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For my parents, Wayne and Eleanor,
and my children, Skylar and Avrie






Preface

My earliest childhood memory is of learning to ski. I was four years old and I remember the gray overcast sky and the blanket of white snow that covered our yard and cow pasture. I grew up in a small town along the shores of the Columbia River, where we received one or two days of snow annually. When it snowed, school was canceled and businesses were closed. Dad would stay home from work. Mom would make cinnamon rolls. It was pure delight.

Mom bundled me in my warmest clothes and strapped on my red rubber rain boots. Dad hauled out the long red skis that he had bought in Europe. Once outside, Dad clicked his leather lace-up ski boots into the bindings. I stood on top of the skis just in front of Dad's boots. He held me by the armpits and we sped down the cow pasture straight for the barn. The snow was thick and gooey, but it didn't matter. It was exhilarating. The cool, damp wind blew in my face and a floating feeling intoxicated me the way a roller coaster does. The thrill settled not in my stomach but somewhere deeper in my heart. I don't know how many runs we made, but I remember walking back into our warm house, peeling off my cold, wet layers, and huddling in front of the fireplace with a cup of hot chocolate, a ritual that would become a wonderful part of my childhood. I'm sure I had a grin as wide as the skis were long.

Throughout my childhood, I have fond memories of family ski trips. I remember sleeping in my long underwear the night before we went skiing. I remember the seemingly endless days in the high mountain sun and clear air. I remember the exotic ski towns of Canada, Europe, and America.

After years of skiing, I picked up snowboarding in the early days of the sport. I traveled around the world, climbing and snowboarding big peaks, and eventually wrote books on ski and snowboard mountaineering.


Before either of my daughters were able to walk, I had a deep-seated desire to head to the mountains with them. I skied down the gentle beginner slopes with both my kids in the child-carry backpack. The rush of wind brought smiles to their faces. I've come full circle and enjoyed every minute of it.

When Skylar, my oldest daughter, was one and a half, we bought a pair of 80 cm skis and size 7 boots at our local ski swap. We hadn't intended to do much skiing that year. But when we were on a spring ski trip with my extended family, Skylar wanted to ski with her cousins, who were a few years older. On a warm sunny day, we helped Skylar into her skis and set out for an adventure.

At first, we held her between our legs and cruised down the slope. But after a few days we got a harness. On the first few runs we held her close, but over the course of a week we gradually let the lines out. Flanked by her cheering cousins, Skylar would point her skis straight down the hill and laugh—or more often sing “Do-Re-Mi” from The Sound of Music—while feeling gravity's pull. We didn't push it. We only went on sunny days and well before lunch time. We always had plenty of snacks and even a few treats. Usually we made three or four runs on the beginner slope, took a break, made two more runs, and then called it a day.

We did have tough days. Once back home, after half an hour of packing and another driving to the mountain, we realized we were too close to lunch and naptime. We pushed it: big mistake. After three minutes in the skis, Skylar was screaming and crying. We had lunch and drove home. Skylar fell asleep before we got out of the parking lot. More often, though, we go with friends, and it is a big party. A few runs with snacks on the chairlift, lunch with friends, and a drive home during naptime seemed to work pretty well. We always play lots of games, laugh, and cheer.

Now Skylar skis the whole mountain with confidence and enthusiasm. My second daughter, Avrie, rips at an early age too, especially from watching her older sister. You'd think it was twice the challenge: two sets of gear, two mouths to feed, two naps to contend with. But Skylar helps get her own gear ready and packs the lunch. Avrie makes tracks as big as her smile. The small effort is hugely gratifying, not only to see them excel at a sport in the high alpine world but for them to follow my tracks. In just a few years, they will be ripping just as fast as me. Maybe the girls will pick up snowboarding, and maybe they will climb mountains with me. I have no doubt that they, too, will sleep in ski clothes the night before a trip.
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Part 1

THE BASICS

When I have an idea for a camping trip, a day hike, or even a quick trip to the river, my daughters get excited. Skylar runs for a pencil and paper so she can start making a list: food, equipment, clothing, friends to invite. Avrie wants to pack her bag right that minute and put her bike helmet or swimsuit on. They are wild kids; they love outdoor adventure. Part mentor, friend, coach, and parent, I love introducing them to the wonder of nature and the thrill of outdoor sports. From my perspective as a physician, outdoor sports expert, and parent, I will share the tools you need to take your own wild kids outside in the sun, wind, rain, or snow. You will learn the deep satisfaction and thrilling excitement of adventuring and traveling with your family.

