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ADOLESCENTS IN NATURE

E.O. Wilson (1929-), renowned entomologist and advocate for

global biodiversity, reflects upon his childhood inspiration: “Hands-

on experience at the critical time, not systematic knowledge, is what
counts in the making of a naturalist. Better to be an untutored savage
for a while, not to know the names or anatomical detail. Better to
spend long stretches of time just searching and dreaming” (Wilson,
1994). The magic in the free, unstructured exploration of Dr. Wilson’s
youth that influenced his career in conservation biology is missing
from the experience of an average modern American adolescent. The
good news is this: educators who integrate their local environment
into their teaching practice can spark an enduring relationship with the
natural world, cultivate empowered citizens and motivated students, and
enhance long-term academic performance.

Children today often enter adolescence lacking a positive relationship
with the natural world. In the last three decades, an attitudinal

survey measured a steady decline in environmental concerns and
awareness by high school students (Wray-Lake et al., 2010). David
Sobel (1949—), who has been studying children’s relationships with
nature since the 1980s, labeled this phenomenon ecophobia—a fear of
ecological problems and the natural world. There are multiple social
factors that influence this disconnect from nature, including parental
overprotection (Louv, 2008); the indoor draw of electronic media, with
which American children spend an average of 7.5 hours a day (Coyle,
2010); and the more recent well-intentioned “look but don’t touch”
preservationist approach to the outdoor experience (Sobel, 2012).

‘What happens in childhood to propel certain
remarkable individuals to grow up with strong
ecological values and to pursue social action?

An analysis of multiple studies determined that
environmentalists attribute their social commitment
to a combination of “many hours spent outdoors
in a keenly remembered wild or semi-wild place in
childhood or adolescence, and an adult who taught
respect for nature” (Chawla, 1988). Another study,
involving 2,000 adults between the ages of 18 and
90 who live in urban areas, found that wild nature
experiences during childhood directly correlate
with adult environmental values and behavior
(Wells and Lekies, 2006). If we truly want to create
active citizens, it begins with regular outdoor
exploration.
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Adolescents in Nature

Research has also shown that using the schoolyard is an effective

way to enhance student learning. When students are exposed to

their environment as an integrating context of learning, they become
enthusiastic and self-motivated and, typically, academically outperform
their peers who have not had these learning opportunities (Liebermann
and Hoody, 1998). In addition, they are able to stay focused and
engaged in outdoor assignments longer and are more focused when
they return to their indoor class work (Louv, 2008).

Texas A&M University, in conjunction with the Texas Education
Agency, conducted a meta-analysis of the research in order to identify
and rank effective instructional methods for science education and to
define how best to improve student achievement. The highest ranked
teaching strategy was enhanced context strategies, which included
taking meaningful field trips and using the schoolyard for activities
(Scott et al., 2005).

In addition, students’ attitudes toward learning are influenced by simple
outdoor experiences. In one study (Shaw and Mills, 1981), students
who experienced outdoor instruction reported that they enjoyed school
more and felt more supported and trusted by their teacher than they
had prior to the outdoor experiences. These pretest/posttest differences
were more pronounced for students who had been identified as being
“uninvolved” in the classroom activities. Also, this student perception
had a lasting effect that carried over to the regular classroom activities
weeks later.

As children start to discover the “self” of adolescence and are connected
to their place in the natural world, they are more inclined to want

to create positive change (Sobel, 1996). In a world of overwhelming
exposure to negative and abstract environmental problems like climate
change and human overpopulation, it is essential to focus students
toward tangible productivity at the local level. This includes improving
the school grounds, managing school recycling programs, contributing
data to citizen science projects, mentoring younger students outdoors,
and volunteering with a local conservation project. FOSS outdoor
activities will help you focus on age-appropriate environmental topics
and enable meaningful and personal connections between students and
their local environment.

“If we prematurely ask children to deal with problems beyond their
understanding and control, then I think we cut them oft from the
possible sources of their strength” (Sobel, 1996). E.O.Wilson was not
initially inspired by the destruction of the rain forests of Brazil, but by
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catching lizards and insects in his backyard. By focusing on inquiry
and direct experience in the local environment instead of seemingly
insurmountable problems, students will make positive, empowering,
lifelong connections to nature. Educators have an opportunity to act
as guides and activate for students the sense of wonder and curiosity
possible only in the natural world, while simultaneously academically
enriching their instruction, simply by including the outdoors as part of
classroom teaching.
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