


1. GET WHOLE!   

Ruth Wilson, PhD (2016) says that nature can serve as the integrating context for:  
          -Physical development: Outdoors a child is naturally drawn to lift, dig, push, and  
              pull. A child will move in many different ways to conquer an uneven or  
              unpredictable path by zigzagging, jumping, balancing, stepping intentionally,  
              running, etc. 
          -Academic learning: including literacy, science, math and art. A child might use  
              collected loose parts to create letters. Notes and sketches might be kept in a          
              nature journal. How is this plant different from that plant? What habitat did I  
              discover under this rock? How many did I collect? Do I have more acorns or  
              pinecones? What patterns might I create from these sticks, pebbles, shells, and  
              feathers?  
          -Social development: Outdoors children can create games to play and roles are  
              cast for play scenarios. See more under “Get Connected!” 
          -Emotional development: Outdoors children can develop a sense of their own  
              competence and connectedness with others. 
          -Spiritual development: Feelings of well-being are strengthened through  
              experiences of awe and wonder, which regularly occur in natural settings. See  
              more under “Get Mindful!” 
          -Ecological identity: Children may develop a sense of who they are in the world  
              through frequent contact with their surroundings. As Ann Pelo (2013) puts it, “To nurture  
              ecological identity in young children, we invite them into relationship with the  
              world beyond walls and with the creatures that live there. We invite them into  
              ethical thinking anchored by the compassion that comes from caring and engaged  
              relationships…Every child deserves to know the pulsing, cycling life of the Earth  
              through simple intimacies and daily encounters.” 

2. GET LOOSENED UP!  
Nancy Striniste (2019) says, “Raw materials offer tremendous play value and allow children to 
satisfy primitive drives — to build shelters and enclosures; to stack, balance, rearrange, and move 
things; to experiment, discover, and figure things out; and to lift, push, pull, drag, and carry. Loose 
parts can support a whole range of activities, from large-scale engineering, creating, and building 
to intricate, imaginative fine motor play.” 
         -Natural loose parts can include sticks, stones, pinecones, shells, soil, sand, petals,  
          leaves, dead insects and casings, snake skin, acorns, seed pods, herbs, clay, dropped  
          limbs and feathers. The list is nearly inexhaustible and free for the collecting. (Do not strip  
          bark or take parts from living trees.) 
         -Shelter-building opportunities can be fostered by providing limbs or bamboo  
          poles, fallen leaves and pine branches. Manufactured loose parts such as sawn  
          lumber, pieces of fabric, lengths of rope, or sheets of heavy cardboard can enhance  
          the experience (Moore, 2014). 

3. GET CONNECTED! 
          -Social and emotional skills are exercised and practiced when children can make  
           choices for themselves, by making new friends, learning to negotiate, learning the  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           give and take needed for teamwork.  
          -Creative and imaginary play increases through social interaction (“I’ll be the  
           mama bear and you be the baby bear.”) The outdoors provides a rich environment  
           for fantasy.  

4. GET STEAMed UP!  (science, technology, engineering, arts, mathematics) 
Science: Nature provides countless opportunities to develop the skills of science such as 
observation, description, investigation and hypothesizing.  
          -Ask “what” and “how” questions to focus attention and inspire children to hone  
           these skills. Examples: What did you notice? What is it doing? How does it move?  
           What do you think happened? How are these the same (or different)? How could we  
           measure (the rainfall, how many steps an ant takes, how far the snail moved)? 
Technology: Use an app like Leafsnap to identify trees by their leaves or Plantifier to identify 
unknown plants. You can participate in citizen science projects through https://
www.americanornithology.org/content/citizen-science-projects.   
Engineering: Tinker and build with natural materials. 
Arts: Dance the way a leaf falls from a tree or move like a squirrel. Find arrays of color that nature 
provides. Arrange pleasing compositions of natural materials. See more under “Get Artsy!” 
Math: Count anything! Identify patterns. Arrange like items in gradations of size. 

5. GET Your GREEN On! 
Gardening can help trigger positive emotions that help deal with depression and anxiety. Working 
with soil boosts the immune system.  
          -Add vegetation and trees. The Chinese say that the best time to plant a tree is 20 years  
           ago. The next best time is today! 
          -Make a pathway through plantings, even as simple as liriope, along the edge of a     
           sidewalk or pots of tall grasses to give the sense of a maze or privacy from adults.  
          -Try container gardening if you don’t have an area for more wild and natural planting. Even  
            a large pot will work. You CAN do it! 
          -Yes, caution with poisonous plants! There are lots of lists out there and you should check  
            them before putting in plants. But STILL PLANT!  

