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Dirt  
It Does a Body (and Soul) Good 

 
Here are just five ways (of many) that dirt can 
benefit your children. 
 
1. Did you know that studies have shown dirt to be 

good for your brain? Apparently, there are types 
of bacteria that are naturally found in soil 
which activate the neurons that produce 
serotonin – a key chemical in many bodily 
functions, as well as a natural anti‐depressant. 
 
 In other words, dirt can actually help make you feel happy. (And I’m not just talking about the mud wraps at the 
day spa.) 
 

2. Dirt is also great  for the immune system, especially in children. Research has shown that early exposure to the 
naturally occurring microbes in soil will help build stronger, more disease‐resistant kiddos. 

 
In our germaphobic culture where we have entire aisles of cleaning products at the grocery store, some children 
are being raised in “overhygienic” conditions. Without enough exposure to different bacteria and microbes, it is 
thought that the immune system doesn’t learn to recognize its own cells, and this could be a reason for higher 
rates of asthma, eczema, and other diseases. 

 
3. If you joined in reading The Last Child in the Woods last year with the Simple Living book club, you’ll be 

familiar with the term “nature‐deficit disorder.” In our technologically savvy generation, kids just aren’t 
getting  enough time to play outside, and that  has now been  linked  to attention disorders, depression (yes, 
in children), and obesity. 
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4. Children who play outside laugh more, which means they’re happy! It also means their blood pressure and 
stress levels are lower. (Did YOU know that those are two physical benefits of laughter? We could all 
probably stand to laugh a little more!) 

 
5. Kids who play outside grow in their character development: they become more adventurous, more 

self‐motivated, and they are better able to understand and assess risk. 
  

How to Get Dirty 
 
Now, I know some of you may still be thinking about those mud wraps. But I have a theory that mud wraps 
are just a socially acceptable way for grown‐ups to play in the dirt again. Grown‐up or child, playing in the dirt is 
good for the soul as well as the body. 
 
Here are some ideas for your children: 
 
• If you’ve never tried this, just give your child a bucket and a shovel and set them in the dirt. See what 

happens – they will probably be in heaven for quite some time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Garden with your kids! There are lots of gardening tips on Simple Organic, and Tsh has three 
suggestions for gardening with kids. You can create a separate little garden for your children, too – if 
your child is very young, you don’t even need to actually plant anything in it; they will simply love having a 
dirt plot of their own. 

 
• Explore nature with your children; study insects, leaves, wildflowers, rocks, etc. Start a nature collection. 

Take hikes. Wade in creeks. Go on picnics. DON’T clean their hands with antibacterial wipes before you 
eat. A little water and soap will do. 

 
• Check out Simple Kids for lots of ideas on kids and nature – it’s a virtual treasure trove! 
 
Considering all the benefits of playing in the dirt, it sounds like a great idea for us grown‐ups to get outside 
and join our children. 
 



It's the basic nature of young children to touch the very things in their environment that their parents find 
most disgusting. Just try to keep your 1‐year‐old from sticking the dog's bone in her mouth! 
 
Epidemic‐scale flu seasons have health authorities imploring regular hand washing, and with talk of 
sanitizer gel like it was liquid gold, it's tough not to worry about what your children are getting into and the 
ultimate impact it will have on their health. Infectious diseases are a legitimate cause for concern, but some 
would argue that our society has gone overboard when it comes to protecting our kids from germs. 
 
How clean an environment do our kids really need for good health? Here's what experts told WebMD. Hygiene 
Hypothesis. A mounting body of research suggests that exposing infants to germs may offer them greater 
protection from illnesses such as allergies and asthma later on in life. 
 
This line of thinking, called the "hygiene hypothesis," holds 
that when exposure to parasites, bacteria, and viruses is 
limited early in life, children face a greater chance of having 
allergies, asthma, and other autoimmune diseases during 
adulthood. In fact, kids with older siblings, who grew up on a 
farm, or who attended day care early in life seem to show 
lower rates of allergies. 
 
Just as a baby's brain needs stimulation, input, and 
interaction to develop normally, the young immune system 
is strengthened by exposure to everyday germs so that it 
can learn, adapt, and regulate itself, notes Thom McDade, 
PhD, associate professor and director  of the Laboratory for 
Human Biology Research at Northwestern University. 
 
Exactly which germs seem to do the trick hasn't yet been confirmed. But new research offers clues. 
In a recent study, McDade's team found that children who were exposed to more animal feces and had more 
cases of diarrhea before age 2 had less incidence of inflammation in the body as they grew into adulthood. 
 
Inflammation has been linked to many chronic adulthood illnesses, such as heart disease, diabetes, and 
Alzheimer's. 
 
"We're moving beyond this idea that the immune system is just involved in allergies, autoimmune 
diseases, and asthma to think about its role in inflammation and other degenerative diseases," McDade says. 
"Microbial exposures early in life may be important… to keep inflammation in check in adulthood." Purging 
Germs: Health Booster or Bad Idea? 
 
