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Our newsletter has such a wonderful 
and far-reaching name! By definition, 
‘wonder’ is a state of mind in which you 
want to learn more about something, 
a desire to know, a lust for learning, 
a thirst for knowledge. It is feeling 
aroused by something strange and 
surprising. It also means to question, 
to place in doubt, to express doubtful 
speculation, to meditate, to ponder, 
to think over, contemplate, muse, and 
reflect. What a word! More than a word!  
A state of mind! Remember this defini-
tion because it has all the elements we 
need in a new learning model for this 
new millennium. Children have it. They 
are born with it. It is in their nature. So, 
where and when did we lose this state of 
mind, this sense of wonder? When did 
our thinking become so narrow-minded, 
passive, and isolated?

It all started with the factory-based 
education model of the past, textbook-
driven, confined to four walls, teacher-
centered, with passive learning and 
little to no student freedom. This model 
turned its back to the innate thirst for 
knowledge, the desire to learn, the pas-
sion, the questions, the meditation and 
contemplation, the wonder and imagi-
nation in every child. In spite of its lack 
of diversity, its obsolete and fragmented 
curriculum, where print is the primary 
vehicle of learning, it continues to be 
the model followed by the majority of 
school systems in the world. It is the 
education we adults received and young 
people are still receiving. This is how we 
were educated and how we think about 
education.  And herein lies the  problem.

If we want to reconnect chil-
dren to nature, we need to go 
one step further and change 
our way of thinking about 
education and what it means. 
We need a systemic educa-
tion revolution towards a 
21st Century Learning Sys-
tem. The future of learning 
is today, and it requires a dynamic model 
that gives new meaning to the concept 
of knowledge and a new definition of 
the ‘educated’ person. Based on creativ-
ity, imagination, experience, perception, 
and the state-of-mind called ‘wonder,’ 
this project-based learning model must 
be structured to include a curriculum for 
life, taking advantage of information and 
emerging technologies. 

The world has changed; in fact it is chang-
ing continuously and more rapidly than 
ever.  Unfortunately, education systems in 
the world have remained static, and are 
therefore obsolete. We need dramatic and 
innovative change. This transition is the 
responsibility and challenge of today’s 
adults: world leaders, governments, leg-
islators, teachers, and parents must work 
together to change the current system of 
information delivery to one of ‘inquiry-
based knowledge generation.’ There are, 
of course, some local movements, World 
Forums, regional meetings where this is-
sue comes up. But the deeper and funda-
mental changes necessary are just not hap-
pening. Maybe we adults should stop for 
a moment and observe our children and 
their capacity to wonder and learn, despite 
the system. They have much to teach us.

This is Bernardo. He 
is only two years 
old, but with the 
twinkle of wisdom in 
his eyes. This photo 
was taken during a 
whale-watching trip 
off the coast of Baja 
California, México. 

To everyone’s surprise, Bernardo was 
not really interested in the magnificent 
creatures. His attention was directed to 
the small bubbles being produced by 
the interaction between the boat and the 
waves. For a brief moment, Bernardo 
became a science learner and teacher 
making connections, transmitting his 
sense of awe and wonder to other learn-
ers: the adults in the boat. And it was all 
happening in the outside world, not in a 
lab, not inside a classroom with a fixed 
subject schedule, following instruc-
tions of a teacher in front of the class. 
Bernardo understands it perfectly, but 
we adults do not.

Lorenzo is three years old.  He was on a 
hiking trip to the valley of Santiago, the 
valley of 
the seven 
volcano 
craters.  In 
spite of 
the spec-
tacular 
landscape, 
Lorenzo 
spent 
his time 
picking, 
choosing, 
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and classifying mineral stones and 
pebbles he discovered on the differ-
ent paths taken. He was aroused by 
strange and surprising things. He 
wanted to learn more about them. 
Lorenzo was experiencing the same 
sense of wonder as Bernardo. Their ex-
periences were similar: they were hap-
pening outside the classroom, without 
a teacher or a textbook, and both were 
powerful. These children were self-
motivated by wonder. And, because of 
their ages, Bernardo and Lorenzo are 
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www.worldforumfoundation.org/nature. 
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still free of a system that kills creativity 
and wonder. 

Any moment, any place is a learning 
experience. Why can’t the current sys-
tem understand and evolve towards this 
concept? Why the resistance to change, 
to innovate? Why can’t we accept that 
the current school model is obsolete 
and needs to change at its foundation? 
What needs to happen to provoke an 
eye-opening in our education leaders 
and authorities? Let us hope the change 

is soon to come. We, as humanity, cannot 
wait any longer. The future is now.

