Welcome!
Getting to know the audience
Why are you here? Required by school? Interested in the topic?
What age group do you teach?
How many of you use Teaching Strategies Gold?
Nature items can be placed on the tables to spark discussions: rocks, leaves, tree
bark, snow, pinwheels, flowers, seeds, insects, sun, snowflakes

1

Turn and talk to a person next to you about your experiences. Things that you liked.
Things that you didn’t like.
What do you consider nature?
What is your experiences with nature as a child?
Where did you explore nature?
What did you learn while you were outside?
How old were you when your parents allowed you to play outside unsupervised?
Your personal experiences influence how you teach about nature.
According to Chawla (1998), experiences that you have as a child stay with you for
life. Therefore, if you had positive and continuous nature experiences when you are
young, you will continue to make connections into adulthood.

2

Ask audience: What is Nature Play? Take as many answers as time allows. Slide the
phrases one at a time into view

3

https://naturalstart.org/sites/default/files/benefits_of_connecting_children_with_na
ture_infosheet.pdf

4

https://naturalstart.org/sites/default/files/benefits_of_connecting_children_with_na
ture_infosheet.pdf

5

What do you see in these pictures?
Can you explore nature in each of these areas?
What would you do in each area?
Do these areas look like the space you played in when you were growing up?

6

7

8

9

Talk at your table about what prevents you from spending more time outside at
school?
Staff will share out ideas in large group.
Go through list. Anything new?

10

11

12

Use the handout of TSG. 38 areas of development from

13

1. Look around your school. Walk around the grounds and identify nature related
themes such as landscaping, shadow angles, trees or wooded areas.
2. Identify what objectives you would like to observe. It’s like a dance where the
objectives and resources are intertwined.
3. Spend time outside! Be flexible with your observations. Observe how children
interact with nature, peers and staff. Allow plenty of time for exploration. There may
be additional nature that surprise the children!
4. Keep a clipboard on hand with a printout of the objectives to assess. Many
objectives can be observed with different nature goals.

14

Pass out a paper copy of a lesson plan. Introduce the layout and how to use the
lesson example.

15

These are some suggestions for activities. Loose parts from nature, phenology,
landscaping and plants, weather, animals. There may be others, too!

16

17

18

19

NATURE PLAY FOR URBAN
ELEMENTARY PRESCHOOLERS:
ACTIVITY GUIDE

Developed by:
Sharon Smith-Lossiah

Developed for a Capstone Project
Master of Arts in Education
Natural Science and Environmental Education
Hamline University
May, 2019

Nature Play for Urban Elementary Preschoolers: Activity Guide-Written by Sharon Smith-Lossiah
1

Table of Contents

Lessons:
Adopt a Tree

3

How do Plants Grow?

4

Leaf Hunt

5

Shadows

6

Talking Trash

7

What’s Beneath Our Feet?

8

What’s that Sound?

9

Picture Book Resources for Lessons

10

Additional Resources for Inspiration

11

Teaching Strategies Gold Grid

12

Nature Play for Urban Elementary Preschoolers: Activity Guide-Written by Sharon Smith-Lossiah
2

Adopt a Tree
Objectives:
● Observe the changes of a tree
throughout the year.
● Observe the changing seasons
● Identify what the tree needs to
grow
Materials:
Camera
Journals
Writing utensils
TSG Objectives:
9d Tells about another time or place
12a Recognizes and recalls
14a Thinks symbolically
21a Understands spatial
relationships
Related Objectives:
9a, 9b, 9c, 10a, 22, 25
Directions:
● Students will pick out a tree on the
school grounds that they can watch
throughout the school year.
● Make observations about the tree and
discuss them in the group. Use the 5
senses.
● Take pictures of the tree each month
and post them in the classroom.
● Draw a picture in the journal and add
text to describe what they observed
● Repeat activity monthly or during each
season.

