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Please:

Think of a nature memory from 

when you were about 6 years old.

• Jot down a few words

OR

• Doodle a quick sketch



First this…



…then this:



And finally:



My confession:

I used to instill

ecophobic

feelings in 

young children. 



What 

is 

ecophobia ?



Author David Sobel:

The fear of nature 

young children can develop when

their primary contact with the 

natural world is hearing bad news 

about the environment.



What kind of 

“bad news” are we

talking about?



Let’s look at examples,

then analyze them 

together.



“L” is for Las Vegas frog….



The very last line on 
the last page:



“Let’s hope 

human beings 

never become 

extinct.”







Rainforests are as fragile 
as dreams.

Right now, time is running out 

for our planet’s rainforests, and the 
Amazon is being slashed and burned.

If we do nothing about it, we’ll face

the extinction of more species than

any other time since the dinosaurs

disappeared….



But there’s still hope…

…and you can help save the 
Amazon rainforest for EnviroKidz 
in the future. 

By putting Amazon™ Flakes on your
breakfast table, you’ve taken a big step 
towards preserving our planet’s priceless
genetic resources.



Gorillas are threatened with 
extinction by habitat destruction 
and by illegal hunting.





FOAL: What was it like 

when you were young 

like me?

MOTHER: 1,000s of zebras roamed

Africa’s savannahs and grazed the 

grasslands like you and me.

FOAL: What happened?



MOTHER: Men with guns.

FOAL: What will happen now? Will I be old like 
you?  Will I see thousands, too?

THE END



Hmmmm….

How do YOU feel 

right now?



Hmmmm….

How do KIDS react 
when overwhelmed?



Overwhelming kids with doom 
and gloom is inappropriate:

Cognitively: it doesn’t work

Emotionally: more harm than good



First, we’ll look at 

this from 

a COGNITIVE 

point of view:



I need eight 

brave volunteers.



Time for math:

You have a child’s attention 
from age 5 to 15 and your goal 
is to teach them calculus.

Where do you start?



What happens if…

…you do too much 
too soon?



A short story…



“Save the elephants!
Don’t buy Ivory Soap.”



Other examples:

•5-day Zoo Camp

•Sex Education 

•Movies

•Letters to BZ director



Letters from 2nd graders to BZ Dir:

• “You can put signs up telling people not to kill 
elephants.”—Scott

• “I know what you can do—make more food 
for the animals.”—Jake

• “Please don’t let people build their houses in 
front on an animals’ habitat. Because you 
could be building a hunter’s house and they 
could kill the animals living there.”—Alexis 



Let’s look at 

this from 

an EMOTIONAL

point of view:



West German study, 1980s

GOAL: To create empowered 
global citizens 

STRATEGY: Inform elementary 
students  of environmental 
problems and how they can 
participate in finding solutions



Follow-up studies years later:

“Education officials found that students 

felt hopeless and disempowered. 

The problems were seemingly so widespread 

and beyond the student's control that their 

tendency was to turn away from rather than 

face up to, participating in local attempts at 

problem solving.”



What’s the #1 
stressor in life?  



Feeling responsible 

for things you can’t 
control.



“Dad, Zoo Camp makes 
me feel kinda panicky.”

--9 year old



More letters from 2nd graders:

• How can I help? I really, really, really 
want to help? What can I do? Please 
send to me quick so I can help quick, I 
am very, very, VERY concerned.” – Alex

• We are real sad that all the animals are 
dying. –Max



What do 
teenagers 

think?



“Kindergarteners and 1st and 2nd

graders still believe in Santa; the

world is good to you. Hearing 

about bad news can make you 

stumble.”

– Marcus, age 16



“Giving children bad news about the 
environment at an early age robs 
them of their childhood by giving 
them adult problems.  This causes 
kids to grow up too fast.  

They should be enjoying their 
childhood instead of worrying about 
issues that belong…

--Stephanie, age 16



…in the White House.”





Amazing Facts:

“Every day, 40,000 of the 
world’s poorest children 
under age 5 die 
unnecessarily for lack of 
basic health care and 
medicine.”





More math:
Think back to the year you 

were age 6. What were the

big global issues of the time?



Calling all kids!

10
easy ways 

to help 

STOP the 

Viet Nam war.



Hey kids!

Bazillions of kids 
die everyday 
from polio; 

here’s how YOU 
can find a cure!



Listen up 
little ones: 

Here’s 
how 

YOU can 

fix NASA!



Why age 6?



Did anyone’s nature play 

memory from age 6
involve bad news about 
the environment?



Double whammy:

Bad news

Nature play



Back to my confession:



Why didn’t I realize…



Ponder this for Q&A:

WHY do well-intentioned, 
professional educators forget 
what they know about child 
development when it comes 
to the environment?