Part 1 presents the fundamental knowledge for getting started, namely, how to plan, pack, organize, and assemble. Don't be overwhelmed: Family outdoor adventures can be simple and straightforward, without too much effort or hassle, and even without spending too much money. I've eliminated much of the mystery and headache and focused on the important issues. I've attempted nearly everything in this book either as a child or as a parent. I've gathered advice from other outdoor expert parents as well, so rest assured, these ideas and techniques will work.

Read through the basics first, and then have your son or daughter start a list of activities. You're in for a thrill of a lifetime and a rewarding journey.






1

The Dynamics of Adventure

The planning and packing for our first camping trip of the season begin weeks in advance. We pick out a campground on the Oregon coast and block out a few days on our hectic schedule. Before the trip, we set up the tent in the backyard for a test run picnic. My kids are brimming with excitement and enthusiasm. My oldest daughter Skylar writes the grocery list, and we stop by the camp supply store for propane, batteries, plates, and a spare flashlight. My youngest Avrie is revved up, although not exactly sure what is going on. The night before we leave, I let my daughters pack their small clothing bags. After they fall asleep, I check to make sure that they have enough socks and underwear and that they brought pants instead of dresses. In the morning, we load up our big gray Suburban, affectionately called Gorilla, with all the essentials: rubber boots, raincoats, warm clothes, bikes and helmets, sunscreen, swimsuits, sun hats, warm hats, sleeping bags, pillows, camp gear, soccer balls, and the stuffed animals.

We leave town despite the forecast of rain. On the road, we have lots of activities for Skylar and Avrie: crayons, books, art kits, dolls. We listen to the Shrek soundtrack for about the hundredth time. “Are we there yet?” and “How much longer?” questions start in about ten minutes after we leave town.

At Cape Lookout campground on the Oregon coast, the sky is clear and cloudless. The warm sea breeze drifts in over the sand dunes. My daughters are delighted; my wife and I are too. We pull into our campsite, then run on the beach and play in the gentle, but frigid, waves. Later we set up camp, including our two tents. The play/dressing/storage tent usually gets full of sand and mud: That's what I set it up for. The sleep tent is reserved for quiet time and sleeping: no shoes. We set up our deluxe camp kitchen and a solar heated shower in about fifteen minutes; we're pro campers by now.


Then we're off again: biking the campground loop, wading in the gentle shore break, hiking the campground's one-mile interpretive trail, exploring tide pools, and building sand castles. At night we grill chicken and hot dogs on the campfire and then roast marshmallows for s'mores. At dark, we snuggle in our warm tent. I read a few books to my daughters, and then we turn off our flashlights, watch the stars through the tent skylight, and drift into deep peaceful sleep.

The next day is more of the same nonstop action. On day three, though, we wake up to a downpour. We're still dry and cozy in our tent, but rain puddles collect in our campsite. I cook oatmeal in the rain, and then we have breakfast in the tent. We stuff the soggy camp gear into the Gorilla. On the way home, we stop at an ice cream stand.

I deem the trip a veritable success gauged by chocolate ice cream smiles on my kids’ faces, and their cries of “I don't want to go home,” when we pull into our driveway.

WHY OUTDOOR SPORTS?

Introducing your children to outdoor adventure sports can be thrilling, educational, and wondrous. You might be camping at your favorite coast campground, hiking a local trail, or rock climbing at the school wall. A wilderness medicine colleague of mine took his two kids trekking across Bhutan, but a regular activity for my family is riding on our local bike path.

The first question—and you may sound like your child—is “Why?” Parents often ask me why they should drag their children into the jungles, mountains, forests, oceans, and deserts of the world. The immediate benefits are readily apparent: The air is clean, the fun is wholesome, and the exercise is good for their physical and mental health. Kids will eat better, sleep better, and perform better at school and social functions. Children learn a tremendous amount from outdoor sports and adventure travel. They can study the natural world, wilderness ecosystems, plant and animal habitats, and other sciences ranging from ecology to orienteering (route-finding with a map and compass). In short, outdoor adventure sports give kids a healthy and complementary alternative to learning in a classroom setting.

When they hear about my escapades with my own children, parents often ask me, “Isn't it dangerous?” The quick and easy answer is generally, no. Realistically, the downside of outdoor adventure is minor. The main outdoor hazard is foul weather, and the chief potential physical problem is injury from a fall. I continually emphasize safety so that injury and environmental hazards are minimized and, in many cases, nearly eliminated. The activities I will discuss and demonstrate are very safe; I never place my family in potentially harmful or dangerous situations. I'll show you how to avoid them too.

