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Alexia is a lecturer in early years education with a passion for translating scientific research into practice. Her childhood in Greece might not have been exactly Durrell-esque, but she grew up with an enduring love of and respect for the outdoors. Moving to the UK in her early teens, she further appreciated all that nature had to offer.

Her passion for the outdoors has always permeated her teaching practice as well as her parenting. Her first book, Growing Up Happy, focused on increasing children’s happiness through a set of daily habits, including time spent outdoors!

Born in South Africa, nature was ever present in Duncan’s upbringing. Weekends on the family farm and long school holidays fishing and beachcombing from a remote cottage provide some of his fondest childhood memories. His love of travelling and being outside followed him when he moved to the UK, with hiking trips in the Highlands of Scotland and cycling and camping in France and Greece. When not outside, he is a primary school teacher and is passionate about getting kids outdoors and active. He coaches cross-country and enjoys running and exploring the local hills where he lives.

Duncan and Alexia met while swimming in the freezing waters of Lake Zurich. They are married and have two sons, three dogs and a tortoise called Gerald.
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Preface

As an educator I have been very excited by all the research coming from the social and medical sciences on the diverse and, it seems, very real benefits of children spending time outdoors. As a young mother, on the other hand, and as a person who grew up very much in touch with nature, it all seems a little obvious to me. In fact it was extremely early into my new role as a mum, and with an untold sense of relief no less, that I worked out the magic powers of taking a fussy baby out into the open air. Some of my most vivid memories of early motherhood lie in just those moments: the instant calm under the acacia in our garden, watching the play of light and shadow, the leaves gently moving in the breeze. In those early days of motherhood the garden, the tree, the breath of the wind all offered solace both for me and my baby.

In my first book, Growing Up Happy, co-written with neuroscientist Dr Jenny Barnett, one of our ten chapters on happiness and well-being in children focused on the power that the outdoors has to transform our lives and our moods, to energise and relax in equal measures, to entertain and educate. During the writing of that book, but afterwards too, I kept on looking at new research being published, at academic papers confirming what I already felt as a mum. And so, slowly, Growing Up Wild started taking shape in my head.

What started as a look into the mechanisms that promote our mental and physical well-being when we are in a natural environment, later became a quest for easy, exciting and diverse outdoor activities. With two young kids I found that half the time getting outside was in fact the easier option, as it helped keep my kids happy, entertained and engaged, but the other half it was a challenge: how to get ready, what to pack, where to go, and what to do? I found myself jotting down what worked well (getting muddy in puddles) and what didn’t (pressing flowers). I wrote notes about what to pack (extra socks) and what I could leave at home (my nice coat). I chatted to friends about the right carriers and the best buggies, while I read up on our local edible greens and the habits of tortoises (one of whom became our pet, Gerald). My husband, Duncan, joined in the challenge, and started contributing ideas and time towards it. Somewhere along the line he also became my writing partner, and made a sizeable contribution to this book.

The quest became just as much our children’s as it was ours: they found what worked for them, which outfits, which accessories, which activities and locations. They asked us, repeatedly, to explore certain areas, like our local stream, while remaining completely unmoved by others. They took it upon themselves to build and take down their own shelter, several times. At the end of the day, though, they remained enthusiastic and happy to explore a variety of different activities. On most days, more so than us adults!

A year outside: the challenge

As the book formed in my mind and our visits to the outdoors became more regular, I devised a tool that I thought would help me get out more: A Year Outside Challenge. It was pretty simple really. Starting on 1 January we committed, as a family, to spend at least half an hour a day outside, for a year. Everything counted: from being in the garden, to a walk round the block. It wasn’t what we did, it was that we did it out of doors.

