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A few weeks ago, the rebooted television series Cosmos  
finished up its 13 episodes, having taken viewers on a whirl-
wind tour of the universe. Host Neil deGrasse Tyson shared 
with us – yes, my family and I felt like he was doing it just for 
us – awesome topics of science and nature, from the origin 
of the universe and a tour of our planetary neighbors to the 
evolution of life on Earth, with some history lessons sprinkled 
throughout. 

Like Carl Sagan in the original Cosmos series, which aired 
when I was as old as my almost 2-year-old daughter is now, 
Tyson exuded excitement and wonder about everything 
around us. But the series also left me with a sense of how truly 
insignificant we humans are in the big picture. We live on a 
fraction of a dot in a miniscule corner of the universe, and 
we’ve been around for – as both Sagan and Tyson informed 
us using a Cosmic Calendar, which condenses all of history 
from the beginning of the universe to the present day into one 
calendar year – mere seconds. 

Feeling insignificant in our universe might seem a depress-
ing notion, and could perhaps influence how we think about 
being out in nature. For me, however, our varied connections 
to the universe and how we fit in make exploring outside all 
the more personal. 

Connected to nature. That’s a phrase I come across a lot as 
I read books, articles, blogs and social media sites about the 
ever-growing movement to connect children to nature. I hear 
it in conversations with co-workers and visitors to the nature 
park where I work. But what does it mean to be connected to 
nature? As a science-minded person, I think of having a connection to na-
ture in several ways, and I try to share these views with my children when 
we’re out exploring. 

We are all connected to everything in the natural world because we 
share atoms that were forged inside stars in the early evolution of our 

universe. The astronomer 
Carl Sagan popularized the 
notion that we are made of 
star stuff. In the first episode 
of the original Cosmos series, 
which aired in 1980, Sagan 
said, “Some part of our being 
knows this is where we came 
from. We long to return, and 
we can, because the cosmos 
is also within us. We’re made 
of star stuff. We are a way for 
the cosmos to know itself.” 

I am not a religious or 
spiritual person, but this line 
of thinking comes close to 

such a thing for me. I talk about this connection when my kids and I are 
looking at a tree, a bug or a cloud. We share the same elemental matter 
with nature, and thus we have a cosmic connection.

We are all connected to everything in the natural world because our 
actions as organisms on this planet affect the environment, and therefore 
the well-being of all other organisms. Awareness of humanity’s ecological 
role is another way to make nature exploration more personal. When out 
tromping alongside a creek, hoping to see aquatic bugs or an aquatic mam-
mal, we can talk about the importance of maintaining healthy watersheds 
and taking care of our environment and why groups work to keep them 
clean. We share our environment with plants and animals in nature, and 
thus we have an ecological connection.

We are all connected to everything in the natural world because we 
evolved from it. The process of evolution (Darwin’s theory of natural 
selection) and the idea of common descent have always been important 
subjects for me in educating my son about his place in the natural world. 
What better way to make bird watching or bug hunting – or even a visit to 
the zoo – more personal than to make it a family affair? I talk with my son 
about various animals being like very distant cousins. We share ancestry, 
going back millions, even billions of years, with all other organisms on 
Earth, and thus we have an evolutionary connection.

This is what connecting to nature means to us. Not only is getting out-
side fun and healthy, it provides the opportunity to talk about bigger ideas. 
These ideas – cosmic, ecological, and evolutionary connections – work for 
us. We value science in our lives and find meaning in what on the surface 
could appear to be simple science facts. 

What nature connection means for my family need not apply for others. 
Every parent and child who spend time in nature together will find their 
own connections.  n
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