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when I became a father seven years ago, I didn’t 
think too much about raising a kid who loves to spend 
time outside. Isn’t that part of every childhood? 

These days, apparently not. It amazed me to learn 
that for many families being outside is not a priority, 
and for some it doesn’t happen at all. As a stay-at-home-
dad, I feel fortunate to raise my two kids in a city that 
values its natural side. When my wife and I moved with 
our 4-year-old son to Portland in 2010, we looked for-
ward to exploring the abundance of natural areas within 
the city. Getting outside – on a trail, in a forest, along a 
river – would not mean traveling far from home. 

Now that we also have a young daughter, I am 
thankful there are so many opportunities to take her 
outside. She absolutely loves being outside, and I love 
that I can turn to nature when her mood sours. Explor-
ing nature makes up a big part of our lives, and our lives 
are better for it. I’m happy to share many of those ex-
periences on my blog, Exploring Portland’s Natural Areas, 
and now here, in this seasonal column.

I am often asked how I get my kids outside so much. 
Getting outside is not something I spend a lot of time 
planning. While there are numerous games and activi-
ties one could plan for kids outdoors, most of the time 
we just go. 

“Get outside!” I tell myself. 
Of course, as a parent, there are things I have to 

consider. How do we get where we’re going? What’s the 
weather like and what clothing should we have? Will we 
be out long enough to need snacks or lunch? 

We usually visit nearby places, so we know how 
to get there. We always have jackets and appropriate 
footwear. (It is Portland, after all.) And snack bars, crack-
ers and water bottles are easy to grab. Really, there’s not 
much to it.

Once you’re out, let your kids lead the way and go at 
their pace. Let them stop to look at anything that catch-
es their curiosity. So many of the nature experiences 
we’ve cherished have been things we never could have 
planned. You can’t plan to see a family of deer up close 
just after the sun goes down (at Tualatin Hills Nature 
Park in Beaverton). You can’t plan to watch an osprey 
swoop down, catch a fish and take off between the trees 
(at Laurelhurst Park in southeast Portland). These experi-
ences happen when you’re in the right place at the right 
time, and I feel fortunate to have been with my kids in 
those places at those times. 

Nature experiences should happen every day for 
kids, and every day those experiences will be different. 
Nature is not static. It’s dynamic. It changes with the 
weather and the seasons. Raising kids who appreciate 
nature doesn’t have to mean backpacking, rock climbing 
or skiing. It can just mean exploring your neighbor-

hood, your backyard 
and your city (even 
downtown). 

You don’t have to 
be an expert in natural 
history either. What’s 
important is providing 
opportunities for kids 
to ask questions. If you 
know the answer, wonder-
ful! If not, it’s OK to say, “I 
don’t know.” Then follow 
up with, “Let’s find out.” 
If you’re at a natural area 
where educators, rangers or 
naturalists are available, ask them. 
If not, do an online search when 
you get home, or check out nature 
books from your local library.

I see the joy in my children 
– and in myself – that comes 
from making nature exploration 
a regular part of their childhood. 
Through blogging about our out-
ings and writing this column, I 
hope I can encourage others to do 
the same. 

Here are a few simple things 
you can do to start raising your 
own “outdoor kid”: 

•   Seek out natural spaces to ex-
plore in your neighborhood and 
around the area. The website 
theintertwine.org is a good place 
to start, as is the book Wild in 
the City: Exploring the Intertwine: 
The Portland-Vancouver Region’s 
Network of Parks, Trails, and 
Natural Areas (Oregon State 
University Press, 2011). 

•   Be aware of opportunities to explore nature when 
you take your kids to school, run errands or just step 
outside. 

•   Make sure your kids have appropriate clothing for 
every season and for the type of terrain you’ll be ex-
ploring. (There is no such thing as bad weather, only 
bad clothing.) 

As parents, we sign our kids up for this and we sign 
them up for that, but no signing up is required to sim-
ply get outside and explore nature together. 

What are you waiting for?   n
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Exploring nature is part of every day for Michael 
Barton and his kids, Patrick, 7, and Afton, 1. Says 
Barton, “There is no such thing as bad weather, 
only bad clothing.” 
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