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Who is This Guide For?  
 
This guide is for parents, caregivers, community 
centres, libraries, child-care centres, municipal staff, 
camp leaders, and anyone interested in getting 
outdoors to play in nature.  

 
 
What is Nature Play? 
 
Nature play is child-led, unstructured play, outside with 
natural materials. This approach provides children with 
the freedom to invent and build using their own 
creativity and problem-solving skills, all the while 
developing an appreciation for the natural world. 
It is: 
 

Building Climbing 

Searching Listening 

Cooperating Digging 

Discovering Connecting 

Planting Sharing 

Making Experimenting 

The Importance of Nature Play 
 
Childhood has changed in recent years. The state of 
play has become much more preset, sedentary, and 
indoors, which has limited opportunities for the 
timeless, imaginative, outdoor play that was once 
commonplace. Nature play, however, affords children 
these kinds of play experiences. Incorporating regular 
unstructured play outside will help to:  
 
x Build confidence, self-esteem, independence,  

and resilience 

x Teach children what their bodies can do 

x Support the development of social skills and 
literacy skills 

x Contribute to healthy bone and muscle 
development 

x Improve attention and concentration 

x Increase creativity 

x Improve sleep 

x Reduce anxiety 

x Support healthy immune systems 

x Foster a love and connection to nature and the 
outdoors 

  

AN INTRODUCTION TO 
NATURE PLAY 

 



Where Can I Do Nature Play? 
 
Nature play can take place anywhere outdoors – at 
your local park, in your backyard, school ground, 
childcare centre, and local neighbourhood. You do not 
need a special area for nature play.  
 
 
Getting Started with Nature Play 
 
Get Outside Every Day  

Start by taking daily walks in your neighbourhood, local 
park, school, childcare centre, or spend time in your 
backyard or outside your building every day.  
 
Take notice of the birds, trees, animals you hear or see 
(or don’t see). Pay attention to smells and sounds, the 
wind, water patterns, and tracks on the ground. Dig in 
the soil and see what you find. Sit or lay in the grass 
and see how it feels. Make mud cakes in the sand. 
Watch the clouds.  
 
Try and visit and play in the same natural space every 
day or every week, at different times, and in all 
seasons. You’ll be able to observe the changes 
throughout the day and between the seasons.  
Ask children what they see. Ask them what they think 
about what they see. Ask open questions that leave lots 
of room for their perspective.  
 
Try to engage their senses and imagination as much  
as possible.  
 
Make Nature Connections  

Every time you are outside try one of the following 
activities to start your nature play time. Then start 
adding two or three activities from the back of this guide 
into your routine. Before you know it, you will be doing 
nature play every day!   
 

 
 
Nature Scavenger Hunts  
Nature scavenger hunts help to build a connection with 
your outdoor space and help children to discover and 
learn who and what lives in their community. Try using 
nature journals to track and record what you find every 
day.  
 
Bug Searches   
Containers and magnifying glasses help children 
carefully collect and study the things they discover 
outside, such as grasshoppers, butterflies, snails, 
worms, and plants. Make sure to talk together about 
why it is important to handle living creatures carefully 
and release them (where you found them) once you are 
done studying them!  
 
Nature Art 
Making art with objects found in nature (e.g.  pine 
cones, leaves, sticks, flowers, clay, dirt, sand) is a great 
way to build connections to the environment and 
develop an understanding of how to care for the plants, 
trees, and space that we are collecting materials from. 
Experiment with art that can be left in place (e.g. 
mandalas, pine cone bird feeders) or pieces that can be 
taken home and saved. Get creative with the kids and 
the materials you find in your surroundings!  
 

GETTING STARTED WITH  
NATURE PLAY  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Have Fun with Natural Building and  
Play Materials (loose parts)  

Loose parts are natural materials like sticks and logs 
that children can use on their own to build, dig, collect, 
play, and explore with. These materials are free or have 
a low cost, and can be used independently, anywhere.  
Playing with and using loose parts helps children to use 
their imagination and creativity, problem solve, work 
together, and develop their own ideas about their world. 
This is important for self-awareness, self-esteem, and 
decision-making. It also helps to develop their fine 
motor control, visual perception of space, 
understanding of structure and stability, confidence, 
and perseverance. 
 