Leading questions:
What does the tree look like today?
Describe what you see.
What did it look like last time we looked at it?
What season is it now? How do you know?
What season will be next?
What changes are happening?
Modifications:
Identify a tree that is wheelchair accessible for
all students to see and touch
Extension Activities:
● Add children to the photograph and
compare How they change throughout
the year. Are they bigger or smaller?
● Talk about the clothes that the children
are wearing? Is the weather the same or
different?

Mighty Minutes: #42 Come Play with Me
One little child circling the tree
Playing by herself, but she didn’t want to be.
So she called for a friend, over land, over sea.
“(Aisha) come play with me”
And along came (Aisha) to circle the tree.
* Count the children “around the tree” after each
verse.
Picture Book Resources:
A Grand Old Tree by Mary Newell DePalma
A Tree for All Seasons by Robin Bernard
Tree: A Peek Through Picture Book
by Britta Treckentrup
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How do plants grow?
Objectives:
● Identify plants that are located
near the school
● Make observations about the
plants using the 5 senses.
● Describe the observations
● Identify parts of the plants

Materials:
Landscaped, garden or native plants
near school
TSG Objectives:
8a Comprehends language
11a Attends and engages
11d Shows curiosity and motivation
25 Demonstrates knowledge of the
characteristics of living things
Related Objectives:
3a, 10a, 18a, 20c, 22, 23, 32
Directions:
● Walk to a place near the school that has
some plants.
● Discuss with the students what they see
● Use the 5 senses to explore the plants
● With school permission, pick a plant so
that students can examine it more
closely

Leading questions:
What is a plant? Is it living or not living?
Where do we find plants at school?
Do all plants look the same?
How are they different or the same?
Describe what the plants look like

How the plants smell? Feel? Smell? Taste?
Look?
Do you see plants anywhere else?
Do these plants grow fruits or vegetables?
Do they grow things that we can eat?
Can we pick these plants? Why or why not?
Modifications:
Is it wheelchair accessible?
Use visual cards to assist with ELL
Use small groups in different locations so that
all students can fully participate
Extension Activities:
● Create a garden in the classroom or
outside.
● Plant seeds of edible plants so that
students can watch the growing process
and taste them
● Scavenger hunt for different types of
plants
● Count the number of specific plants are
in an area
● Discuss patterns with the flowers or
plants
Mighty Minutes: #19 I Spy With My Little Eye
1. Look at the plants through a pair of
pretend binoculars
2. Say, “I spy something in the garden. It is
red and round like a ball.”
3. Tell the children to give a thumbs-up
sign when they think they know. Ask,
“How do you know?”
4. Take turns “spying”

Picture Book Resources:
From Seed to Plant by Gail Gibbons
Planting a Rainbow by Lois Ehlert
The Reason for a Flower by Ruth Heller
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Leaf Hunt
Objectives:
● Identify the differences between
leaves
● Make observations about the
leaves changing color in fall
Materials:
ziplock or paper bags, one per
student
small towel for each student
TSG Objectives:
11d Shows curiosity and motivation
13 Using classification skills
25 Demonstrates knowledge of the
characteristics of living things
Related Objectives:
8a, 9a, 9b, 10a, 10b, 18a, 20a, 20b, 22
Directions:
● Have students collect a variety of leaves
while playing outside or while going on a
walk near the school.
● Once students have collected 10-15
different leaves in their bag, find a
non-windy location to have a group
activity.
● Pass out the cloth towels and have the
children place their leaves on the towels.
● Make observations about the leaves
● Ask questions in large group or partner
up students.
Sort them by color
Sort them by size
Sort them by features - leaves with points, no
points, textures,

Leading questions:
Are the leaves the same or different?
How are they the same or different?
What color are the leaves?
Are they the same shape?
Do you think that they are from the same tree or
different trees?

