


When you think about creating and maintaining a positive learning environment, or 

simply reducing challenging behavior, it may not immediately occur to you that 

allowing the children time outside can have a significant impact. But it can – and there 

are many reasons why.



Most obviously, it is in the outdoors that children can engage in large, loud, and 

boisterous behaviors that would be frowned upon – and prohibited – indoors. This 

allows them to burn off excess energy and get it out of their system. It’s also the best 

place for them to practice and master emerging physical skills and to experience the 

pure joy of movement. And a joyful child is a child who’s unlikely to act out. 



Nature has also been shown to create a sense of peace in children, and to generate 

more positive feelings toward one another. It has even been shown to reduce or 

eliminate bullying.

Obviously, if children feel more peaceful and have more positive feelings toward one 

another, challenging behavior is going to be reduced! Your setting will be far more 

tranquil than if the children were feeling anxious, or had negative feelings toward one 

another!



Outside, the children are more likely to invent games. As they do, they’re able to 

express themselves and learn about the world in their own way. They feel safe and in 

control, which promotes autonomy, decision making, and organizational skills. 

Inventing rules for games (as young children like to do) promotes an understanding of 

why rules are necessary, which will make them less resistant toward yours. Although 

the children are just playing to have fun, they learn communication and other social 

skills.

Finally, after contact with nature, children score higher on tests of concentration and 

self-discipline. Children with ADHD are also better able to concentrate after 

experiences in nature. A child who’s able to concentrate is far less likely to feel 

frustrated and angry!



A connection with nature is especially important for children who have experienced 

trauma. 



Many teachers – and entire schools and school districts – withhold recess as a form 

of punishment for any number of infractions, in the mistaken belief that it will improve 

behavior. But the fact is, withholding recess is rarely, if ever, a logical consequence 

for a child’s “transgression.” If there’s no logic behind it, children may well push back.

Alternatively, recent research indicates that breaks, particularly for young students, 

are far more likely to improve behavior. So, withholding recess is counterproductive –

and cruel – for many reasons. 

Clearly, if we want to create a positive learning environment where challenging 

behavior is the exception rather than the norm, we need to get the kids outdoors as 

often as possible!





Bonus Activity!:

Thunder & Lightning

Many games you play indoors can easily be taken outside. Thunder & Lightning is a

cooperative game, which promotes prosocial skills, and is about an event that takes 

place in nature!

●Talk to the children about thunder and lightning. Do they know that thunder is the 

sound that follows lightning?

●Children pair off and then decide who will first be “lightning” and who will first be 

“thunder.” (They’ll get to be both eventually so there should be no disputes.) When 

you give the signal to go, the children separate from one another and move around 

the room, keeping their eyes on one another the whole time. When the child acting as 

lighting “strikes” (moves in the way she thinks lightning moves), “thunder” responds by 

moving in the way he thinks thunder does.

●After a while, the children switch roles.
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