
 

Study: Green space around schools may boost
mental abilities
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In this Wednesday, June 24, 2009 file photo, children play on an athletic field
below as Wade McGillis, professor of Earth and Environmental Engineering at
Columbia University, checks on a rooftop carbon dioxide monitor at an
elementary school in the Harlem neighborhood of New York. Putting more
green space around an elementary school may help students develop some mental
abilities, a study suggests. Green space may help mental development in part by
reducing air pollution from vehicles, in addition to helping reduce noise and
encouraging physical activity. (AP Photo/Bebeto Matthews, File)
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Putting more green space around an elementary school may help students
develop some mental abilities, a study suggests.

Researchers tested students repeatedly over the course of a year on
attentiveness and working memory, which is the ability to keep
something in mind temporarily for performing a task. Overall, students
whose schools were surrounded by more green space improved more
than pupils from schools with less green space.

The study tracked more than 2,000 students in 36 primary schools in
Barcelona, Spain. The pupils were in the second to fourth grades when
the study began.

Green space may help mental development in part by reducing air
pollution from vehicles, according to an analysis by the researchers that
included pollution data from the schools.

It may also help by reducing noise and encouraging physical activity,
researchers said in a paper released Monday by the journal Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences.

Policy makers should know that "more green around the school is better
for cognitive development and that they should make sure that kids can
see and play in green areas," one author, Mark Nieuwenhuijsen of the
Center for Research in Environmental Epidemiology in Barcelona, said
in an email.

Existing urban schools should think about replacing concrete or other
hard surfaces with green space, he suggested, and "even a few trees may
help."

The researchers used satellite images to group schools according to how
much green space appeared on the school grounds and within about 55
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yards of the school property. Their analysis indicated that differences in
socio-economic factors between schools did not account for the study
outcome.

Sally Augustin, a psychologist in La Grange Park, Illinois, who uses
research on how people react to their surroundings to consult on design
of buildings, products and services, said the results made sense to her.

Augustin, who did not participate in the new study, said the results fit
with previous findings that views of nature help children and adults
lower stress and perform mental tasks better.

  More information: Green spaces and cognitive development in
primary schoolchildren, 
www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1503402112
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