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Turned On and
Tuned In to Nature
We believe it is important for multidisciplinary groups of design
professionals, environmental advocates, educators, health care
professionals, and families to work together to design and support
spaces and experiences that help children make connections with
nature a sustaining and enriching part of their daily lives.
This edition of Wonder is focused on the Nature Action
Collaborative for Children Universal Principle:

Sensory integration is the “ability to organize sensory information
for use, which enables one to interact effectively with the environment.” Individuals with sensory integration disorders may present
symptoms of sensory over-responsivity or under-responsivity, as
well as sensory-based motor disorders or sensory discrimination
disorders. Although estimates vary, approximately 1 in 88 children
today are identified with an autism spectrum disorder. The autism
spectrum is a broad categorization, which can include sensory
integration disorders. Especially for this population, but also for
all children within the general population, it is important to design
spaces with a wide variety of sensory stimulation. This can include
some of the following design choices:
■■ Designing both quiet/passive and louder, social, active areas
(and separating these choices)
■■ Planning for fixed and movable, tactile furnishings and loose
parts
■■ Utilizing sunny and shady spaces
■■ Considering expansive and closed-in views
■■ Developing areas with appropriately stimulating high-sensory
and calming low-sensory activities and elements
■■ Creating an ‘escape’ or quiet alternative within high-sensory
areas
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We believe nature-based spaces should stimulate all the senses.
We encourage everyone to consider the design of their outdoor
space with sensory integration in mind.

■■ Designing sections of walking paths or different areas with
varied surfacing types or areas with varied topography to
provide appropriate challenges and tactile differences and
improve body competency
■■ Including a complete mix of activities such as art, music,
and building to naturally offer a variety of sensory learning
experiences

Future Issues of Wonder

We invite you to email your ideas, stories, and photos that relate to
children’s connections with nature to:
Tara Hild: tarah@natureexplore.org
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Enhancing through Plant Material
Providing a variety of sensory experiences outdoors can also
occur within your plant material selection. A wide range of
plants will pique children’s sense of sight, hearing, touch,
taste, and smell:
• Grasses or plants with leaves or dried seed pods can be
heard in the wind.
• Feathery, leathery, smooth or soft textures can be touched.
• Purposely chosen garden plants can be tasted.
• Fragrant herbs and flowers appeal to our sense of smell.
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• Other tree and shrub species can be selected to buffer
views, sound, or wind. These plants should be placed
close together, and have dense foliage. If appropriate
to your geographical location, evergreen varieties will
provide a year-round buffer, which can be great for
separating louder activity areas from adjacent spaces.
Use shrubs that vary in height and branch down to
ground level.

Enriching through
Open-Ended Loose Parts
Finally, allowing your design the freedom to include openended loose parts will increase the richness of sensory
learning. Sand, water, rocks, and shells provide variability
and intrigue, which is why we can play for hours by the
seashore. Pine cones, seeds, berries, leaves, logs, twigs, and
flowers offer varied sensory input and children can transform
them into imaginative props and beautiful mosaics.

The mission of the Nature Action
Collaborative for Children is to re-connect
children with the natural world by making
developmentally appropriate nature
education a sustaining and enriching part
of the daily lives of the world’s children.
www.worldforumfoundation.org/nature
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Reflection: Getting Our Hands (and Feet) Wet
from Jennifer Berg, United States

As the handle is pushed up and down by small wet and sandy hands, the clear water flows down the creek before pooling in circles
behind strategically placed rocks. Just a few more pumps create enough water to burst the dam and a cheer is raised from the dam
builders who run to see where the water would flow now that it was free of constraints.
This scene plays out many times a day in our creek with the three to five year olds in our part-day program at St. Andrew Christian
Preschool in Vancouver, Washington.
The creek installation took only a day. Adults who knew the addition of a water source would add a new element to our outdoor classroom completed the pouring of concrete and placing of rocks. The ways in which that water has enriched play and exploration has been
a joy to observe:
• quiet times for placing leaves and pine cones in the stream to see which float.
• friends taking turns at the pump to fill each other’s buckets.
• opportunities to use measuring cups to acquire just the right amount of water for the perfect mud soup recipe.
• watching the water clear the sand from a rock and see it shine and be pocketed for a new addition to a rock collection.
• discovering how much sand to remove and how deep the channel needs to be to get the water from one side of the play area to
another.
We have seen children who stretch their hands and buckets far out in front of them, making sure no water is splashed or dripped on
them, transform into children who feel comfortable enough in water to walk up the creek not minding how wet their pants or shoes
become. Children who dislike the feeling of sand or dirt on their hands can now dig for treasure and worms, then walk confidently to
the pump and know they can wash it away.
Judging by the amount of laughter, the most fun with water happens with friends. Children work together to fill up buckets, and
buckets, and buckets of water and then pour them into the hand-dug sand holes to watch them fill. And then, once everyone is ready,
they jump into the water and watch it splash over their boots and up into the air and see it come back down. And then get ready to do it
again!
Looking to add a creek or water feature to your outdoor classroom?

