
By Kitty White, 4-H Educator 

The great outdoors might just be greater than you think. We all know hiking and outdoor play is 
healthy for the body, but few of us ever give a lot of thought to how it benefits mental health as well. 
Think about this: The average American child now spends half as much time outside as compared to 

only 20 years ago. Only 6% of children will play outside on their own in a typical week. Conversely, kids are now 
spending almost eight hours per day watching television, playing video games, or using a computer, tablet, or phone 
for recreational purposes (www.nwf.org). Overall, Americans now spend 93% of their time inside a building or 
vehicle. 
 

So, what does this mean for human beings? Well, unless we get a little more proactive about embracing fresh air and 
dirt under our feet, the prognosis is pretty grim. The bright side is, as with all great medicine, when it comes to the 
outdoors, a little goes a long way. 
 

Nature really does clear your head. According to a study published last July in Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences, a 90-minute walk through a natural environment had a huge positive impact on participants. In a survey 
taken afterwards, those people who took the natural walk showed far lower levels of brooding, or obsessive worry. The 
control group who spent that 90 minutes walking through a city reported no such difference. Not only that, but the 
scientists went a step further and did brain scans of the subjects. They found that there was decreased blood flow to 
the subgenual prefrontal cortex with those who took a natural walk. What in the world does that mean? Well, 
increased blood flow to this region of the brain is associated with bad moods. Everything from feeling sad about 
something, to worrying, to major depression seem to be tied to this brain region. Hiking deactivates it. 
 

Unplugging makes you more creative. Psychologists Ruth Ann Atchley and David L. Strayer found in their 2012 study 
that after a four-day-long hike in the wilderness, with no access to technology, participants scored a whopping 50% 
higher on a test known as RAT, or Remote Associates Test. It’s a simple way of measuring the creative potential in 
people. A series of three words are given, for instance, “same, tennis, and head.” The test-taker has to find a fourth 
word that connects the first three. In this case, the answer is “match.” A 50% increase is a huge leap up in performance 
by research standards.  
 

Outdoor activity boosts your focus. Anyone who has ADHD or has raised a child who has been diagnosed with the 
disorder can tell you—it’s a daily struggle to maintain grades, work performance, even relationships with friends and 
family. A 2004 study came to the pretty obvious conclusion that getting outdoors and doing something active can 
reduce the symptoms of ADHD. More than that, it can do so for anyone, regardless of age, health, or other 
characteristics that can change the effect of medication. 
 

Feel better about yourself. According to a 2010 report in the Journal of Environmental Science and Technology, even 
getting out into nature for five minutes at a stretch is enough to give your self-esteem a substantial upgrade. Spending 
the entire day outdoors results in a second jump upwards! Walking near water seemed to have the biggest effect, so 
when planning your next hike, be sure to seek out a location with some great streams, rivers, or lakes. 
 

Science is proving that getting outside for a hike or to play will make your life better! In an effort to encourage kids 
to enjoy the outdoors New York State is making free state park passes available to fourth graders and their families. 
The passes are available on the New York State Parks website, www.nysparks.com. The passes are good for the 
students and those in their families' vehicles. They can also be used at state historic sites for free tours for a student 
and up to three adults. Also, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County 4-H has developed the “4-H Hiking 
Passport” highlighting 14 local trails ranging from 1 mile to 10+ miles. These are available at our front desk or on the 4-
H Youth page of our website. Or consider a camp experience at 4-H Camp Wabasso for children 6-16 years old; 
information is available on our website at www.ccejefferson.org or call 315-788-8450. 

 

http://www.nwf.org
http://www.nysparks.com


On April 28, seventeen North Country 4-H Educators participated in an all day 4-H Yoga for Kids 
training provided by the Division of Agriculture, Research and Extension, University of Arkansas 
System. What is 4-H Yoga for Kids? First of all, the focus of this program is on youth, so it is not 

typical of an adult yoga class. This fun, engaging program combines, breathing, individual poses, partner poses, 
stringing the poses together into imaginative sequences, and playing interactive team building games.   
 

Healthy living is a core component of the 4-H youth development program. 4-H Yoga for Kids supports the goal of 
equipping youth and families to achieve optimal physical, social, and emotional well-being. Children and adolescents 
need at least 60 minutes of physical activity each day. Most children in the United States fall short of this 
recommendation. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, children should include three types of 
physical activity to meet the recommendations – aerobic, muscle strengthening, and bone strengthening. You may 
wonder how yoga fits into the recommendations, and that answer depends on the type of yoga they participate in.  
Depending on the intensity it may be aerobic, or perhaps by slowing down and holding the poses longer it fits into the 
strengthening, and certain poses are bone strengthening. A way to look at yoga is as a multi-purpose type of physical 
activity.   
 

The benefits of yoga practice for children and adolescents is a relatively new area of research. Studies suggest a link 
between yoga practice and positive child and adolescent outcomes. Researchers are studying yoga in school and in out 
of school settings. Special groups of children, like those with autism, Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), eating disorders, anxiety, and asthma, have been the focus of some studies. As 
mentioned previously in the article children and adolescents may not be active enough. Yoga is a form of exercise that 
can help them to reach the recommended levels of physical activity. It can help to improve their physical fitness by 
increasing their strength, flexibility, and aerobic capacity. Yoga, though, is much more than physical activity. The 
practice of yoga promotes a connection between body and mind. Studies of yoga for kids suggests practicing yoga can  

 help reduce stress,  
 improve stress management and coping skills,  
 increase confidence,  
 promote a healthy body image, and  
 improve social skills.   

Research shows that physically fit children perform better academically, and one study of a school-based yoga program 
reported increased attendance rates and a 93% increase in standardized test scores within three years of implementing 
the program.   
 

Most importantly is that the 4-H Yoga for Kids program ties into our National 4-H healthy living program and mission, to 
engage youth and families to achieve optimal physical, social, and emotional well-being. Yoga creates opportunities for 
youth to improve their physical health, and provides a platform for understanding and managing emotions, extending 
kindness and acceptance to others, and understanding self. This program is a strong addition to any healthy living 
program for youth. In Jefferson County we plan to incorporate this into our 4-H Club program and our afterschool 
programs, giving as many youth as possible the chance to explore a new opportunity.   
 

Information from the 4-H Yoga for Kids curriculum was used to write the article. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County, 

4-H Camp Wabasso, and  

 Jefferson County, NY 4H  

 