The following is a list of loose parts that you can find in 
nature, collect, or make, and use for nature play.  
 
x Building materials: long straight sticks (4-5’) and 

long sticks with a Y shape at the top, wood cookies 
(log rounds) 

x Fort play: blankets, tarps, ropes, string (used with 
the logs to build forts and shelters) 

x Bug and Nature Hunts: Nature ID guides, 
scavenger hunt sheets, bug containers, nets, 
clipboards, magnifying glasses 

x Paint play: large fabrics/sheets for mud painting, 
clay, mud, paint brushes (bought or found in nature 
like pine needle sprigs) 

x Nature art: pine cones, sticks, flowers, grass, small 
stones, seeds and seed pods, beans, bark, moss, 
mulch, acorns, vegetable shortening 

x Water play materials: Pieces of rain gutter, plastic 
bottles, ABS pipe pieces, funnels, cups, pails, 
buckets, sponges, metal pots, pans, bowls, large 
tub or stock tank to fill with water (optional)  

Make Your Day Successful 

Sun Protection 
It is important to plan for sun safety when you are 
playing outside. The peak sun hours are 10am to 3pm. 
Here are some suggestions: 
 
x Plan activities in the shade when possible. If there 

are no shade trees in your outdoor space, consider 
working as a team to build a shade canopy with 
sticks and fabrics.  

x Schedule nature play activities outside of peak sun 
hours, for example first thing in the morning or near 
the end of the day. 

x Wear protective clothing and sunscreen.  
 
Warmth and Comfort 
For comfort, consider wearing weather-appropriate 
outdoor gear when you are outside doing nature play.  
 
x Layers: Wearing layers of clothing allows you to 

make adjustments as needed according to changes 
in weather and activity levels  

x Footwear: Boots or sturdy waterproof shoes with 
good grips on the bottom are recommended. Even 
when it is not raining, children may play in water or 
mud.  

x Extra Supplies: Have extra socks, mitts, and hats 
handy when playing outside, as well as a towel and 
water to wash hands.  

x Snacks and drinks: Pack water in a spill-proof 
reusable bottle and healthy, high energy snacks for 
nature play.  

 



Risk and Nature Play 
There is an inherent risk with playing freely outside in 
nature, as children are climbing trees, walking on 
uneven ground, rolling down hills, and building with logs 
and sticks. However, there are also so many benefits to 
these activities! Playing outside in nature provides 
children with age-appropriate opportunities for taking 
safe risks, helping to build confidence and decision-
making skills based on their own unique skills and 
abilities. Without taking risks, children do not know what 
they are capable of.  
 
Here are a few suggestions that can help you when 
creating safe opportunities for outdoor play: 
 
x Survey your outside play space for potential 

hazards (e.g. needles, broken glass, dead animal, 
etc.). Make sure any hazards are picked up or 
avoided. 

x Post-pone your outdoor activities to another 
day/time if there is threat of extreme weather (high 
winds, thunderstorm). 

x Discuss boundaries and safety guidelines with the 
children before beginning your activities. For 
instance, children may want to be able to see you 
at all times, or feel comfortable going to the edge of 
the park as the boundary, etc.  

x Talk with the children about safe handling of logs 
and larger materials for fort building (e.g. drag logs 
with one end on the ground; work in pairs to carry 
logs; keep sticks pointed down when carrying, etc.) 
Brainstorm rules together.  

x Discuss “ownership” of forts or built elements with 
the children so feelings aren’t hurt when fort 
materials are re-arranged. This is a great 
opportunity for developing sharing, cooperating, 
and decision-making skills.  

x Talk with the children about appropriate responses 
to mosquitos, bees and wasps, and other insects 
(and to look for stinging insects before smelling or 
playing with flowers).  



Spring 
 
Clay Paint and Play 

Overview and Materials: 
Clay is super messy but super 
fun! You will need clay, water, and 
paintbrushes or pine needle sprigs 
(mud can also be used instead of 
clay). 

 
Explanation: 
Make a runny mixture of clay and 
water for the paint. Children can 
paint natural items such as trees, 
sticks, rocks, wood cookies, or 
fabric sheets.  They can also use 
clay to make sculptures or other 
creations. 
 

 
 
Digging for Worms 

Overview and Materials: 
Digging in the mud is very 
exciting, especially after a rainfall.  
Kids can learn about worms and 
other animals that live 
underground and use their 
creativity to make some mud 
creations. You will need wet earth 
to dig in, as well as shovels, 
sticks, or spoons to dig with. 
Optional items include buckets to 
put the worms and mud in.  

 
Explanation: 
Talk together about digging 
carefully and why that is important 
(so we do not cut or hurt the 
worms). Also, talk about why it is 
important to put the worms back 
when you are done exploring 
(worms need to stay damp to 
survive). Offer digging materials 
and let them get started.  
 

 
 
Quiet Sit Spots  

Overview and Materials: 
Sit spots are a way to slow down, 
blend in with, and appreciate your 
natural space. Children and youth 
will find that when they sit quietly, 
they will experience their space in 
a different way than when they are 
actively playing in it.  No materials 
are needed for this activity. 
 