6. GET PHYSICAL! 
Find natural ways to incorporate the “7 Elements of Play” (McNamara and Murdock, 2019) 
                    -swinging  (camp hammocks in trees, rope with knots hanging from a branch) 
                    -spinning  (twirling in place, Twizzler Bar hanging from a branch)   
                    -sliding  (on cardboard down a hill, on a natural rock slope) 
                    -climbing  (a tree, on a log, on a cargo net) 
                    -balancing  (on a stump, on a boulder, along a log, on stepping stones) 
                    -brachiating  (overhead, hand over hand - as on ladder bars. Trees again!) 
                    -sensorial experiences  (pretty much everything outdoors is sensorial) 
Outdoor play also improves vision, boosts vitamin D, builds immunities, and can help avoid the 
development of asthma, among many other health-related benefits. 

7. GET ARTSY! 
The 2011-12 Nature Explore® ‘Resources’ Guide puts it this way: “In outdoor classrooms where 
adults provide open-ended materials and encourage creative expression, children are inspired 
to create three-dimensional works of art from natural objects, sketch the flowers or insects they 
observe first hand, or paint a picture of a “wind dance.” Through exploration and experimentation, 
children develop a personal sense of aesthetics and an appreciation for the beauty of the 
natural world.”  

8. GET MINDFUL! (spirituality and well-being) 
     Poet, Emily Dickinson wrote “The soul should always stand ajar, ready to welcome the ecstatic 



experience.” 
          -Help ‘souls stand ajar’ by incorporating places to sit and observe. 
          -Provide spots to be alone and to engage in quiet personal reflection. 
          -Create opportunities to hear, smell or see soothing things such as a wind spinner,  
           dancing shadows, trickling water, wind chimes, leaves rustling, flowers, pine trees,  
           herbs, or the forest floor. 
          -Add ritual such as passing through a gateway to enter the outdoor area, or  
           striking a gong and feeling the rippling vibrations, or taking a deep inhale and exhale  
           before returning indoors. 
     Apart from a religious definition, it is generally accepted that our internal life force could be 
described as our spirit or soul or breath. A modern approach to health includes ways to nurture 
our souls and is referred to as ‘mindfulness’ and ‘well-being’. Practices such as forest bathing and 
pediatricians writing prescriptions for outdoor free play lead us to conclude that time spent in 
nature contributes to mindfulness (spirituality) and well-being. Part of that might very well be 
experiencing enchantment (a feeling of great pleasure or delight) and ecstasy, or more simply put 
awe, joy and wonder. Research by Deborah Schein, PhD (2017), is showing that when children 
have regular experiences with awe, joy and wonder, they tend to exhibit more of the 
characteristics of kindness, empathy, and reverence — a pretty great outcome! 
          -Plan for children’s awe, wonder and joyful surprise by:  
                     -hiding treasures to be discovered 
                     -seeing the glint of unexpected sparkles (like those cast from sun hitting crystals,  
                      mirrors, CDs or water) 
                     -touch sensitive plant and watch the leaves curl 

9. GET ELEMENTAL!  
          -Earth        Microbes are good for you! Play in sand, clay, mud, rocks, gravel. 
          -Water       Rainy day play is exhilarating! Utilize rain chains, rain barrels, misters (clouds  
                            and fog). Go puddle jumping, write with chalk on wet cement. 
          -Wind        Outdoor air is less polluted than indoor air! Watch leaves swirl and clouds                     
                            disperse. Fly a kite from the dollar store. Make a wind sock. Install a garden  
                            windmill. Put a weather vane on top of your shed or swing set.  
          -Fire          With caution and good sense! See Claire Warden’s book, Fascination of Fire:  
                            Charcoal (2011). 

10. GET SENSE-sational! 
Thinking beyond the big five (seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smelling), Angela Hanscom (2015) 
says, “Walking and running on the uneven terrain challenges the child’s balance sense, as their 
body has to consistently adjust to the rolling and bumpy ground. Rolling down hills provides 
much-needed vestibular (balance) input and picking up heavy tires and sticks provides great 
proprioceptive (senses in the joints and muscles) feedback. Their senses are fully engaged leading 
to healthy sensory and motor development. The great outdoors offers the ultimate sensory 
experience to the growing child. There is no better replacement for this.”  

11. GET RISKY! 
“…children develop strength, coordination, resilience, problem-solving skills, and confidence when 
they are allowed to take risks. If we never let them take risks, they will not acquire the motor skills 
needed to get to the next developmental level. We don’t have to let them take drastic risks: simply 
step back and allow the children to practice assessing risk as much as possible on their own. Let 
them climb onto a tree stump and attempt jumping off. Let them ride their bike through a mud 
puddle. Let them try to hammer boards together. They will learn through practice how to develop 
new essentials life skills.” Angela Hanscom (2016) 



Bonus…

12. GET MUSICAL! 

A music and movement area inspires children to explore natural sounds in the environment, make 
loud music, compose music individually and collaboratively, and move expressively. Instruments 
can include marimbas, log drums, rain sticks, and chimes. (Spencer and Wright, 2014). Using a 
variety of musical instruments made from natural plant materials gives children a chance to 
experience the diversity of nature and native cultures (Arbor Day Foundation, 2011). 

IT’S TIME TO GET DOWN AND DIRTY! 
“Think big, start small, never stop.”    Rusty Keeler  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