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“As the nature deficit grows . . . scientific evidence indicates that direct exposure to nature 
 is essential for physical and emotional health.” 

 
hank you, Mom and Dad, for encouraging me to discover nature on its turf and terms, and for not fretting over 
the countless hours I spent alone roaming the wilderness around our house.  It never occurred to me until 
reading Last Child in the Woods that my childhood experience, spent mostly outside, is now considered nearly 

taboo.  How can this be?   
 
How can kids grow up without climbing trees, hanging out in make-shift forts, 
or just taking nature walks through the woods?  This epidemic, which author 
Richard Louv names Nature-Deficit Disorder, is a by-product of the techno-
savvy, hustle-bustle world we have created.  And now I am recognizing signs of 
it everywhere.   
 
At her recent pre-school graduation, my five-year-old niece Stella was the only 
student awarded with the St. Francis Award for her love of nature.  “She is not 
afraid of a bug!” laughed one of her teachers after the ceremony.  This is so true.  
From the time Stella could walk, she accompanied me in the garden to help fill 
bird feeders, water plants, or search for earthworms.  Even so, I was jarred two 
days ago by Stella’s request for her mom to “download a princess app to the 
iPad.”    In my apparently old-fashioned mind, those words should be used only 
by privileged teens and adults, not small children!   
 
A few weeks ago, while dining out at a local restaurant, two young children 
(maybe ages 3-4 and 5-6) were seated with their mother at the table next to ours.  
They waited patiently for their dinners to arrive; the two girls were so quiet and 
well-behaved.  It 
was then I 

noticed the younger was engaged with an iPad, and the 
older with an iPhone.  It looked so foreign to me, those 
tiny fingers moving effortlessly over the screens of these 
expensive devices that I consider an absolute luxury to 
have.  Had we eaten out when I was a kid, we would 
have most likely made up stories to tell one another, or 
pretended that we were in a different world, 
imaginatively creating our different personas.  At the 
very least, we would have drawn on paper napkins with 
crayons.  (Heck, I’ve even been known to do that today!)   
 
This is part of what Louv talks about in his book—how 
children are becoming increasingly mentally and 
physically disconnected with the real, natural world 
around them in favor of the world of technology and 
the “safe” indoors, and how studies are showing the ill-
effects of this epidemic.  Some of these effects include 
decrease in children’s use of imagination and creativity 
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in solving everyday problems, and increase in child obesity as well as treatment for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD).  Louv cites numerous studies nationwide which “suggest that exposure to nature may reduce the 
symptoms of ADHD, and that it can improve all children’s cognitive abilities and resistance to negative stresses and 
depression” (35).  As a fellow ADHD-er, this seems completely logical and reasonable to me.  Maybe that’s why I find 
gardening to be so satisfying?  I am happiest and most focused when my hands are in the dirt.    
 
But Louv searches far deeper for clues and connections.  He compares theories suggested by psychologists and 
biologists with the observations of parents, teachers, and naturalists, and even draws relevancy with the overwhelming 
effects of fear, exploring everything from “Stranger Danger” to liability lawsuits.  There is an amazing amount of 
research behind this book, and I applaud the author’s tenacity and determination.  A fascinating and engaging read, Louv 
writes with an easy-to-digest style, and includes a lot of anecdotal as well as scientific evidence.  While some fairly 
reasonable conclusions are drawn, Last Child in the Woods is more of an eye-opening catalyst to get the seed planted in 
all of our minds, get us talking, and hopefully focus our attention more on reducing the Nature-Deficit Disorder in our 
own and future generations.  AS   
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Andrea Sprott is an Extension Master Gardener Volunteer with Mecklenburg County, 
NC, and the Lawrence Garden Associate at the Elizabeth Lawrence House and 
Garden of Wing Haven.  She has enjoyed playing outside and in the dirt since a very 
young age.   
 
 


