
   Nature Play at Home 
    #NatureConnection

Gone are the days of being sent out into the neighborhood in the morning; returning only 
when the streetlights came on. During those unstructured, unadulterated hours children were 

able to take risks, explore their boundaries, and learn social skills while making up endless 
new games. Today children are spending less time outside than ever before, averaging four 
to seven minutes of unstructured outdoor play compared to seven and a half hours in front 

of electronic devices according to a 2010 Kaiser Family Foundation Study. This shift is having 
negative consequences on children’s health, achievement levels, and overall well-being.

In response to these trends, there has been a worldwide movement towards reconnecting 
children to nature through meaningful unstructured play. And the Buttonwood Park 

Zoological Society, in collaboration with the Buttonwood Park Zoo, is excited to be a part of 
the movement by providing visitors with Charlie’s Nature Play space. We encourage you and 

your family to enjoy this rich environment that stimulates children’s natural curiosity and 
creativity through a multi-sensory, hands-on, active, and child-centered environment – to 

freely and joyfully explore, engage and connect with the world around them.

Take the wonder of Charlie’s Nature Play home with you! This document contains some of 
our favorite activities to bring nature play into your every day life.
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Nature Rainbows
Here are three different ways to make rainbows 
using natural materials. Nature art is a great 
way to spend time outside gathering materials, 
observing the world around you and using your 
imagination! 

Nature Mobiles
Inevitably if you take a child out into nature, 
they will come home with treasures in their 
pockets - leaves, rocks, shells, feathers, pine cones, 
sticks, you name it! Here is a great way to display 
those special trinkets - a nature mobile! Your 
child’s collection may not seem like much to you 
as an adult, but when a child collects things they 
are learning important skills like organization, 
personal responsibility and mathematics, to   
name a few.

Sidewalk Chalk Paint
Take your sidewalk art to the next level with DIY 
sidewalk chalk paint! All you need is cornstarch, 
water and food coloring to make this fun art 
project. Mix 2 cups of cornstarch with 2 cups 
of water; it will be runnier than normal paint. 
Separate evenly into 8 small containers, add food 
coloring to make your colors, and paint away! 
This will easily wash away when it rains or with 
a hose.



Nature Weaving
Nature weaving is a fun and easy way to get 
kids of all ages outside exploring! All you need is 
a scrap of cardboard and some yarn or string. 
Two activities in one - go explore and collect your 
weaving materials, then let the creativity run wild. 
For younger kids this is great for fine motor skill 
development, while older kids will enjoy learning 
about the different plants they find.

Rain Watercolors
A rainy day doesn’t mean we can’t get outside! 
Make rainbows out of the rain! Crush up your 
watercolor paint, spread or sprinkle it onto paper, 
bring it outside to get wet and let your creativity 
go wild! 

Bird Seed Eggs
Here’s a super easy nature connection twist on 
Easter eggs that only uses two ingredients.
- 1 box of gelatin mix, unflavored
- 10 cups bird seed
Prepare the gelatin as directed on the box, then 
mix in your bird seed.
Spray a little cooking spray in the eggs so they 
come out easier and then pack with the mixture.
Put in fridge to let set up (put in a container as 
some of the gelatin might come out the holes in 
the eggs).
This will make 3-4 dozen normal size eggs, or you 
can use the bigger ones too.
Make this educational by researching local birds. 
Be sure to hypothesize what type of birds will eat 
them and how long the eggs will last!



Playdough Prints
Take your play-dough outside! This nature 
connection activity will have kids truly 
investigating the treasures they find outside. 
Simply gather up natural materials in different 
shapes and textures, then push them into your 
play-dough! If you don’t have play-dough at home 
(or don’t want to waste the good stuff) - it is super 
easy to make play-dough with ingredients in your 
kitchen:
1 cup water
1 tablespoon vegetable oil
1/2 cup salt
1 tablespoon cream of tartar
Food coloring
Saucepan
1 cup flour
Combine water, oil, salt, cream of tartar, and food 
coloring in a saucepan and heat until warm.
Remove from heat and add flour.
Stir, then knead until smooth. The cream of tartar 
makes this dough last 6 months or longer, so resist 
the temptation to omit this ingredient if you don’t 
have it on hand.
Store this dough in an airtight container or a 
Ziploc freezer bag.

Nature Painting
Adding art to your outdoor explorations is a great 
way to connect with nature. Head outside for a 
walk and collect different materials that you think 
would make a good paintbrush. Bring your items 
home and make a masterpiece!

Nature Bracelets
Here is one of our favorite activities to do with 
kids out in nature - nature bracelets! Before you 
head out the door, make a sticky bracelet by 
putting masking tape inside out on their arm. As 
you are out exploring, they can add decorations 
to their bracelet.



Leaf People
Gather leaves and natural materials to create 
people and animals - let your creativity go wild!

Bubble Painting
Here’s a fun way to change up blowing bubbles 
- paint with them! Simply color bubble mix with 
food coloring and blow bubbles onto paper - as the 
bubbles land and pop, they create beautiful works 
of art.

Mandalas
The word mandala is a Sanskrit term that 
means “circle” and in fact a mandala is a 
circular structure with a design that radiates 
out symmetrically from a unifying center. Let 
your creativity run wild! Spend some extra time 
looking for mandala patterns in natural objects 
like the radiating petals of a flower to tree rings, 
spiderwebs, seashells and more.