Explanation: 
Have children find a spot in the 
play area that they are drawn to, 
or that they feel comfortable in. 
Try to encourage them not to sit 
too close to each other, if 
possible. Ask them to sit in their 
spot without talking (and 
optionally, with their eyes closed) 
for a certain period of time. You 
can start with a couple minutes for 
young ones and gradually extend 
the time with older children and/or 
as they become more used to the 
sit spot routine. At the end, invite 
everyone back together and talk 
about what they noticed. Did they 
hear anything? See anything? 
Consider returning to that same 
spot at another time and in 
different seasons and see if you 
notice anything that’s different.   
 
 

NATURE PLAY THROUGH 
THE SEASONS  

 



Summer 
 
Bat and Moth 

Overview and Materials: 
This game is a great way to 
introduce kids to the concept of 
echolocation, and also 
encourages them to uses senses 
other than their sense of sight.  
Something to use as a blindfold is 
needed, and a group large 
enough to form a circle. 

 
Explanation: 
Have the group form a circle, 
spread out enough that they can 
touch hands with outstretched 
arms. Choose one participant to 
be the bat, who will be blindfolded. 
Choose one participant to be the 
moth (not blindfolded). To play, 
both bat and moth are in the 
centre of the circle.  The bat says 
“bat,” and then the moth says 
“moth.” Each time they say their 
name, they are allowed to take 
just one step. The object of the 
game is for the bat to tag the 
moth. If the bat is having difficulty, 
have the participants forming the 
circle take one step in to make the 
circle smaller, then another if 
needed, etc. 
 

 
 
Meet a Tree 

Overview and Materials: 
This is a great activity to 
encourage children (and all ages) 
to use all their senses to discover 
the world around them more 
deeply. The only material required 
is something to use as a blindfold, 
and trees (or other natural 
elements) to discover. 

 
Explanation: 
Have participants choose a 
partner and begin with one of 
them blindfolded. The other 
partner is their guide. The guide 
leads their partner to a tree or 
other natural element and asks 
them to explore the tree using 
their sense of touch, smell, and 
hearing. The exploration can be 
expanded to have the guide lead 
their partner around the playing 
area and asking them to 
feel/smell/hear anything they find 
interesting (rocks, the ground, 
etc.). After a few minutes, partners 
switch. 
 

 
 
Log and Stick Decorating 

Overview and Materials: 
Sticks can be so many different 
things - wands, tools,  paddles, 
and more.  For this activity, you 
will need sticks or logs, as well as 
materials to decorate them such 
as string, paint and paintbrushes, 
and natural materials such as 
leaves, flowers, grasses, and 
bark. 

 
Explanation: 
Children can use the materials to 
decorate the sticks/logs in any 
way they wish. They can add their 
name (a nature name is a fun way 
to connect to nature and an 
animal, tree, or plant that they feel 
a connection to). Sticks can be 
hung from the trees or taken 
home as a keepsake.  
 
 



Autumn 
 
Animal Shelter Building 

Overview and Materials: 
Explore animal architecture by 
building large or small animal-
themed shelters. This activity 
helps children to begin to connect 
with local animals by thinking 
about what animals need to 
survive. Participants can use 
whatever materials they can find 
to build these habitats (e.g., 
sticks, pinecones, logs, grasses, 
dirt, stones etc.) 

 
Explanation: 
Have participants get into small 
groups (or this can be done 
independently in your backyard), 
then have them decide on an 
animal that can be found locally 
that they would like to build a 
shelter/habitat for. Discuss what 
that animal needs to survive (i.e., 
ask what it’s shelter/habitat/home 
looks like; how it protects itself 
from predators; what it might eat; 
where would it access water). 
Then let them forage and build! 
Talk about why they made the 
shelter the way they did.  
 

 
 
Making Bird Feeders 

Overview: 
Watching birds is a great way for 
kids to learn about their local 
animals and observe some of their 
behaviour. Making bird feeders 
can start a discussion about what 
animals need to survive and how 
they find it in their habitats. 
Materials needed include: pine 
cones, vegetable shortening, 
popsicle sticks (or other utensil to 
spread shortening), bird seed, and 
string. 

 
Explanation: 
To make bird feeders, start by 
tying a piece of string to a 
pinecone.  Spread shortening on 
the pinecone then roll it in 
birdseed.  Hang the feeder from a 
tree and watch to see which birds 
visit!  
 

 
 
Nature Storytelling 

Overview and Materials: 
Storytelling is a very special 
outdoor activity for all ages and a 
great way to get your imagination 
going. You can read books, make 
up a story or tell one that you’ve 
learned, and even invite children 
to help act them out. 

 
Explanation: 
Gather around and read or tell the 
story!  Storytelling can be a 
powerful way to connect with 
nature.  A story can lead into a 
game or activity, can be a way to 
end the day, or can be a way to 
relax and spend some quiet time 
outside. Consider making up a 
story about the space you are in 
and the animals there. Consider 
using the story to come up with 
creative names for the different 
corners of the space you are in. 
Consider visiting the library to get 
books that tell stories about 
nature.  
 
