
sult is limiting the potential of 

today's young people, Louv says. 

He brings together anecdotal 

evidence gathered from years of 

traveling the United States and 

talking to kids, as well as the 

most comprehensive research on 

nature and its benefits. He con-

cludes that the absence of nature 

in many children's lives is key 

when it comes to problems they 

increasingly face, such as obesity, 

attention disorders, depression 

and stress. Louv posits that ex-

posure to nature can help pre-

vent these ills and enhance our 

children's academic and emo-

tional growth. 

 

"Although we don't yet have a 

wealth of rigorous, controlled 

studies that allow us to make a 

definitive statement about cause 

and effect, we do have a variety 

of studies that collectively point 
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Recess, soccer practice, the 

neighborhood playground -- all 

are great avenues for getting our 

kids up and out. But when it 

comes to their mental as well as 

physical well-being, children need 

something else, something ele-

mental: They need nature.  

So says a new school of thought 

that is gaining notice by chil-

dren's medical and mental health 

experts.  

 

Supporters assert that, for a 

child, a deep forest or sprawling 

parkland can be the best play-

ground ever. Author Richard 

Louv's groundbreaking book, 

Last Child in the Woods: Saving 

Our Children from Nature-

Deficit Disorder, has been a 

catalyst for kick-starting the 

movement. Louv's new book 

also gives a name to what he says 

is a troubling disconnect be-

tween today's children and the 

great outdoors: "nature-deficit 

disorder."  

Blame it on shrinking green 

space, overscheduling by families 

-- whatever the reason, the re-

Safety surfacing around elevated 

play structures is not only rec-

ommended, it is required by a 

growing number of accreditation 

programs including the National 

Association for the Education of 

Young Children (NAEYC).  But 

what is a school or childcare 

agency to do when they are 

presented with the astronomical 

costs involved? 

Surfacing is rated by the decel-

eration impact on a childõs head 

during a fall.  The resilience of a 

surface is tested by a direct ver-

tical drop which is rarely how a 

child falls. Simply because a resil-

ient surface meets head impact 

standards does not mean that  

injuries will be prevented. 

 

Falls tend to occur in a diagonal 

motion whereby uniform materi-

als such rubber surfacing will not 

absorb the shock by moving with 

the force applied upon it. Wood-

chips, on the other hand, absorb 

impacts at most angles when 

properly installed.  

 

The greatest disadvantage of 

purchasing woodchips is the cost 

of shipping to Hawaii. Wood-

Mother Nature: Raising healthier kids 

Surfacing with Woodchips 
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Provide shade with 

trees or shrubs. 

When natural shade 

isnõt available, use 

shade sails. For 

under $100 they 

can be purchased 

through 

www.costco.com  

Diversify play with 

a balance of activi-

ties that exercise 

their creative, 

social, and physical 

skills.  

Give children a 

sense of place and 

privacy by dividing 

the play area up 

into sections while 

also maintaining 

physical and visual 

access.  

Make your play 

area responsive to 

child development 

needs instead of 

responding to the 

sales appeal of 

playground equip-

ment reps.  

 

"Kids who play in natural 

areas have been shown to 

engage in more creative 

and cooperative play."  --  

Richard Louv, author of ñLast 

Child in the Woods: Saving Our 

Children from Nature -Deficit 

Disorderò 
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Unstructured play, 
indoors or out, lets 

children initiate activity, 
develop problem - solving 

skills, use their 
imagination and negotiate 
with peers. The outdoors, 

especially green 
environments, provides a 

uniquely engaging 
environment for this type 

of play.  

  
--   Martha Erickson, Ph.D.  

Play equipment intended 

for climbing needs to have 

the same coverage of 

safety surface as commer-

cial equipment. Locate at 

least 9 feet away from 

other active -play, struc-

tures.  

Contõd: Mother Nature 

New Inspection/Consultations 

to an association between 

outdoor play and an array of 

good outcomes for kids," says 

Martha Erickson, Ph.D., a chil-

dren's mental health expert 

and senior fellow and profes-

sor at the University of Minne-

sota.   

 

Over the 

years, the 

hours that 

children 

spend playing 

outside can 

pay off when 

it comes to 

physical, 

intellectual 

and social 

development. 

Yet, such 

valuable in-

teraction is 

fleeting these days. From 1997 

to 2003, there was a 50% drop 

in kids who participated in 

outdoor activities such as hik-

ing, walking and fishing, ac-

cording to a University of 

Maryland study.  

