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I Encouraging kids to develop 

sense of oneness with nature 
B Y NANCY MAES 
Special to Tribune Newspapers 

Scott D. Sampson, host 
of the PBS Kids television 
series "Dinosaur Train," 
still has vivid memories of 
wading in a pond full of 
bloblike tadpoles when he 

· was 4 or 5 years old. In 
"How to Raise a Wild 
Child: The Art and Science 
of Falling in Love with 
Nature" (Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt), he writes, "I 
felt, perh aps for the first 
time in my life, a deep and 
ecstatic sense of oneness 
with nature." 

In his book, Sampson, 
who is vice president of 
research and collections at 
the Denver Museum of 
Nature and Science, details 
how parents can foster that 
same feeling in their own 
children. Here is an edited 
version of our conversa­
tion. 

6 fall ih love with nattu·e? 
A: To engender a sense 

of wildness in toddlers and 
the older kids, a backyard 
with a little grass and some 
rocks is wild enough. The 
one essenti_a:1 ingredient in 
early thildhood'is un­
strµc~ednature.play, 
where adtllts are bystand­
ers and kids can·be creative 
withfoos.e parts like ro~ks. 

· pine cones and 
branches. Sticks 
can be anything ­
scepters, walking 
sticks, digging 
tools. They re­
quire the mind to 
be inventive. 

Q:Yousay 
that experience, 
mentoring.and 
understanding 
are the three 
elements es­
sential for con­
necting children 
to nature. Can 
you elaborate on 
each one? Sampson 

Q:What 
about 7- toll­
year-olds? A: Experience 

means fi rsthand, multisen­
sory outdoor experiences, 
which evidence shows are 
far more emotionally and 
physiologically powerful 
than indoor experiences. 
Mentorship is about adults 
being present to share the 
experiences and showing 
that they value nature. 
Understanding is building 
the lmowledge that every­
thing is interconnected 
through the flow of energy 
and matter, and that every­
thing is connected through 
ti.me. 

Q: You write that the 
best way to connect 
children with nature 
changes as they grow up. 
What are the best ways 
to help children up to age 

A: In middle childhood, 
adventures should extend 
out into the conununity, 
but close to home, like an 
urban stream with a little 
vege~tion'or a)ocal park. 
Th'ebrairis,and bodies of 
ki& tli.i~ ·agf! are more 
formed, so we need to give 
them greater freedom and 
offer th.exp c]J.~enges that 
test their levels of compe­
tency, such as going out 
and collecting something 
in nature - (for example), 
pic~g fruit at a farm or 
taking photographs. 

Q:. You write that it's 
im:por6.lit::forfamilies to 
find a spot close to home 
to sit regularly and ob­
s'erve nature. Why? 

A: The "sit spot" lets you 

get to !mow one place and 
creates a sense of intimacy. 
If you sit long enough in a 
place, you will begin to not 
just see but sense many 
things. One of the ways to 
do this is to listen to the 
· birds because they tell you 
about the mood of the 
place and w hether or not 
predators are around. You 
should gQ to the sit spot at 
diffe.rent ti.mes of the day 
and different ti.mes of the 
year so you start to under­
stand that place almost like 
it's a friend. 

Q: Is it unfair to bur­
den children with the 
gloom-and-doom scenar­
io of global wanning, 
habitat destruction and 
species extinction? 

A: The key with all of 
early childhood and part of 
middle childhood is to give 
kids·amazing experiences 
in nature to help fos ter that 
sense of connectedness. 
Only after fourth grade do 
we start to talk about the 
reality of the bad things 
going on in the world. We 
always balance it with 
things that kids can do to 
make a difference, whether 
it be starting a recycling 
progran1orremoving 
invasive species, so they 
'get the sense that they 
have the power to change 
the world. 

Q: How can p arents 
connect teenagers to 
nature? 

