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Human Separation from the Natural World - Nature-deficit Disorder  

Introduction: There is a debate among ethicists about whether the value of preserving the natural world is derived from 

the fact that human beings are dependent on nature for our own survival, or derived from the intrinsic value of nature 

itself.  The concept of Global Sustainability suggests that our focus is on the importance of the natural world because of 

its importance to human beings for our very survival. Without diminishing the importance of intrinsic value of the 

natural world, it is a fact that human survival requires preserving the natural world.  Human beings are a part of the 

natural world and are completely interconnected with it. Yet, as humanity becomes more technologically advanced, 

there seems to be a sense in which we have become separated from the natural world.  Many of us live in cities, 

surrounded by concrete and man-made structures.  We regulate the indoor environment with air conditioning and 

heating systems that maintain a constant temperature, no matter what the weather.  We buy and eat prepackaged 

foods that scarcely resemble anything found in nature itself. The waste we produce is carted away (hopefully to be 

recycled) so that it is quickly out of sight and out of mind (or, disappears with a flush, along with gallons of valuable 

water).  In this lesson, we will consider the negative effects to which this separation from the natural world has led.  

Global Sustainability issues are usually focused on the dangers we face in the coming generations because of the 

unsustainable ways in which we live today.  In this lesson, we will focus on the negative effects our technological 

lifestyles are producing right now!  The lesson plan is inspired by the work of Richard Louv, author of several books, 

including The Nature Principle: Human Restoration and the End of Nature-Deficit Disorder.  While the “nature-deficit 

disorder” is not recognized by the medical community (yet) as a medical or psychological disorder, there is mounting 

evidence that it is a real concern.  There is recognition of the need for natural areas evidenced by the creation of parks in 

every community in the United States and around the world. Yet, here in Miami-Dade County, there is a deficit of parks 

(see -  http://www.co.miami-dade.fl.us/district01/releases/08-06-20-park_dedication.asp).  Furthermore, some of the 

parks that were created at what were the sites of landfills or incinerators have been shown to be dangerous to one’s 

health (see - http://www.miaminewtimes.com/2013-09-26/news/miami-toxic-parks-old-smokey/)!  Another aspect of 

this lesson plan is that, rather than merely do academic research on the nature-deficit disorder, students will actively 

engage with citizens of Miami-Dade County in order to gauge public awareness of the problem as well as consider 

possible solutions ordinary citizen’s might have to the problem. 

Step One: Students will begin by learning about the concept of nature-deficit disorder by checking out Richard Louv’s 

website.  Although reading his books is not a requirement of the lesson plan, it is strongly encouraged.  Students will 

also check out the websites listed for more information on the topic, and are encouraged to investigate beyond the 

resources listed.  Also, information regarding the lack of parks in Miami-Dade County, as well as the dangers that have 

forced several of these parks to be closed is included in the required readings.  Using the link to the Mom Enough 

website, students will listen to a podcast in which Richard Louv himself discusses the topic. 

Step Two: In class, students will break into groups of four or five students to discuss the concept of nature-deficit 

disorder.  Diverse opinions are welcome, including the views of those students who may be skeptical of the existence of 

any problem.  Solutions to the problem will be proposed. 

Step Three: Each group of students will select a representative of the group to present to the class the main points of 

their group’s discussion.  Similarities and differences between the points made by each group will be listed on the board, 

including a list of possible solutions to the problem. 

 

http://richardlouv.com/books/nature-principle/
http://www.co.miami-dade.fl.us/district01/releases/08-06-20-park_dedication.asp
http://www.miaminewtimes.com/2013-09-26/news/miami-toxic-parks-old-smokey/
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Step Four: After having reflected on the points made by each group, and the solutions proposed, students will consider 

the role of the Parks found in Miami-Dade County in addressing the problem.  As a class, a list of questions will be 

constructed in order to create a survey that could be used to assess public opinions on the issue of nature-deficit 

disorder and the role of our parks to address it. 

The following is an example of a possible set of survey questions: 

1. What brings you to the park today? 

2. How often do you (and/or your family) visit this park? 

3. What other parks do you frequent, and how often? 

4. Do you think there are enough parks in Miami-Dade County? 

5. What changes could be made to improve this park? 

6. Have you ever heard of nature-deficit disorder? 

7. What do you think “nature-deficit disorder” might mean? 

8. Do you think children in Miami-Dade County suffer from this disorder? 

9. What role do you think our parks could play in helping to relieve this disorder? 

10. As well as providing playgrounds and athletic fields, you think parks should include areas that recreate what 

South Florida was like before any urban development?  

11. Would you visit a park that was only an area that recreated what South Florida was like before any urban 

development?  

12. What benefits might such a park have for the children of Miami-Dade County? 

Step Five: Once the survey has been constructed, students will decide which parks in Miami-Dade County might be 

visited in order to survey people visiting that park.  Students will each be given copies of the survey.  Over the course 

of several weekends, students will visit these parks and ask people at each park to voluntarily answer the survey 

questions. 

Step Six: Once the surveys have been completed, students will bring the results to class to be compared.  The results 

will be compiled into a table reflected public attitudes about parks, the nature-deficit disorder, and the role public 

parks have in addressing the problem of nature-deficit disorder.  Results will be made available to the Earth Ethics 

Institute, and anyone else interested. 

Step Six: Students will reflect on the results of the survey.  Each student will write a reflection comparing and 

contrasting their own personal views on parks, the nature-deficit disorder, and the role public parks have in 

addressing the problem of nature-deficit disorder with the public views reflected in the survey results.   

 

Online Resources: 

http://www.sencer.net/About/sencerideals.cfm 

http://richardlouv.com/ 

http://www.co.miami-dade.fl.us/district01/releases/08-06-20-park_dedication.asp 
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http://www.orionmagazine.org/index.php/articles/review/6408 

http://www.miamiherald.com/2012/11/04/3077996_society-too-disconnected-with.html 

http://www.onegreenplanet.org/natural-health/the-value-in-reconnecting-with-nature/ 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2013/06/130628-richard-louv-nature-deficit-disorder-
health-environment/ 
 
http://momenough.com/?p=1952 

 

Miami Dade College Learning Outcomes: 
 

1. Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills.  

2. Use quantitative analytical skills to evaluate and process numerical data.  

3. Solve problems using critical and creative thinking and scientific reasoning.  

4. Formulate strategies to locate, evaluate, and apply information.  

5. Create strategies that can be used to fulfill personal, civic, and social responsibilities.  

6. Demonstrate knowledge of ethical thinking and its application to issues in society.  

7. Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans on the environment. 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2013/06/130628-richard-louv-nature-deficit-disorder-health-environment/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2013/06/130628-richard-louv-nature-deficit-disorder-health-environment/

