
Mud kitchens and digging areas provide 
spaces for messy play. (source: NWF)

Access to nature benefi ts even the 
youngest learners. (source: NWF)

Natural features such as stone paths 
encourage exploration and gross motor 

development. (source: NWF)
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Early Childhood Health Outdoors (ECHO)
Program Overview

Research has shown that learning through outdoor play and 
active engagement with nature helps young children succeed 
throughout the rest of their lives. Unfortunately, today’s children 
are increasingly sedentary, resulting in limited physical activity 
and a detachment from the natural world. More time indoors 
and on screens is leading to many children experiencing severe 
physical health problems, negative social/emotional impacts, 
compromised cognitive development, and other issues. 

To counteract this trend, young children need daily access to 
natural outdoor settings as early as possible to instill positive 
habits and encourage healthy development. The benefi ts of 
connecting to nature have been well documented in numerous 
scientifi c research studies, collectively showing that children’s 
social, psychological, and physical health is positively impacted 
when they have daily contact with nature. In addition, time in 
nature helps children gain a sense of environmental awareness, 
connection, and responsibility. 

To bring this science to life and ensure all young children have 
daily access to nature play and learning opportunities, the 
National Wildlife Federation has embarked on an ambitious 
initiative, the Early Childhood Health Outdoors (ECHO) program, 
which works with child care centers and other programs to 
enhance the outdoor spaces where children spend many of 
their days. 

In contrast to most playgrounds today, which have stationary 
plastic play equipment, rubber surfaces, and little shade or 
natural materials, ECHO spaces have stumps and logs to walk 
across, places to dig and get a little dirty, and quiet shady spots 
for children to sit quietly and listen to the birds. An ECHO site 
includes play and learning settings that provide choices for big 
movements, like climbing or paths for wheeled toys, and other 
features like a gardening area, small parts building station, mud 
kitchen, or a sound garden with age-appropriate instruments. 



Gardening helps children learn about 
natural systems and where their food 

comes from. (source: NWF)

Design workshop participants work with 
ECHO team members to reimagine their 

outdoor spaces. (source: NWF)

Early childhood professionals learn how to 
garden at an ECHO training. (source: NWF)

- 2 -

These sites also include a variety of natural features that enrich 
children’s outdoor time like small trees, grasses, shrubs, or vines 
hanging from arbors. In these naturalized playgrounds, young 
children experience changing seasons; watch fl owers bloom and 
try new vegetables they helped to grow themselves; roll along 
low mounds and slopes; and learn about wildlife like worms, 
bugs, and birds.  

ECHO enhances nature play and learning wherever young children 
spend their time. The ECHO team includes a multi-disciplinary 
team of professional landscape architects and designers and 
early childhood specialists who work with child care centers, 
preschools, family child care homes, community centers, family 
resource centers, parks and recreation departments, library 
systems, businesses, and other local entities to improve play 
and learning environments. 

The ECHO team works closely with local communities to develop 
their collective vision of what is needed in outdoor spaces for 
young children, and the process is entirely evidence-based and 
built on best practice. ECHO ensures the sustainability of the site 
through ongoing technical assistance and training, volunteer 
recruitment, fundraising support, and fostering long-term and 
in-depth community commitment.

ECHO’s natural play areas are specifi cally and carefully designed 
to maximize children’s sense of exploration, stimulate physical 
activity, and increase their interactions with and connections 
to nature—even starting with infants and toddlers. Research 
supporting the foundation of ECHO shows that, by improving 
outdoor spaces with natural elements, keeping the process 
affordable and incremental, and providing hands-on training, 
young children, the education programs that serve them, and 
often the community as a whole, can reap major benefi ts. 

Research on nature play and learning settings shows that both 
children and teachers spend and enjoy much more time outside 
in these spaces, participating in behaviors that make them 
stronger, improve their cognition, teach them social and motor 
skills, and help them get improved sleep—which is especially 
important for children as it directly impacts mental and physical 
development. Outdoors, children are more physically active and 



Before transformation, many ECHO 
sites start out with little to no natural 

materials. (source: NWF)

BEFORE

Community members gather at volunteer 
build days to help implement the vision. 

(source: NWF)

DURING

AFTER

Children become more active and 
engaged with their outdoor environment. 

(source: NWF)
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engage more with each other and adults. Benefi ts can also include 
improvements in self-regulation, nutrition, eyesight, academic 
performance, self-confi dence, and concentration. In addition, 
time in nature helps children begin to understand ecosystems, 
where food comes from, and environmental processes. Parents 
are often more likely to linger at ECHO sites and watch their 
children thoroughly immersed in constructive play—adding to 
the overall community experience. 

Despite these fi ndings, the early childhood outdoor space goes 
virtually unmentioned in national and state-level standards, 
guidelines, and regulations, and has been largely overlooked 
in the considerable efforts to increase the quality of early 
childhood education. Moreover, children most likely to benefi t 
from a nature play and learning environment are less likely to 
have access to one. 

We know that the benefi ts of engaging with nature and spending 
time in high-quality outdoor spaces has the greatest potential for 
health benefi ts for children living in underserved communities. 
Therefore, ECHO focuses on engaging with communities that 
meet any of the following criteria: families eligible for need-
based child care subsidies, supplemental nutrition programs, 
and other assistance programs, and/or low-income families 
experiencing housing or food insecurity. The ECHO program also 
prioritizes serving a diverse population, including communities 
with a high percentage of ethnic and racial diversity, refugees 
and immigrants, English language learners, and young children 
with disabilities or special needs.

The ECHO program has two fundamental goals: 1) Improving the 
health and development of young children through increased 
exposure to nature play and learning settings, helping 
turnaround the trend of children spending an alarmingly low 
amount time outside, and 2) Helping children develop a lifelong 
love of nature and wildlife through nature and outdoor time—
creating a generation with more awareness of and connection to 
the natural world. 

In just two years, ECHO has directly impacted more than 8,000 
young children and provided professional development for more 
than 10% of all Colorado early childhood educators. Based on 
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