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Not only can they connect with the natural world 

and their surroundings, but they also have more 

opportunities to explore the environment using their 

gross motor skills, can learn to manage risks in play and 

will have different sensory experiences. 

In addition to the health benefits, the National Literacy 
Trust (2021) produced an article highlighting the 
improvements in speech and language, cognitive 
development and confidence when children engaged in 
‘hands-on’ learning in the outdoor environment. Time in 
the great outdoors can build on children’s independence 
skills and has been linked to good mental and physical 
health. The Chief Medical Officer for the UK (2019) states 
that children under the age of five years should engage in 
around 180 minutes a day of active play, with one hour of 
this being moderate to vigorous play. With this in mind, 
early years settings play a huge role in ensuring children’s 
physical health needs are met through their indoor and 
outdoor provision.

Simply being outdoors opens up a whole 

new dimension of learning for children.
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Early years settings recognise the importance of 
outdoor play for the children in their care and are 
skilled in providing great outdoor environments 
that support children’s physical development 
needs. Practitioners often use outdoor play to 
allow children the opportunity to exercise, engage 
in larger scale play and simply to let off steam. 
Our Thrive Outside Thursday guide has lots of 
ideas and activities to extend children’s learning 
and allow them the chance to experiment, explore 
and try new things using natural resources. In 
today’s guide, there are activities to support many 
different areas of learning and the great thing is 
that many of these activities can be brought inside 
to continue the learning, if appropriate.



Resources

• Sand

• Water jug

• Pebbles, shells, mini spades, dried 
seaweed 

• A low sided tuff spot (big enough 
for children to sit in)

• Natural moulds such as large 
shells, small stones and sticks for 
building.Outdoor explorers beach play

Activity outline

• Fill a tuff spot or large low sided container with sand
• Encourage children to sit in the pit and dig using different sized tools 
• Hide items that you might find at the beach in there, such as pebbles 

shells and dried seaweed. Supply natural moulds (large shells), small 
stones and sticks for children to use to build their own sand structures

• Talk to the children about these resources and encourage them to 
add water to the sand and look at the changes this makes to the 
sand. Encourage children to mould and shape the sand into different 
structures and to also recognise the change that adding certain 
amounts of water makes to the sand

• Support older children to experiment with the stones and sticks by 
create pictures and models in the sand

• Talk to children about what they have created.

Although many settings have sand trays as part of their continuous provision, being able to sit in the sand and 

feel it on your feet is a whole new experience. When children can feel the sand between their toes, it provides 

different sensations and play can become much more immersive. For children who have never experienced 

the beach, or even those who do on a regular basis, searching for natural objects in the sand and using them 

to create structures gives children an understanding of the natural world around them. This activity will also 

support children’s characteristics of life-long learning. Adding water adds a whole new dimension to sand play 

and supports children’s learning in the area of science and maths. With so many learning opportunities from one 

activity, this is a great one to try with children of all ages.
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Activity 1  Outdoor explorers beach play
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Extension idea

Consider adding water wheels to this 
activity and introducing the idea of 
dams to the children. Support children 
to build dams and model how to make 
streams in the sand. Children will have 
great fun building dams to try and stop 
the flow of the water.

Learning opportunities include:

• Communication and language skills 

• Developing fine and gross motor skills

• Understanding of the world around them

• Exploring and identifying changes in materials, 
such as sand

• Problem solving skills, such as understanding 
that their actions can affect the natural world 
around them.

Ideas for different ages

This idea can be used with children of 
all ages. However, practitioners need 
to risk assess the size of the stones 
and pebbles etc. that they put in the 
pit. Take care to ensure there are no 
choking hazards for younger children 
during this activity.
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Activity 2   Dandelion water play

Learning through contact with the natural world is a good way 

for children to try new things and test their ideas. Dandelions are 

an ideal plant to add to water play as they are colourful, soft and 

readily available through the spring and summer months. 

Children love water play and this activity can also help them 

to develop their communication and language. Practitioners 

can support this by introducing new vocabulary to children, 

describing the feel, smell and physical features of the dandelions 

when they are dry and when they are wet. Alongside this, it gives 

children the opportunity to work together, filling containers, using 
utensils and creating potions that ignite their imaginations. 

Extension ideas

Dandelion head races could be extended by using straws to blow and 
introducing timers for older children to time one another. Consider adding 
books to both your indoor and outdoor environment that relate to different 
flowers with information about dandelions and their different parts.

Learning opportunities include:

• Fine and gross motor skills

• Communication and language

• Understanding of the world around 
them

• Exploration of natural materials and 
changes in those materials

• Mathematics, developing an 
understanding of volume, measure, 
shape and space.

Ideas for different ages

This activity is suitable for all ages. Younger children 
will enjoy the sensory aspect of the dandelions and 
water. Model filling, emptying and pouring the water, 
encouraging children to feel the dandelions and 
splash in the water.

Dandelion water play

Activity outline

• Collect lots of heads of dandelions (or other plants - check for safety)
• Place in a large water tray
• Give children containers to scoop and ladles and wooden spoons to 

explore with
• Talk to children about the changes in flowers, noticing the smell and 

feel too
• Introduce new vocabulary to the children. Take care to allow them to 

explore their own ideas
• Set the children dandelion race challenges. Practise blowing the 

dandelion heads to move them from one end of the water tray to the 
other. 

Resources

• Grass

• Water tray

• Warm water

• Dandelion heads
• Scoops, ladles, wooden spoons, 

plastic containers such as empty 
bottles and buckets.
















