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HEALING LANDSCAPES

PSYCHOSOCIAL BEMNEFITS OF NATURE TO
CHILDREM

Aw lupnl- Elnl.mng

& hhh, be very quier,” | whispered o the lour young
bovs around me, We crept through the meadow
glancing wwards the dark woods bevond, & creature emerged,

silent and calm. Just as we had hoped 10 see, a beautiful and
harmless deer. Gracefully she pranced 1o a grazing spot for her

evening meal.

At this moment one child turned to me with fear in his eyes,
gquivering, “IF we get any closer will icamack ws?” 1 realized
that these boys, each coming from disturbed homes, were
genuinely [rightened by this docile creature, perhaps becanse
brutality was all they knew,

While working as 4 horticulire therapist an g residential
treatment center in Mew York, 1 became intdgued by the influ-
ence of the environment on human psvehology. Watching the
often depressed, frustrated, and angry [aces of the boys trans-
form into awestruck expressions of excitement at the firss signs
of lile emerging from a seed they planted, or at the thnll of
discovering the first ripe tomato in their vegetable ganden,



exemplifies how the environment can have a beneficial effect on
individuals. The boys, struggling 10 gain a sense of stability in
the world around them, were able to gain a sense of purpose as
they learned to murture life and create beaury in the landscape.

The after-school work therapy program at the treatment center
consisted of five dilferent job sites, one of which was the
greenhouse. The goals of the program were 1o instill in the
residents a sense of responsibility, attention to detail, ability to
follow directions, concentration on specific
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lintle color 1o existing flower beds, or build new ones. Or, the
boys would fill their carts with springrime gift baskers thar
they planted with hyacinths or daffodils to sell o each cottage
Through these activities the boys contributed o their commu-
nity and developed a sense of accomplishment, pride in their
work, and greater self-esteem.

Once a week we left the greenhouse and ventured down 1o
the pond or into the woods to explore nature. Most of the
boys, being from the inner city, had linle i

tasks, and group cooperation. The greenhouse
site met and surpassed these goals. Through
direct involvement with nature, the bovs bene-
fited psychologically

Within the protective greenhouse bubble, we

“They gained
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any previous opportunity to investigate the
natural world. These adventures into nature
sometimes turmed into treasure hunts—a
quest to gather materials such as rocks or
branches—io use in our garden projects.

[t amazed me to see how much calmer the

grew plants from seeds, bulbs, cuttings, clip- respect f'ﬂ ¥ boys became when 1 ok them for one of
pings, and other propagation technigues. We o these walks, away from the confines of any
then used these plants for a variety of projects. all levels walls. Some of the boys were fascinated with

One project was planting a vegetable garden
outside the greenhouse, so that the boys could
nurture, observe, and then harvest their own
crops, One crop of particular interest was the
cormn. The boys were amazed at how tall the

of life.”

the tadpoles and the unfurling of the fiddle
head lerns, while others ook ums skipping
rocks across the water surface. The hoys
became anentive and full of life while

observing their surroundings.

stalks could grow, and they were anxious o

taste the produce. However, when a hungry raccoon discov-
ered the comn, the boys eagerly worked together to protect
their garden. Throughout the gardening process, the boys also
learned about other invaders and inhabitanis, the insects
Initially the bovs assumed thar all bugs were detrimental and
should be destroved. After learning about the crucial roles
each member of the garden played in the ecosysiem, they
gained a greater respect for all levels of life. They quickly
realized that these imporant lessons about protecting and
preserving life around them related 1o their own lives.

At the greenhouse we also grew flowering planis that we wsed
o both enhance the resldential grownds and create items o

sell, The boys loaded the wheelbarrows with plants, tools, and
equipment and went out into the residential grounds to add a

The greenhouse and nearby natural environment became
sancturies for the boys, places o create, nurure, and watch
the beauty of life grow and change. 1t is clear that the
environment has a great impact on human beings and their
understanding of the delicate web of life, Mon only did the
boys acquire job skills and an appreciation for their environ-
ment, they also found an outlet to relieve stress from their
turbulent lives and a means wo cope with their own psycholoa-
ical issues, The exposure (o nature can be insiremental in
healing the weakened mind, body, and soul. Through these
mentally, physically, and spirially damaged boys, 1 witnessed
the powerful healing benefits of our natural environment. &
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