Modifications:
Children with mobility issues may need
wheelchairs or wagons. ELL students may need
visuals or demonstrations for understanding.
Extension Activities:
● Art project: Create a collage of leaves
● Identify the names of the leaves
● Write the names of the leaves on the
paper

Mighty Minutes: #68 I have a Secret
1. Make two circles on the ground with
yarn or hula hoop
2. Divide items into two distinct groups
3. Ask the students to figure out the sorting
secret
4. What do the items have in common and
what is different

Picture Book Resources:
Awesome Autumn by Bruce Goldstone
Red Leaf, Yellow Leaf by Lois Ehlert

We're Going on a Leaf Hunt
by Steve Metzger
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Shadows!
Objectives:
● Explore making shadows with
their bodies
● Identify how shadows are made
● Trace an outline of another
student’s shadow

Leading questions:
What is a shadow?
Does everyone or everything have a shadow?
Are shadows the same or different?
Do shadows change shape?
What can you do to change the shape of your
shadow?

Materials:
Sunny day
Chalk
Cement or asphalt area

Modifications:
Provide extra support for children that may be
having difficulty tracing and staying still.

TSG Objectives:
2c Interacting with peers
3a Balancing needs and rights of
self and others
7b Uses writing and drawing tools
8a Comprehends language
11d Shows curiosity and motivation
14a Thinks symbolically

Extension Activities:
● Create shadows of the letters in the
alphabet (16a)
● Make different sized shadows. Talk
about which one is longer or shorter (22)
● Make shapes with your body (21b)
● Draw some shadows on the ground and
see if students can match their body to
the shadow

Related Objectives:
5, 10a, 10b, 11a, 11e, 18a, 21a
Directions:
● Take the students outside on a sunny
day and talk about what they see on the
ground when it is sunny outside.
● Have the students stand in a line or in a
space where their shadows will not
overlap.
● Let the students explore the shadows
that their bodies make.
● Partner them up so that one student can
trace the outline of another student’s
shadow. Remind them that they need to
stay very still.

Mighty Minutes: #39 Let’s Pretend
1. Ask the children to make their bodies
look flat and small
2. Pretend to inflate themselves like a
balloon
3. After they are inflated, pretend to be a
gust of wind and blow them over the
playground.
Picture Book Resources:
I have a Friend by Keiko Narahashi
Moon Bear and Shadow by Frank Asch
Shadows and Reflections by Tana Hoban
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  Talking Trash!
Objectives:
● Identify the differences between
trash and what is part of nature
● Discuss what should we do when
we have trash and why we should
pick up our own trash?
● Participate in collecting trash
Materials:
Gloves for each person
Plastic bag to collect trash
Examples of trash and not trash
TSG Objectives:
3a,b Participate cooperatively and
constructively in group situations
8a,b Listening and understanding
complex language
11c Solve problems
Related Objectives:
12a, 12b, 13, 17b, 18a
Directions:.
● Discuss what is safe to pick up and what
is not. Show pictures of what is safe and
what is not.
● Prepare students for finding trash on the
playground. Spend 20 minutes collecting
trash around the school grounds
● Talk about what kinds of trash were
found.
● Was there anything that you have seen
before?

Leading questions:
What is trash?
Where do find trash?

Where does trash belong?
What can you do if you can’t find a trash can?
Why is it important for us to keep trash picked
up?
Modifications:
If some students have limited mobility, provide a
hand grabber to that they can still reach the
trash.
Provide pictures for ELL to identify different
safe and unsafe items.
Extension Activities:
● Show a piece of art that has used trash
or reclaimed recyclables. Create a piece
of art from some of the trash.
● Tape one piece of trash in the journal.
What can the student write about the
trash. What is it? What letters do you
see?
● Visit a recycling center
Mighty Minutes: #71 Recycle Song
Sing to the tune of “Jingle Bells”
Recycle, recycle
Let’s sort all the trash
Recycle, recycle
Paper, plastic, glass
Recycle, recycle
Don’t throw it in the trash
We’ll take the cartons and the cans
And make them all go SMASH
Picture Book Resources:
Emeraldalicious  by Victoria Kahn
Look out for LItter by Lisa Bullard
One Plastic Bag  by Isatou Ceesay and the
Recycling Women of Gambia
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What’s beneath our feet?
Objectives:
● Identify materials that we walk on
such as dirt, cement, wood chips,
rocks, rubberized playground
● Identify where each of these
materials can be found.
● Explore the different textures
using the 5 senses
● Compare the differences and
similarities between what we
walk on
Materials:
Identified different materials that are
found on the ground
TSG Objectives:
1a Follows limits and expectations
9a Uses an expanding expressive
language
10a Engages in conversation
13 Uses classification skills
22 Compares and measures
26 Demonstrates knowledge of physical
properties of objects and materials
Related Objectives:
3a, 4, 9d, 12b, 18a

