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Get Started 
Cool Ways to Embrace Nature Today

Get started now! Nature is close at hand—at the 
park or playground, on your balcony, in your 
window box, in the yard, on the boulevard, even 
growing in the sidewalk cracks. Whether kids 
are collecting fallen leaves, catching snowflakes 
for the first time, or playing in the waves at the 
beach, there is beauty and wonder in watching 
them discover the world around them. 

One thing kids don’t need is too much 
guidance. Encourage even the youngest children 
to explore whatever attracts them, then stand 
back and let them do it. This chapter provides 
35 things you and your kids can do today—right 
now—to get out and enjoy nature.
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1Lead by example. Want your kids to value 
nature? Want them to discover for themselves 
how amazing the natural world can be, and how 

much fun it is to play in the dirt, roll down a grassy 
bank, and find slimy slugs after the rain? Nothing 
sends a stronger message than if they see you out there 
enjoying yourself, so step outside. Build a sandcastle! 
Make a snowperson! Rub your toes in the grass. 
Remember: Enthusiasm is contagious.

When you see the words  
“your kids,” think of the group, small or large, 

with whom you’re sharing these activities.

2 Follow by example, too. Most grown-ups 
can learn something from kids. They are 
receptive to new things. They’re curious. Be 

receptive and curious, too! Ask questions. Encourage 
questions. If you don’t know the answer, admit it. 
Look it up together. Or make up a story. This seaweed 
is a monster’s hair. These rocks are from the walls of an 
ancient castle. Here’s a fun game: Find a creek, pond, 
park, or any place with lots of life, appoint a leader 
among the kids, and follow him. If he stops to turn 
over a log to see what’s beneath it, everyone else looks, 
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too. If he throws stones in the lake, so do the rest of 
you. If he digs in the mud and gets his pants dirty—
don’t hold back. 

3 Turn a walk into a safari. You can do this 
with babies, teenagers, and anyone else who 
likes a good stroll. Head to a park or path, or 

simply take the sidewalk by your home. Even in big 
cities you’ll see birds, bugs, shrubs, and trees—take a 
closer look when you pass. Better yet: stop and exam-
ine them. Bring a magnifying glass to really zoom in. 
You can also chat with kids about things you never 
seem to talk about during the busy days—or just be 
quiet and listen to the squirrels chirp and the leaves 
rattle in the trees. 

4 Let kids set the pace. If your four-year-old 
resists the idea of a long walk, keep it short 
and make it fun. Play “I Spy” or another 

game. Take a healthy snack and stop in the grass to 
enjoy it together—especially if your child gets tired. 
And if it’s hard tearing older children away from video 
games or texting, go easy. Let them know that time in 
nature is like health food for the brain, and you’d like 
to make a schedule everyone agrees to so time indoors 
is balanced with time outside.
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5 Be prepared. When you’re outdoors with 
kids, make sure you have what you need to 
make it a safe, enjoyable, and generally posi-

tive outing. Carry water and a first aid kit, and make 
sure everyone wears sunblock to protect them from 
UV rays. Bug spray will keep the irritating bug bites  
to a minimum, and if you’re on the water, everyone 
needs a life jacket. If needed, collect permission slips 
and waivers.

6 Collect stones. Children love gathering rocks. 
A great place to find rocks is a quarry, but get 
permission from the land owner first. Rivers 

and wave-swept beaches—where rocks are pushed 
around and smoothed over the years—are also good. 
Smooth or jagged, striped or plain, colorful or gray . . . 
how many types can you find? What’s your favorite? 
And why limit yourself to stones? You can also collect 
shells, fossils, feathers, pinecones, or leaves, depending 
on where you live and the time of year. 
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7 Respect nature. When collecting stones or 
other things, be thoughtful about what you 
pick up. Think: what are the consequences of 

taking this? Never pick flowers or leaves from living 
plants (unless you have permission), and make sure 
you know what’s allowed where you are. Many places 
have a “Take nothing but photos, leave nothing but 
footprints” rule. You can always choose to take pic-
tures of stones or just take one really cool one.

8 Become part of your surroundings. You can 
do this in a forest, at a beach, in a park, along 
a riverbank, or anywhere else you can find 

flora and fauna. Walk quietly into the area and choose 
a comfortable place to sit. Then, be as still as possible. 
Don’t even turn your head. Imagine you are part 
of the natural environment, and soak in the sights, 
sounds, and smells around you. If the local animals 
scattered when you came, they’ll soon get back to their 
daily business. They may even approach you.

