Challenge: No Child Left Inside
                                            By: Linda K. Schneider

When I was a child, my mother had a birdfeeder right outside our kitchen window. She taught my two sisters and me how to identify the birds by their markings and songs. As an adult, I have been known to show my nephew how to teach a chickadee to eat out of his hand. When the neighborhood children visit my yard, I invite them to sit on my front porch until a hummingbird comes to the feeder or a nearby flower which has been especially planted to attract this little miracle with wings to our gardens.

The childhood makes the adult. My love of nature and the great outdoors comes from those childhood experiences. I am an environmentalist and conservationist because of my childhood experiences with nature.
Do you have similar fond memories of playing outdoors during your childhood? Let us not deny today’s children this joy of nature. Turn off the TV and the computer – get them outside to play! The next generation of outdoor enthusiasts will become the stewards of our environment. If we don’t nurture any we won’t have any. Who will protect our planet?
Here is the problem:  The average American child is “plugged in” for 44 hours per week, this includes watching TV, computer or video games. Fewer hours are available for the child to be outside in nature; playing, hiking, exploring and connecting with nature. 
Every now and again we get wake-up calls from our authors. In the seventies, there was Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. This decade has a newfound hero, Robert Louv, author of the book Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder.

Exploring nature, up close and personal has tremendous value to our psychological well being. Simple solutions, such as a room with a view of nature or more exposure to nature around the house and yard help protect the child’s mental health. The therapeutic value of outdoor education programs has been proven especially for troubled youth with mental health problems.       
Studies at Human Environment Research Laboratory at the University of Illinois concluded that children as young as five showed a significant reduction in attention deficit disorder symptoms when they engaged in nature.
Educational benefits have been found in a New Zealand study. Children, who watched the least TV in the 5 to 11 age group, had the highest probability of graduating from college by the age of 26, regardless of IQ or socioeconomic status. Research has shown that outdoor classrooms and educational programs in schools improved standardized test scores and grade point averages and enhanced skills in problem solving, critical thinking and decision making.
When Robert Louv presented in the Upper Valley a few months ago, he gave us a challenge: “As parents and environmental organizations it is my challenge to you to sign on to the No Child Left Inside Campaign. Use the guideline from the National Wildlife Federation of a minimum of one “green hour” per day per child. Establish partner programs to make this happen!”

The National Wildlife Federation is reaching out to American families to recognize this very serious problem. NWF recommends a quick easy solution to combat nature deficit disorder; at least one “green hour” every day – an hour spent outdoors in unstructured play. Here is a list of some ideas to get your child outside and interacting with nature:

Go for a nature walk.

Put up a birdfeeder (my all-time favorite).

Go fishing.

Set up a tent in your backyard.

Go on a bug hunt.                            

Create a Backyard Wildlife Habitat™ in your backyard.
Lie down in the grass and watch the clouds. (Okay, this one is my idea!)
Make up your own or find more ideas at www.nwf.org/greenhour.

In Vermont and New Hampshire, two rural states with lots of trees and nature all around us, this dilemma still exists. Kids come home from school and go right to the TV or computer. Our new battle cry should be, “Go outside to play till dinner!” If we don’t, who will be left to protect the world around us? If we do, today’s new nature lovers will be tomorrow’s environmental stewards!
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