59

Significance and issues of nature experiences of children
with developmental disorders and mental disabilities

Kanae Watanabe

Abstract

Various experiences develop children and are important for foster-
ing a zest for living. In particular, experiences in nature during childhood
have important effects on children’s humanity (Carson, 1956). However,
disabled children face severe limitations in terms of opportunities to ex-
perience nature. In Japan, recently, according to the “Act on the Utiliza-
tion of Funds Related to Dormant Deposits to Promote Public Interest
Activities in the Private Sector,” projects for eliminating the experience
gap have been carried using dormant deposits. Ocean Family (an autho-
rized non-profit organization) has been selected as one of the groups to
execute this project, and it has implemented a three-year plan for a sum-
mertime seaside experience program for children with developmental
disorders and mental disabilities. We researched the experiential learning
of diverse children using a questionnaire and observational methods dur-
ing the Ocean Family program for a period of three years. The aim of
this study was to investigate the current situation and issues pertaining
to the nature experiences of children with developmental disorders and
mental disabilities based on a qualitative analysis of a questionnaire ad-
ministered to volunteers and child day care center staff who support
children during marine activities after the first year of the project. The
results show that volunteers™ and staffs main hope and expectations for
the seaside experience program included “enjoyment” and “sense of won-
der.” Volunteers and staff understood that the children enjoyed the pro-
gram very much. In addition, adults (volunteers and staff) enjoyed and
learned very important things about children, from children, and through
children even though the experiences were few in number and the activ-
ities were completed within 1.5 hours.
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