[image: images]

Take your time. Kids are fascinated with anything, even a newt.

We want our kids to be safe and stay healthy, but we don't want to restrict their learning opportunities. Nor do we want to shelter them so much that they don't learn how to fall and get back up again. Thus as we begin discussing parenting, you will begin to see it largely as an act of balance. You will learn to balance exploration with safety and enthusiasm with caution.

Let's look at the psychosocial, educational, and physical benefits of outdoor sports in more detail.

HEALTHY BRAINS = HEALTHY KIDS

Outdoor adventure sports are a fantastic setting for kids to explore, learn, and play. They provide a perfect opportunity for you to interact with your children: teaching them, bonding with them, and learning from them. The natural world promotes positive cognitive development, increasingly important in a world that is dominated by computers, television, and other sedentary activities. In fact, spontaneous playtime outside is now recognized as one of the most important ways a child learns and develops, especially in today's world where educational videos, electronic learning toys, and computer teaching programs are omnipresent in our children's lives. Kids will learn independence, good behavior, responsibility, self-reliance, and cooperation from outdoor activities.

All kids approach outdoor sports in much the same manner. They base their willingness to proceed or their decision to give up mostly on internal satisfaction and gratification with physical activity in the outdoor environment. Simply put, it must be fun or kids will lose interest and motivation. Fun is a broad term that for older kids might also include a physical or mental challenge, learning a new sport or skills, friendly competition, achieving goals, and physical exertion. Moreover, learning about the natural world can be fascinating and inspiring; it broadens kids’ learning environment and varies their life experiences. In fact, some will find their life's work as a result of this early exposure, whether it is in athletics, nature, science, or travel.

Experts say that important developmental milestones are fostered by outdoor sports. Children can establish strong self-esteem and reduce their sense of helplessness. Outdoor activities improve a child's idea of control, self-determination, and autonomy. Kids learn independence, self-reliance, decision-making, and responsibility. This is perhaps most important for older children, for whom outdoor activities are an opportunity to escape the stress of home or school without resorting to less desirable, or even dangerous, alternatives. In short, outdoor adventure sports build character and strong, smart, healthy kids.

Many parents ask me about safety concerns in the outdoors, and with good reason. Fear of the outdoors has both physical and psychological implications. It is important to teach your child to employ respect and caution in the natural world and, in some situations, to be fearful. Most child psychologists agree that if you say, “Be careful!” too many times, however, it could have undesirable effects. On one hand, a young child may become fearful of every activity. With too much fear, kids may miss out on the experience, and they may develop obsessions or even aversions to outdoor sports and nature in general. On the other hand, with overcautious parents, older kids may be fearful of nothing when they realize that many times the fear is unfounded or exaggerated. You will need to find a balance that works for you and your children.

THE OUTDOOR CLASSROOM

Most children spend nearly all of their formal learning in a classroom. This style of learning is an important part of child development, but the outdoor world is complementary to indoor classrooms. Instead of learning from a passive, controlled setting, outdoor kids learn from active, physical stimulation that is neither completely controlled nor absolutely predictable. They will develop a new framework for experiences, and they will also gain a broader understanding of the world around them.

Let's look at two grade-school kids, Charlie and Janelle. When Charlie sees a spider in the house, he asks his mom to smash it because “spiders make cobwebs and then we have to clean them up.” This is how Charlie interacts with spiders mostly because this is how he learned to deal with them—indoors and on a limited basis.

When Janelle saw a moth in the window she asked her dad to put it outside. “That's where its home is,” she said. She was excited, not from fear, but because she knew the moth would rather live outside. Janelle learned that moths have a necessary and fundamental role and that they are important in the circle of life. She built upon that experience when she saw a butterfly, the moth's cousin, perched on a flower at the park. “They help the plants grow,” her dad told her. Later, while on a nature walk, she saw a caterpillar, cocoon, and butterfly at different points on the trail; she began to understand the circle of life and why we respect nature. Janelle told all the kids at school that they shouldn't smash caterpillars because they become butterflies.

Let's look at another example. Charlie has spent most of his formative years in school. His concepts of animals, for example, come mainly from his pet cat Bob and through teachers, books, and television. He knows most animals by name and can mimic their voices. However, the concepts are somewhat blunted and two dimensional. When he sees animals in the wild, he becomes timid and sometimes afraid. He is unsure just how to interact with them. He is overly cautious and slightly fearful.

