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TO CONNECT OR NOT?
Research exploring if children are really disconnected 
from nature?

Having worked in the Outdoors for 15 years, I have continually 
heard from colleagues, parents, teachers, and group leaders 
that today, children are disconnected from nature.  Many would 

FRPSDUH�WKHLU�RZQ�FKLOGKRRG�WR�WKDW�RI�WRGD\·V�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�VD\�WKDW�
they now have less freedom to roam, are not used to walking on 
XQHYHQ�WHUUDLQ�DQG�GR�QRW�NQRZ�WKH�QDPHV�RI�ORFDO�VSHFLHV�RI�ÁRUD�
and fauna.  Indeed, when delivering a workshop on mammals to a 
group of primary school children, I asked them, where do you think a 
EDW�PLJKW�ÀQG�LWV�IRRG��WR�ZKLFK�RQH�UHSOLHG��“Tescos?”.

Keen to develop my understanding as to why children are 
disconnected and how environmental education could reverse this 
trend, I undertook a PhD.  

7KDW�MRXUQH\�TXHVWLRQHG�P\�DVVXPSWLRQV��ÀQGLQJ�WKDW�
children are not necessarily disconnected from nature, 
but rather experience a different type of connection to 
that of previous generations. 

So as to provide context, I thought it relevant to present how this 
ÀQGLQJ�KDV�URRWV�LQ�HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�GHÀQLWLRQV�DQG�
practices.  Firstly, this article outlines my PhD on a sociological study 
of environmental education in Ireland.  Secondly, there is a short 
GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�FKLOGUHQ·V�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�QDWXUH���7KLV�ZLOO�IRFXV�RQ�
the type of connection children have today and how this has changed 
from when we were young.  Thirdly, I present the two main strands 
of environmental education that emerged from the research before 
looking at how having an awareness of both strands in our practice 
can help to enhance the actual connection children have with nature 
overall.

RESEARCH STUDY

My research mapped the evolution of environmental education in 
,UHODQG�DQG�WKH�LQÁXHQFHV�RI�ZLGHU�VRFLHWDO��KLVWRULFDO��DQG�SROLWLFDO�
developments on its (in)effectiveness to (re)connect children with 
nature.  It examined the concepts of education, the natural 
environment, and sustainable development that underpin 
environmental education, as well as capturing the diverse 
experiences of environmental education practitioners, primary school 
staff, parents and children. 

The programmes studied promoted hands-on outdoor environmental 
education.  This holistic approach was of particular interest to me as 
it emphasised building a relationship with nature to address the 
GLVFRQQHFWLRQ�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�P\�LQWURGXFWLRQ���,�ZDQWHG�WR�ÀQG�RXW�LI�
these hands-on programmes created a connection with nature, and, 
if so, what this connection looked like.

$�WRWDO�RI����VHPL�VWUXFWXUHG�LQWHUYLHZV�ZHUH�FRPSOHWHG�ZLWK
practitioners (n=18), primary school staff (n=11), and families 
(parents and children n=18).  Practitioners worked in state-funded, 
semi-state-funded, and NGO-led environmental education 
programmes across Ireland.  Primary school staff and family
interviews took place within the Galway region and schools were 
FODVVLÀHG�E\�ORFDWLRQ��UXUDO��XUEDQ��FLW\�FHQWUH��DQG�WKH�
VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�SURÀOH�RI�SXSLOV���)DPLOLHV�ZHUH�UHFUXLWHG�WKURXJK
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each primary school.  One island, off the west coast of Ireland, was chosen for a comparative 
DQDO\VLV�RI�HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�LQ�SULPDU\�VFKRROV��DQG�FKLOGUHQ·V�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�WKHLU�
natural environment.

WHAT IS ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION?

'HÀQLWLRQV�RI�HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�DUH�HOXVLYH�DQG�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�������0DQ\�HDUO\�SROLF\�
GHÀQLWLRQV�DGRSW�D�UDWLRQDO�WRQH�WKDW�PDUJLQDOLVHV�DQ\�HPRWLRQDO�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�QDWXUH�LQ�
IDYRXU�RI�VROYLQJ�JOREDO�HQYLURQPHQWDO�SUREOHPV�������������/DWHU�GHÀQLWLRQV�DOLJQ�
environmental education with emerging ideas of sustainability, and it is said to be 
multi-disciplinary, occurring in both informal and formal educational settings with a focus on 
educational outcomes (5, 6). 