Berta MacGregor is currently leading the de-
sign, development, and start-up of Papalote 
Museo del Niño (Children’s Museum), a 
new large-scale museum in Ciudad Juarez 
on the Méxican American Border. Berta is 
on the Nature Action Collaborative for 
Children Leadership Team representing 
North America. She is also an active member 
of a special task force: Civil Council for the 
Quality of Education in México.
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Connecting Children
with Nature Action Forum

October 17-20, 2010 
Arbor Day Farm  •  Nebraska City, Nebraska

Multi-disciplinary Nature Action Teams from  
around the world have been invited to come together to

learn strategies and secure tools  
for launching campaigns to connect children with nature.

Attendance by application only.
Address queries to:

info@worldforumfoundation.org

The mission of the Nature Action 
Collaborative for Children is to re-connect children with the natural world by making developmentally appropriate nature education a sustaining and enriching part of the daily lives of the world’s children.
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If you know anything about the Nature 
Action Collaborative for Children, you 
know that those involved care a lot about 
helping to connect children with nature. 
You’ll read this phrase on the web site, in 
articles, and hear it (often!) in conversa-
tions NACC members have with each 
other at World Forum gatherings. And, in-
deed, this is the connection that motivates 
each of us in the jobs we do individually, 
as well as through the Collaborative.  

In my own individual work, I’ve come to 
realize that another kind of connection 
is also vitally important if we’re going to 
be able to support the next generation of 
environmental stewards. I believe that we 
all need to step outside the comfort zones 
that keep us focused narrowly on our 
individual professions (landscape archi-
tect, environmental advocate, early child-
hood educator, health care professional, 
etc.) and begin learning more about each 
other’s professional frames of reference. 
In my case,  as I’ve begun to understand a 
great deal more about what excellent early 
childhood education is all about, that new 
knowledge has pushed me to a higher 
level as a landscape architect. And, my col-
leagues who are educators have told me 
that as they learn more from me about the 
importance of design, they are gaining a 
richer perspective of what we mean when 
we say that the environment is a child’s 
third teacher.

The delightful work I get to do each day 
takes me to early childhood programs, 
elementary schools, parks, zoos, military 
base child care centers, and many other 
settings where children spend significant 
portions of their lives. I have the great fun 
of helping folks develop plans for nature-
based outside spaces for children (that we 
refer to as Nature Explore Classrooms). I 
do this in collaboration with my educator 
colleagues who are well-grounded in the 
research that provides a foundation for all 
of our work. I also get to collaborate with 
the parents, community leaders, teach-
ers, school administrators, environmental 
advocates, health care professionals, and 
children in each program. Something 

magical happens when people come 
together to share ideas and really mean 
it when they say they want to learn from 
each other.

Okay, let’s be honest. It’s easy to talk about 
collaborating and connecting, but a lot 
harder to do it. When lots of ideas are ban-
died about, more often than not someone 
will say something that gives us pause and 
makes us think in a new, unfamiliar way. 
And, speaking for myself at least, that’s 
not always as much fun as we let on. In 
fact, sometimes it’s downright dishearten-
ing to have your ideas challenged. But, I’m 
used to that. Let me explain.

My work as a designer began to evolve 
after learning more about foundational 
principles for designing children’s outdoor 
spaces that came directly from observa-
tions of children. Wow! Imagine that. 
Learning from children. It was a new 
way of seeing and working. It made me 
re-think a lot of what I’d done in the past. 
But, as I began to incorporate these new 
ideas, I began to more fully understand 
that this way of working made all kinds 
of sense. And, each time I worked collab-
oratively with folks in new settings, my 
discoveries, understandings, and insights 
grew. 

As I began focusing on this new work 
in earnest, my educator colleagues and 
I started having in-depth conversations 
about both landscape architecture and 
early childhood education. We talked 
about what we believed, sometimes chal-
lenged each other’s thinking, and often 
arrived at new ways of looking at issues. 
And, each time I met with a new group, 
I learned from them, and I’d like to think 
they learned a thing or two from me. Add 
to that the gatherings of the World Forum 
Foundation, where I explored ideas from 
people from all over that world, and pretty 
soon my head was full of great ideas. 

So, I’d like to challenge each of us who 
cares about helping children connect more 
with the wonders of nature to think a bit 
outside our comfort zones. If you’re an ear-
ly childhood or environmental educator:

• Perhaps think a little more deeply 
about the importance of design and 
how environments affect children. 

• Maybe read a book about design such 
as A Pattern Language by Christopher 
Alexander (1977). 

• Read about the significance of the 
intersection of nature and culture (sum-
marized by designers as the notion of 
context, so well described in Potteiger 
and Purinton’s Landscape Narratives, 
1998). 

If you’re a landscape architect or other 
design professional:
• Maybe read something about early 

childhood education. Ask your educa-
tor colleagues for recommendations. 
They will have great suggestions. 

• If you’re not already a subscriber to 
Exchange magazine, that would be a 
good place to begin. (And that’s true 
for environmental advocates, also.)  