Janelle attends school but also spends many weekends with her family outdoors. She has learned both from traditional means as well as through nature hikes, beach walks, and bike rides. She has seen bird nests, beaver dams, and foraging deer. Once she saw a family of skunks with six young strolling through the campground. Unlike Charlie, Janelle was enthusiastic but respectful when she came across the skunks. Despite their foul odor, she didn't scowl. “Be very quiet,” she said to her father as she watched from a distance. “They are looking for their lunch.”

The natural world comes to life for Janelle; she sees it in three dimensions. She learns respect, admiration, and the places of different animals and plants in the circle of life. This broad learning environment gives her more experiences and knowledge to build upon.

Kids get formal instruction and playtime indoors for much of their lives. Outdoor sports and activities are a chance to let them develop personalities and behaviors that are more adaptive to a greater number of challenges and that are based on broader experiences. Remember, parental involvement is an essential ingredient, as I'll discuss throughout this book.
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We search for tadpoles.

Yes, kids do need balance: Too much outdoor stimulation makes it difficult to return to school. My wife and I found that three-day weekends are a perfect getaway, and for extended trips in summer or during winter break, fourteen days is the most we like to be gone. That gives us enough time away, but we're not gone so long that the kids get bored or have trouble getting back into the routine of home.

Outdoor education instructors point out several additional elements that are essential to outdoor education:




	Teach respect and value of different environments, whether mountains and snow, the beach and ocean, or a local park. Teach kids not to kill spiders, because they perform an important function in the circle of life (namely, capturing those pesky flies). For more detailed information, see the section on environmental ethics on pages 12 and 13.
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Good thing we brought boots for this tadpole search.



	Teach cultural heritage. This is very important because it provides background for and reinforces knowledge that kids learn in class. For example, it is one thing to read and talk about Lewis and Clark's Corps of Discovery expedition. But if you can complement it with observations like “This is the type of forest where Lewis and Clark may have spent the winter,” or questions such as “How do you think you would build a fort like Lewis and Clark's Fort Clatsop?” your child will gain a deeper appreciation, remember lessons in more detail, and become inspired to learn more.

	Teach how the natural world works. Teach kids that bees don't just sting and make nests, but they pollinate flowers to help them grow. My daughter first didn't like the rain—it made her wet, she said. However, when I told her that rain made trees grow and flowers bloom, she gained some respect and admiration for the rain. (Because we live in Oregon, my kids must love rain.)

	Try problem-solving in an uncontrolled environment. This is a key element of learning, especially for older kids. Children need to learn that it's okay to be caught in a rainstorm or to get an “owie” in the woods. This is crucial to developing skills beyond what can be taught in the classroom. Kids learn respect for Mother Nature in the outdoors, especially weather and the risk of getting lost. You don't have to be in the backcountry to teach these lessons; it can be done at your local park, nature preserve, or woodland. At a Wilderness Medical Society conference one year, we had a special segment for kids. We let them alternate playing victims and rescuers to learn how to take care of ill and injured people. Younger kids became less fearful of “owies;” older kids gained confidence to open a first aid kit and lend a hand.



LIFELONG HEALTHY HABITS

There are numerous physical benefits of outdoor sports. Kids get in shape and learn important basic sports skills like running, throwing, swimming, and hiking. They breathe fresh air and get away from the television, telephone, and computer. Plus this form of play does not borrow from board games, toys, or puzzles, but rather from the natural world of forests, mountains, or beaches. Most parents soon realize that with activity, their children will sleep better and eat better.

Moreover, kids will develop a lifelong interest in physical activity, a difficult issue with the sometimes sedentary adult population of today. My wife and I take our kids to gymnastics so they can learn how to tumble, fall, balance, and dance. It is a great opportunity for them to be physical and develop important skills. But we foster these skills outdoors, too, in a safe environment. My daughters practice their balance beam skills on logs when we go on hikes. Logs have irregularities like knots and bark, and they are sometimes slippery with morning dew. These irregularities show my kids that things in nature are not always as controlled as in the gym. Irregularity and unpredictability can be the norm. My girls build upon their gymnastic skills in the forest so when they return to the balance beam, they invariably do better.

There are three important components to physical activity:


	Cardiovascular fitness, gained from hiking, walking, running, biking, or swimming, is the mainstay for long-term health. It improves the function of the heart and lungs by providing regular, prolonged exercise. Fortunately, most kids get lots of exercise even at the nearest park.
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We launch across the river.



	Extended hikes or bike rides or power sports like skiing are important for strength and endurance. They keep muscles strong and in good shape. My kids notice when their legs get tired on the first ski day of the season or the first day of summer soccer league.

