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Executive Summary

The United States is facing a dilemma related to the wellbeing of today’s children and adolescents. Youth, on a broader scale, are increasingly afflicted with what author Richard Louv, in his book Last Child in the Woods (2005), has labeled “nature deficit disorder”, or NDD. The NDD phenomenon is considered to have emerged as a result of children and adolescents not having as many direct experiences with or exposure to nature. Estimations are that from the years 1997 to 2003 there was a 50% drop in the number of youth who participated in outdoor activities, including walking, hiking, and fishing (“Mother Nature Knows Best”, 2007). Furthermore, only six percent of children age 9 to 13 plays outside on their own (Louv, 2007). Play, however, is considered an essential part of the learning process throughout life and should not be neglected (Rieber, Smith, & Noah, 1998). In addition, there is growing evidence indicating that there are healthy outcomes associated with unstructured play in nature, and that although children only play outdoors for limited amounts of time, they enjoy playing outdoors, and given more choice and/or opportunity, many would play outdoors more than they currently do (British Market Research Bureau, 2005; Ericson, 2001; White & Stoecklin, 1998).  
The resulting disconnect from the natural world is contributing to a diminished appreciation for the environment, and producing ill effects in the minds and bodies of children and adolescents. Although a multitude of causes is leading to this diminished relationship with nature, including unhealthy choices in physical activity behaviors, there is a growing belief that providing opportunities and experiences for youth to be immersed in nature has the potential to increase levels of nature-based play. This in turn may serve as a vehicle for developing and enhancing nature appreciation in youth.  
Study Objectives


The purpose of the study was to further investigate the premise that structured integrative health and wellness programs in an out-of-school setting can play a significant role in helping young people adopt physical activity habits and behaviors, as well as influencing dietary choices. Previous examination of the Wise Kids® program, a nine-week evaluated wellness program, led to the design, implementation, and evaluation of Wise Kids® Outdoors: an innovative health, wellness, and physical activity program that utilized the outdoors as a program setting, and through which youth were exposed to nature-based play and exploration. This study focused on the evaluation of the program to gain an increased comprehension of the effects that may result from intentional out-of-school-time programming within the wellness and outdoor exploration focus area. The Wise Kids Outdoors program was designed to be fun, experiential, and educational in promoting nature-based play and nature appreciation in youth ages 6 to 11 years of age while teaching them basic wellness concepts.  

The existing partnership established between faculty in the Department of Recreation, Park and Leisure Studies at the University of Minnesota, the Säjai® Foundation, the City of Saint Paul Parks and Recreation, and the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA), served as the foundation for the continued exploration of intentional wellness programs aimed at promoting healthy lifestyles through positive youth development. The San Francisco Recreation and Parks Department was added and a working accord with faculty at San Francisco State University established to broaden learning to a second urban area, the City of San Francisco, for this study. The Wise Kids Outdoors program was implemented in four recreation programs offered by the Saint Paul Parks and Recreation Department in Saint Paul, Minnesota, and three recreation programs provided by San Francisco Recreation and Parks Department in San Francisco, California.  

Methodology

The research design used to evaluate the program’s effects is best described as a mixed-methods approach. The study is based on a quasi-experimental, repeated measures design that utilized a collective (multi-site) case study technique with pre- and post-surveys and follow-up assessments. The study included a non-randomized control group that was exposed to the same quantitative measures as the treament group. Enrollment in the program across both cities included 175 youth ages 6 to 12 from diverse socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. Pre- and post-measures for the research study were completed by 115 of these participants. Multiple sources of evidence were used in the study, including surveys, observation, and focus groups with youth and staff. In addition, one recreation center in each city was selected to serve as a control group, where the program was to be delivered after data collection was complete. 
The evaluation of program impacts specifically focused on behavioral and attitudinal changes that resulted from participation in the ten-week program following the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) framework. These included: (1) attitudes towards physical activity, spending ‘play’/‘free’ time outdoors, and healthy eating before and after the implementation of the program; (2) social norms, which are operationalized as being attitudinally and behaviorally influenced by parents, guardians, and peer groups; (3) perceived behavioral control over specific desired outcomes associated with physical activity, being outdoors, and healthy eating; (4) behavioral intentions during a specified time period around physical activity, being outdoors, and eating healthy; and (5) actual physical activity and eating behaviors over a specified time period.   

