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This Play Tip looks at the importance of outdoor play and how we can encourage our 

youngsters to enjoy the fresh air even when the weather is cold, wet and miserable! 

Of course, outdoor activity is a great weapon in the fight against child obesity, but did 

you know that outdoor play is a key way to support your child’s healthy all round 

development? The outdoors really does offer so many unique opportunities for learning. 

In fact, Margaret McMillan, one of the pioneer’s of Early Education went as far as to say 

“ The best classroom and the richest cupboard is roofed only by the sky” .  

Not only does being outdoors offer opportunities for learning about the natural world and 

the weather, it also allows children the opportunity to use their voices and bodies in a 

‘big’ way, which is usually inappropriate in an indoor environment! They can also use 

certain ‘messy’ play materials outside, which it would be difficult to provide for them 

inside, such as water, sand and, dare I say it…mud!  

To get your children started in outdoor play when the weather isn’t at its best, it’s likely 

that you are going to have to join in. Children do take a lead from parents and carers and 

seeing you having fun is a sure way to encourage them. (Don’t worry, just remind 

yourself that there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothes!) Once they’ve 

experienced the outdoors with you a few times, it’s likely that they’ll be much more 

independent in the future.  



 

The key to successful outdoor play outside the summer months is giving children ideas 

and activities. It really won’t work if you just usher them out, but it will be a great 

success if you give them some guidance and encouragement.  

As I’ve mentioned in previous newsletters, always start by asking your child what ideas 

they have for things they’d like to do. If they are struggling, see if you can help them by 

thinking about their favourite play themes and toys and suggesting outdoor activities 

based on them. It can be very simple….. for a child in the garden, dressed appropriately, 

not much can beat a spoon for digging and a hosepipe! You could simply allocate them a 

small area of ground that you don’t mind them digging up, or you could let them play an 

active part in planting out flowers and seeds. 

A friend of mine had great success in rigging up some strips of guttering so that water 

cascaded down, making a few drops and turns before soaking away in a corner of the 

garden. Her daughter loved watching this and adjusting the strips to make her own 

cascades. When it was raining she watched the rain water flow, and when it wasn’t she 

used a bucket to add her own water.  

It’s also a great idea to build a collection of resources for outdoor play. These don’t have 

to cost anything and recycled household and garden items are ideal. Things like milk 

crates, large pebbles and shells, logs, planters, plastic piping, umbrellas, blankets, flower 

pots, windmills, seed trays, brooms and balls are often available. I’ve even seen old sinks 

and tyres added to the collection! 

Exploring nature is an obvious opportunity when children are outdoors; whether in the 

garden or out for countryside walks. A few nature based charities provide some great free 

resources on their websites that will excite youngsters about nature and make walks and 

outdoor play fun and educational.  

I really love the Woodland Trust’s ‘Spotter Sheets’ (go to 

http://www.naturedetectives.org.uk/find). These are downloadable sheets with pictures of 

leaves, twigs, flowers, etc that you can take with you on a walk. Kids have great fun 



looking for examples that match those on the sheets – it’s like having a ready made 

treasure hunt!  

 

 

The Woodland Trust's twigs spotter sheet 

 

Alternatively, you’ll find lots of outdoor play ideas at the RSPB website: 

www.rspb.org.uk/wildsquare/activities/index.asp. Not all the activities listed are suitable 

for pre-schoolers, but I particularly like their bird survival hunt and their picture frame. 

Don’t forget though that you and your child can often come up with your own ideas for 

activities. Things I’ve seen children enjoy include:  

·  Looking for evidence of wildlife – feathers, bones, tracks etc 

·  Looking for animal homes – nests, burrows etc 

·  Listing things that wild animals eat and seeing if you can find any 

·  Looking for animal eyes at night-time with a torch 

·  Just listening – how many natural sounds can you recognise? 

·  Observing and counting the animals that visit the garden 

·  Looking for stars in the evening sky 

·  Using a magnifying glass to take a good look at small insects and plants 

·  Making leaf or bark rubbings. 



 

Playing 'Wildlife bingo' with youngsters is always great fun! 

 

Play can be so much more memorable and valuable when it is unrestricted; and 

memorable play makes for memorable learning! 

The outdoors offers opportunities for memorable play in countless ways. So wrap up 

warm, stay dry and embrace it!  

In Play Tip 9 I’ll be looking at how you can use 'no pressure' techniques to help your 

youngsters become interested in early literacy without the risk of putting them off. 

Best wishes 

 

Sally Eccles 

Mum and Founder, Elemental Toys 

 


