
Take your children outdoors
whatever the weather!  Watch
them flourish and grow in
vitality as they get more
fresh air, daylight and
space to move their
bodies. Notice how
together you
respond to the ever
changing weather
and seasons.  Slow
down and  take time
to breathe.  Turn off
phones and make
things simple. Be present
and enjoy each moment. 
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Being & Belonging

Two backpacks 

This leaflet is for anyone caring for young children.  It
is for people who care for  and learn with

young children – teachers, early years
practitioners, parents and carers,

grandparents. No matter where
you work or live there are

always ways to get out with
children.  We are part of
Nature ourselves, and
Nature is everywhere – in
the  sky and the birds that
swoop by, in the insects

and the weeds that come
up from cracks in our

pavements. Slowing down and
noticing it around us every day

can help us feel revitalized, more
settled, and more at home. 

Going outdoors 
Whenever you go out with your children, it 
is useful to be prepared.  Think about what is
needed in your backpack: drinks, snacks, change of
clothes, suncream, waterproofs, nappy-change kit if
needed, a waterproof rug,
a spare bag for collecting
things, a camera, a
favourite book or toy for
those moments waiting
for a bus or sheltering
from rain.  

Legacy backpack
Your less visible backpack is equally important.  It
contains your lifetime’s experience, knowledge and skills.
What were your childhood experiences of Nature and
how does this affect the way you are now?  Did you
enjoy flowers and plants, walks in the woods or exploring
rockpools on the sea shore?  What memories do you

want to gift your
children?  What wisdom
can you pass on about
place and about how to
have fun, be safe and
thrive in Nature?  What
new stuff do you want to
learn with your children?
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Pay attention and 
ask good questions
From the minute you meet your
children you will see they require
your respect, love and attention.
With each child, keep asking
yourself: who is this child now?  
What kind of person is this?  
What is he or she wanting to
communicate?  What does he or
she need from me?  What does he
or she bring  to the world?  What is
his or her future?

Sit spots in the sun 
or the shade

Find comfortable places to sit and
observe your children at play

without interfering.  Your
children can learn that there is
value in sitting still sometimes
just by noticing you doing it.

Find lovely places to be still: on a
sunny bench, or on the ground

leaning against a tree, on a rug in a
meadow or the park, in a comfy

hammock or an armchair taken outdoors.

Learn from experience
about the living Earth
Animals
Look under stones and logs for
insects and worms.  Explore
rockpools with toddlers, if you
are near the sea. A child of even a
few months will enjoying simply
picking up and moving stones –
putting things in buckets.

Feed ducks or the birds
wherever you are, and listen to
their sounds together.  Go to
wildlife gardens where you can
watch butterflies, snails and
woodlice. Visit a farm if you can
– maybe at lambing season.

Flowers
Grow your own flowers if you can,
and visit parks and gardens.  Very
young babies will enjoy touching
and smelling flowers. Toddlers will
smell them, stroke them, collect
coloured petals  and make perfume
or ‘stews’ with petals and water.  

Have bunches of flowers in your
house.  Learn their names and pass
them on to your children.  Plant a
packet of wild flower seeds in an
outdoor bowl,  in an old sink, or
on a patch of wasteland.  See what
flowers emerge and what insects
visit.  

Pre-school children might enjoy
pressing flowers in newspaper and,
after a few weeks when they are
dry, make them into cards. 

Fruit, Vegetables and Herbs
Handling, touching, smelling
and tasting raw fruit and veg is a
great way to connect to Nature,
indoors and out. 

A baby will explore the texture
and smell of a lemon or a pepper
or a runner bean with
fascination. A toddler or pre-
schooler will love a visit to a pick
your own farm. Pick blackberries
in autumn. 

You can grow herbs even if you
only have a windowsill to do it.
Babies appreciate nice smells.
Toddlers will roll picked herbs in
their hands.  Pre-schoolers can
use child-safe scissors to chop
them and make stews and pies in
a mud kitchen.

Spend time with trees: stop, listen, touch, feel, and notice.

Many of the things
we need can wait.  The

child cannot.  Right now is the
time his bones are being formed, his
blood is being made, and his senses

are being developed.  To him we
cannot answer ‘Tomorrow.’ 

His name is ‘Today.’ 

~ Gabriela Mistral (Chilean
Poet 1889-1957)

Get hugged by a tree -
a new adventure!
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Celebrate slowness 
Slow down.  Take time to
throw stones in the sea or the
puddle for as long as it is
interesting for your children to
do so.  Take the time for
whatever is happening right
now.  