	Improved flexibility, agility, and coordination come from skill sports and activities such as skiing or balancing on a log at the park.




All this physical activity should be accompanied with safety. The chief hazard facing outdoor kids, one that I write about often in my work as a wilderness physician, is injury. Parents are commonly worried, and rightly so, about falls or about weather-related ailments like hypothermia. Although much of this book is devoted to safety, one key element is of paramount importance: supervision. Supervision is the cornerstone of safety, and with proper supervision, injuries, while not totally eliminated, can be minimized, for the most part, to minor scrapes and bruises.


Respecting the Natural World

Once, my daughters and I were walking along the riverbank, and we came upon a family of mallard ducks. When the ducks waddled to the water we saw that they had left behind an egg tucked in a clump of grass. Skylar said, “Let's go get it, I want to touch it.” My youngest, Avrie, ran to grab the egg. Much to their dismay, we slowly and quietly crept away so the ducks could return to their nest. I spent the next ten minutes telling my daughters over and over why we couldn't pick up the egg or get too close to the nest. It was quite difficult to explain to young girls, but I think they began to understand respect when I told them that was the ducks' home and the egg was the ducks' future child. We didn't want to scare them, I said.

As with all aspects of education, it is important to teach our children to have some environmental ethic, a sense of respect and caring about the world in which we live. This is actually a very simple and straightforward task. Below are basic guidelines for low-impact travel and environmental awareness. They are based on the Leave No Trace ethic of outdoor adventure and well recognized by outdoor experts to be crucial to protecting our wild lands.



	Some mantras that you can teach children of all ages are “Take nothing but pictures, leave nothing but footprints, kill nothing but time,” and “Pack it in, pack it out.” In other words: Don't bring home rocks, shells, or sticks. Never litter.

	Don't kill bugs, even at home. If you have a bug in your house, set it free by putting it outside.

	Plan a trip according to your family's skill level. Trail damage often occurs when people take on bike rides or hikes that are too difficult for their skills.

	When in the wilderness, travel in small groups. We find that going with one other family is the maximum for wilderness areas or fragile terrain. In parks, campgrounds, or nature preserves with wide, well-maintained trails, larger groups are okay. Sometimes campgrounds, even in the backcountry, have group campsites, which lessen impact.

	When planning a trip, check on weather and trail conditions. For example, hiking a trail in muddy conditions often forces us to walk around puddles, thus expanding the trail and trampling plants. Always stay on the trails.

	Always keep bikes on roads or trails designated for such. For example, wilderness areas and national parks allow bikes only on roads or designated bike paths.

	When out and about, it's okay for kids to yell and scream in certain places like campgrounds in midday. That's part of being a child. But when hiking or biking, use soft trail voices so you do not disturb animals. The exception is when hiking in bear country, where you want to make noise when hiking so you don't surprise a bear on the trail.

	Use caution to avoid hiking on fragile moss, lichen, ground cover, wildflowers, or macrobiotic soil (the collection of algae, lichen, and moss that covers sand). Teach respect for plant habitats.

	Respect animals. In general, animals will bother humans only when they feel their home is being invaded, when they are searching for food, or when they are protecting their young. Observe animals, as well as their nests or dens, from a distance.

	Try to leave the land as you find it, especially when stopping for lunch. Don't move rocks or logs; if you must, replace them.

	Try to take a toilet break at the trailhead if you will be heading away from bathroom facilities. Minimize human waste in wilderness areas as much as possible. Always pack out diapers and wet wipes.

	When camping, it's best to concentrate your activity on known trails and designated campsites. In pristine areas that are remote, spread out your impact to minimize damage to fragile meadows or stream banks.

	Keep food, dishwater, and toilet areas at least three hundred feet from streams, lakes, or other sources of water.

	If you make a fire, keep it small and in the designated fire pit. Gather only downed wood that is three inches in diameter or less. Make sure ashes are cold and wet when you turn in for the night.






In fact, most parents agree that they don't want their children to think they can't hurt themselves. It is important for kids to fall, get scraped and bruised, and then get up and brush themselves off, or as my oldest daughter says, “Shake it off.” With proper attention to safety, as highlighted in later chapters, you can limit injuries to minor ones.

The best approach is to teach children to be cautious and respectful and to teach why. For example, I'll say, “Don't put your hand in that dark hole.”

“Why?” asks my daughter.

“Because there may be a sleeping animal in there that will get mad if you wake it up. That is its home, and you need to respect it.”

“Oh,” says my daughter as we move on to the next object of fascination.

The next time we approach a hole, she says, “Why don't we put our hands in there, Papa?” She is proud that she can teach me this tidbit.

