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Spending time in nature:
senses and feelings
Spending time in nature is not just good for us
physically, it’s also good for our well-being too.
Being out in nature keeps us healthy. Sunshine gives
us Vitamin D, which is good for our physical health and
helps us regulate the amount of calcium in our bodies.
These nutrients are needed to keep our bones, teeth
and muscles healthy. Therefore, we need to be spending
more time outside in nature. When we feel physically
well, it helps with our well-being too.

Blowing seeds

Children who reported spending more time outside (and
more time noticing nature and wildlife) were more likely
to report that ‘being in nature makes me very happy’
(91% and 94% respectively, compared to 79% of those
who had spent less time outside).

Creating opportunities for children
to actively use their senses as they
explore their world through sensory
play, is vital for brain development
and the nervous system. Being out
in nature provides an abundance of
stimuli for all of their senses.

Senses

Image: Stepping Stones Day Nursery

The People and Nature Survey (2020) demonstrated
the positive role nature plays in supporting children’s
well-being, with eight out of ten (83%) children
interviewed agreeing that being in nature made them
very happy. Overall, four out of five (81%) of children
reported being happy.
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Spending time in nature:
using our senses
Do an audit of your own outdoor provision:
• Do you have areas that stimulate all the senses?
• List all the senses and write a list in each
• Do you need to enhance any areas that are weak in
sensory stimulation?
Create your own sensory patch:
• It doesn’t need to be a large patch. A couple of
plant pots with a variety of herbs is a great way to
start
• You don’t even need plant pots. Use old pallets
and tubs
• Use your herbs in your kitchen and with the
children, such as chives and basil.
Observing nature:
• Have you got areas for children to sit and observe
nature?
• It could be an area where children talk to you about
their thoughts and feelings
• A quiet spot away from the hustle and bustle for a
moment to ponder is ideal.
Create your own sensory bottles for your babies using
materials collected from the natural world.

ery

Creating opportunities for children to actively use their
senses as they explore their world through sensory play,
is vital for brain development and the nervous system.
Being out in nature provides an abundance of stimuli for
all of their senses.
Sensory integration is the process by which children
receive information through their senses, organise
this information and use it to participate in everyday
activities to make sense of the world around them.
Babies and young children learn by being immersed in
the experience and what better way than experiencing
nature first-hand.
The seven senses include:
1. Sight (Vision)
2. Hearing (Auditory)
3. Smell (Olfactory)
4. Taste (Gustatory)
5. Touch (Tactile)
6. Body Awareness (proprioception): the body
awareness sense, which tells us where our body
parts are relative to each other
7. Sense of balance (movement): the movement and
balance sense, which gives us information about
where our head and body are in space.
Being out in nature stimulates children’s senses through
the sights they see, the variety of things they can touch
including plants and animals, and the noises in their
surroundings; nature can be so noisy! From the rustling
of the leaves to the buzz of the bees and the variety of
bird song, to tasting the rain on their tongue, it all helps
children to gain awareness of their body in relation to
the world. There are many experiences that can only
been found by being out in the natural world, that can’t
be created indoors.

Ideas to support senses and feelings in
your environment

Sensory play

Image: Amberle
y Hall Day Nurs

Using our senses
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Activity 1 sensory walk
Take your children on a sensory hunt within your own environment.

Sensory walk
Activity outline
• Start by talking to the children about each of their senses. Then,
explain the activity, which is investigating what senses they can
use in their outdoor natural environment
• When you are outside, talk through each sense one-by-one
• Ask the children to go and explore and find something that
interests them
• Ask the children what they can feel
• Talk about what they can smell
• What can they see?
• Use the magnifying glass to closely look at the environment, what
do they see and observe?
• Ask them how this makes them feel
• There will be certain sights and smells that they will like and others
that they will find unpleasant
• Talk about how we are all unique and individual in what we like and
dislike
• For older children talk about the similarities and differences can
they can see.
For the youngest children, safe items like large pine cones and
leaves can be explored under supervision and can provide hours of
fascination.

Image: Elmscot Woodlands

Can you extend the children’s sensory vocabulary through the nature
they have found?

Sensory walk

Resources (not essential)
• Magnifying glass

Extension ideas
• Become a nature detective! Go out
and spot what plants and animals
there are in your area
• Complete some nature rubbings of
the environment. All you need is
paper and wax crayons
• Look at the sky. What do the clouds
look like? How do they move around?
What shapes and patterns can you
see? Lie down on the floor and take
some deep breaths while looking
at the sky. How does it make us
feel? Ensure children are not looking
directly at the sun
• Go on a nature treasure hunt using
the sheet provided. This could be
used at home too.
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Nature treasure hunt
Take your children on a treasure hunt within your own environment.

Ideas of treasure to find

Choose your own treasure for your setting:

Tree

Grass

Dandelion

Daisy

Bee

Bird

Worm

Leaf

What will you find to talk about?
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Activity 2 sensory art
Using a variety of herbs to create artwork provides a
multi-sensory experience and an opportunity for children
to learn about the smells and the variety of marks each
one produces.