Findings and Conclusions

Several conclusions were developed based on the findings from this pilot study.  
Development and Reinforcement of Nature and Healthy Living Interest and Attitudes
Results of the design, implementation, and evaluation of the Wise Kids Outdoors program suggest that the program had positive impacts on behaviors related to physical activity, time spent outdoors, and dietary choices for specific youth. The analysis indicated that youth involved in this particular study clustered into two groups, with participants assuming membership in one of the two groups. Youth with cluster membership in Group 1 demonstrated relatively higher baseline scores associated with the constructs of attitudes, norms, values, volitional control, and behaviors in relation to the outdoors, physical activity, and healthy eating. Those in Group 2 showed lower overall scores in regards to the same constructs at baseline. Analysis of the pre-survey participants indicated that approximately 69% of the youth clustered into Group 1 with higher overall values. The clustering provides an indication that youth in this sample demonstrated an inclination toward wanting to play, explore, and be physically active outdoors, while generally choosing to eat healthy foods.
Post-survey measures show moderate movement between clusters from pre-survey to post-survey. This trended in a positive direction such that 71% of participants were clustered in Group 1 at the conclusion of the program. This suggests that the relative change in some of the youth participants was potentially due to being positively impacted by factors related to the implementation of the program, such as program content and activities, staff delivery, or a combination of these factors.
Evidence indicates that behaviors adopted early in the life span may persist into adulthood, and that childhood and adolescence is a time when many future health behaviors begin. The possibility therefore exists that youth who showed a higher affiliation towards the constructs measured at baseline, as well as at the end of implementation, will have a continued or greater desire or intention to spend time in the outdoors, thus leading to the potential for increased physical activity. These conclusions thus support the notion that an increase in nature appreciation during the period of childhood and adolescence has the potential ability to support the creation of an enduring relationship with nature. Further examination of how these findings influence the formation and maintenance of relationships with the natural environment is recommended for future evaluation.
Implementation
The study demonstrated the feasibility of implementing wellness and outdoor experiential programs in out-of-school-time environments that serve youth, specifically public park and recreation agencies. This supports the growing awareness and recognition of the important role that out-of-school settings can play in supporting youth with the critical resources necessary for growth and development. The reality is that public park and recreation departments seem welcome to the idea of more structured and purposeful programs targeting positive youth development.
The Wise Kids Outdoors program was well received by recreation center staff and youth at each of the participating centers as evidenced through systematic observations and focus groups conducted with the implementing center staff and youth participants. Comments offered by staff on the strengths of the program centered on the depth and detail provided for each mission, the flexibility afforded by the scope, structure, and sequence of the program, and the ‘hands-on nature’ of the activities.   Youth affirmed that the content covered and the activities were strengths of the program, with specific highlights being the number of activities offered including nature walks, ‘bug’, tree and animal track identification, nature art projects, being active, and getting the chance to do ‘outside stuff’ in the form of missions.  
Recognition should be given to the notion that youth may indeed enter out-of-school-time programs already possessing positive relationships with the natural environment and/or positive views toward physical activity behaviors in general. The variety of constraints youth face when making decisions becomes critical, however, in reinforcing and enhancing early relationships. Youth, for example, may lack the opportunities necessary to support the continued existence of these positive relationships or views, or have limited chances to explore and discover how these relationships or views can assist them in developing positive, healthy lifestyles. The Wise Kids Outdoors program thus supports the growing notion that recreation programs intentionally designed to engage youth with wellness and the natural environment in out-of-school-time settings have the ability to not only serve as a gateway of opportunity for youth, but additionally to reinforce measures that are potentially being implemented at home, in school, and in the community. 
Staff Engagement

Analysis of the systematic observations and focus groups with both participants and staff further revealed the extent to which staff engagement was important during program implementation of the Wise Kids Outdoors program. The level of staff engagement may be associated with overall participant satisfaction, and thus potentially impacted the maintenance of attitudes, norms, values, volitional control, and behaviors.  Youth involved in programs at recreation centers where the staff was observed as being engaged and committed to establishing positive relationships with youth, as well as to the implementation fidelity of the Wise Kids Outdoors program, demonstrated higher likelihoods to achieve positive outcomes. Staff at these locations noted that being a part of the exploration, and not simply a passive observer, afforded an opportunity to witness youth recognizing and truly ‘seeing’ the world around them. Furthermore, staff believes that they were able to assist with the reinforcement of ideas and beliefs that youth hold about the environment while examining the role that each individual has in being a steward of nature. This conclusion is vital when considering future implementation of intentional programming in out-of-school-time settings. The recruitment and training of staff that are willing to support positive youth development is paramount for the overall success of these programs.
Summary

When the Wise Kids Outdoors program is implemented with fidelity by staff who demonstrates a commitment to both the youth whom they serve and the overall program objectives, there is great potential to impact youth in a variety of areas connected to the concept of wellness.    
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