Directions:
● Identify different places to walk that
have different textures.
● Start in one location and use the 5
senses to discuss what they see, feel,
smell, taste, and hear.
● If it is safe, have the children take off
their shoes to feel the texture
● Move to another location and repeat the
above instructions

Leading questions:
What are we walking on?
What materials are used to make this?
Where did it come from?
Why is it here?
How does it compare to the other things that we
walked on?
Have you seen this anywhere else?
Modifications:
Surfaces that are not wheelchair accessible
Safety should be taken if shoes are taken off.
Extension Activities:
● Explore the neighborhood. Are the
textures the same or different
● Collect samples of each material and
bring them into the classroom. Use them
as a center to explore with magnifying
glasses
● Are these materials used in other ways?
● Are there different types of soil?
Mighty Minutes: #23 Hi-Ho the Derry-O
Sing the to the tune of “The Farmer in the Dell”
We’re going (to the park)
We’re going (to the park)
Hi-Ho the Derry-O
We’re going (to the park)
We’re going to see (some rocks)
We’re going to see (some rocks)
Hi-Ho the Derry-O
We’re going to see (some rocks)
Picture Book Resources:
Rocks and Soil by Rebecca Rissman
Up in the Garden and Down in the Dirt
by Kate Messner
We’re Going on a Bear Hunt
by Helen Oxenbury
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What’s that sound?
Objectives:
● Students will use their sense of
hearing to identify sounds that
they hear outside.
Materials:
Picture page of most commonly heard
sounds in urban areas.
Bag of small objects such as a whistle,
two sticks or bells
TSG Objectives:
9a Uses an expanding expressive
vocabulary
9b Speaks clearly
11a Attends and engages
25 Demonstrates knowledge of the
characteristics of living things
Related Objectives:
18a, 20a, 22

Directions:
● Find a quiet space to sit outside.
● Sit close enough to have discussion or
read a story.
● Us the Mighty Minute to demonstrate
with the how to listen for sounds
● Close their eyes and listen again. Listen
to the things that they are hearing
around them.
● Do you hear different things?

Leading questions:
What are you hearing?
When your eyes are closed, do you hear other
things?
Was that a loud or soft sound?
Is it living or nonliving?
Modifications:
Provide pictures of the most common things
that you may hear outside your school.

Extension Activities:
● Count how many times you hear the
same sound. (20a)
● Use the student journal and have the
student draw a picture or write the words
of what they hear (9 b)
● Rhythm game that creates a pattern.
Can you identify the pattern by its
sound? (23)
● Introduce the concept of a “sit spot”.
Each student can independently listen
and then return to the group in 5-10
minutes to report what they heard

Mighty Minutes: #31 What’s inside the Box?
1. Put a small object inside an interesting
box and shake it gently
2. What do you think is in the box?
3. Think about the size of the box and its
sound
4. Give clues about its purpose or shape

Picture Book Resources:
Barnyard Banter by Denise Fleming
The Very Quiet Cricket by Eric Carle
Too Much Noise by Ann McGovern and
Simms Taback
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Picture Book Resources for Lessons:
Adopt a Tree

Bernard, R. (2013). A tree for all seasons. Johnson City, TN: National Geographic School Publishing.
DePalma, M. N. (2014). A grand old tree. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill Education.
Teckentrup, B. (2016). Tree: A peek-through picture book. New York, NY: Doubleday.
How do Plants Grow?

