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We know that participating in physical activity and experiencing nature both play an important role in 

positively influencing our health and wellbeing. There is growing evidence to show that children’s 

contact with nature and consequent levels of physical activity affects not only their well-being but also 

their health in later life. Yet: we know that we spend little time outside. In Canada, children in Grades 6 

to 12 spend 7 hours, 48 minutes each day on screens. That figure outpaces the recommendation of no 

more than two hours of screen time daily. (Active Healthy Kids Canada Annual Report Card of Physical 

Activity for Children and Youth, 2012) 

 

So at UVic, in a 2nd year course in the School of Exercise Science, Physical and Health Education EPHE 270 

– Outdoor Recreation we ask students (18-22 years of age) to engage in a range of activities that 

challenge them to spend time outside. The course focuses on the meaning of outdoor recreation and 

the value that spending time outside brings to overall health and well being – individually and socially. 

Ironically, the classroom has no windows. Amongst other requirements, the students are asked to 

complete 10 mini assignments – putting theory into practice – from an interpretive walk to a visit to an 

on campus nature sanctuary to reflecting on their experiences of guest speakers. For example, students 

are asked to spend time in nature, without electronics, and then to spend time in nature using 

technology in ways that are new to them. 2 Assignments of note:  1.  30 X 30 and 2.  24 hours without 

electronics. Overall, the incentive made a difference! 

 

1. 30 X 30  
With permission, the class uses a David Suzuki challenge. http://30x30.davidsuzuki.org/  For 30 

consecutive days, they spend 30 minutes of time outside and ‘present’ in nature – no electronics, no 

sport. For many students (given our rapid change in technology), this is the first time that they recall 

walking, running, cycling and playing outside without listening to music, podcasts or phone calls!  

 

Experiential outcomes: 
 walk/cycle more often and for longer than they have in the past 

 surprised to find that personal downtime can happen in small moments 

 significant change in mood – more calm and relaxed – even though their studies have told them 

this, the experience of engaging regularly in the outdoors had an impact. Many felt calmer, 

more aware, and performed better in class 

 starting this assignment was tough but doing it was not as hard as many had thought it would be 

 very enlightening – helped students pay attention to my surroundings and engage with others – 

engaging with folks on the street or pathways 

 most students found themselves more mindful, appreciative and engaged in outdoor 

experiences 

 spending time outside without technology helped their thoughts fall into place and their 

perceived stresses to be reduced 

http://www.uvic.ca/
http://30x30.davidsuzuki.org/


 many students chose to engage in the outdoors with friends, partners or colleagues and doing 

this activity helped them to bond with others 

 a few students had never thought to ‘work out’ outside – without a gym 

 having someone else ‘require’ this experience, gave many an outside incentive to do something 

they had wanted to for a long time. Many remained curious to know how tough this experience 

would be without outside intervention 

 

Typical Quotes: 
Enjoying Nature 

 observing my surroundings is always good, not as hard to do as I thought 

 I actually learned to appreciate and engage in the time I spent outdoors 

 when I returned home from a run, I felt the benefits of exercise more and an enhanced 

connectedness to nature 

Managing myself 

 I have become more aware of how much time I spend outside each day and trying to use all my 

senses. This, in turn, has made me more relaxed 

 Ha, I bought an alarm clock, put my cell phone in another room and slept better than I have in 

years 

 After about a week, I started to go for additional walks – the fresh air helped with my sleeping 

disorder, I am more calm and rested 

 Helped me clear my head when studying, felt less stressed 

Felt relaxed 

 despite the challenge, it started to become a habit and I began to wonder why I was not doing 

this in the first place. It is so easy to make the effort because even half an hour a day made my 

day that much more satisfying! 

 I feel free and alive 

 I have become more aware of how much time I spend outside each day and trying to use all my 

senses. This, in turn, has made me more relaxed. 

Feeling healthy 

 learned that even though this might not be ‘downtime’, it made me happier, less grumpy, mood 

was always better 

 after a few days, I was less fatigued and more energized 

 rain wasn’t as bad as I had anticipated – more refreshed and have more energy 

 I was more grounded, relaxed and able to keep up with a busy schedule 

 

2. 24 Hours without Electronics 
This assignment asks students to spend at least 24 consecutive hours of time without access to 

electronics and at least 30-60 minutes of that time outside and ‘present’ (not playing sports). This is 

described as being without access to a smartphone, TV, or computer / tablet.  

 

Experiential Outcomes: 
 students were worried about how difficult it would be – some planned well and some neglected 

to inform others that they would not have access to their social media accounts 



 most found the experience rather odd - not checking in constantly with folks they are ‘socially’ 

tied to, not tied to phone or facebook 

 all found themselves connected in a deeper way with others (family and friends) 

 many had a greater recognition of their daily choices including making meals, studying more 

effectively, less distracted, more engaged 

 they were surprised to find that they had to plan differently (couldn’t ask for immediate 

response, had to ‘place’ themselves in space without google maps, etc) 

 

Typical Quotes:  
Enjoying others 

 instead of watching TV or playing games on an iPad, we (mum) played board games, went for 

walks and cooked meals together. It was a lovely day. 

 I helped do some chores, homework, played with the dogs and visited with my family. It felt 

good. 

 I found that I spent a greater amount of quality time with my family. 

Communication 

 I found it was challenging to communicate as one can not plan or cancel things at the last 

minute 

 instead of watching a movie, we played cards and were able to interact and talk to each other. It 

is a great feeling to solely be in the moment and not concerned about what others may be 

doing. 

 the most positive aspect was the ability to focus. It is very distracting when something is 

beeping at me to answer. 

Dependency 

 I was shocked on how dependent I am on electronics. 

 it helped me realize that I do not need to spend so much time texting to e-mail and text 

messages 

 I always have a constant worry about whose day I have to catch up with. I had to learn just to 

‘be’. The next day, I had a glorious amount of tests and I felt so overwhelmed. I almost wanted 

to shut off my phone again – almost. 

 I was basically really bored all day and even went to bed at an earlier time. You can only be 

outside in nature for so long!! 

 I bought an alarm clock – much like the research says, I actually slept better! 

Missing out 

 worries were extensive (missing an important call, meeting, fun, internet). Yet, on my run (with 

a friend) time went faster and smoother by chatting to one another instead of listening to 

music. My focus was so much better while doing homework and eating – I felt more present and 

less anxious. I did something in the evening that I have not done in a very long time – instead of 

answering e-mails and sending texts, I read a book and fell asleep quickly.  

 

Summary 
Sometimes we put up barriers for ourselves to engaging in nature-based experiences. These can include 

such things as time, experience, comfort, and social connectedness amongst others. Yet, taking the 

opportunity can reap big rewards. These student experiences suggest that time in nature is possible: “I 



didn’t know it was so easy to avoid technology”; “Sometimes, the best way to find yourself is to lose 

yourself”; POWER DOWN – ‘turning it off’ – it can be done. Perhaps as adults, all we need to do is to give 

ourselves and others opportunities to learn. 