“I don't know, why?” I reply, playing her game.

“Because an animal is sleeping there, and that is its home,” she says with a smile.

She proceeds to teach her little sister this lesson every time she sees a hole.

ADVENTURE AFOOT: THE FINE ART OF PARENTING

How young should I start my child? What activity should I start with? These are common and reasonable questions I hear from parents who are just starting out. Who should go and what you do are intertwined. In other words, the type of activity you do will largely depend on the ages of your kids and their stages of development. As most parents know, age does not always correlate directly with development. Some kids are more advanced than their peers when it comes to sports. Also, experts say that kids tend to be more developed physically and psychologically than their parents realize. We are always amazed when our child rides a bike without training wheels for the first time or beats us in a sprint.

It is okay, in fact desirable, to get your kids involved in the outdoors from a young age. They will learn that this is a part of your everyday life. Although it is never too late to start, if you try to peel a teenager away from the internet to go hiking, you may have a tough time, especially if it is your first venture into the outdoors. Young children will tell you through words and body language if they are ready for a particular activity.

Most parents will start their children in outdoor sports during their preschool or school-age years, and that's the main target for this book. However, some parents will pick up a new sport when their kids are teenagers. Other parents with lots of enthusiasm and skills will want to start early, so I've addressed that in a separate chapter on infants and toddlers. For the bulk of this book, we'll focus on school-age kids and teenagers, with some overlap into preschool ages. Let's look at these three main groups.
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Don't forget snacks; a big log makes a great stop.

Preschoolers: Easy, Slow, and Flexible

The preschool years are a fun age for parents. Preschoolers have a lot of energy and a lot of curiosity. As all parents know, they are constantly active and require close supervision. They need to have some sense of exploration to satisfy their curiosity, but you need keep them from getting stuck in a patch of poison oak or from riding their bike into a busy parking lot.

From a psychological point of view, preschoolers can be egocentric, so they need lots of attention from parents or peers. They need simple tasks but sometimes switch to new ones readily and sporadically. Parents often need several variations on a single theme to keep them focused on one activity. Often young kids role play or use pretend themes when playing. They enjoy silliness and care mostly about having fun. Sharing might be challenging, but they do have concrete knowledge about right and wrong. Their comprehension is concrete too: They are very interested in how things look and feel, not how they came to be.
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Lycra sunshirt provides protection from sun and warmth in water.

The fine motor skills are still developing in preschool kids, so they need help with complex tasks. They need to eat regularly but can be picky eaters. They need daily naps or quiet time but always greatly resist it. They are too big to be carried for a long time but may insist on it. At any given time, usually when they need to eat or sleep, they can metamorphose into a Tasmanian devil. Sound tough? With careful planning and preparation, as detailed in subsequent chapters, you can have a simple, enjoyable outing every time.

This is an important stage for outdoor families. You want trips to be fun, but they shouldn't be too difficult. You shouldn't become disenchanted with taking your child on an outdoor adventure. When our kids were small, we went on many nature walks, stroller runs, and bike rides; most trips were in our neighborhood, at our local park, or to the river a few miles from our house. We did a lot of car camping too, where we could take myriad amenities of home. Activities should be short and simple. Give kids guidance, but choose only one activity at a time. Don't rush kids if their pace is slow. Laugh a lot and use your imagination. Play games or act silly. Make sure they are having fun, but don't be afraid to enforce the rules.

The keys for a terrific time with your preschooler are easy trips, slow pace, and flexibility. When your child needs to eat or sleep, don't delay those vital activities. When your young child is ready to go home, pack up. When you are tired or ready to go, it's also okay to head for home. Hint: It's okay to wait until your kids are school age for big adventures. Don't push it too early.

School Age: Balance

School-age children tend to be outgoing and great fun. Your biggest challenge is balancing the goal to teach them with their need to discover the world on their own. Unlike preschoolers, school-age kids can separate reality and fantasy, multitask, and understand more complex topics beyond visual or tactile stimulation. That means you can begin activities that are more complex, longer, and more challenging. School-age kids work well in groups and even become mildly competitive with their peers and themselves. But you have to watch that they don't become too focused on winning and that they learn to be a good sport. They need to follow rules, too, as they may learn to bend them.

[image: images]

On the way home, plan naps accordingly.


School-age kids love adventure but also need friendship and guidance. They need to be challenged a bit, and they love to help with planning, preparation, and decision-making. They may even choose to work on specific skills to better themselves. However, outdoor lessons shouldn't feel like school. Use lots of games with positive feedback, laughs, and rewards. Make new sports fun, or they won't be interested.