Most of the time it was easy. But then there were the ‘tough’ days. Wind and rain was only part of the difficulty. Sometimes, even on a clear day I would struggle to get everything ‘together’ enough to leave the house. Other days would be a challenge for other reasons, like the day our front door lock broke (shut) and the only way out was through the window (that lasted three days – the kids thought it was hilarious. My poor back was not as impressed.) Or the two consecutive days of flat tyres that threw our plans into a tailspin.

Overall we managed, and as the challenge wore on, I found myself picking up automatic routines that only helped. Having a pre-packed outing bag, for one. And getting the right clothes for most weather. Our attitude changed too – the boys came to expect going out, usually first thing in the morning, no matter what. And I became less likely to find excuses and instead tried to find solutions. Reading all the research into the benefits of being outdoors, no matter what the weather, was definitely an extra incentive, so I share some of the highlights here. I hope it inspires you to get out there too!

The book is written in two parts: the first outlines some of the scientific research on the benefits of being outdoors, the psychological and physical aspects, as well as the way being and playing in nature can be character building. The second is a record of our year outside, by season, and it is full of activities that you can try out with your children. Finally, in the appendix you will find some handy tips on building your own effective outdoor environment in your garden. That’s not to say the book must be read in this order, and, as should be the case for a book meant for parents of young children who don’t have time to read a book from cover to cover, Growing Up Wild has been written so that it can be read in short bursts. You can dip in and out of it, as you wish, either using the index, or looking up activities by season.

What counts as
natural or outdoors

Nature does not have to be remote or pristine. It does not have to be perfect or unspoilt and it does not have to be all-encompassing. Several studies have found that even a little nature can be beneficial to our mental state.

For example, patients recovering from surgery who looked out onto green landscapes and trees were found to recover faster than those who could see brick walls.1 Similarly, students seemed to be more satisfied with their lives when they studied in greener campuses2 and nurses who took their breaks outdoors, in a natural space, reported being refreshed, relaxed and energised upon returning to work, ‘almost as if they were starting the day again’.3

For the purposes of this book we have used ‘nature’ to include all possible varieties of natural environment: beach and lakeside, parks and forests, private and public gardens. Urban nature, very much present in most UK cities, with a variety of ecosystems co-existing with humans and merging man-made and natural, often seamlessly, is a good start. Local parks, village greens, towpaths and commons can be utilised and provide a varied ‘diet’ of natural environments.

In praise of the back garden

Even the smallest outdoor space can be of benefit. In fact my personal experience with having two little ones, but in teaching as well, was that often it was the smallest of spaces that were the easiest to navigate, while also offering the same benefits as larger spots.

For some of the activities you don’t even need a garden: a paved outdoor space can work just as well (for example, gardening or bird feeding). In one of the schools where I taught, in Greater London, space was at a premium and we simply did most of our gardening in pots, in a rather cramped outdoor paved space. Granted, the children would have benefited more from a lush, spacious garden, but they still enjoyed it and reaped several of the benefits associated with gardening, planting, growing and even cooking with and serving their own herbs and vegetables. Equally, the local, rather modest, green was used for a lot of outdoor activities, and very successfully too.

Similarly, with a toddler and a preschooler at home, our back garden became one of the default outdoor spaces. Led by Duncan’s creative flair and handiness, our medium-sized back garden became an engaging and natural play space. In the chapter about effective outdoor spaces for children, he has written about some ideas on how to maximise even the smallest outdoor space. For me, it meant that on the days when getting everyone dressed and ready to go was more than I could handle, all I had to do was open the back door and venture a mere few metres outside of it, sometimes in my pyjamas.



 

__________

1 Ulrich, R. (1984). View through a window may influence recovery from surgery. Science, 224(4647), 224–5.

2 McFarland, A. L., Waliczek, T. M., & Zajicek, J. M. (2008). The relationship between student use of campus green spaces and perceptions of quality of life. HortTechnology, 18(2), 232–8.

3 Irvine, K., & Warber, S. L. (2003). Work breaks and well-being: the effect of nature on hospital nurses. Dissertation abstracts international.
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