When you know better, 

you do better.
--Oprah Winfrey



4-Step Plan to Avoid Ecophobia:

1. Back off the bad news.

2. Understand the value of nature play.

3. Practice good “environmental manners”

4. Bring nature into children’s lives.



Step 1: Back off the bad news

“No (extra) tragedies 

before 4th grade.”

--David Sobel



OK:

• Predation

• Life cycle



Huh?



Rule of thumb:

Don’t mess 

with a child’s 

sense of hope 

for the future.



Suggestion: Inventory your materials

Replace this             With this 
(but check the last few pages!)



Once  the cat’s out of the bag…



What if young children 

ASK 

about a big problem?



If young children ask…

“I heard about that, too, and it 
makes me sad.  But I know 
there are a lot of grown ups 
working to help and maybe 
when you grow up, you can 
too.”



Step 2: Value nature play

What’s so great 
about it?



Childhood may have changed…



…but children don’t.

What do children across 

time, gender, and culture 

need, want and love to do?



Nature Play is a
universal pursuit of childhood



Nature Play 
invites 

investigation



Nature Play stimulates the senses.



Nature Play provides challenges 
which build confidence.



Nature Play invites risk-taking
and everyday injuries.





Danger Done Right

Children build confidence when they:

Size up a challenge

Try something new

Face their fears

What’s really dangerous? 

When children don’t test their limits 

or learn to trust their decisions.



Nature Play requires focus, problem-
solving, and coordination.



Predictable Unpredictable



Predictable Unpredictable



Nature Play puts kids in charge.



Nature Play promotes innovation:



Nature Play is full of “loose parts”



In any environment, both the degree of inventive-
ness and creativity, and the possibility of discovery, 
are directly proportional to the number and kind of 
variables in it. -- Simon Nicholson, 1971



Nature Play 
is real.



Nature Play is joyful.



Nature Play offers exploration and discovery.



Nature Play is calming and healing.



Dr. Louise Chawla
University of Colorado, Boulder

Free time spent in wild or…



…semi-wild places and…



…and an adult role model who gave 
nature “appreciative attention.”



“It is not half so important to know as to feel

when introducing a young child 

to the natural world.”



No 

expertise 

needed!



Step 3: Practice good 
“environmental manners.”

Don’t make it any 
more frightening than 
learning “please” and 

“thank you.”



Focus on what children can control:

Leave out the dire consequences of what might 
happen if no one recycled!



This is one empowered 9 year old!



Children can do these

actions out of habit, 

not fear.



Don’t suggest actions children 
can’t control:



Yes No

Children can turn off faucets…they can’t hire plumbers.



Children’s experience with 
nature changes over time:



Age Focus

Birth-3 Sensory

4-7 Sensory, Empathy

8-11 Sensory, Empathy,
Exploration

12+ Sensory, Empathy,
Exploration, 
Social Justice 



Age Focus Activity Action

Birth
to 

age
3

Sensory



Age Focus Activity Action

4 
to
7

Sensory 
Empathy



Age Focus Activity Action

8-11 Sensory
Empathy
Exploration



Age Focus Activity Action

12+ Sensory
Empathy
Exploration
Social Justice

Ask, 
“What 

problem 
do you 
want to 

help 
solve?”



Who can influence policy?

Believe in Themselves       Believe in the Tooth Fairy



It’s 
impossible 
for adults 
to 
remember 
childhood.



Two stories….





Step 4: Bring Nature into 
Children’s Lives 

Children’s play impulse is 

hard-wired, 

but it needs support. 

Like breastfeeding.

--Erika Christakis



Plants



Pets



Art

Andy Goldsworthy Your child



Wildlife





Activity



Garden



Community

Before After?











Do what you can.



Sign at Hamill Family Play Zoo

Eric 
age 2





“From Camper To Colleague”
workshop session



4-Step Plan to Avoid Ecophobia:

1. Back off the bad news.

2. Understand the value of nature play.

3. Practice good “environmental manners”

4. Bring nature into children’s lives.



Let us allow 
children to 

love the earth 
before we 
ask them 
to save it.

--Sobel



Q & A
Let’s talk! 

KatieS@ChicagoChildrensMuseum.Org
or

www.HelipadParent.org

http://www.helipadparent.org/


David Sobel



Joan Almon



WHY do well-intentioned, 
professional educators forget 
what they know about child 
development when it comes 
to the environment?



To the 20-somethings who learned 
about rainforest destruction as children:

• Was there any advantage?

• Did some people tune out or 
become overwhelmed? 

• Why didn’t you?