A: You have to give teens 
abundant times in wild 
places in the company of 
their peers. Their brains 
drive them to take risks, so 
we need to provide them 
with safe opportunities to 
do this. It is better if mom 
and dad are nowhere in 
sight. Teens will be happi­
er with 20-somethings as 
supervisors to help them 
build skills. Teens are 
ultimately looking to figure 
out who they a.re and to 
create a higher degree of 
separation with the adult 
figures in their lives. 
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Scott D. Sampson, host 
of the PBS Kids television 
series "Dinosaur Train:' 
still has vivid memories.of 
wading in a pond full of 
bloblike tadpoles when he 

· was 4 or 5 years old. In 
"How to Raise a Wild 
Child: The Art and Science 
of Falling in Love with 
Nature" (Houghton Mifflin 
H arcourt), he writes, "I 
felt, perhaps for the first 
time in my life, a deep and 
ecstatic sense of oneness 
with nature." 

In his book, Sampson, 
who is vice president of 
research and collections at 
the Denver Musewn of 
Nature and Science, details 
how parents can foster that 
same feeling in their own 
children. Here is an edited 
version of our conversa­
tion. 

6 fall ih love with nature? 
A: To engender a sense 

of wildness in toddlers and 
the older kids, a backyard 
with a little grass and some 
rocks is wild enough. The 
one essenti.al ingredient in 
earlychildho'od'is un­
strµetu,;~qna~e play, 
where adwf$·are bystand­
ers and kids can be creative 
witldoos,e parts lill:e rocks, 

pine cones and 
branches. Sticks 
can be anything -
scepters,walking 
sticks, digging 
tools. They re­
quire the mind to 
be inventive. 

Q:Yousay 
that experience, 
mentoring.and 
understanding 
are the three 
elements es­
sential for con­
necting children 
to nature. Can 
you elaborate on 
each one? Sampson 

Q:What 
about 7- to ll­
year-olds? A: Experience 

means firsthand, multi.sen­
sory outdoor experiences, 
which evidence shows are 
far more emotionally and 
physiologically powerful 
than indoor experienees. 
Mentorship is about adults 
being present to share the 
experiences and showing 
that they value nature. 
Understanding is building 
the lmowledge that every­
thing is interconnected 
through the flow of energy 
and matter, and that every­
thing is connected through 
time. 

Q: You write that the 
best way to connect 
children with nature 
changes as they grow up. 
What are the best ways 
to help children up to age 

A: In middle childhood, 
adventures should extend 
out into the conumm.ity, 
but close to home, like an 
urban stream with a little 
veg~ijtion' or a:local park 
Th'~,bra,iris,and bodies of 
kids tli,is ag~ are more 
formed, sowe need to give 
them gJ'eatei: freedom and 
offe.r the,:µ d;?,lienges that 
test their levels of compe­
tency, such as going out 
and collecting something 
in nature - (for example), 
picking fruit at a farm or 
taking photographs. 

Q: :You write that it's 
~portanf:fod'anµlies to 
find a spot close to home 
to sit regul;irly and ob­
s'erve ruiture. Why? 

A: The "sit spot" lets you 

get to lmow one place and 
creates a sense of intimacy. 
If you sit long enough in a 
place, you will begin to not 
just see but sense many 
things. One of the ways to 
do this is to listen to the 
· birds because they tell you 
abeut the mood of the 
place and whether or not 
predators are around. You 
should gQ to the sit spot at 
different times of the day 
and different times of the 
year so you start to under­
stand that place almost like 
it's a friend. 

Q: Is it unfair to bur­
den children with the 
gloom-and-doom scenar­
io of global wanning, 
habitat destruction and 
species extinction? 

A: The key with all of 
early childhood and part of 
middle childhood is to give 
kids·amazing experiences 
in nature to help foster that 
sense of connectedness. 
Only after fourth grade do 
we start to talk about the 
reality of the bad things 
going on in the world. We 
always balance it w'ith 
things that kids can do to 
make a difference, whether 
it be starting a recycling 
progran1orremoving 
invasive species, so they 
'get the sense that they 
have the power to change 
the world. 

Q: How can parents 
connect teenagers to 
nature? 

A: You have to give teens 
abundant times in wild 
places in the company of 
their peers. Their bra.ins 
drive them to take risks, so 
we need to provide them 
,vith safe opportunities to 
do this. It is better if mom 
and dad are nowhere in 
sight. Teens will be happi­
er with 20-somethings as 
supervisors to help them 
build skills. Teens are 
ultimately looking to figure 
out who they are and to 
create a higher degree of 
separation with the adult 
figures in their lives. 