Sensory art
Activity outline
• Talk to the children about the resources provided
• Allow the children to smell the herbs, spices and nature
collections. Encourage them to explore using their senses
• Explain to the children that they are going to create their own
sensory art picture. Allow them to choose how they would like to
use the resources on hand
• Talk to the children about what different marks each of the
natural paint brushes make and the differences between the
various collections.
Reminder: It’s about the process, not the end result. Allow the
children to explore the resources provided at their own pace and in
their own way.

Resources
• A range of herbs, spices and
nature collections
• Pegs
• Variety of paints, these could
be made from the environment
using mud, flowers, fruit and
vegetables
• Natural paint brushes, such as
leaves or twigs

Extension idea
• Dye cotton with flowers or spices / tie dye
• Make nature mandalas. Collect natural objects such as
twigs and leaves to make patterns on paper plates
• Can you find art within the natural world?

Sensory art
Image: Amberley Hall Day Nursery
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Activity 3 two-to-five-year-old
potion station
Making potions is a great way of exploring the different
properties of natural materials and how these change when
they are mixed together.

Potion station
Activity outline
This activity can be open-ended or adult focused, depending on
the ages and stages of the children.
• Observe the children in what they do with the resources, how
they explore the materials provided
• Support children with building vocabulary and their
knowledge on how the properties change
• Talk about the resource texture, smell, change in colour,
change from liquid to solid, change from dry to wet, etc.
• You could ask older children to write or draw the recipe that
they are going to follow for their potion.
For birth-to-two-year-old: sensory feet activity

Resources
• Pestle and mor tar
• Selection of herbs, flowers or
grass and mud
• Selection of containers

• Different sized spoons, whisks

• Measuring cylinders
• Pipettes
• Weighing scales

• Paper, pencils and clipboards

• Provide a variety of sensory experiences either in trays or in
your outside provision
• Grass, water, sand and soil
• Describe how each one of these feels. Is it cold, hot, smooth,
slimy, squelchy? How does it make them feel?

Making potions
Extension idea
• This could be extended to use the story ‘We’re Going on
a Bear Hunt’ with children acting the story out through
the sensory experiences
• Draw around a child’s hand and then encourage them to
find five objects. One that feels soft, hard, rough, smooth
and sticky.
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Activity 4 physical activity
Encourage children to observe their surroundings by asking
them to copy movements found in nature with their bodies.

Physical activity
Activity outline
• Talk to the children about their favourite parts of nature.
What do they like to see?
• Encourage the children to recreate this by moving around
the room like their chosen animal or plant. They could, for
example, change from a small ball to standing tall, stretching
up as high as a plant grows. Or, they could buzz around like
a bee.

Tall as a tree

Extension ideas
• Use ‘That’s Not My…’ books to explore
senses
• Create your own with a picture of an
object or animal, such as, ‘that’s not my
flower. Its leaf is too big…’ or ‘that’s not
my tortoise. Its shell is too small…’

Activity 5 home activity – our own sensory walk
Encourage your families to get involved in their own sensory
walk and show what they have found.

Sensory walk
Activity outline
• Talk to parents/carers about taking their child on a local
sensory walk or investigating their own immediate outdoor
surroundings. Even the smallest patch of nature can provide
a huge variety of sensory stimulation
• Can parents and children find seven things that stimulate
their senses?
• Create a display at your setting of all the wonderful sensory
experiences families had
• They could email a photo or bring in an item that they have
found, such as a leaf or twig.

Sensory walk with family

Extension ideas
• This can then be extended back in the
setting for each child by discussing
their item
• Are all the items the same?
• What are the similarities or differences?
• Can the children put them into collections
and count each collection to compare?
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Useful links:
Woodland Trust
http://bit.ly/HBHM-woodland-trust
Exploring birds
http://bit.ly/HBHM-exploring-birds
NDNA’s Nature Play publication

Looking at birds

http://bit.ly/nature-play-EY

Exploring woodland

Nature Play - Inspiring
Outdoor Approaches

					

National Day Nurseries Association
At NDNA, we don’t just provide nursery membership, lobby government and offer training, we are
dedicated to making a difference. We are a charity that believes in quality and sustainability so we put
our members’ businesses at the very heart of ours. We enhance, support, nurture, cherish and challenge.
Every year we run an annual Healthy Body, Happy Me campaign to encourage better health and
happiness by giving nurseries FREE resources for play, learning and fun.
Get involved with our 2021 campaign and help keep your children happy and healthy.
NDNA strongly recommends that all activities taken from the Healthy Body Happy Me guides are carefully
risk assessed in line with your own setting’s policies on safeguarding, mobile phone usage and healthy eating.

National Day Nurseries Association
National Early Years Enterprise Centre, Longbow Close, Huddersfield HD2 1GQ
01484 407070 marketing@ndna.org.uk
#HealthyBodyHappyMe

www.ndna.org.uk/healthy

Outdoor
Wooden Messy
Concoctions Bench
EY07181 RRP £599.95

EXCLUSIVE MEMBER
DISCOUNT

£539.96

As NDNA members you get an exclusive

10%
off
every order
Visit tts-group.co.uk and log in to your
account to receive your discount

shop now at
tts-group.co.uk