9 Play Camouflage Tag. All you need is a few 
people and an area with good hiding places, 
such as a playground, park, or wooded area. 

The person who is “it”—the seeker—closes her eyes 
and counts to 50 while everyone else hides. The catch 
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is that each player must be able to see her from his 
hiding spot. When the seeker opens her eyes, she yells, 
“Camouflage!” and holds up one to five fingers. Stay-
ing where she is, she looks around and shouts out the 
name of whomever she sees. The last person she spots 
wins—but only if he can say from where he is how 
many fingers she has up. He’s next! 

10 Listen to the birds. See if you can figure 
out when birds are most and least vocal 
or how their songs vary by time of day. 

Can you isolate the sounds of one particular bird and 
identify which one it is? Of course, you might also 
hear nonvocal communications such as a woodpecker’s 
bill hammering or a hummingbird’s whirring wings. 
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11 Identify bird songs and bird calls. Most 
birds make two types of sounds: songs and 
calls. Songs are more musical and complex, 

and are generally created by male birds attracting mates 
or defending territory. Bird calls are simpler, and are used 
by both sexes to communicate information. There are 
calls for aggression, warning, identification, to announce 
location or a food source, and many other purposes.

12 Listen to singing frogs. Take a flash-
light to the pond on a night in spring or 
early summer, and you may hear frogs 

singing. These are male frogs trying to attract mates, 
and they may pipe down when they hear you coming. 
Don’t worry, though. Just be still and wait. Moments 
later, they’ll start up again—they don’t want any 
females to miss them! Sweep your flashlight beam 
over the shallow edge of the water to find the frogs.

13 Find squirrel highways. Most squirrels 
stay in a relatively small area, usually 
about an acre, their whole lives. They 

know that area very well, including every branch of 
the trees they roam. If they didn’t have the branches 
memorized, they couldn’t skitter along them at the 
high speeds they sometimes do—when escaping a pred-
ator, for instance, or when a dominant male wants to 
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intimidate a younger male. Watch the squirrels in your 
yard or at a park for a while and see if you can identify 
the squirrels’ favorite routes—or “squirrel highways.”

14 Keep a nature journal. Make nature 
journals using recycled paper. Revisit 
the same place in your backyard, school 

grounds, or park throughout the year—perhaps once 
a week—and note the changes you observe in the 
weather, trees, animal activity, and anything else you 
notice. You can write paragraphs or poems, make lists, 
or sketch pictures. Every few months, go back to your 
notes and drawings to see how things have changed. 
Nature writing and sketching can help you and your 
kids slow down, focus, and increase your awareness of 
the natural world. What a great antidote to the daily 
hurry-hurry-hurry mode.
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15 Get to know local trees. Wherever you 
live, there are probably trees in your area. 
Take a close look at a few. Are they all 

the same? What’s different about them? Compare 
the leaves—are they jagged-edged or smooth-edged? 
Are they each in one piece or do they have leaflets? 
How about the bark, buds, or flowers (depending on 
the time of year)? Collect the different leaves you find 
on the ground, but be sure not to pull them off the 
branches, which can hurt the trees. Borrow a nature 
guide from the library to identify species, or check with 
your local Department of Parks and Recreation to find 
guided nature walks where foliage is identified.
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16 Attract birds. Design and plant a garden 
or window box full of brightly colored 
flowers—even two or three pots on the 

window ledge can do the trick—and wait for the birds 
to come. Most wild birds are attracted to brightly 
colored gardens, and planting annuals is an easy way to 
make one. Sunflowers, zinnias, and asters are all sun-
loving annuals. You can select flowers and plants that 
appeal to a range of birds, or plan to attract certain 
species, like finches or hummingbirds, with specific 
flowers. Check out www.enature.com to get more 
information about what flowers attract what birds. 
Consult a gardening zone guide (available at a local 
nursery) to choose varieties that grow well in your area. 
Be sure to plant your garden or window box where you 
can observe it regularly and enjoy all your new visitors. 
When it comes to feeding birds, nothing beats native 
vegetation. If you plant a variety of native plants, they 
can provide birds with food at different times of the 
year in the form of fruit and seeds. Native plants are 
also home to tasty invertebrates like bugs and spiders. 
Your visitors will love those! 

http://www.enature.com
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17 Attract butterflies. Butterflies love colorful 
flowers, too, especially zinnias. You can 
also plant butterfly bushes, which remain 

evergreen year-round in mild climates. Get a good pair of 
binoculars and admire the beauty of butterflies close up.