Look for clues in your
children’s movements and
responses and behaviour about
what make your children ‘tick’.
This will change over time.
Notice your children’s Schemas
– repetitive behaviours. Is he or
she practicing throwing things,
or making patterns,
transporting things, or
covering and wrapping things
up?  Encourage these patterns
through play.  

Nature-rich
experiences 
Share Nature-rich experiences
– from cloud watching to
tasting the rain on your
tongue.  Take time to notice
the dandelion bursting out of
the crack in the pavement.
Think about smells, sights,
tastes, textures, sounds. Nature
offers infinitely changing
sensory experiences across all
seasons and in all weathers and
places. Gather interesting
collections for your
explorations together: sticks,
stones, fossils, fir cones, shells,
flowerpots, utensils for mud
kitchens and sandpits, sieves
and nets for water explorations,
prisms that reflect the light and
scatter rainbows, magnifying
glasses and binoculars. 

Playing with the elements
Earth
Make a mud kitchen, collect
rocks and stones, acorns and fir
cones.  Sit under a tree, roll
down a hill, lie on the grass, go
barefoot on sand and on grass.
Collect pieces of wood, grow
flowers, plants, vegetables,
make a wormery, run through
piles of  fallen leaves.

Air
Blow bubbles on a still day. 
Go out on a windy day and fly
a kite.   Hang wind chimes in
the window.  Hang a crystal to
catch the sun and chase the
rainbows it throws.  Watch
butterflies and bees.  Play with
shadows on a sunny day.  Can
you hide your shadow or make
shadow shapes?  

Fire
Introduce fire safely and always
with supervision.  Allow
developmentally appropriate
experiences of blowing out
candle flames, sitting round a
campfire, making a bonfire to
learn about flame and smoke.

Water 
Splash in puddles.   Paint with
big paint brushes and buckets
of water.  Let your children
help with washing up or the
dolls clothes washing.  Set up a
low level bowl or sink of water
in the garden for this if you
can.  Go on a boat trip to give
your children an experience of
being on water.
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The 5 Sense Doorways of sight, hearing,
touch, taste and smell enable young children to
explore, understand and manipulate the
materials of the world. Parents and others can
support sensory-based learning by offering a rich
variety of materials, tastes, sounds, smells,
textures. We can allow children to simply explore
without a definite task in mind.  We can give
children experience of all elements – water, earth,

air, wood, stone, metal, plants and animals.  Simply being in Nature –
outside and under the sky, helps the Sense Doorways to open. 

A little theory:  Sense Doorways, Windows and Skylights 
– a framework for mindful learning together outdoors

The Sense Windows are more subtle to detect:
they are less about exploring the external world,
and more about children’s innate, internally-felt
calls and responses to it. The Sense Windows
are about Independence, Survival and Vitality.
For example, through the senses of balance and
movement, young children learn to stand tall

and free their hands, becoming independently mobile.  Through
sensations of temperature, hunger and pain, they learn what they
need to survive – food and shelter – and also how to manage danger
and risks. The Sense Windows teach us what each child needs to be
comfortable and safe. Observe children through these windows to
know how to support their developmental next step.

The Sense Skylights are essentially our values –
senses of appreciation, kindness, purpose,
connection, and awe and wonder. The
Skylight of  Appreciation shows us that
resources are precious and need to be taken care
of. Kindness helps us learn to take care of other
livings things, understand fairness and justice

and be able to give and receive from others. Purpose motivates us to
take action in the world. Given appropriate opportunities, we learn to
share in tasks and help solve problems. Connection is the felt
experience that everything is connected to everything else. We are part
of Nature and subject to its laws and cycles, including seasons and
time, life and death. Through the Sense Skylight of Awe and Wonder
we learn humility. Seeing we are part of something bigger helps us to
develop respect, tolerance and gratitude.

Companionship Learning 
& noticing what is
In early years theory we talk about
adult-initiated and child-initiated
learning and both of these concepts
are useful. Companionship learning
goes beyond these ideas to include
attunement and flow between the
adult and child. As companions in
learning, we can sensitively respond
to our children’s cues to explore,
engage and interact. Being outdoors
and in Nature offers children and
adults limitless invitations; as
parents we can hold a container of
awareness, presence and attention
in which children’s learning and
development can flourish in its own
unique way.  

A Pedagogy for Ecology
Learning in and about Nature can
be the breeding ground for teaching
children important values about
people, place and planet. Go
outside and help your children to
feel part of Nature.  It  is  good for
their (and your) health, learning
and wellbeing.  Explore with them
what is  growing around where you
live or where you spend your days
together.   Help them learn about
taking care of the living world all
around them - it may help them
feel comfortable in their skin, a
sense of place and home,  and to
become the leaders of the future as
they grow to explore a wider world. 
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