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“Pete’s Dragon” inspires the imagination through the story of a 
young boy named Pete and his dragon friend Elliot who joins him 
on adventures in their forest home. Children are naturally drawn to 
tales of fantasy and adventure and will instinctively put themselves 
in Pete’s shoes to reenact scenes from the film or invent new quests 
with an imaginary dragon, especially if they are provided with the 
time and space to let their imaginations explore those possibilities.

Imaginative play, also called dramatic play or pretend play, is a critical part of early 
childhood development. Playing affects the developing brain in important ways that  
lay the groundwork for future social and emotional growth, cognitive functioning  
and physical and mental well-being. 

Pairing imaginative play with 

outdoor play is a natural 

connection.  Research shows 

that children who are exposed 

to nature are healthier and 

happier, and it is widely believed 

that these outdoor experiences lead to kids 

caring about the planet over their lifetimes.

Childhood learning 

research has shown that 

play and learning are not 

mutually exclusive; in fact, 

imaginative play is an early 

form of learning for young 

children. Applying creative thinking 

skills during play helps children become 

better problem-solvers, decision-makers 

and communicators.

Children often use imaginative play 

as a form of self-expression. The 

imaginary friends and make-believe 

scenarios they invent are important 

steps in brain development. Exercising 

their creative neural pathways leads to higher 

self-motivation, greater flexibility in thinking and 
increased collaboration with peers. 

Imaginative play – especially outdoors – 

promotes bodily activity, leading to 

improved physical health. There are 

direct correlations between outdoor 

play and lower risk of obesity, increased 

ability to fight off illness and greater 
overall fitness. Many studies have shown  

that time spent in nature reduces stress, speeds 

healing and extends life expectancy. If you feel better after 

walking in a tree-lined park, empirical evidence explains  

why. Research suggests that greener surroundings  

enhance people’s immune functioning. This finding  
is incredible both in its simplicity and potential  

impact for healthier communities.
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Resources

In Print
• Bohart, H., K. Charner, & D. Koralek (Eds.) 

(2015) Spotlight on Young Children: Exploring  
Play. National Association for the Education  
of Young Children.

• Honig, A.S. (2015) Experiencing Nature With Young 
Children: Awakening Delight, Curiosity, and a Sense  
of Stewardship. National Association for the  
Education of Young Children. 

• Louv, R. (2016) Vitamin N: The Essential Guide to a 

Nature-Rich Life. Algonquin Books, Chapel Hill, N.C. 

Online
• Family Nature Play & You: E-Guide for Families. (2015) 

Downloadable PDF online at www.aza.org/nature-play

• National Forest Foundation. www.nationalforests.org

• National Park Foundation. www.findyourpark.com 

• National Park Service Let’s Move Outside Junior 
Ranger Program. www.nps.gov/aboutus/letsmove.htm 

• Natural Start Alliance. www.naturalstart.org
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Disney Conservation Fund

Established on Earth Day in 1995, the 

Disney Conservation Fund (DCF) helps 

to protect the planet and connect 

kids with nature. In honor of its 20th 

anniversary, DCF announced a targeted 

philanthropic strategy to help protect the planet through 

collaborations with leading nonprofit organizations that 
will help threatened animals and inspire a lifelong love for 

nature in young people. The new initiative, called “Reverse 

the Decline, Increase the Time,” is aimed at reversing 

the decline of 10 species through scientific research and 
community engagement, and increasing the time kids 

spend in nature to inspire them to care for the planet. 

The well-being of people is deeply connected to the 

health of the planet. That’s why DCF supports projects 

like the National Park Foundation’s Open Outdoors for 

Kids, connecting underserved youth to national park 

experiences, and the Find Your Park/Encuentra Tu Parque 

movement that engage young people in discovering 

the magic of nature and inspiring them to protect the 

planet. Since 1995, the fund has awarded $40 million to 

projects in 115 countries to reverse the decline of wildlife 

and increase the time kids spend in nature. For more 

information visit www.disney.com/conservation.

Disney .com/Petes Dragon 

© 2016 Disney

7

http://www.aza.org/nature-play
http://www.nationalforests.org
http://www.findyourpark.com
http://www.nps.gov/aboutus/letsmove.htm
http://www.naturalstart.org
https://thewaltdisneycompany.com/isney-invests-in-protecting-forests-around-the-world-see-more-at-https68-71-213-9blogdisney-invests-protecting-forests-around-world/
https://thewaltdisneycompany.com/isney-invests-in-protecting-forests-around-the-world-see-more-at-https68-71-213-9blogdisney-invests-protecting-forests-around-world/
https://thewaltdisneycompany.com/isney-invests-in-protecting-forests-around-the-world-see-more-at-https68-71-213-9blogdisney-invests-protecting-forests-around-world/
https://thewaltdisneycompany.com/isney-invests-in-protecting-forests-around-the-world-see-more-at-https68-71-213-9blogdisney-invests-protecting-forests-around-world/
http://www.naeyc.org/content/research-news-you-can-use-play-vs-learning
http://www.naeyc.org/content/research-news-you-can-use-play-vs-learning
http://www.naeyc.org/content/research-news-you-can-use-play-vs-learning
http://www.disney.com/conservation
http://Disney.com/PetesDragon