Consider this:
• Where is your closest water source? Can you use rain barrels to
recycle or reuse the water in any way?
• Should children be able to control the flow of water on their own?
• Is there a natural hill or grade that can be used to decrease the
amount of material that needs to be brought in to build it up?
• Is it important for you that the water feature enhances the outdoor
classroom aesthetics even when no water is present?

Jennifer Berg has been teaching preschool at St. Andrew for six years and
holds a bachelor’s degree in Human Development from Washington State
University. She has been instrumental in designing and installing many
of the natural features in the 9,000 square foot outdoor classroom at
St. Andrew. St Andrew Christian Preschool is a ministry of St.
Andrew Lutheran Church and has been serving families in Vancouver,
Washington, since 1983.

Photograph by St. Andrew Preschool
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Reflection: Place Making as a Journey
of the Senses
from Diana Fedora Tucci, Canada

I sincerely believe that for the child, and for the parent seeking to
guide him, it is not half so important to know as to feel when introducing a young child to the natural world. If facts are the seeds that
later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the emotions and the
impressions of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds must
grow.
Nestled in a 20-acre woodland that sits adjacent to our bustling
community, we meet to play. As a naturalist and a Forest School
practitioner with a background in early-years education and
the creative arts, I advocate for children playing and learning
in nearby nature. It all started with a series of short forays into
the local wilderness off the beaten path of the sidewalks and
parks and into the wilds of the meadows, forests, marshes, and
meandering creeks found in our neighbourhood. My intention
was to foster ecological literacy through experiential, child-led,
place-based learning in nature by unleashing children’s natural
instinct to play.
The days are shaped through the educators following the children in play, getting out of their way as they make discoveries in the
magical moments that occur through play in an environment teeming with an ever-changing diversity. Play comes in many forms:
it can be risky, active, joyful, aggressive, collaborative, and quiet. Observing the unfolding of play as it happens can be unnerving at
times. Holding back from intervening in play is most definitely a learned skill.
As the children play, our role as educators emerges through the observations that are made between the ongoing interplay of the
child, as he experiences the natural environment through his senses, and the phenology of place. The cycle of the seasons, the changes
within each month of the year, the nature of each day, the time of day, and the serendipity of the moment all have an effect on how
children play:
• Will a flowery scent catch their fancy?
• Will they feel the slippery slime track of a slug as it makes its way over a smattering of moss on a fallen log?
• Will their legs lunge from rock-to-rock crossing a babbling brook?
• Will their mouths taste the icy snow as they tumble down a snowy embankment?
• Will they hear the distinct calls of the blue jays as they communicate with each other?
Mapping special places is a wonderful way of entering children’s play worlds. One day I noticed that the children were making
a point of placing special rocks at various locations during their playtime. When we reflected on this, they told me that the rocks
helped them remember where their favourite play places are located in the forest. These ‘remembering’ rocks acted as place-markers
so that other children could find them and they could all play there again. Mapping with remembering rocks is a playful way of
accessing the stories and adventures that shape the play lives of children. When I introduced children to Inuksuit, they were fascinated with the mindful act of balancing and stacking each rock, one on top of the other, with one rock pointing the way to their
special play place. Mapping with remembering rocks sparked the quest element of play in the children as they excitedly searched to
find them. The discovery of these hidden play spots led them to want to visit and revisit the mapped sites throughout the seasons.
Each hour, day, month, season, and year brought different ways of sensing the environment through play. Each adventure led to
diverse experiences. Each experience led to diverse interactions. Each interaction led to emerging wonders. Each wonder sparked
explorations that led to deeper connections.

Diana Fedora Tucci is a naturalist, artist, park ambassador, Forest School Practitioner, and the founder of the Tinder Forest Nature School
based in Ontario, Canada.
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— Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder, (1984)