0RUH�UHFHQWO\��WKH�WHUP�¶HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ·�KDV�HYROYHG�WR�LQFOXGH�FRQFHSWV�RI�QDWXUH��
the outdoors, the natural world, learning, and education.  This creates an array of meanings.  
Place-based education, place-based learning, Outdoor Learning, nature play/ natural play, 
and free play, in particular, focus on experiential approaches while also emphasising 
FRJQLWLYH�DQG�DWWLWXGLQDO�GHYHORSPHQW�WKURXJK�RXWGRRU�SOD\����������7KLV�LQWHUSOD\�EHWZHHQ�
KDQGV�RQ�OHDUQLQJ�WKRXJK�RXWGRRU�H[SHULHQFHV�LV�PRUH�KROLVWLF�WKDQ�HDUOLHU�GHÀQLWLRQV���
However, there is little critical examination of the varying nuances these concepts exhibit, 
SDUWLFXODUO\�IURP�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�WKH�OHDUQHU��������������$V�HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�
FRQWLQXHV�WR�GHYHORS��ÀQGLQJ�D�RQH�VL]H�ÀWV�DOO�GHÀQLWLRQ�LV�SUREOHPDWLF�

This is, in part, due to its relationship with formal education.  Formal education is a primary 
avenue for environmental education, yet practices often contradict the dominant functions 
of education. Environmental education encourages learners to be active thinkers yet within 
formal education learners receive ´RWKHU�SHRSOH·V�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�WKLQNLQJµ�����S��������7KLV�
somewhat troublesome relationship with formal education can leave environmental education 
vulnerable to marginalisation as ´LW�GRHV�QRW�ÀW�QHDWO\�LQWR�DQ\�WUDGLWLRQDO�VXEMHFW�DUHDVµ (12 
S��������0RUHRYHU��UHFHQW�GHÀQLWLRQV�LQWHJUDWH�HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�ZLWK�DUHDV�RI�
sustainability which dilute its impact as opposed to strengthening it. 

0\�UHVHDUFK�SUHVHQWHG�D�ZRUNLQJ�GHÀQLWLRQ�SULRULWLVLQJ�WKH�OHDUQHU�DV�DQ�DFWLYH�DJHQW�LQ�KLV�
KHU�HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ���,W�LV�QRW�D�VKRUW�GHÀQLWLRQ�DQG�VRPH�PLJKW�DVN�ZK\�,�DGG�
DQRWKHU�RQH�LQWR�WKH�PL[��,�GR�VR�WR�SURPRWH�OHDUQHU�UHOHYDQF\�DV�SDUW�RI�DQ\�HQYLURQPHQWDO�
education effort.  This is central in developing the long-term environmental attitudes and 
EHKDYLRXUV�DGYRFDWHG�E\�HDUOLHU�GHÀQLWLRQV��\HW�RIWHQ�RYHUORRNHG���

Environmental education uses learner-relevant approaches and practices that work within 
the social, economic and political barriers in order to facilitate children’s experiences in the 
natural environment and their development of environmental attitudes, appreciation, 
empathy, and moral and ethical obligations towards human-environment relations.

$W�WKLV�SRLQW��,�ZRQGHUHG��LI�HQYLURQPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�LV�VR�WULFN\�WR�GHÀQH��ZKDW�WKLV�VD\V�
about my initial assumptions that children are disconnected from nature. Had I delivered 
environmental programmes that held any meaning for those learners on the receiving end? 

TO CONNECT OR NOT 
TO CONNECT?  
THAT IS THE QUESTION

$�NH\�ÀQGLQJ�RI�P\�UHVHDUFK�ZDV�WKDW�
children do have a connection with nature; 
LW�LV�MXVW�WKDW�LW�LV�QRW�WKH�VDPH�W\SH�RI�FRQ-
nection as the interviewed parents, school 
staff and environmental educators had when 
WKH\�ZHUH�\RXQJ���,Q�5LFKDUG�/RXY·V�ERRN�
Last child in in the woods, he coined the 
WHUP�¶QDWXUH�GHÀFLW�GLVRUGHU·��GHVFULELQJ�D�
growing disconnect between children and 
the natural environment. Unlike previous 
generations, children today spend more time 
indoors immersed in structured activities and 
are more frequently under adult supervision.  
The building of infrastructure, housing, and 
LQGXVWULDO�GHYHORSPHQW�KDV�DOWHUHG�FKLOGUHQ·V�
access to the natural environment.  The lack 
of amenities, as well as health and safety 
LVVXHV��KDV�UHVWULFWHG�FKLOGUHQ·V�IUHHGRP�WR�
roam.