18 Adopt a piece of the earth. Walk 
around your yard, neighborhood, or 
school and find an area that needs atten-

tion. (If you’re not sure whether it’s public or private 
property, check with your local city council to clarify.) 
It might be a place that is littered with trash or has no 
plants on it. Here are some things your kids can do: 

PP Pick up litter and put up “Please don’t litter” signs.

PP Plant grass or flower seeds to help save the soil.

PP Plant shrubs or trees to provide food and shelter  
for birds.

PP Hang a bird feeder from a  
pole or tree to give birds food  
all year round; keep the feeder  
clean to help birds stay healthy.
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19 Go to a nature center. These often 
have open areas where kids can play and 
explore, while adults can sit and watch 

without hovering. Or follow a guided trail and find 
out about the plants and animals that call the nature 
center home. Botanical gardens are also a great place 
to learn about your local flora.

20 Explore a wildlife rescue center.
These centers treat sick and injured 
wild animals, and they raise orphaned 

birds and mammals until they are old enough to survive 
on their own. If you want to do more than visit, most res-
cue centers have volunteer opportunities for people ages 
13 and up (teens may need to be supervised by a parent 
or leader). As volunteers, you could be involved in animal 
care, wildlife calls, gardening, or feeding the animals. 
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21 Have a picnic. Pack your meal—
perhaps salads and sandwiches—in 
reusable containers, take along a cloth 

tablecloth and napkins, and head for a local park. Make 
sure to bring reusable cups and plates, and recycle any 
plastic and glass bottles. Don’t forget the deet-free bug 
spray to keep the critters from ruining your good time. 
Kick back, play soccer or tag, and enjoy nature!

22 Have a daily “green hour.” 
The National Wildlife Federation 
recommends that parents give their 

kids a daily green hour—time set aside every day to 
play outside and interact with the natural world. This 
time should be unstructured (no rules) and fun! If 
you’re busy, start with 15 minutes a day, and do it 
every day. If kids are reluctant, show them how fun it 
is by joining them. Even on a wet day, you can still get 
out and play together as long as you’re dressed for the 
weather. As e.e. cummings wrote, the world is “mud-
luscious” and “puddle-wonderful.” See www.greenhour 
.org for more tips.

As e.e. cummings wrote, the world is  
“mud-luscious” and “puddle-wonderful.”

http://www.greenhour.org
http://www.greenhour.org
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23 Create your own treasure hunt. 
Make a list of items likely to be found 
in the nature of your neighborhood 

or play area. Next, make copies of the list for each kid 
or team in your group, hand out paper bags to collect 
the loot, and send them on their way. Kids will be more 
engaged if you include several weird or gross items on 
your list. Here are a few list-starter ideas: a dead bug, 
a bird feather, a leaf bigger than your hand, a worm, 
moss or lichen, a seed or pit, a stick shaped like the 
letter “y,” a smooth rock, a cup of mud (bring your own 
cup). Depending on the age of your kids, you may want 
to put hunters in pairs and set firm boundaries where 
you can keep track of them. Remind your hunters to 
respect natural surroundings. You could even put “five 
pieces of trash” on the list.

24 Go digital. Instead of collecting 
items for a treasure hunt, have your 
hunters take pictures of their find-

ings. Make it challenging! Here are some suggestions: 
a hole or nest in a tree, fungus on a rock, squirrels 
chasing each other, an animal hole in the ground, a 
spider web with a spider (and its prey?) inside, a tree 
that’s shorter than the hunter, deer tracks. With your 
digital game, you’ll also be saving paper.
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25 Camp out. Check out nature sounds 
at night. If you have a backyard, 
pitch a tent there; if there’s a patio, 

sleep there. This can be extra fun to do with friends or 
neighbors—including the adults. Now . . . what do you 
hear? Owls? Crickets? Frogs? Small animals search-
ing for food? The howl of a coyote? Be sure to talk 
about the sounds you are hearing.
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26 Take up stargazing. The sky at 
night can be spectacular, awe- 
inspiring, and humbling. There’s 

nothing like lying on your back and studying the stars. 
Winter is a great time to do this because cold, dry air 
is stiller than warm air, which improves visibility and 
makes it easier to distinguish stars. Visit NASA’s 
Web site (www.spaceplace.nasa.gov) and print out a 
constellation guide—then see how many constella-
tions you can identify. You may even spot one of the 
five planets that are occasionally visible to the naked 
eye in our solar system: Mars, Venus, Jupiter, Saturn, 
and Mercury. If you live in a big city, light pollution 
will interfere with your sky viewing, but try observing 
with a blanket draped over your head to block out 
street lights, or head to the outskirts of your city.

