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Upcoming VAPT Training 
Watch your email, VAPT website, and VAPT FB for more details! 

 
SAVE-THE-DATE 

 

Dr. Bill Steele, PsyD, MSW 
January 16 and 17, 2014  
VAPT Winter Workshop 

Richmond, Virginia 
 

Dr. Steele is Founder of the National Institute for Trauma and Loss in Children (TLC) and  
co-author of the following books. 

 

     
 

 
See the following website to learn more about TLC’s evidence-based treatments! 

http://www.starrtraining.org/trauma-and-children   
 

 

You can begin or continue to earn Certified Level One and Level Two Trauma Specialist credits with the workshops he is planning!!  

Thanks to the VAPT BOD and Lisa Wright and Jan Williamson for advocating for this offering.  

 
 

 
 

http://www.a4pt.org/


Children and Nature:  
Curiosity, Wonder, & Well -Being 

Part I  

 
Think back to your childhood. How would you describe your relationship with nature? Did you spend time outside 
roaming freely? Were you able to play in the open air and explore nature? Did you pick up rocks to see what might 

be hiding underneath or pile leave up high or look for minnows in a stream? 
 

More and more research is emerging about the changing face of childhood. A trend toward time spent in front of 
screens rather than in interaction with the outdoors…with “wonder”. And as children’s time in nature declines, 

researchers, clinicians, and educators are all asking the same question:  
 

What does this mean for the well-being of our children? 
 
Emerging research continues to support the notion that exposure to or interaction 
with nature enhances creativity and vitality, attention and focus, and an overall 
sense of well-being, a heightened sense of connectedness to nature is also 
associated with autonomy, personal growth, purpose in life, positive affect, and life 
satisfaction. Consequently, a childhood spent disconnected from nature seems to 
be resulting in many “opposites”, such as increased levels of anxiety, depression, 
isolation, lack of creativity, and higher incidences of ADD/ADHD.  
 
As play therapists – and maybe even as adults who have magical and wondrous 
memories of time spent in nature ourselves – we have an opportunity to become 
genuinely curious about the role that connection to the natural world plays in the 
lived experiences and well-being of our clients. And we have the 
opportunity of bringing that connection back…through play, through 
nature “prescriptions”, and through encouraging and supportive work 
with families.  
 
In his book Last Child in the Woods (2006), Richard Louv, a journalist by 
trade and nature wanderer by heart, explores the changing experiences of 
children and nature over the past few decades. He was the first to coin the 
phrase “Nature-Deficit Disorder”, not as a DSM diagnostic code, but as a 
way to connect the dots between trends we were seeing in the well-being 
of children, the increased time spent with technology, and the dramatic 
decrease in time spent in nature.  
Just playing  in nature. 
 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=child+and+nature&source=images&cd=&docid=rqGX3J1v4rhHqM&tbnid=SVXqGrgE5XH_OM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://wadeamiller.com/thesis/&ei=q6n2UYKkKpio4APr4YCgBw&bvm=bv.49784469,d.dmg&psig=AFQjCNE5MY66KdVH42TyTi0PJ33qOJBaEw&ust=1375206183675533


 

Here’s a helpful graphic for you: 
 

 
 
Just a quick snapshot of the research on children and nature reveals a whole host of interesting 
opportunities and such clinical relevancy for the children with whom we work and the issues they most 
commonly present: 
 

 Urban & rural brains respond differently to stress; anxiety and depression thought to be linked to 
social environments; early exposure to urban settings increases neural exposure to stress BUT… 
even a view of nature – green plants and vistas – helps reduce stress among highly stressed 
children (Wells & Evans) 

 Nearby nature also boosts children’s cognitive functioning (Wells) – natural views boost high 
school students’ academic achievement and behavior (Matsouka) 

 Classroom behavior is better with recess spent outside (Barros, Silver & Stein) 
 Children with ADHD who regularly play outside have milder symptoms that children with ADHD 

who do not play outside (Taylor & Kuo) 
 Children with ADHD concentrate better after walking in a park (Taylor & Kuo) 

 
 !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ +ÁÉÓÅÒ &ÁÍÉÌÙ &ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȟ ËÉÄÓ ÁÇÅÓ ή-Χή ÎÏ× ÓÐÅÎÄ ÏÎ 

ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÏÆ έȢΫ ÈÏÕÒÓ ÉÎ ÆÒÏÎÔ ÏÆ Á ÓÃÒÅÅÎ ÆÏÒ ÅÎÔÅÒÔÁÉÎÍÅÎÔ ÅÁÃÈ ÄÁÙȟ ΪȢΫ ÏÆ 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÓÐÅÎÔ ×ÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ 46Ȣ /ÖÅÒ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÄÄÓ ÕÐ ÔÏ ΧΧΪ ÆÕÌÌ ÄÁÙÓ 
×ÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ Á ÓÃÒÅÅÎ ÆÏÒ ÅÎÔÅÒÔÁÉÎÍÅÎÔȢ 



Natureõs Benefits for Families 
 

 Inexpensive, accessible nature activity may help economically stressed families;    
 Opportunity for sibling bonding during exploring, problem solving, and risk taking;   
 Opportunity for families to step away from chaotic lives and be together;     
 Groups of families can come together … support for single parents;   

 Most influential gateway to connection to the natural world is the parent-child 
relationship…yet the biggest barrier to children connecting to the natural world is 

parental fear.  
 
 

Want to learn more about how to help the families you work with (and maybe even your own family) 

connect with nature? Check out the Natural Families Movement at 
http://www.childrenandnature.org/movement/naturalfamilies/ 

 
 

Nature  Guided Play and Family Therapy  
By Jay Hayden 

 

The cathartic benefits from nature-guided play are not limited to youth and adolescents and can be 

extended towards families as well.  In an article published by the Children and Nature Network, 

(C&NN), Dr. Martha Ericson suggests that shared nature experiences can help foster strong family 

bonds.    

 

From a parent-child attachment perspective, Dr. Ericson explains how stepping into nature can rid parents of 

their many distractions and encourage greater attention towards their 

child.  According to Dr. Ericson, when the parent ñunplugsò and takes 

his or her child into a natural setting, both the parent and child are able 

to connect and delight in each otherôs interactions.  This interaction can 

contribute towards the development of a securely attached child.   

 

 

From a life span perspective, Dr. Ericson also suggests that family-time 

in nature can help a child develop trust, a sense of self, healthy risky 

taking, and problem solving skills. As Dr. Ericson states, ñFamily 

experiences in the outdoorsðespecially those that include a little 

challenge or require a little workðafford great opportunities to build 

childrenôs competence and encourage their autonomy, even as we 

emphasize the importance of interdependence within the family group.ò 

These family experiences in nature, such as caring for a garden or paddling a canoe, require cooperation and 

responsibility from all family members.  In addition to the developmental skills the child gains, other family 

http://www.childrenandnature.org/movement/naturalfamilies/


members get a chance to view their childôs growing competencies as well 

as review their own skill s and roles within the family system.  

 

 

Within a family system, mental health concerns may be greater 

for certain members than others in areas such as stress, mood, 

anxiety, aggression, and attention difficulties. According to a 

report commissioned by beyondblue, contact with nature can 

also positively affect these mental health areas. As a result, not only do 

families appear to benefit from contact with nature, but individual 

members can also experience stress reduction, increase in positive 

feelings, decrease in violence, and higher rates of concentration through 

experiencing nature.  
 
 

 

An Amazing Film  
 

An amazing film is Mother Nature’s Child, watch the trailer and order 

your own copy at http://www.mothernaturesmovie.com/the-film/  
 
 
 
 
 

 

More Helpful  Resources  
 

 
Children and Nature Network… a genuine “gold mine” of resources & ideas…  
 

The Children and Nature Network (C&NN) (childrenandnature.org) is dedicated to 
creating a “world in which all children play, learn and grow with nature in their 
everyday lives.”  C&NN’s mission continues to spread far and wide to families and 
communities across the United States.  
 
Visit C&NN’s Natural Families initiative to find families in your hometowns that are 
looking to connect with their family, community, and nature.   

 
 
 

http://www.mothernaturesmovie.com/the-film/
http://www.mothernaturesmovie.com/order/


And while you are visiting the C&NN site, be sure to take a look at the vast collection of research 
articles, resources, guides, videos, and countless other materials. You may also find their 
leadership initiatives interesting. Be sure to click on these tabs when you visit the site: 
 

             
 
 

A Few Helpful Books 
 
 
 
 
 
Erikson, M. Shared nature experience as a pathway to strong family bonds.  Children 
and Nature Network Leadership Writing Series. Retrieved from 
http://www.recpro.org/assets/Library/Children_in_Nature/shared_nature_exp_pathw
ay_family_bonds.pdf 

 
 

 
Louv, R. (2011) The nature principle: Human restoration and the end of nature ɀdeficit 
disorder. Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books. 
 
Louv’s first book, Last Child in the Woods (mentioned earlier) is focused heavily on 
children. These second book expands to adults, families, counseling & mental health, 
physical health, education, and other systems. It’s a wonderfully inspirational read! 
 

