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                As the father of three children, my number one priority is to keep them safe.  With the 

abundance of technology available it’s easy to buy your children video games, tablets, 

computers, phones, iPads, and the latest technology, and feel secure that they are safe and 

entertained under your watchful eye. Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-

Deficit Disorder gave me an entirely new perspective on the best way to raise healthy, 

spiritually grounded, self sufficient children.  Over the past decade we have seen an increase in 

the number of children dealing with childhood depression, anxiety, ADHD, and obesity (Center 

for Disease Control). The author, Richard Louv uses stories from his childhood, numerous 

studies, anecdotal evidence, environmental experts, and testimony of educators to show what 

happens when an entire generation of children is disconnected from nature.  Louv explains the 

nature deficit disorder that kids face when they are not exposed to nature and other non 

structured outdoor activities. Louv explores what he calls, “the increasing divide between the 

young and the natural world, and the environmental, social, psychological, and spiritual 

implications of that change.” 

      Richard Louv portrays nature as a living breathing entity, not something that is abstract and 

foreign.  Louv writes that, “nature inspires creativity in a child by demanding visualization and 

the full use of the senses.”  Louv discusses how children embracing nature is being impeded by 

private and public government   policies, which discourage children from participating in 

traditional outdoor play.  Louv uses the Center for Disease Control (CDC) statistics to show the 

link between watching television or sitting at a computer, and childhood obesity. Louv points 

out that “the obesity epidemic coincides with the greatest increase in organized children’s 

sports in history.” Louv uses studies from Norway, England, and Sweden to show the 

advantages of playing among trees, rocks, and woods rather than flat playgrounds. Louv writes 

about how exploring nature can benefit kids with depression and attention deficit disorder. 

Louv does concede that countless children who suffer from mental illness and attention 

disorders do benefit from medication.  Louv seeks to change the ethos that characterizes the 

beliefs and actions of this generation of children and their parents. He writes, “for a whole 

generation of kids, direct experience in the backyard, in the tool shed, in the fields and woods, 
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has been replaced by indirect learning, through machines. These young people are smart, they 

grew up with computers, and they were supposed to be superior-but now we know something 

is missing.” 

     Louv believes that fear plays a role in children not exploring or being in touch with nature. 

Louv calls this the boogeyman syndrome. Parents are afraid of the children getting hurt, crime, 

strangers, and abduction. Louv points out that between 1970 and 1990 the radius around the 

home were children were allowed to play without adult supervision had shrunk to a ninth of 

what it was in 1970.   

     Louv believes that this generation of children can be saved and that the nature deficit 

disorder can be reversed. Louv describes nature deficit disorder as, “the human cost of 

alienation from nature, among them: diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties, and 

higher rates of physical and emotional illness.” The question is what steps can those in Parks 

and Recreation take to reduce nature deficit disorder. Louv envisions green urbanism and a 

“zoopolis” where “our schools would use surrounding natural environments as classrooms.” 

Louv encourages parents to become involved and encourage their children to explore and 

venture out into nature. Louv believes that a transformation can be accomplished with creative 

land use, planning, architecture, and education.  In the introduction to Last Child in the Woods, 

Louv writes “this book is about the end of that earlier time, but it is also about a new frontier-a 

better way to live with nature.” 

      We as Park and Recreation professionals must help reduce the fear that increasingly 

separates children from nature. “If environmental groups, along with Scouting and other 

traditional outdoors-oriented organizations, wish to pass on the heritage of their movement, 

and the ongoing care of the earth, they cannot ignore children’s needs to explore, to get their 

hands dirty their feet wet.”  This statement by Louv has both professional and personal 

implications.  Louv points out that the number of visitors to the national park system has 

dropped approximately 25 percent between 1987 and 2003.  I agree with his assertion that the 

reason for the decline is the “break between the young and nature.” The Los Angeles Times 

reported that, “concession managers in Yosemite, the Grand Canyon, and Yellowstone Park 
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national parks bring in hundreds of foreign workers annually from Eastern Europe, South 

America, Asia, and Southern Africa”, because they cannot recruit enough American youth.  In 

2001 the number of visitors who camped in national parks dropped by nearly a third, its lowest 

point in a quarter century. As Parks and Recreation professionals we have to find a way to 

encourage children to embrace nature. The sustainability of Parks, Forest, and other outdoor 

venues depends on finding ways to engage not only this generation, but future generations as 

well.   If children have a vested interest in protecting nature they will grow into adults who 

value and want to protect  “their” forest, beaches, parks, and natural resources. Louv called this 

the “attachment theory”, and described its importance in this quote, “the protection of nature 

depends on more than the organizational strength of stewardship organizations; it also 

depends on the quality of the relationship between the young and nature-on how, or if, the 

young attach to nature.”  

     Louv spoke to Ken Leinbach the director of the Urban Ecology center in Milwaukee 

Wisconsin. The Urban Ecology Center is a nonprofit organization which has hosted outdoor 

education programs for more than eighteen thousand students from twenty three schools. 

Leinbach said he sees, “environmental education as a great tool for urban revitalization.” I am 

interested in working in urban communities and helping expose the citizens of these 

communities, especially the children, to the nature movement, recreation, leisure, and urban 

agriculture.  As advocates for healthy physically and mentally capable children we must 

embrace the notion that, “the children and nature movement is fueled by this fundamental 

idea: the child in nature is an endangered species, and the health of children and the health of 

the Earth are inseparable.” 

      

      

 

      

 