27 Try cloud watching. If the stars by 
night are tricky to make out, look for 
shapes in the clouds instead. On a 

cloudy day, find a comfortable spot, spread out a blan-
ket or towel, lie down with your kids, and see what you 
can see. (Make sure the sun is not shining directly in 
anyone’s eyes.) Ask your children what shapes they can 
see, and encourage them to share. If you see a strange 
monster, a laughing face, a spaceship, a frog, or maybe 

http://www.spaceplace.nasa.gov


G
et Sta

rted
: C

ool W
ays to E

m
brace N

ature Today
G

et Sta
rted

: C
ool W

ays to E
m

brace N
ature Today

24

an angel, tell your kids about it. Imagine that you are 
all traveling on a cloud. What can you see? Where are 
you going?

28 Create a water patrol. Give your 
children responsibility for watering 
plants, yards, gardens, patio planters, 

or window boxes. This gets them outside on a regular 
schedule, and they’ll feel good helping out. Teach them 
a few tips: It’s best to water plants thoroughly but less 
frequently to encourage deep root growth and healthier 
plants; it’s also best to water in the early morning to 
prevent evaporation; and don’t water on windy days when 
fences or sidewalks may get wetter than the ground. 

29 Get familiar with local water. At a
stream or creek, look for evidence 
of animals: if there are beavers, for 

example, you’ll see dams, as well as chewed logs and 
branches. Can you see fish, bugs, turtles, or tadpoles 
in the water? By rivers and oceans, see how many dif-
ferent types of animals you can count along the shore, 
and look for tracks, shells, and crustaceans. Schools in 
most states and provinces have river projects in which 
students learn how to monitor the health of the water. 
They test for water level, clarity, and fecal bacteria 
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content at least twice a year, and they learn how to 
restore the health of the river and become its steward. 
To learn of river projects in your area, contact your 
city, state, or province through their Web site or do an 
Internet search for “river project” and the name of the 
river you’re interested in.

30 Get wet. Canoeing, kayaking, sailing, 
and swimming are great for kids of 
any age. As they get older, they may be 

up for snorkeling, scuba diving, or river rafting. These 
are all great ways to have fun in nature. Find excellent 
teachers, make sure everyone in your group knows how 
to swim, and of course check on the safety gear.

31  CheCk out what’s
happening around 
the world.

Angie Meadows is a kindergarten teacher in 
Wilmington, Delaware, who teaches her students about 
local ecosystems and horseshoe crabs, an endangered 
species that has lived in the Delaware Bay for the past 300 
million years. “The kindergartners have made several trips 
to the bay,” enthuses Meadows, “and they always come 
back all sandy and gritty and with big smiles on their 
faces!” She suggests parents provide a change of clothes.
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32 Have a snow day. Build igloos or 
snow caves, or go sledding or snow 
tubing. Or try snowshoeing—no lift 

tickets are required. Older kids may prefer snowboard-
ing or downhill skiing. If they choose back-country or 
cross-country skiing, they will get a chance to admire 
the beauty of nature away from the crowds. Snow truly 
is a wondrous natural phenomenon and one that few 
kids can resist.

33 Ride a bike. Simply put, riding a bike 
is fun. Fast or slow, long trips or short, 
biking is pure youthful joy—and that 

goes for grown-ups, too. Do it whenever you can. You 
don’t need fancy bikes, just two wheels and the open 
road. Learn bike safety, and always wear a helmet. Bonus: 
biking saves gas dollars as well as the environment.
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34  CheCk out what’s
happening around 
the world.

In many countries, more people ride bikes than drive 
cars. In Japan, for example, there are special parking 
garages for bicycles, so people can ride them to work. An 
estimated 3 million bikes are parked daily at rail stations, 
several times greater than the number of commuter cars. 
Other countries featuring bike parking garages include 
the Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany.

35 Read about nature. Maybe it’s way 
too cold outside. Maybe it’s bedtime. 
Hey, nobody can get out all the time. 

When you have the chance, read with your kids about 
nature—it’s a wonderful way to spark their imagina-
tions and spend time together. No matter the age of 
your kids, you can find hundreds of great books—
fiction, nonfiction, or poetry—about getting out. Ask 
your librarian for recommendations or do an Internet 
search for terms you’re interested in (such as “nature,” 
“outdoor adventure,” or “global warming”). And here’s 
a fun idea: Do your reading outside.