A special word of caution: Remember, despite the fact that they are participating in outdoor sports, they are still little people, so they need supervision. Also, kids need to know that their parents are around for help. It's okay to challenge them, if you keep their limitations in mind and watch for warning signs like fatigue, hunger, thirst, or frustration.

There is really no limit to what you can begin to do, especially as school-age kids become physically stronger and their fine motor skills improve. You can ski, snowboard, bike, surf, rock climb, mountaineer, or canoe. The main difference you will find in this age group, especially between five- and ten-year-olds, for example, is the level of activity. My friend Lisa, whose daughters are five and seven, took her kids on a six-week car-camping trip around Oregon. Another friend, Linda, took her three kids, ages eight through twelve, on a month-long hike on the Pacific Crest Trail in Oregon's Cascade Mountains.

The only downside is once your kids are in school, you are somewhat limited to school breaks for extended trips.

Teenagers: Keep It Fun

Teenagers can be pure joy or the most difficult people on the planet. But, as parents of teens know, this is both a wonderful and a challenging age, one with constant trials and joy.

As their cognitive skills rapidly improve, teenagers rely on explanation as well as demonstration. They apply problem-solving and analytical thinking to complex tasks. Parents have the difficult jobs of being coach, mentor, role model, guardian, and peacekeeper all at once. Give positive feedback and constructive criticism, but always treat teens with respect. Be aware of their psyche and spirit, sometimes robust and other times fragile. This can be tricky if the teen is the opposite sex of the parent. Be honest and talk openly, especially about concerns regarding safety. Teens should follow the rules and know that there are consequences if they don't—that can be the hardest job for the parent of a teen.
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We throw rocks on a rare clear day in midwinter.

Although teens become stronger, more coordinated, and more skillful, some may have difficulty with the hormonal and physical changes. Some will seemingly adapt to adult bodies overnight and become better athletes than their parents at certain sports. They will want to participate in some activities but not others. Although they want to be independent, they almost always do better with friends. Encourage your teen, but don't force him or her into activities. Some teens adapt quickly to new sports or activities. Others don't take to them right away. Take your time. Pay attention to your children's level of enthusiasm and how they are physically and mentally progressing.

The list of outdoor activities for teenagers is limited only by imagination. You may choose straightforward hikes or bike rides, or you may choose to take your teenagers rafting the Grand Canyon or climbing Mount Rainier. It is very important for your teenager to be involved with the entire trip, including planning, decision-making, and unpacking. Hint: They can help with the dirty laundry and dishes too. Pick an activity they are interested in, perhaps something they suggest. Above all, keep it fun.


Twenty Pearls for Success

Most parents, including me, have asked ourselves at one time or another, “Why am I doing this?” Parenting can be frustrating enough without adding outdoor adventure sports. I don't have a surefire method for success in every circumstance, but I have a number of tips and guidelines that work for my family as well as other outdoor parents and experts. Most topics will be further detailed in later chapters. These may not apply to every family or every situation—remember, every child, family, and adventure will be different.



	Attitude is everything. Keep a positive attitude, even when things go awry. Kids are very sensitive, and they will know when something is not good. If you teach them to keep spirits positive and work through tough situations, they will carry this lesson with them throughout their lives. It is tough sometimes, especially when you've driven an hour to find clouds pouring rain. Laugh; it helps.

	Be flexible. Your flexibility will be tested again and again. When you have children, you learn immediately that no matter how much you plan, the unexpected will occur. More than once we packed for a morning hike and drove a half hour to the trailhead only to find both girls asleep in their car seats. I pulled out a book and read while the kids napped.

	Pay attention to your kids (even teenagers). The cornerstone for safety is supervision. I've said it before, but it's so important. As a doctor, I reinforce this constantly because I see injured kids in the emergency room or at the ski patrol clinic. This doesn't mean you have to be constantly watching your children, but, depending on their age, the activity, your location, and your comfort zone, you should have some level of direct involvement at all times.

	Have realistic goals. Don't take on a full day for your first outing. Keep things simple at the onset and gradually work up to larger and more complex trips. Have some general age-appropriate goals for your children. Goals should be obtainable and reasonable. However, don't get too caught up in a goal; use it as a general guideline. Remember, the ultimate goal, as far as most kids are concerned, is to have fun.

	Pay attention to the level of exertion: too much and your child will become tired and prone to injury, too little and he or she will get bored. Kids can get fatigued, physically and mentally. Plan some downtime or breaks and pay attention to your children. Signs of overstimulation include lack of focus, hyperactivity, poor attention span, and physical fatigue.