Mud Pies
We have never met a kid that doesn’t love dessert 
- and making mud pies! Mixing soil, water, and 
other natural materials like pebbles, leaves, or 
grass allows children to let their imaginations 
run wild. All you need to create an outdoor mud 
kitchen is some old pots and pans, utensils, 
and of course some dirt or mud! Science is now 
backing up what children have always known; 
playing in mud is a joyful experience! Studies have 
shown that dirt contains microscopic bacteria 
called Mycobacterium Vaccae, which stimulates 
the immune system and increases the levels of 
serotonin in our brains, an endorphin that soothes, 
calms, and helps us to relax. In short, playing in 
mud makes you happier!

Seed Bombs
Let’s get messy and make seed bombs! This easy 
recipe will allow you to spread wildflowers through 
guerrilla gardening. All you will need is flour, soil, 
water, wildflower seeds and a mixing bowl!
Step 1: Mix 10 parts soil to 1 part flour.
Step 2: Slowly add water and mix slowly until the 
mixture becomes sticky like dough.
Step 3: Roll into a golf-ball size ball.
Step 4: Fill a tray with wildflower seeds.
Step 5: Roll your mud balls around until covered 
in seeds.
Step 6: Leave to dry for a day or two and then 
they’re ready to throw in your garden.

Fairy House
Whether you call it a fairy house, gnome home 
or toad abode - this construction project is sure 
to spark curiosity and joy! Simply gather up 
building material from your yard, neighborhood 
or the woods and create a magical home for an 
imaginary friend. Don’t forget to create furniture 
and everything they will need to be comfortable. 



Sweet Pea Tent
Here is an easy way to add a special space in the 
yard that will be sure to connect your kids with 
nature this summer -helping plant and build the 
structure, watching it grow, seeing what kinds of 
bugs visit and countless hours hanging out in the 
shade it provides. This simple sweet pea tent will 
not only add beauty to your yard and countless 
hours outside for the kids, it’s edible too! 

Shadow Animals
Place paper on the ground, create a shadow 
and trace. Be creative and create scenes with your 
shadows or use sidewalk chalk to capture fun 
poses. The possibilities are endless! 

Rock Balance Art
Try your stacking skills outside! Stacking stones 
can be done anywhere and is a way to relax, relieve 
stress, create, play and learn. In the spirit of leave 
no trace, please disassemble your creations when 
you are done (sometimes that is the best part).



Watery New World
Does your child have any small plastic figurines 
(animals, dinosaurs, action figures)? Take them 
outside and have your figurines explore a world 
of puddle lakes, giant mud pits, and mountainous 
leaf piles! Once you are nice and muddy, bring your 
toys in and clean them in the bath.

Sink or Float
Have some fun experimenting with sinking and 
floating materials! Gather materials from outside 
and around the house, make predictions about 
whether they will sink or float, then place them in 
water to see if you were correct!

Fort Building
Whether inside or outside, this classic childhood 
activity is not only a lot of fun but also has a ton of 
important developmental benefits. Cognitive skills, 
like problem solving, planning, and imagination 
run wild while your child also practices practical 
skills like construction 101. Not to mention forts 
can be a great form of stress-release: a fort is, 
literally and figuratively, a defense against all the 
forces of the outside world. Let’s get building! 



Balance Beams
Pretend you are in the Climb area of Charlie’s 
Nature Play - try balancing on things you find 
outside. Time yourself, try standing on one foot 
or make an obstacle course in nature! Research 
shows that activities involving balance and 
climbing inspire imaginations, help children 
develop feelings of body competence, and 
alleviate stress - allowing children to relax and 
maintain better concentration.

Puddle Jumping
Skies are gray? Time to play! Put on your raincoat 
and boots (and bring an umbrella if you’d like), 
because it’s time to search for puddles. Big ones, 
little ones, deep ones, shallow ones - every puddle is 
good for jumping! See how many puddles you can 
hop in a row, or observe the different sounds and 
splashes that different puddles make. 

Squirrel Behavior
To play Squirrel Behavior Investigation, created 
by Rhode Island Audubon Society, simply find a 
squirrel outside that you can watch for 5 minutes. 
Every time that squirrel does one of the behaviors 
on the sheet, you can cross it off! Get 3 in a row 
and you win SBI!



Cloud Watching
Get your head IN the clouds! Try sitting quietly 
outside and look for shapes in the clouds. This 
simple activity is a great way to relieve stress for 
all ages! Add some science and learn the different 
types of clouds while you are doing this. 

Shape Walk
Take a shape walk! This is another fun and easy 
way to use your observation skills while spending 
time outside. How many different shapes can
you find?

Rain Symphony
Let’s make rainy day symphonies! Explore your 
house for items that you don’t mind getting a 
little wet (pots, pans, boxes, utensils, mirrors, 
plastic...) and take them outside to hear how 
rain sounds as it lands on the different surfaces. 

Raindrop Races
Place a start and finishing line on the inside of 
the window with whiteboard markers or tape. 
Everyone pick a raindrop to compete. On your 
mark, get set… Go! For even more fun - pretend 
you are sports announcers who share about the 
unfolding race in front of you. Whose raindrop will 
win? Want to add some math? Use a stopwatch to 
time different raindrops and create a graph. 



Sound Walk
Make your way outside in your yard, a park, the 
woods - really anywhere - and listen! As you walk, 
ask your children what sounds they hear and what 
do they think made the sounds. Every so often 
point out sounds you hear, like the wind rustling 
in the trees. For older kids, find a spot to sit quietly 
with your eyes closed and spend a few minutes 
listening to the world around you. Afterwards 
discuss what you heard.

Opposites Walk
While you are out make a list of opposites you 
find...hard/soft, wet/dry, long/short, smooth/rough, 
heavy/light, big/small - how many categories can 
you create together?