Ehlert, L. (2013). Planting a rainbow. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.
Gibbons, G. (1991). From seed to plant. New York, NY: Holiday House.
Heller, R. (2014). The reason for a flower: A book about flowers, pollen and seeds. New York, NY:
Puffin Books
Leaf Hunt

Ehlert, L., (1991) Red leaf, yellow leaf.  Orlando, FL: Harcourt & Brice
Goldstone, B. (2015) Awesome Autumn. New York, NY: Henry Holt & Co.
Metzger, S.,(2015), We're Going on a Leaf Hunt, New York, NY: Scholastic books
Shadows

Asch, F., (1985). Bear Shadow. New York, NY: Scholastic Books
Narahashi, K.(200), I Have a Friend. New York, NY: SRA/McGraw-Hill
Hoban, T. Shadows and Reflections, New York, NY: Greenwillow Books
Talking Trash

Bullard, L., (2011)Look out for litter. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner Publishing Inc.
Ceesay, I., (2015) One Plastic Bag, M
 inneapolis, MN: Lerner Publishing Inc.
Kahn, V. (2013). Emeraldalicious, New York, NY: Harper Collins
What’s Beneath Our Feet?

Messner, K., (2017), Up in the Garden and Down in the Dirt, San Francisco, CA: Chronicles Books
Rissman, R., (2013) Rocks and Soil, U
 K, Raintree
Rosen, M., ( 1989), We’re Going on a Bear Hunt, New York, NY: Margaret K. Elderry Books
What’s that Sound?

Carle, E., (1990), The Very Quiet Cricket, New York, NY: Philomel Books
Fleming, D., (1997), Barnyard Banter, N
 ew York, NY: Square Fish
McGovern, A., (1967), Too Much Noise, N
 ew York, NY: Houghton Mifflin
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Additional Teacher Resources about Nature:

Born Selly, P. (2012). Early childhood activities for a greener earth. St. Paul, MN:
Redleaf Press.
Born Selly, P. (2017). Teaching STEM outdoors: Activities for young children. Redleaf Press
Children and Nature Network (C&NN). (2018). Retrieved from
http://www.childrenandnature.org/about/contact/
Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), (2005). Early Childhood Indicators of
Progress: Minnesota’s Early Learning Standards.
https://www.leg.state.mn.us/docs/2005/other/050045.pdf.
Powers, J. and Williams Ridge, S. (2018). Nature-based learning for young children. S
 t. Paul, MN;
Readleaf Press
Sobel, D. (2013). Place-based education: Connecting classrooms and communities. Great
Barrington, MA: Orion
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Survey #1 Professional Development

Survey #1 Professional Development
Reflecting on your own nature play experiences and how you use nature play in your classroom
* Required

1. When you were growing up, how much time did you spend playing outside each day? *
Mark only one oval.
Never
Occasionally
Sometimes
Often
Always
2. When you were growing up, list the activities that you liked to do outside. *

3. In your classroom, how much time do you spend outside each day? *
Mark only one oval.
Never
Up to 15 minutes
15-30 minutes
30 minutes to 60 minutes
More than 1 hour
4. In your classroom, how frequently to you do nature-based activities outside? *
Mark only one oval.
Never
1-2 times per week
3-4 times per week
Daily

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1kwlzjzh_B2aOM7eqCJ_SLm1PuUCO38L2pq8rJjqKi6M/edit
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Survey #1 Professional Development

5. Do you want to do more nature-based activities outside? *
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
6. List the nature-based activities that you are currently using outside *