The suggestion that without direct 
H[SHULHQFHV�LQ�QDWXUH��FKLOGUHQ·V�“senses 
narrow, physiologically and psychologically 
and this reduces the richness of human 
experience” (13 p.34) is emotive. 
+RZHYHU��LW�GRHV�QRW�TXHVWLRQ�FKLOGUHQ·V�
capacity to connect irrespective of the 
changed social, cultural, and physical 
barriers that now exist (14, 15).  

For the children interviewed, access to play 
in, and the availability of, green areas 
differed. What came through, however, was 
that once outdoors how they responded was 
essentially the same.  Children in more 
built-up areas showed a sense of attachment 
to small places such as a hideout, den, or 
fort in their garden.  The children living on the 
rural island explored a wider area, such as 
a woodland, that is very much outside of the 
¶JDUGHQ�SDUDPHWHU·�RI�PRUH�XUEDQ�DUHDV��
The children living in housing estates 
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and successful delivery of environmental education programmes. 
Such child-led approaches can make more visible their existing 
connections with nature. 

Children will develop more agency and their own connection, through 
their own curiosity and ingenuity.  That is not to say that programmes 
should not have a structured approach to learning or that children 
do not require some direction in their learning.  A balance is needed 
between input from the educator and choices made by children.

SUMMARY

The point of this article is to get us thinking about how we connect 
with children and their understandings of the natural world. By 
providing a balance between local and global approaches, 
environmental education can be more effective.  Instead of focusing 
RQ�D�¶GLVFRQQHFWLRQ·��ZH�VKRXOG�EH�WU\LQJ�WR�HQKDQFH�WKH�FRQQHFWLRQ�
that already exists.  This can be done by bringing more balance into 
our already effective practices.

:K\�QRW�DVN�FKLOGUHQ�KRZ�WKH\�FRQQHFW�ZLWK�DQG�HQMR\�WKH�RXWGRRUV"�
Children can greatly contribute to the design, content, and successful 
delivery of environmental education programmes.  How much of each 
strand of environmental education, global issues or place-based, is 
present in your programmes? Environmental educators can further 
develop their connection and ensure that programmes are relevant 
to the learner. This will not only greatly enhance the experience for 
\RXU�VWXGHQWV��EXW�FDQ�DOVR�JLYH�\RX�PRUH�HQMR\PHQW�IURP�\RXU�WLPH�
teaching in nature Q

described their favourite garden animal and what it eats, while 
children living on the rural island had a larger repertoire of animals 
such as sea birds, dolphins, and seals which were part of their
immediate surroundings.  

Others felt a sense of ownership of the environment, for example 
QDPLQJ�D�URFN\�LVODQG�FORVH�WR�WKH�KRXVH�¶7UDFH\�,VODQG·��DQG�WKHQ�
¶'HDWK�6WDU·�IURP�WKH�PRYLH�Star Wars.  The descriptions from 
children show that a connection with nature remains.  The question is 
ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�WKLV�UHÁHFWV�WKH�W\SH�RI�FRQQHFWLRQ�VRXJKW�LQ�
environmental education practices. 

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION: TWO SIDES OF THE 
SAME LEAF

Environmental education practices can be divided into two strands 
(15).  One focuses on global environmental problems and how to 
solve them, while the second approach links to a local sense of place 
and belonging.  There are potential issues in relying on one strand 
more than the other.  Developing a connection to a local place is 
positive, though this connection can be enhanced by bringing in more 
information about the rest of the country and world.  Focusing mostly
RQ�JOREDO�LVVXHV�FDQ�OHDG�WR�D�VHQVH�RI�ZKDW�'DYLG�6REHO��������
FDOOHG�¶HFRSKRELD·��RU�D�VHQVH�RI�DOLHQDWLRQ�IURP�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW��
stemming from the enormous scale of the problems (16). 
Furthermore, environmental educators interviewed often designed 
programmes based on what they think a connection should be, 
which is often informed by their childhood experiences outdoors.  If 
the children of today have a different connection to that of previous 
generations, their reaction to these programmes may appear as a 
disconnection.

This poses another question: is environmental education trying to 
recreate a particular type of connection that is not necessarily as 
relevant to children today?  The views and opinions of children are 
largely untapped, yet can greatly contribute to the design, content, 
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