• If you haven’t read much about envi-
ronmental education, visit the North 
American Association for Environmen-
tal Education website (naaee.org) to 
learn what you can from this group that 
actually works all over the world.  

Of course, we all can continue to learn 
from children.  

Hopefully my list has whet your appe-
tite. The more we all connect with each 
other, the better equipped we’ll be to help 
those nature-child connections happen 
everywhere!  
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help them to make wise decisions. 
Peaceful locations can take one’s mind 
to a positive place, making oneself 
calm where thinking is broadened 
and aggressiveness is minimized. This 
allows opposition parties to come to a 
common understanding.  

I don’t know the extent of tranquil-
ity that Himalaya can give, but it 
certainly can bring healing to your 
mind, body, and your eternity. The 
crumbling of snow into small musical 
springs and the chime of pine trees are 
able to heal the trauma you experi-
ence during conflict. Put a small child 
along the riverside or seashore and 
she will start healing herself and try 
to talk with the flow of the river or the 
sea. Catching starfish and collecting 
small pebbles or watching butter-
flies dance around a flower can both 
be great sources of healing through 
nature. We can follow the example of 
a small child enjoying our parks and 
zoos, and playing with animals. Tak-
ing enjoyment from nature helps us to 
relax and refresh our minds.

There are many oriental practices 
where people have been treated with 
natural elements, especially clay treat-
ments. Clay treatment practices still 
exist in many parts of the world, espe-
cially those with Ayurveda practices. 
The Sun is regarded as a god in many 
parts of the world. We have two days 
of celebration — Chhatha Puja in the 
Terai (plains) — to thank the sun for 
healing us with its rays. Children give 
offerings to the sun for its warmth. 
Nature itself has all the components 
that are required and essential for its 
inhabitants. Mahatma Gandhi, the 
great saint and leader of the nonvio-
lence movement, said, “Earth pro-
vides enough to satisfy every man’s 
need, but not every man’s greed.” 

Nature therapy for conflict by Bishnu H. Bhatta

We still do not know the capacity of 
the Earth. And we are becoming more 
irrational in our daily lives. If we can 
recognize and realize the capacity of 
nature and use it with respect — with-
out greed — nature will always serve 
us with its loving capacity.

We have made mistakes in using natu-
ral resources haphazardly, and these 
have brought changes in the climatic 
variables. One of the major problems 
we have seen is the melting of the 
Himalaya, which has made mountain 
communities vulnerable to disasters 
like landslides and explosions of the 
glacier lake outburst. Learning from 
these occurrences, we should teach 
future generations about the proper 
utilization of natural products and the 
importance of preserving nature itself. 

Should we help children realize this by 
giving them opportunities to interact 
directly with nature? And should we 
make every effort to help children 
understand the healing benefits of 
nature therapy that is readily available 
in front of them? No one should be the 
age of Prime Minister Madhav Kumar 
Nepal or Prachanda before realizing 
that the serenity and tranquility of 
nature empowers people to do more 
positive things in their lives. There is 
no more suitable time than right now 
to begin.

In times of conflict, our shock and lack 
of coping skills force us to develop 
survival skills. We can do this natu-
rally or with the support of others. We 
can help children affected by conflicts 
today to develop their own coping 
strategies by teaching them about the 
healing powers of nature.

Bishnu H. Bhatta is an NACC Leadership 
Team member.

For the first time in Nepal’s history, 
the ministers’ council meeting was 
held at the highest peak of the Earth, 
also commonly named the Third 
Pole. The meeting delivered a small, 
but beautiful message to the world 
about the melting ice and snow of the 
Himalayan region. However, many 
critics and common Nepalese didn’t 
find any reason to justify this meeting 
when they came to know about the 
6.5 million Nepali Rupees spent for 
this single event. 

After one week, a small media report 
cited that Prime Minister Madhav 
Kumar Nepal understands that if he 
acquires the tranquility of Kala-
patthar (5542mt.), he can solve all of 
the complex issues faced by the coun-
try. Similarly, Prachanda, Chairperson 
of UCPN Maoist, said that he can 
solve problems if he gets a chance to 
sit with other leaders on a peaceful 
mountain. These expressions from 
Maoist Chairperson Prachanda and 
Prime Minister Madhav Kumar Nepal 
may be a coincidence. A take-home 
message for us is that nature can heal 
negative vibes through its calm natu-
ral therapy and neutrality.

The Prime Minister of Nepal is cur-
rently facing Maoist protest against 
the recent move of the president. They 
have called for a three-day national 
civil strike. Many people suspect 
that if this cannot be stopped, a wide 
range of violence may erupt at any 
moment. Both Maoists and the Gov-
ernment have expressed that a place 
like Kalapatthar would help solve 
issues within hours. One wants to 
go to Kalapatthar and another wants 
to go to the hilltops. Both have one 
common reality: they want to heal 
themselves with nature and think the 
serenity and tranquility of nature may 




