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INTRODUCTION
Every season brings about its own mosaic of elements working in harmony. The fall welcomes in the cooler air and
the leaves transform into beautiful shades of red, oranges, and yellows. The new school years roll in. People gather
and celebrate the previous seasons’ efforts. Winter tucks everyone away as the cold weather blankets our lives. We
bundle up. We turn inwards. We are restored by the rest as we anxiously await the spring. Spring is the season of
renewal and restoration. We awaken from the long winter days and welcome the freshness of new beginnings.
And then we meet Summer. Summer is the season of aliveness. We embrace the sun filled days of joy, wonderment, disconnecting, and adventuring. Even those rainy summer days nourish the lands and provide opportunities
for other meaningful connections.

Summer is the season for play. And after such a long season of not only winter but the current global

challenges, we sure need this Summer. With Summer on the horizon let us find a renewed commitment to free play
and finding joy. The more unstructured the better!
Somewhere between childhood and adulthood, many of us stop playing. As adults, with the competing demands of personal and professional commitments, our leisure time is usually spent ‘doing’. However, just as play
is extremely important for childhood development, we need to play as adults too. The research on adult play is
convincing. Play helps fuel creativity, imagination, and problem-solving abilities, which are extremely important for
“adulting.” The research also reports that adult play relieves stress, improves brain function, boosts creativity, and
mindfulness, improves relationships and connections with others, and keeps us young and energized. Now, if there
was a pill you could take or a class you could attend that could do all that, people would be signing up in droves to
take part. We are warned to be weary of remedies that make such promising claims yet play really is all it is cracked
up to be!
Let this Summer be a precious time to refocus, rediscover and reconnect. After such a long season of stress,
screens, and isolation, our children need our help learning how to play again. In this white paper I explore the
benefits of outdoor play for children and adults alike, and the curiosity, wonder and magic that comes with
embracing the season of play to not only bring back our kids, but also the kids within ourselves.
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WHAT EVER HAPPENED TO RECESS?
Remember recess? That 15-minute chunk of time to do nothing but play outside? Remember how good it felt to get outside as a kid? To play for play’s sake.
Remember counting down the minutes to unstructured time outdoors? Recess
equaled freedom. And when you did not recess ‘well’ – you lost your freedom.
I spent many recesses indoors, standing against walls or walking with teachers.
It is commonly understood that at some critical point in our lives, adult systems
take over and consume us, leaving little room for the curiosity, wonder and magic that is childhood. In these new, somewhat more enterprising systems, we become overwhelmed with the need to be productive, accountable, and efficient.
We simply do not have time for childhood freedoms, even if we long for them. We
understand and, perhaps reluctantly, accept this as a rite of passage into adulthood: The cost of being a grown up. This does not have to be the way. It is time
to lighten up, un-goal, be unproductive without guilt and take back some of your
freedom. Recess for adults? Why not? Just imagine what interrupting the workday
for 15-minutes of play each afternoon could do for our health, well-being, and
productivity. You may be wondering, where do I even start. This sounds like just
one more thing I need to fit into my day. Rest assured, my approach to play is
doing less with the right mindset to experience more. So, where do you start? Outside. NATURE. It is our first playground, a consistent friend, and a wise teacher.
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ACTIVATE YOUR
NATURE-SMART:
VITAMIN N
Richard Louv writes about nature’s power to heal, bond, and
build and that we suffer without it. Outdoor play is essential
for physical, cognitive, and emotional well-being. It is a canvas for mindfulness, it builds self-efficacy, and it instills a sense
of appreciation and awareness of interconnected systems; it
teaches respect culminating in acts of gratitude and eco-stewardship. Research has shown that in children, outdoor play
ignites the imagination, instilling a sense of curiosity, wonder, amazement, and creativity. Outdoor play also encourages health risk taking which is critical to teaching children
how to navigate life’s challenges, manage the anxieties that
accompany them, and become resilient. Dr. Brown reminds
us that play, like oxygen, goes unappreciated until it is lost.

“

The most effective way to connect our children to nature is to
connect ourselves to nature. If mothers, fathers, grandparents,
or guardians already spend time outdoors, they can spend
more...If children sense genuine adult enthusiasm, they’ll
want to emulate that interest - even if, when they’re
teenagers, they pretend to lose it.
- Richard Louv

”
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“

We are showered every day with gifts, but they are not
meant for us to keep. Their life is in their movement, the
inhale and exhale of our shared breath. Our work and
our joy is to pass along the gift and to trust that what
we put out into the universe will always come back.
- Kimmerer, 2013, p. 104

”

THE GOOD HUMOUR
GIFTS FROM NATURE
Robin Wall Kimmerer teaches us about the gifts that nature
has to offer us and the essence of true gratitude: reciprocity. Amongst the reservoir of gifts that nature has to offer
us is humour. Humour also happens to be the 5th pillar of
resiliency! It incorporates all kinds of play and merriment,
encouraging us to be creative, lighthearted, vigorous, and
propels us to a place where we are truly happy.
Humour through play is essential to practicing Everyday
Resiliency!
In the spirit of reciprocity, what appreciates will appreciate.
This abundance of gifts all around us can be found when
we unleash our humour and embrace the season of play!
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PLAY FOR FAMILY’S SAKE!

We know that play is not just essential for kids; it can
be an important source of relaxation and stimulation
for adults as well. It fuels our imagination, creativity,
problem-solving abilities. What is more, for us, play is
a gateway to empathy, communication, and relationships.
Play reinforces the ties that bind us together. It also
happens to be one of the fastest ways to heal minor
relationship stress. When we play together, our
moods improve, we feel less stressed, we drop our
grudges and get back into sync. Play is essential to
maintaining happy, healthy, and productive families.
Families who play together, make memories
together!

