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Mental health and the calming 
refrains of nature

JASON TYNDALL, NATURE PLAY SA 

ENCOURAGING CHILDREN TO SPEND MORE TIME IN NATURE 

The rise in mental health statistics in Australia, for both adults and children, is alarming and indicates 
a need for greater intervention across all facets of our lives. Strategies to approach mental health and 
wellbeing vary greatly; however, extensive research is emerging that demonstrates spending time 
in nature improves the mental health of children and adults. In this practical piece Nature Play SA’s 
General Manager Jason Tyndall provides some practical ideas to encourage children to spend more 
time in nature within an education context.  

Whether it be in a school, work or home environment, time in nature is often seen 

as a lesser priority across our lives and the lives of our children. But if we cast our 

minds back to how we played as children and the contact we had with nature – and 

compare that to the experience of today’s children – we had, generally speaking, 

far more time in nature than they do. We have to ask ourselves: what is the flow-

on effect in a child’s life when they are having less time in nature than any other 

generation? There are some instances today when a child can have no contact with 

nature for days on end, illustrating the significant shift from the daily contact with 

nature that we had in years gone by. Is this a problem? In short, yes it is. We are 

now at point in time where we see an emerging body of research that is causing 

leaders and practitioners to shift their focus and perspective to integrate nature 

into pedagogical practice, and furthermore, inviting their communities along for the 

journey, demonstrating a holistic approach to incorporating nature into a child’s life. 

We are getting there. There is much work to be done but the future is hopeful, as 

these powerful words from Margaret Mead attest:

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,  

committed citizens can change the world; indeed,  

it is the only thing that ever has. 

From an education perspective, having a natural space characterised by plants, 

logs, rocks, paths coupled with outdoor learning and strong pedagogical practice 

is not only good for facilitating authentic learning experiences but research from 

around the globe continues to find that nature has a positive impact on children’s 

mental health. For example according to the American Academy of Paediatrics, 

“Sixty minutes of daily unstructured free play is essential to children’s physical 

and mental health.” (2007). In addition research from the Journal of Paediatric 

Nursing found “access to natural environments can benefit children in various ways, 

including improvements in confidence, social interactions, cognitive development, 

academic achievement, and emotional wellbeing” (McCormick, 2017).

Given that research has demonstrated that nature can improve mental health, 

creating opportunities for children to spend time in nature (both structured and 

unstructured) has become increasingly important. Here are some ideas that 

educators can consider incorporating into their daily/weekly routines, lessons and 

during times of free play.  

A SNAPSHOT OF 
MENTAL HEALTHIN 
AUSTRALIA 

• 1 in 7 (14%) young people 

aged 4-17 experience a 

mental health condition in 

any given year.

• 50% of mental health 

conditions emerge by  

age 14.

• Children are less likely to 

seek help for mental health 

conditions than adults.

• In any one year, around 

1million Australian adults 

have depression and over 2 

million suffer anxiety.

• Depression is the leading 

case of disability worldwide. 

In Australia, 45% of people 

will experience a mental 

health condition in their 

lifetime.

Source: Beyond Blue Building 

resilience in children aged 0-12: 

A practice guide
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Take a class walk in nature 
Spending time in nature has been found to reduce stress, 

improve concentration and translate to better academic 

performance. Take a slow and quiet morning/afternoon walk 

as a class once or twice a week. Encourage students to notice 

and observe. As a class reflect on how walking made them 

feel and what they noticed. You can consider taking along 

provocations to invite their curiosity: Plant and animal ID charts 

can also contribute to the experience - however make time to 

just wonder and explore without expectation. 

Spend time together in nature 

Spending time in nature together can strengthen social 

interactions and connections with people. The relationships 

in children’s lives are fundamental to mental health. Identify 

your local patch and head out on a short excursion. There are 

several opportunities to link learning with your experience. 

Consider some activities that involve your students working 

on a problem with their peers. Bring them together to share 

observations, thoughts and consider having lunch as a group 

while you are there. It may inspire you to start a nature/beach/

forest kindy or school approach with regular outings. 

Create something inspired by nature 

Nature can be a source of inspiration and curiosity. Its 

colours, patterns, sounds, textures and smells, as well as 

the feelings it evokes, can lead to spontaneous learning 

and creative opportunities. Whether it be writing, recording 

or sketching thoughts and observations, painting, singing, 

dancing or making, nature can promote sustained learning 

and involvement. Consider having a nature journal for your 

students to write their reflections, wonderings or creatively 

depict the world as they see it.
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Find a sit spot
A sit spot can provide an important window of relaxation and 

can slow the world down for a child. It can be challenging to 

ask a whole class of students to sit quietly for a few minutes. 

Like all mindfulness activities, however, it may take time but 

it also offers significant reward. Start with short stints of time 

such as a minute then progressively increase by one minute 

intervals - find the balance for your children.

Read to the sounds of nature 
Reading can immerse children’s minds in imaginary worlds 

whilst helping with focus and concentration. When reading 

in nature, the sounds and sensations can further help with 

relaxation and composure. Identify an area in the school 

grounds that is quiet, has natural features and make it a 

reading spot. Consider taking cushions and mats out to the 

space and create an atmosphere of learning and comfort. 

Consider exploring links with reading texts and outdoor 

lessons or provocations.

Prepare seasonal food and share it
Cooking is an ideal opportunity to work together, learn new 

skills and build confidence. It provides a sense of achievement 

and pride. By using homegrown/school grown and/or seasonal 

produce children can tune into the seasons and be more likely 

to eat healthy, actively garden and spend more time outside. 

If you don’t have a veggie patch, consider starting something 

small as a class – perhaps potted herbs – or fundraise for 

raised garden beds and plant some leafy greens. Whatever 

you do, involve the children in the planning, planting, cooking, 

eating and sharing, and invite the parent community in to 

participate in some way too.
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Observe the birds
Taking the time to observe birds is a powerful form of 

mindfulness. It slows down the mind and helps children and 

adults be present in a moment. Birds are not only beautiful 

but their lives are fascinating and children can gain insight 

from simply watching them. Questions and lines of inquiry 

will naturally evolve from watching birds. Wonderings about 

nests, behaviour, breeding and diet will often emerge. 

Mornings are the best time for bird watching and NRM 

Education have ideal bird watching charts to support the 

children and adults identify local birds.

MENTAL HEALTH , WELLBEING AND NATURE IDEAS

Here are some ideas that educators can consider incorporating into their daily/weekly routines, 

lessons and during times of free play.  Trim them out and display them in your classroom to draw 

inspiration from.