 



Winter 
 
Animal Tracking 

Overview and Materials: 
Animal tracking involves looking 
for and following animals, or signs 
of animals. It can be done at any 
time of year, but winter is great 
since tracks can easily be seen in 
snow! It is helpful to have ID 
sheets for local animal tracks, 
scat, or other signs (see the 
references for details on 
biodiversity sheets and field 
guides, however this activity can 
be done without these sheets if 
needed). 

 
Explanation: 
Discuss local animals and the 
signs they might leave behind 
together.  Think about ways to 
successfully find and follow tracks 
and signs (i.e. walk slowly and 
look carefully, don’t step on 
tracks). Hand out ID sheets (if 
using them) and then search the 
area. 
 

 
 
Ice Sculptures/Ornaments 

Overview and Materials: 
 
Ice crafts are beautiful and are a 
great multi-day project when it is 
cold.  You will need water, 
containers to hold it (such as 
tinfoil pie plates), string (if you 
wish to hang your ornament), salt, 
and natural items to decorate 
(pine cones, pine needles, sticks, 
old leaves). 

 
Explanation: 
To make an ornament, pour water 
into your container of choice (pie 
plates work well).  Add natural 
items and arrange.  Place a piece 
of string with  one end in the water 
(it will freeze to the ornament).  
Place the ornament in a safe 
place to freeze, remove from the 
pie plate (or container) once 
frozen, then hang outside. 
To make sculptures, pour water 
into various-sized containers and 
add natural materials.  Leave to 
freeze.  Once frozen, remove from 
containers and stack the different 
blocks for form sculptures. 
Sprinkle some salt on the blocks 
when stacking to help them stick 
together. 
 

 
 
Snow Play  

Overview and Materials: 
There are many great options for 
fun and engaging snow play, such 
as snow painting, snow forts, 
snow kitchen, and snow 
volcanoes.  Materials required 
vary: water and natural food 
colouring (beet or blueberry juice 
or turmeric) or paint in spray or 
squirt bottles (snow paint); 
cooking utensils (snow kitchen); 
baking soda, vinegar, a cup, and 
food colouring (snow volcano). 

 
Explanation: 
For snow paint, kids can use 
spray or squirt bottles to paint in 
the snow (you can encourage 
them to make patterns).  To make 
a snow volcano, build up a small 
mountain of snow and then dig out 
the centre. Add a cup into the 
centre of the volcano and add in 
vinegar and food colouring.  When 
ready, add in the baking soda and 
watch the volcano erupt! 
 
 



Anytime 
 
Scavenger Hunts  

Overview and Materials: 
Scavenger hunts are a great way 
to get to know an area and 
encourage participants to look 
closely at the natural world.  While 
no materials are needed, it can be 
helpful to have scavenger hunt 
sheets available with a list of 
items to find. 

 
Explanation: 
Scavenger hunts can take so 
many different forms- they can be 
themed for the season (such as 
winter), or for a specific animal 
(such as birds).  You could ask 
participants to find as many 
different kinds of leaves as they 
can, find as many different colours 
in nature as they can, or as many 
different textures as possible.  
Think about what makes your 
space unique and base your 
scavenger hunt on that! 
 

 
 
Squirrels Vs. Nuts 

Overview and Materials: 
This active game is a variation on 
both hide-and-seek and tag. 
There are no materials required 
for this game, however it is ideal if 
the playing area has a number of 
good hiding spots (i.e. trees, 
bushes, forested areas).  To play, 
designate one or more people as 
the “squirrel”, and everyone else 
as “nuts.”   

 
Explanation: 
Designate one area of the playing 
space as the squirrel’s nest.  The 
object of the game is for the 
squirrel to run around and tag the 
nuts, who can hide anywhere they 
like and try to run away when 
pursued.  If caught, nuts have to 
return to the nest and stay there 
for 10 seconds before rejoining 
the game. 
 

 
 
Compass Play 

Overview and Materials: 
Playing with a compass is a great 
way to introduce children to 
directions and can lead to more 
involved activities such as 
geocaching and orienteering.  You 
will need compasses, and paper 
and writing utensils if you want to 
try some mapping. 

 
Explanation: 
Discuss directions with the kids, 
and how to use a compass.  You 
can keep it fairly basic if it’s their 
first time using one- for example, 
talk about how the needle always 
points north, and that we can 
figure out the other directions from 
that. Practice by asking them to 
walk a certain number of steps in 
different directions. Once they get 
the hang of it, they can create 
their own map to something in the 
park or play space by counting out 
the number of steps in each 
direction someone must take to 
get there (i.e. start at the big rock, 
take 10 steps east, then 4 steps 
south…) 