	Teach your children about success and failure. Winning and improving are important but so are putting out 100 percent effort, trying new sports or techniques, spending time with family and friends, and having fun. When asked, older kids respond that they stop sports because they are not having fun or they feel pressure from parents or coaches. This is an important issue. Don't push your kids. If your child wants to stop, find out why and then honor his or her wishes.

	Give kids some decision-making power. For young kids, this means limited choices and directed decisions. For example: “Do you want to go now or in five minutes?” They should also help with planning and packing, such as making lunch. Older kids should help plan, pack, and unpack.

	Be prepared for frustration, fear, and embarrassment. Develop good problem-solving skills and alternatives to these emotions when things go wrong. Be supportive, but give your child a chance to deal with tough times. Don't rescue your child from a fearful or embarrassing situation, but help him or her work through it.

	Check and recheck the weather.

	Communicate with your kids. With older kids like teenagers, be honest and talk openly about concerns or issues. For younger kids' omnipresent “Why?” answer them directly and truthfully, or perhaps see if they can answer the question themselves. When Skylar asked me why a bird with a broken wing was fluttering I said, “Why do you think?” “Because he has an owie?” she said. Body language is important too. When my oldest daughter tried soccer, I could see she wasn't interested in learning how to kick. She just wanted to run and jump. So, we enrolled her in gymnastics camp instead, and she loved it.

	Remind kids to say please and thank you. Kids should take turns, wait for the group, and help others in need. Don't let your kids slide by with poor manners that they wouldn't get away with at home. Teach cooperation and responsibility. It will pay off in the long run.

	Prepare as much as possible ahead of time, especially food and drinks. When we go skiing, we try to pack the night before (the kids help too). We have a gigantic duffel bag for both daughters' ski gear. In the morning, we get completely dressed and put on sunscreen at home. That way we have less to do when we get to the mountain.

	Get the best equipment you can afford. I'll discuss gear in subsequent chapters.

	Try to keep some semblance of routine. You don't need a rigid schedule. Part of the fun of outdoor adventure is getting out of the mold of everyday life, but at the same time, kids like routine. They like to know they will get snacks and lunch on time, and rest time is an important part of kids' days. When my kids were young, a morning activity, such as skiing or a bike ride, was followed by lunch; then we were in the car driving home during naptime, and the kids usually zonked out immediately.

	Take breaks for water and snacks. Just like us, kids get grumpy and irritable if they don't get enough food or fluids. Unlike adults, kids often don't know that the problem is hunger or thirst. When out and about, take plenty of snacks and water. Stop and eat every two hours, and have drinks available every thirty minutes. Special treats are handy too (it's okay to give your child M&Ms once in a while).

	Bring Band-Aids (actually, a complete first aid kit). On a trip to Mexico, my daughter asked for Winnie-the-Pooh Band-Aids every time she got a boo-boo. It wasn't that she was bleeding every time, but this was her way of getting comfort when she got hurt. This was especially important since we were away from home for two weeks and in a foreign country. Be prepared for injury; it will occur to every child sooner or later.

	Bring some comfort from home, like a stuffed animal or favorite game, especially for longer trips. When we travel, we bring my daughters' favorite pillowcases. They are easy to pack, and wherever we sleep, the kids feel like they are sleeping in their own beds.

	Get help. Ask for help from grandma and grandpa (they can go along or watch the kids for an afternoon while you pack for vacation). Set your teenager loose on the internet to research a particular place or activity. Guidebooks are a wonderful source of information, especially those geared toward families with children. Use them to find good hikes or bike trails as well as specific information for the area you want to visit. If you are going to a national park, forest, or wilderness area, check with rangers. Ask your friends, who may have good ideas on where to go. From friends, we got a hot tip to visit the Oregon Coast Aquarium while on a trip to the beach. My kids absolutely loved it. They peered into the shark pool, watched otters frolic, and touched starfish and sea anemones in the touch pool.

	Don't be afraid to stop, especially while you are still having fun. We hear “Just five more minutes” from our kids nearly every time we get ready to leave the swimming pool. However, if we leave with my daughters still wanting to swim, they will be enthusiastic to come again, and we don't risk injury by continuing when they are fatigued. With older kids, you may have to peel them away from the campground at the lake. After they meet new friends, they might want to stay all summer.

	Bring along friends and their families. Most kids love having their friends along. Often it makes life easier and more fun for parents, since it gives us a chance to trade off with supervisory activities.
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