Here are the links for both: 
http://www.amazon.com/Last-Child-Woods-Children-Nature-
Deficit/dp/156512605X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1375117532&sr=1-
1&keywords=louv+richard  
 
http://www.amazon.com/The-Nature-Principle-
ReconnectingVirtual/dp/161620141X/ref=pd_bxgy_b_img_z   
 
 

 
 
 
 
Townsend, M., & Weerasuriya, R. (2010). Beyond blue to green: the benefits of contact 
with nature for mental health and well being. beyondblue. Retreived from 
http://www.hphpcentral.com/wpcontent/uploads/2010/09/beyondblue_togreen.pdf 
 

http://www.recpro.org/assets/Library/Children_in_Nature/shared_nature_exp_pathway_family_bonds.pdf
http://www.recpro.org/assets/Library/Children_in_Nature/shared_nature_exp_pathway_family_bonds.pdf
http://www.amazon.com/Last-Child-Woods-Children-Nature-Deficit/dp/156512605X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1375117532&sr=1-1&keywords=louv+richard
http://www.amazon.com/Last-Child-Woods-Children-Nature-Deficit/dp/156512605X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1375117532&sr=1-1&keywords=louv+richard
http://www.amazon.com/Last-Child-Woods-Children-Nature-Deficit/dp/156512605X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1375117532&sr=1-1&keywords=louv+richard
http://www.amazon.com/The-Nature-Principle-ReconnectingVirtual/dp/161620141X/ref=pd_bxgy_b_img_z
http://www.amazon.com/The-Nature-Principle-ReconnectingVirtual/dp/161620141X/ref=pd_bxgy_b_img_z
http://www.hphpcentral.com/wpcontent/uploads/2010/09/beyondblue_togreen.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
Finally, it’s hard to resist a book called “I Love Dirt!” This contains 52 activities 
to help connect kids to the wonders of nature. It will certainly inspire you in 
your work and in your life! 
http://www.amazon.com/Love-Dirt-Activities-Discover-
Wonders/dp/1590305353/ref=pd_bxgy_b_img_z  
 

And a few scholarly resources: 
Annerstedt, M., & Wahrborg, P. (2011). Nature-assisted therapy: Systematic review of controlled and 

observational studies. Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 39 (4), 371-88. 
Beringer, A., & Martin, P. (2003). On Adventure Therapy and the Natural Worlds: Respecting Nature's 

Healing. Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 3 (1), 29-39. 
Blair, D. (2009). The children in the garden: An evaluative review of the benefits of school gardening. 

Journal of Environmental Education, 40 (2), 15-38. 
Borchers, A., & Bradshaw, G. A. (2008). How green is my valley -- and mind. Counseling Today, 51 (6), 38-

41. 
Box, T. (2006). Suffer the little children. Rangelands, 28 (4), 49-50.  
Bratman, G., Hamilton, J., & Daily, G. (2012). The impacts of nature experience on human cognitive 

function and mental health. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1249 (1), 118-136. 
Brazier, C. (2011). Acorns among the grass: Adventures in eco-therapy.  
Burls, A., & Caan, W. (2005). Human health and nature conservation: Ecotherapy could be beneficial, but 

we need more robust evidence. British Medical Journal, 331(7527), 1221-2 
Burns, G. W. (2000). When watching a sunset can help a relationship dawn anew: Nature- guided therapy 

for couples and families. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy, 21 (4), 184-90. 
Charles, C. (2009). The Ecology of Hope: Natural Guides to Building a Children and Nature Movement. 

Journal of Science Education and Technology. 18 (6), 467-475. 
Cutter-Mackenzie, A. (2009). Multicultural school gardens: Creating engaging garden spaces in learning 

about language, culture, and environment. Canadian Journal of Environmental Education. 14 (1), 
122-135.  

Davis, K. M., & Atkins, S. S. (2004). Creating and teaching a course in ecotherapy: We went to the woods. 
Journal of Humanistic Counseling, Education and Development, 43 (2),  211. 

Driessnack, M. (2009). Children and nature-deficit disorder. Journal for Specialists in Pediatric Nursing, 14 
(1), 73-75. 

Ellen, R. F. (2009). Cognition, nature, and the "nature-deficit syndrome". Current Anthropology, 50 (3), 
406-407. 

Fink, L. D. (2003) Creating Significant Learning Experiences: An Integrated Approach to Designing College 
Courses. San-Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Flom, B., Johnson, C. Hubbard, J., & Reidt, D. The natural school counselor: Using nature to promote 
mental health in schools. Journal of Creativity in Mental Health, 6 (2), 118-131. 

