MORE GREEN TIME FOR SCHOOLS

The health and wellbeing of Australia's children and adolescents, now and in the future, is under threat. In 2002–2003, the most prevalent child health issues affecting children are preventable: obesity, dental disease, emotional and behavioural problems, bullying and learning delays Waters &Baur (2003) 

The figures are alarming with overweight and obesity affecting about 23% of Australian children and adolescents and this is increasing with the prevalence of overweight children almost doubling and obesity more than tripling from the previous decade.

The increasing incidences of ADHD is also alarming and evident by the 8 fold increase in consumption, in Australia, of drugs that treat ADHD in the last decade (Berbatis et al 2002).

The consequences of increasing incidents of these health issues is substantial.

Some of the implications for the future can be gathered from studies that indicate that  once children or adolescents are overweight or obese, their weight is unlikely to track backwards. 

Extensive literature reviews have concluded that diets high in fat, low in fibre and/or low in fruits and vegetables are associated with an increased incidence of, and mortality from, various cancers.(huon & Wadle 1999).

Rates of behavioral and emotional problems and ADHD means that each classroom may have between 3-6 children directly affected by these issues.

The effects of all of these issues can and often does result in increased incidences of depression, which is also on the rise according to increases in prescription drugs for treating depression in children(Beyondblue).

While the causes for these many and varied health issues are themselves many and varied there are some things we do know.

As stated by Waters & Baur, 2003, “Children's fruit and vegetable consumption has decreased over the past 20 years. Their physically active time has also decreased, while time spent in sedentary activities such as television watching and computer games has increased. Finally, consumption of energy-dense foods has increased."

Evidence from controlled trials highlights the potential for school-based programs that promote physical activity, modify dietary intake and reduce sedentary behaviours (Waters & Baur, 2003). 

In fact given the current situation we have to develop these potential school based programs in an effort to reverse the most prevalent preventable health issue facing our children,

So what if there was one change in school culture and policy we could make that would affect all these changes?

Amazingly there is something we can do to affect all these changes and more.

Typically we would address all these issues separately in an effort to affect change but, I ask you to consider for a moment taking an alternative approach to improving children's health and well-being in a way that may not address all these issues separately and treat the resulting symptoms but in a more holistic, integrated fashion that is aimed at not only treating but more importantly preventing these issues. As stated initially by Waters &Baur (2003) “the most prevalent child health issues affecting children are preventable” and this is the real issue.

Nature Nurture, not nurturing nature although that can come into it but the nurturing affect that nature can have on us as human beings, adult or child can be employed in schools to bring about improvements in our children's general health and well being. 

The positive benefits of being around or viewing plants has been well documented in many situations and is loudly trumpeted by Horticultural Therapy Societies across the globe. However this research is largely targeted at adults working more efficiently in offices with a view of parks or recovering quicker in hospitals with a green view (Reilf 1992). However recent research indicates significant affects of green time on children, their development and most interestingly on the treatment of the symptoms of ADHD.

ADHD children are restless and prone to outbursts, they have trouble listening, following directions and focusing on tasks. Medication and therapy are the most common treatments, often with side effects. 

Researchers are now suggesting an alternative way to relieve ADHD  symptoms that virtually has no cost.

They have found that “ADHD symptoms in children are relieved after contact with nature. The ability to concentrate, complete tasks and follow directions improves dramatically after play in green natural settings. The greener the settings the more the relief”(Taylor et al 2001).

There are several theories to explain how and why being around plants can be beneficial. According to Relf 1992 “the simplest theories, the overload and arousal theories, maintain that in the modern world, we are constantly bombarded with so much noise, movement and visual complexity that our surroundings can overwhelm our senses and lead to damaging levels of psychological and physiological excitement. Environments dominated by plants on the other hand are less complex and have patterns that reduce arousal and therefore reduce our feeling of stress.”

Other theories maintain that our responses to plants are a result of evolution, “that is since we evolved in environments comprised primarily of plants, we have a psychological and physiological response to them” (Relf 1992). As documented by Ulrich and Simon 1986 with studies detailing the physiological changes related to the recovery from stress, including lowering blood pressure and reduced muscle tension upon viewing plants. 
However the theory that explains the positive effects of green time on ADHD symptoms is Attention Restoration Theory. Taylor et al (2001), proposes that “humans have two types of attention; voluntary (directed) and involuntary. Directed attention is the kind we use when we deliberately pay attention and after prolonged and sustained use directed attention becomes fatigued. Involuntary attention which is used observing things in nature, is easy and does not require effort”. Attention Restoration Theory suggests that natural environments assist in recovery from directed attention fatigued in part because they draw on involuntary attention rather than directed.

So how can we enlist nature to bring about these and other positive effects on our children's health and well-being?

There are many ways we can enlist the help of nature in our schools and there are many other benefiting offshoots in doing so. However they all involve expanding the definition of classroom to include our school grounds and enhancing and creating these spaces where needed.