7. Do you use TSG to plan nature-based activities? *
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
8. Do most of your students have outdoor gear to play in all types of weather? *
Mark only one oval.
Yes, they have everything for all types of weather
Mostly
A few things
Nothing for outdoor play
9. What barriers prevent you from nature play? Check all that apply *
Check all that apply.
Safety of equipment
Staffing and supervision
Not enough time during class
Lack of administrator support at the elementary school, not valuing nature play
Lacking teacher support at the elementary school, not valuing nature play
Lack of appropriate clothing for students
Lack of natural spaces at our school
Lack of space
Lack of resources
Lack of knowledge regarding nature-based activities

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1kwlzjzh_B2aOM7eqCJ_SLm1PuUCO38L2pq8rJjqKi6M/edit
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Survey #1 Professional Development

10. What resources are available at your elementary site for nature play? *

Powered by
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Professional Development Feedback
* Required

1. Name of the PD *

2. Name of Instructor *

3. Date of professional development *
Example: December 15, 2012
4. This PD provided information on a variety of nature play activities *
Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

5. This PD increased my teaching skills regarding nature play *
Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

6. I gained knowledge to implement nature play into my job *
Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

7. I will continue to learn about this topic as part of my own professional development
Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1tFUSjzuFmWg0c0F0hzcPMIqrS-Lk4sUrK2ddlBRlveU/edit
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Professional Development Feedback

8. As a result of this professional development experience, I will use my new knowledge and
skills in the following 2 ways: *

9. As a result of this professional development experience, I will use my new knowledge and
TSG assessment skills in the following 2 ways: *

10. The guidebook will be adequate and useful *
Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

11. The presenter was knowledgeable and effective *
Mark only one oval.
1

2

3

4

5

12. Comments

Powered by
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Survery #3 Mid-year Check-in

QUESTIONS

RESPONSES

0
Total points

Survey #3 Mid-Year Check-in
Form description

How much time do you spend outside each day per class? *
Never
up to 15 minutes
15-30 Minutes
30-60 minutes
More than 1 hour

How often do you use TSG to plan nature play activities outside each week? *
Never
1-2 times a week
3-4 times a week
Every day
No
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1PgYc4wHcbSxXcsmzVzgm6XZMqnGxEh4fUqg2N0xFwh4/edit

1/3

5/14/2019

Survery #3 Mid-year Check-in - Google Forms

Sometimes

Are you using the guidebook to help you with nature-based activities *
Yes
No

How many of the activities in the guidebook have you used? *
None
1-2
3-5
All of them

Has the guidebook helped you increase the amount of time that you spend outside in the
nature-based activities?

*

Yes
No

Was the professional development helpful when planning nature-based activities this year? *
Yes
No

How can I help you increase nature play outside?
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1PgYc4wHcbSxXcsmzVzgm6XZMqnGxEh4fUqg2N0xFwh4/edit
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Survery #3 Mid-year Check-in - Google Forms

Long answer text

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1PgYc4wHcbSxXcsmzVzgm6XZMqnGxEh4fUqg2N0xFwh4/edit
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Survey #4 End of year

QUESTIONS

RESPONSES

Survey #4 End of year
Form description

How much time do you spend outside? *
Never
up to 15 minutes
15-30 minutes
30-60 minutes
More than 1 hour

List the nature-based activities that you are doing outside. *
Long answer text

How often do you use TSG to plan nature play activities outside each week?
Never
1-2 times a week

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/17lStJarNgLgZkQ8FiNchWzJTEm84llU2NZ8fdtISv40/edit
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Survey #4 End of year - Google Forms

3-4 times per week
Every Day

Are you using the guidebook to help you with nature-based activities *
Yes
No

How many of the activities in the guidebook have you used? *
None
1-2
3-5
All of them

Has the guidebook helped you increase the amount of time that you spend outside in the
nature-based activities?

*

Yes
No

What information would be helpful to increase nature play at your elementary school site? *
Long answer text

Comments
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/17lStJarNgLgZkQ8FiNchWzJTEm84llU2NZ8fdtISv40/edit
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Survey #4 End of year - Google Forms

Long answer text

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/17lStJarNgLgZkQ8FiNchWzJTEm84llU2NZ8fdtISv40/edit
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