Hazzard, E., Moreno, E., Beall, D. L., & Zidenberg-Cherr, S. (2011). Report: Best practices models for 
implementing, sustaining, and using instructional school gardens in California. Journal of Nutrition 
Education and Behavior 43(5), 409-413. 

Howell, A., Dopko, R., Passmore, H., & Buro, K. (2011). Nature connectedness: Associations with well-
being and mindfulness. Personality & Individual Differences, 51 (2), 166-171. 

Jordan, M., & Marshall, H. (2010). Taking counselling and psychotherapy outside: Destruction or 
enrichment of the therapeutic frame? European Journal of Psychotherapy & Counselling, 12 (4), 
345-359. 

http://www.amazon.com/Love-Dirt-Activities-Discover-Wonders/dp/1590305353/ref=pd_bxgy_b_img_z
http://www.amazon.com/Love-Dirt-Activities-Discover-Wonders/dp/1590305353/ref=pd_bxgy_b_img_z


Louv, R. (2011). The nature principle: Human restoration and the end of nature-deficit disorder. Chapel 
Hill: Algonquin Books. 

Louv, R. (2001). Reconnecting to Nature in the Age of Technology. Futurist, 45 (6), 41-45. 

Louv, R. (2006). Last child in the woods: Saving our children from nature-deficit disorder. Chapel Hill: 
Algonquin Books. 

Maller, C. J. (2009). Promoting children's mental, emotional and social health through contact with 
nature: A model. Health Education, 109 (6), 522-543.  

Nisbet, E. K. L., Zelenski, J. M., & Murphy, S. A. (2009) The Nature Relatedness Scale:  Linking individuals’ 
connection with nature to environmental concern and behavior.  Environment and Behavior, 
41, 715-740. 

Orr, D. W. (2004).  Earth in mind: On education, environment, and the human prospect. Washington, DC: 
Island Press.  

Plotkin, B. (2008). Nature and the human soul: Cultivating wholeness and community in a fragmented 
world. Novato, CA: New World Press. 

Raanaas, R. K., Patil, G. G., & Hartig, T. (2012). Health benefits of a view of nature through the window: a 
quasi-experimental study of patients in a residential rehabilitation center. Clinical Rehabilitation, 
26 (1), 21. 

Ralston, S. J. (2011). It takes a garden project: Dewey and Pudup on the politics of school gardening. 
Ethics & the Environment, 16 (2), 1-24. 

Sabini, M. (2008). The earth has a soul: C. G. Jung on nature, technology, and modern life. Berkeley, CA: 
North Atlantic Books. 

Selhub, E. M. & Logan, A. C. (2012). 9ÏÕÒ ÂÒÁÉÎ ÏÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȡ 4ÈÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȟ 
happiness, and vitality. Missaugua, ON: Wiley Canada. 

Skinner, E. A. (2012). Intrinsic motivation and engagement as “active ingredients” in garden-based 
education: Examining models and measures derived from self-determination theory. Journal of 
Environmental Education, 43(1), 16-36.  

Tal, T., & Morag, O. (2009). Reflective practice as a means for preparing to teach in an ecological garden. 
Journal of Science Teacher Education. 20 (3), 245-262. 

Timpsen, W. M., Dunbar, B., Kimmel, G., Bruyere, B., Newman, P., and Mizia, H. (2006). 147 Practical tips 
for teaching sustainability: Connecting the environment, the economy, and society. Madison, WI: 
Atwood Publishing. 

Wells, R., & Zeece, P. (2007). My place in my world: Literature for place-based environmental education. 
Early Childhood Education Journal, 35 (3), 285-291. 

Wilson, N. W., Ross, M. K., Lafferty, K., & Jones, J. (2008). A review of ecotherapy as an adjunct form of 
treatment for those who use mental health services. Journal of Public Mental Health, 7(3), 23-35. 

 
Web Resources 

Story Publishing’s Nature Connection Worksheets (http://www.storey.com/thenatureconnection.php)  
Association for Creativity in Counseling Nature Connection Interest Network 

(http://www.creativecounselor.org/Membership.html)  
GreenHeart Education: Greening Our Schools (http://www.greenhearted.org/)  
Beyond Blue to Green: The benefits of contact with nature for mental health and well-being. 
(www.beyondblue.org) 

http://www.storey.com/thenatureconnection.php
http://www.creativecounselor.org/Membership.html
http://www.greenhearted.org/
http://www.beyondblue.org/