As stated by Subramaniam 2002, “the idea of incorporating the natural outdoors as a integral part of children's learning is not new.”  In 1903 Gillies and Hall in Nature Studies in Australia say “One of the soundest maxims of teaching is, Strive to form a body of school interests by utilising the outdoors, the LIFE interests of the child.” Yet over 100 years later we are still trying to do this and now with a continued decline in both children's and the environments health it is even more important that we strive to do this.

Increased urbanisation and environmental degradation mean that school grounds now play an even more important role in providing opportunities for children to connect with natural environments. And as stated by Fisman (2001) “Given the growing body of literature that suggests that children’s experiences in natural environments support healthy growth and development, there is an urgent need to examine the institutions where children are spending there time, such as schools, and assess whether these physical environments can be adapted to promote positive child development. One such strategy is the “naturalisation” of schoolyards.

There are two aspects to the naturalisation of schoolyards and these both provide us with many appropriate teaching strategies and topic areas:

1.Wild Nature – involves restoring natural habitats as they would have occurred just over 200 years ago.

2.Domestic Nature – creating fruit and vegetable gardens, may include herbs and medicinal plants.

There are many topic areas to explore that are common to both such as science, biology and botany. Mathematics and geography can be incorporated through many avenues also such and designing and mapping garden beds, plant propagation and experiments, monitoring and graphing.

However Wild and Domestic  individually also allow exploration of many other areas of curriculum.

Wild Nature, attempting to be representative of our local natural environments may include a diverse number of topics and activities such as environmental studies, issues in biodiversity, local habitat studies, bushland restoration activities, conservation issues.

According to Moore and Wong (1996), “active learning in outdoor settings stimulates all aspects of child development more readily than indoor environments.” Given that most children have contact with a schoolyard on a regular basis throughout their childhood, it is an environment that deserves substantial attention. And through embarking on a creating a garden-based learning environment we give children the positive benefits of, experiential education, green time, physical activity, as well as the opportunity to be engaged with the natural world which studies have shown has the potential to set a child on a trajectory towards environmentalism(Fisman 1992). Actively participating in such a project to restore school ground and perhaps local environments can also, result in a significant sense of well being through being allowed to improve and affect our natural environment when environmental subject content can often have a “nightmarish, insidious effect on young children”.

Domestic Nature encompasses issues and activities that are focused on where our food comes from, growing and producing fruit and vegetables, sustainable food production, nutrition and biology studies.

The incorporation of domestic-nature gardening into the school curriculum provides an excellent avenue in which to discuss food – where it comes from, its health benefits, how to choose healthy foods and factors contributing to health as well as concepts such as recycling and composting. 

Nolan (2005) says “Food preferences, dietary habits, behavior and lifestyle choices are all developed and established during childhood. A curriculum combined with active participation in gardening can be used to influence primary children's attitudes and preferences regarding fruits and vegetables and improve knowledge about nutrition.” 

Gardens also provide students with hands on experience through growing, harvesting, and preparing common and uncommon foods. As stated by Morrris et al (2002) “This allows students to gain completed ownership in the process of selecting the foods they eat. Children are more likely to taste vegetables that they grow themselves.”

The overview role that schools can play in educating students is through a change in school culture that not only supports and encourages active engagement with nature but requires it in order to gain a significant range of health benefits; social, physical, emotional and behavioral.

For schools and children to gain the health benefits of using nature nurture and learning landscapes there needs to be a school wide shift in policy and procedure not just one off programs.

Creating a school environment that supports regular physical activity and healthy eating habits as well as recognizing the importance of green time for general well-being and ADHD children and gains numerous other benefits can be achieve through commitment and practical changes. No longer should the class outside be seen as budging or taking it easy they should be seen as providing children with opportunities to learn and participate in ways that cannot be achieved in the classroom. 

Wells & Lekies (2006) sum it up, “ Encouraging children to become engaged with the natural world, preserving habitats where they can do so, and creating programs and opportunities for this to occur may be critical to the future of healthy children, healthy adults and a healthy planet.”

Garden-based education readily lends itself to integration with other Domains.

Nature and gardens have long been a source of inspiration or art and literacy. Mathematics and science are afforded engaged learning through garden-based experiences and experiments.

Cultural, societal and environmental studies can all be explored through wild and domestic-nature gardens.

The limitations of embarking on a whole school health program that requires students to physically engage with learning via a garden has been identified in many studies. Notably by Graham et al (2005), who states that “ Funding, expertise and curriculum materials where the limitations to garden-based learning programs.”    

Additional funding will be required undoubtedly to establish learning landscapes, however much can be achieved with minimal amounts and supportive communities.

Expertise, in particular, gardening and bushland restoration, are definitely required, teachers or parents may possess these and increasingly specialists are being employed to assist and conduct curriculum linked activities.  Currently many schools are recognising the importance of establishing learning landscapes and active environmental education and there is a movement towards employing specialists in these areas as they employ specialist Physical Ed and Music teachers (VAEE 2006).

So although the limitations can be significant if they can be overcome the positive outcomes in the most prevalent health issues affecting children, being overweight and obesity, emotional and behavioral problems, bullying and learning delays can also be significant.
