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As early childhood program directors who advocate for nature-based education for all, we believe that the current
pandemic has created an imperative to fundamentally change not just the look and feel of early learning, but its very
structure in a permanent manner. Our collective call to action urges policymakers, education administrators,
educators, and guardians to shift to a model of nature-based education where every child has access to nature and can
spend a significant amount of time learning and playing outdoors.
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Research across developmental sectors and over time has established humans' deep, inherent need for a connection to
the natural world as essential to healthy human growth and development. Nature is a right for all children as endorsed
by The World Conservation Congress.
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For decades, students of nature-based early education programs have experienced the advantages of learning outdoors.
In contrast, many schools in the United States provide limited, if any, access to and time in the outdoors. While naturebased early education programs are rapidly growing in the U.S., now numbering more than 550, these programs alone
are not enough.
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As schools implement plans for reopening, taking learning outdoors can provide greater opportunity for all children to
resume in-person school attendance by supplying more space for physical distancing and ventilation. Getting children
back to school ensures access to critical resources and supports. Beyond this, the benefits of learning outdoors have the
potential to nurture children’s emotional and mental health, both of which have been impacted by the pandemic. A
large body of research documents the myriad intellectual, social-emotional, and physical benefits of nature-based
education for young children.
Intellectual Benefits
Nature provides motivation and affordances for children to develop the skills needed to thrive as life-long learners
growing up in a constantly evolving world. Hands-on learning with the environment allows children to strengthen their
communication, collaboration, and problem-solving skills. Natural environments also have a positive effect on
developing executive functioning skills and reducing ADHD symptoms.
Schools with dedicated natural spaces for student exploration saw improved learning outcomes in math, science, and
language arts. Beyond tangible benefits to those more conventional disciplines, outdoor education also more nimbly
fosters traits like adaptability, perseverance, grit and resilience -- equally important to sustained academic success.
Social-Emotional Benefits
Mental health and social - emotional wellbeing are inextricably tied to healthy growth, development, and learning.
Experiences in natural environments foster children’s emotional intelligence; self-discovery, -confidence, -esteem and regulation. The outdoors provides unique opportunities for social engagement and practicing pro-social behaviors.
Nature-based learning helps children explore and understand relationships, interdependence, and diversity as well as
care, empathy and social responsibility. Exposure and contact with natural spaces is emotionally restorative and a
wellspring for inner strength and reduction of stress and mental fatigue. Spending time in nature cultivates a sense of
oneness and belonging and an emotional connection to the earth shown to impact children’s future environmental
stewardship.
Physical Health
Time in nature provides children a wide range of health benefits not least of which are increased physical activity and a
reduced risk of obesity. We know from a 2018 study that school-based promotion of outdoor activity can decrease
myopia progression, which has been on the rise at an alarming rate. Children who spend time outdoors are more likely
to be more physically active and engage in less sedentary behaviors. Vitamin D levels are supported with more time
outdoors. Children who spend time playing and learning outdoors experience an increase in strength and coordination
as well as refined sensory and motor skills.
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In our cumulative experiences with children in nature, we fervently urge ALL who influence decision making in early
childhood education to adopt a more nature-centered approach to learning in their educational practices. Programs
serving young children can learn from the successes of existing nature-based programs. To that end, the Council of
Nature-based Early Childhood Administrators will produce monthly examples of proven practices in action.