MAKE TIME FOR
PLAY TOGETHER
•

Personify nature and honour the land! There’s
no better way to (re)connect than to name
something, befriend it, spend time and make
memories with it. I’m reminded of Catherine
O’Brien’s stories of “The Thinking Rock” and
“The Do Anything You Want Rock”!

•

Use the outdoors as a gateway to adventure
and storytelling!

•

Be enterprising! Grow things with a purpose.
Plant trees or contribute to your community’s
garden. Develop your sense of community and
eco-stewardship by contributing to your local
abundance!

•

Loose Parts Play is a great way to stimulate the
imagination and ignite creativity. Loose parts
are everywhere in nature: rocks, sand, grass,
leaves, sticks, flowers, weeds...the list is endless! The only rule: there are no rules! Just find
things and do something with them!

•

Create a family bucket list of things to do
outdoors before your children turn a certain
age or welcoming September. Be creative and
appreciate the natural world that every season
has to offer.

THE URBAN LIFE CONUNDRUM

It is important to note that there are some barriers
to outdoor experiences. Some urban life does not
always lend itself to outdoor play. Black top and grey
space are the antithesis of green space.
Nature Canada acknowledges the barriers to accessing nature that exist within urban spaces, and the
growing disconnection to nature that threatens all of
us. NatureHood is Nature Canada’s response to this.
NatureHood is more than a program aimed at reconnecting people to nearby nature; it is a place where

“

If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of
wonder...he needs the companionship of at
least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement, and mystery
of the world we live in.
- Rachel Carson

”
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people can connect with nature’s wonders. What is
beautiful about the concept of NatureHood is that it
is a great equalizer in a world where access to nature
should be, according to Nature Canada, a right not a
privilege.

Here are some apps that will help you and your
family repurpose those devices as useful tools for
engaging in outdoor play:
•

Grow with Nature Play - This app promotes
early childhood development and family
health and wellbeing through outdoor play. It
provides parents of children 0-3 years of age
to find age-appropriate things to do in nature
that stimulate curiosity, build confidence, and
reinforce family bonds. Record your child’s
achievements to share with others, join an
interactive “Nature Play Village”, and set the
stage for eco-stewardship later in life.

•

Nature Passport - This app includes tons of
activities to encourage outdoor exploration,
discovery, observation and play for kids aged
7-10 and their families. It includes recording
features for videos, photographs and notes,
a journal to catalogue memories and reward
badges for activity completion.

•

Seek by iNaturalist - Get noticing things
with the Seek Camera! This app encourages
exploration in nature for families. It works by
identifying living organisms like insects, birds,
plants, amphibians, and fungi, and allowing
you to make your own observations and learn
about them in the process. You even earn
badges for participating in challenges!

NatureHood is in the eye of the beholder. Reframe
and reimagine your urban space into your own
NatureHood:
•

Instead of walking by, next time you are out,
take notice of a tree on your street. Take pleasure in watching it change with the seasons.

•

Create your own Nature Place. Grow something on a rooftop, balcony, or windowsill.

•

Reconfigure your personal workspace to include a plant ally and a window with a view of
the outdoors.

•

The bottom line: make nature breaks as simple
and routine as possible by bringing nature to
you.

APPS TO BRIDGE THE GAP
BETWEEN ‘SCREEN TIME’
AND ‘GREEN TIME’

Here is an idea: instead of trying to spend less time
on your screens, try spending more time outdoors.
When we try to reduce anything, we resist. When you
add something, we feel rewarded. Time away from
our personal devices can be tough but using the
device as a bridge to getting outside holds promise!

~
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FINAL THOUGHT

I recall working with a C-Suite professional who shared that they felt as though they were letting down their family
because they were not ‘fun’ enough or into playing. If play in the traditional sense does not connect with you, my
invitation is to think of play as softening. Can we take off the pressure for a wee while and soften to the ideas of
wonder and awe.
When was the last time something took your breath away, when time seemed to stand still, just for that moment,
so your senses could try and take it all in? When do you feel awestruck or mesmerized by the wonder of our
world? Many of us are so busy with the constant ebb and flow of our daily lives that the idea of wonder and awe
seems distant. Maybe you reserve this notion of truly looking at the world with wonder for when you are travelling or seeing something new. I invite you to think about how we can see the wonder in the everyday. I think that
sometimes we gloss over the everyday because if we stopped and look closely at the world around, we would not
get anything done. We operate on autopilot. My invitation is to find ease and softness in your schedules to leave
room for joy or perhaps even fondness. Fondness is one of the most underutilized feelings. Thinking fondly can
bring about a complete emotion shift. When an old song comes on that you danced to in high school, or you find
a lost picture of your child when they were young. See if you can find moments that inspire fondness which can
lead to the sense of wonder and awe too. Researcher Dr. Pamela Paresky, author of A Year of Kindness, explains
that wonder and awe are extremely important in our everyday practices of wellness. She describes wonder as
an act of intellectual humility. If we know everything, we cannot experience wonder. We need to adopt a humble
outlook and be willing to learn.
Awe is believed to be a sense of collective engagement and oneness to the world around us. It is how we can find
our common threads and links to humanity. It is the tapestry of not only our lives, but also the lives of those who
have gone before us. When we work with these definitions, it is easier to see why these practices are so important
for our lives.
We can use the principles of wonder and awe for fostering resiliency by choosing to view our lives from a higher
plane. Taking that step back. Being willing to be humble. When we are in the valley, we sometimes forget the
views of the mountain ranges. Even in the direst conditions, with great effort, we can choose where we set our
gaze. A humble heart and a fierce mind will serve you well. Find wonder. Be in awe.

When All Else Fails, Which it Will,
Don’t Take Life Too Seriously

~
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