Most of the germs lurking about our environment and that live on our bodies are not only harmless; they've 
been with us for millennia, says Martin Blaser, MD, professor of internal medicine at New York University. As 
human behavior has changed over the past half century, many microbes, such as some that live in the gut, are 
disappearing. "These perform important physiological functions but because of modern life they are 
changing and some are disappearing," Blaser says. "Those disappearances have consequences ‐‐ some good, 
some bad." 
 
When we overly sanitize infants' environments to protect them from illness, we may instead be depriving them 
the opportunity to build a strong immune system. In addition to overzealous hygiene campaigns that may 
prevent kids from exposure to natural microorganisms that are good for them, there are other practices ‐‐ 
like the overuse of antibiotics ‐‐ that threaten to make us less healthy, not more. 



Still, there is the possibility of going too far in the other direction. Many proponents of the hygiene 
hypothesis say that the germs in the dirt are good for you. "It's an interesting idea," Blaser says, "but my view is 
those germs are irrelevant to us. Those microbes in dirt are adapted to dirt; they are not adapted to the human 
body." 
 
Messy Play is an important part of early education. If offers many opportunities for learning. In designing a 
class for young children, it is crucial to foster growth in all areas of development. 
 
Physical Development 
Children will be given the tools to develop and practice fine motor skills and eye hand coordination. 
Activities such as stacking, pouring and spooning will develop eye‐hand coordination. Practicing cutting, writing 
in shaving cream and using tongs will develop fine motor skills. Hands‐on activities will provide opportunities 
for children to compare textures such as smooth, rough, hard and soft. While respecting each other's personal 
space, children will gain an understanding of their own body space. 
 
Communication and Language Development 
During messy play, children will be given many opportunities to speak and listen. They will use words and 
gestures to share resources, explain actions, negotiate plans and take turns. Teacher and caregiver will ask 
open ended questions to encourage thinking skills. The use of letters in the activities, leads to understanding 
the symbolic nature of written language. Journaling with the teacher encourages the narrative skills 
necessary for storytelling. 
 
Personal, Emotional and Social Development 
Messy Play is designed with children's natural curiosity in mind. It encourages a positive approach to new 
experiences. There is no "right" way for children to do messy play. This builds self‐confidence and self‐esteem. 
Through messy play, children can develop concentration, problem‐solving and planning. Working with 
others fosters self‐respect and respect for others. It also presents opportunities for making relationships. 
Messy play also offers an outlet for feelings, experiences and thoughts. 
 
Intellectual Development 
Children will investigate, explore, design and create leading to a better understanding of the world around 
them. Children will learn to group and classify, arrange items in a logical order, identify and match and 
understand cause and effect. As they observe, predict, try out solutions, observe the results, and evaluate 
information they gain a greater understanding of the scientific method. 
 
Mathematical Development 
Messy play offers many opportunities for counting, calculating and measurement. The children will sort 
objects, fill containers and  create patterns. Numbers will be involved in many activities providing 
opportunities to understand their symbolic meaning. 
 



Creative Development 
Children are given endless opportunities with a variety of materials to build imagination and creativity. Through 
sensory experiences, they are able to respond to what they see, hear, feel, touch and smell. They will express 
their feelings and thoughts through color, texture, shapes and forms in two and three dimensions. 
 
Special Benefits 
Messy play offers benefits to all children. It allows children of all abilites to become involved and get to know 
other children. Children who are in the process of learning English as a second language can join in and use the 
materials with their peers because messy play does not rely on words. Since there is no "right way" to do 
messy play, children with special needs can use these open‐ended materials in their own way and still be a part 
of the group. 
 
Free painting for children 
 

Toddlers make absolutely wonderful pictures when they are allowed 
to freely work with paints and colour on a large piece of paper. Sadly, 
for many toddlers, this is a rare experience. Technology and 
“non‐messy” activities and structured games are important but, in 
my opinion, equally important is the experience of messy play and 
art. 
 
Apart from being tons of fun, painting helps aesthetic development, fine motor skills, expressing and 
learning emotions, self expression and speech. 
 
Painting together is also a great bonding experience for you and your child. However it is important that you allow 
yourself to have the freedom to paint without trying to make a picture and your child has the freedom to paint how 
he or she wants to. 
 

Why finger painting? 
 
Finger painting is an ideal activity for childminders because it appeals to children of all ages. It is fun, creative 
and helps to develop both physical and social skills. From the youngest child exploring texture and mark making 
skills with cheap, home‐made flour‐based paint, to the older child using imagination and concentration to create 
a delicate picture, all children can benefit from the activity. 
 
Childminders plan their daily activities to ensure that children have opportunities to socialise, to learn about 
sharing and taking turns, to experience enjoyment and success, and to develop language and physical 
competence‐ all in a homely and supportive environment. Finger painting is just one of the activities used 
when planning a balanced routine of play and real‐life learning. 
 
 

We don’t stop playing because we grow old; we grow old because we stop playing.  
George Bernard Shaw 
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