children. For example, each 
time a child finishes a level of a game they 
move onto the next level. By structuring their 
play, their imagination and the possibilities 

of their play are being structured. While this 
seems a convenient approach towards play 
(and in small doses it can be a positive thing), 
it can never be the only thing provided, as 
children will not experience the infinite 
possibilities associated around free play in 
natural environments.

Nature provides infinite possibilities for 
free play. Exposing children to the fun of 
exploration, the unpredictability of nature 
and a degree of risk is extremely positive for 
their development. Playing amongst rocks, 
tree branches and natural spaces, all ever-
changing, prompts new thoughts on what a 
cubby house might look like, or new places to 
play hide and seek.

Today’s predetermined playgrounds have 

structured imaginations, but in nature, it 
is imaginations that shape playgrounds. 
Get out of the pool and get into the lakes, 
creeks, oceans. These environments teach 
skills in dealing with unpredictability and 
change. In nature, things are constantly 
in motion, whether that motion is the rapid 
flight of a bird or the changing of seasons. It 
is this ability to adapt to change that makes 
children resilient. Appreciating the seasons 
and weather, changes in nature, life cycles, 
wind, rain and so on, promotes a notion of 
change that ultimately helps children deal 
with changes in their own lives.

Children playing in nature will also create 
their own games and there are infinite 
possibilities to what those games can be. 
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interactivity out of school hours, and promote 
various activities to the parents and students 
alike, whether it be; building sand castles, 
walking on the beach, running in green 
areas, roller blading, bike riding, ball games 
in parks, climbing trees, growing a garden, 
playing in rocky creek beds, or walking dogs. 
The possibilities are infinite!

It is important to remember that the 
happiest photographs of children are not 
those taken of them glued to the television 
or computer screen, they are the ones taken 
on the school excursion, in the field, at the 
beach, camping, hiking and swimming. 
Furthermore, it is easy and everyone can 
start today.

A full list of references 
is available upon request to 
editorial@australianmediagroup.com.

Dr. Paula Barrett is one of the world’s 
leading psychologists in the area of 
prevention and treatment of childhood 
anxiety and depressive disorders. She is 
currently a Professor at the University of 
Queensland’s School of Education, has 
written more than 160 articles in peer-
reviewed journals and her research is highly 
cited internationally. Dr. Barrett is also the 
director of the innovative research-based 
Brisbane clinic, Pathways Health and 
Research Centre. For more information, 
visit www.pathwayshrc.com.au.

There are limits to what children can do on 
a slippery dip, and watch the eyebrows raise 
when a child dares climb up the slippery dip 
for something different!

Creativity has its roots in nature. Look at 
the work of any creative soul and it is hard 
to separate their art from natural forms. 
Musicians, visual artists, writers and sculptors 
all display a certain sensitivity to nature and 
nature is often the subject matter of their 
work. Even the best scientists, the very ones 
explaining nature, are those who display 
creativity in their scientific approaches to 
their work.

Nature Deficit Disorder, a term coined by 
Richard Louv in his 2005-edition book Last 
Child in the Woods, speaks to the direct 
effect between children with attention-deficit 
disorders and the positive benefit of increasing 
time in nature to improve concentration and 
the learning environment indoors. Basically, 
time spent in nature improves time spent 
inside and in the classroom.

Readers may have recently heard of the 
concept of ‘free-range children’ and the 
benefits of being allowed to make mistakes 
and be exposed to slightly risky environments. 
Taking children into natural environments 
allows this in a subtler way – and will not 
garner as much international attention as 
letting a nine-year-old child go home alone 
on the New York subway!

There is also important evidence that the 
lack of contact with nature manifests itself 

as a lack of physical health in individuals. 
Everyone can bolster their immunity by more 
direct contact with nature – just taking shoes 
off and walking on bare ground can have 
great health benefits. Children spending 
all of their time indoors are not exposed to 
animals or regular dirt, which adults have 
chosen to define as ‘mess and bacteria’. 
Sterile environments do not allow children’s 
immunity systems to develop the necessary 
defenses to protect them from being able to 
resist serious illnesses down the track.

The benefits of daily exercise and being 
active have undeniable positive implications 
for physical and mental health, as it promotes 
the release of endorphins, the natural body 
chemicals related to feelings of happiness. 
Spending time in nature increases levels 
of endorphins but also reduces the level 
of cortisol – the stress hormone in the 
blood stream.

So, how can habits be changed: for a start, 
being active in nature should be a daily thing. 
Teachers and parents need to put this into 
their psyches and afford nature activities as 
much importance as other everyday subjects 
and activities, or actions like brushing teeth 
and reading bedtime stories.

Put it in focus – it is simple and free of 
charge to put kids in nature and it does not 
require great planning. But these cannot be 
once-a-year things. Teachers and parents 
need to aim for daily interaction with 
nature. Teachers should also encourage this 