 

Erickson and Louv, who both 

are active in the Children & 

Nature Network, which seeks 

to raise awareness about the 

importance of nature in kids' 

lives, say that even time-

pressed families and city dwell-

ers can find places that fit the 

bill. And lawmakers are listen-

ing, too. Some states, including 

Connecticut, California and 

Maine, have launched initia-

tives to get more young peo-

ple outdoors. And on the fed-

eral level, the pending No 

Child Left Inside Act seeks to 

provide new funding for envi-

ronmental education.  

ness, staff accessibility, or envi-

ronmental factors such as sun 

exposure. 

The road to a safer playground 

is to view your play area in a 

comprehensive manner.  Im-

portant questions to start 

asking are: 1) é are children 

content without bullying oth-

ers because they are engaged 

by a balance of play events? 2) 

é do you know how to apply 

the concept of risk manage-

ment to outdoor play? 3) é 

are staff more occupied with 

rules than actively engaging in 

play activities? 

Grassroots Playscapes has devel-

oped a playground inspection 

process that identifies safety 

issues and provides definitive 

and economical solutions. The 

goal is to assist schools in 

providing secure yet functional 

playgrounds where children 

are free to independently ex-

plore their world. 

Inspection reports are format-

ted to HAEYC and DHS ac-

creditation standards in addi-

tion to CPSC guidelines. 

Please call us to arrange an 

appointment with a certified 

playground inspector. 

òOur playground was in-

spected,ó a preschool director 

exclaimed, òhe told us we 

needed to tear down our old 

equipment and replace it with 

hisó. 

Sadly this is the extent of most 

playground inspections that 

are equipment and sales ori-

ented. In fact, Certified Play-

ground Safety Inspectors 

(CPSI) are trained primarily to 

observe the condition of play-

ground equipment and they 

are not prepared to deal with 

other pertinent safety issues 

such as emergency prepared-

Preserve  

natural 

space by 

using 

ground 

based play 

features  

P L A Y G R O U N D  N E W S  Y O U  C A N  U S E  

Generate some ideas for your 

playground. Here are just a few 

links to people making greener 

playgrounds: 

 

www.naturalearning.org 

www.naturalplaygrounds.com 

www.earthplay.net 

 
é or just simply do a Google 

search for examples of people 

who have made their school 

playground into a green oasis. 

A growing trend  

towards creating 

greener playgrounds... 

Safety Tip 



The Outside Advantage 
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Although scientific studies of the ef-

fects of nature on child development 

are still in their infancy, quite a few 

point to a distinctly positive role. 

Here's how: 

-- Nature can be a stress 

reducer.  A 2003 study 

published in Environment 

and Behavior concluded that 

green plants and vistas re-

duce stress among children 

in rural areas. The more 

natural the surroundings, 

the better: A greater degree 

of "greenery" around the 

home was linked to more 

significant stress reduction.  

 

-- Nature can make kids more 

focused. University of Illinois 

research found that children with 

attention-deficit disorder can focus 

more effectively after outdoor 

activities. Other studies have 

yielded similar results: Urban kids 

have shown increased cognitive 

ability when they have access to 

natural settings, and Swedish pre-

schoolers who played in more 

natural settings suffered fewer 

attention lapses -- being distracted, 

interrupting, not listening -- than 

those who played in less natural 

areas.  

 

-- Nature can enhance a child's 

emotional and social develop-

ment.  If young children have regu-

lar opportunities for unstructured 

play, then they are likely to have a 

greater chance of getting along 

with others and being happier, 

healthier and smarter, report re-

searchers at the Children's Hospi-

tal of Philadelphia. Teens also can 

benefit: A survey of participants in 

wilderness programs found that 

their interactions with nature re-

sulted in enhanced self-esteem, 

independence and initiative.  

Last summer we were delighted 

with the task of creating a play-

ground for toddlers at Ke Anuenue 

Pili Kai Rainbow in Kona. 

Serving the children of high schools 

students, the play events surround 

a playhouse as a symbol of home. 

Venturing from the home there is a 

sandbox, cascading water troughs, 

a banging station (music that is!), a 

sensory garden, to-fro swings, and 

several crawling obstacles. 

We wish you all many years of joy 

to come. 

 

Latest Projects: Kona Headstart 

It is the child in 
man that is the 
source of his 
uniqueness and 
creativeness, and 
the playground is 
the optimal 
milieu for the 
unfolding of his 
capacities.  
 

Eric Hoffer  


