
 

Natural things resource 
Inspiration 

“Every child should have mud pies, grasshoppers, water bugs, tadpoles, frogs, mud turtles, elderberries, wild strawberries, 

acorns, chestnuts, trees to climb. Brooks to wade, water lilies, woodchucks, bats, bees, butterflies, various animals to pet, 

hayfields, pine-cones, rocks to roll, sand, snakes, huckleberries and hornets. And any child who has been deprived of these has 

been deprived of the best part of education.”  

Luther Burbank (American horticulturalist and botanist, 1849-1926) 

 

“Rough and smooth objects to look at and feel; water and wet materials as well as dry things; soft and hard surfaces; things 

that make sounds (running water) or that can be struck, plucked, plinked; smells of all varieties (flowers, bark, mud); shiny 

bright objects and dull, dark ones; things both huge and tiny; high and low places to look at; and so on.”  

Richard Dattner 

 
Child observes the texture of a Sheoak cone      Photo | Jason Tyndall 

Introduction 

Natural things are great for children’s play. This resource explains why natural things should be integral to early years’ 

experiences. There are lots of tips on how to start a collection and what can be collected, including photos. There are 

stories about how early learning centres have used natural things for learning, and suggestions for complementary story 

books and how to involve families. 

 



 

Theory of natural things 

“Loose parts are materials that can be moved, carried, combined, re-designed, lined up, and taken apart and put back 

together again in multiple ways” from let the children play blog 2011. 

The term ‘loose parts’ was coined by an architect in 1972, Simon Nicholson: 

“In any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and the possibility of discovery, are directly proportional 

to the number and kinds of variables in it.”  

Some of the advantages of using natural objects are: 

 Natural materials stimulate children’s creativity and imagination as they can be used in play in many ways. For 

example a Sheoak pod can be a figurine in imaginative play, used for imprinting in mud or clay, or currency in a 

game. Natural objects with open-ended possibilities often encourage children to engage in richer play 

experiences. 

 Natural materials have a sensory benefit. They have different textures, sizes, colours and smells. They provide 

more tactile stimulation to children to help them improve their hand/finger awareness and coordination. 

 Natural resources are accessible. They can be collected from backyards, and the school/preschool itself at no cost. 

The resources are renewable; their creation and disposal has minimal harm to the environment. 

 Children are learning about nature and to be resourceful. With the support of interested adults, children are 

learning about their local environment and strengthening their sense of place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Natural collection in a basket     Photo | Jason Tyndall 

 



 

Getting started 

Ask families to bring in natural collections. However, never take natural objects from a beach or conservation park. Collect 

natural objects from street trees, backyards, the school/preschool itself, or existing collections. Consider growing plants 

and setting aside an area for the purpose of ‘harvesting’ natural objects for play. 

Keep your collections in shoe boxes, wire containers or the hessian insert of hanging pot plants. Your collection will then 

‘look good’ to parents and other adults, and is being valued as a resource. 

With the children, agree on how to use and not use these natural objects. Set clear rules and consequences about how to 

use certain objects that could pose a risk. For example; sticks are for building not fighting, sticks may be removed from the 

outdoor space if there are issues, or introduced at a later stage. 

For a list of some natural objects see Appendix 1. This is not an exhaustive list; there are many more local and non-native 

natural objects that can be used in play.  

Success stories 

Bains Road Preschool 
Staff attended some inspirational presentations about Nature Play by Tim Gill and Adam Bienenstock and wanted to put 

these ideas into practice.  

One staff members, Bec, collected pods, bark and sticks from her local area. As a trial, the plastic toys used in the sandpit 

were removed and replaced with the natural objects. Staff observed that children were engaged in more creative play and 

for a longer period of time.  

Children with special rights/needs 

particularly benefited from playing 

with natural objects and enjoyed 

the sensory aspect.  

Staff showed pictures of these 

interactions on a screen to parents 

as they picked their child up from 

the preschool at the end of the 

day.  

Bains Road Preschool already has 

an established Sheoak tree and the 

children enjoy collecting the pods. 

They now plan to expand their 

natural collections to be used in all 

parts of the preschool. 

Teachers at Bains Road Preschool discussing the learning opportunities of sticks 

Photo | Jeremy Gramp 



 

Above: Natural objects collection at Flagstaff Hill Kindergarten 

Photo | Sophie Rogers 

 

 

O’Halloran Hill Kindergarten 
Children at O’Halloran Hill Kindergarten have 

always been encouraged to share any science or 

nature discoveries that they make and the things 

that they notice, whether these come from outside 

the kindergarten or in the site. This raised the 

question one day of where can we put the things 

that we find so that everyone can go on looking at 

them and learning about them?  

One staff member suggested using a table to 

create a special space for these discoveries. 

Discussions with the children about what to call 

the area led to the suggestion of the Finding Table 

because as one child said, “it’s where we put the 

things that we find”.  

Children have been very excited to place their 

discoveries on the Finding Table, together with any books, pictures or other information that may be relevant. The Finding 

Table has led to interesting conversations between children, staff and parents. Staff discovered that children are asking 

more in depth questions about what is on display. It has also been noticed that whilst it is important to leave things on the 

table long enough for extended learning to occur, it also important to keep new things appearing regularly. Sometimes 

staff have placed items there to provoke children’s interest and encourage learning in a new direction. 

Flagstaff Hill Kindergarten 
A new staff member at Flagstaff Hill Kindergarten suggested to the staff that they start a Tokonoma at the kindergarten. 

Tokonoma is a Japanese tradition of displaying treasured objects.  

Their explanatory sign says “It is a display of 

flowers, natural objects, and natural art. It is 

changed and added to regularly to keep the 

senses fresh, aware, and stimulated. When our 

surroundings remain static we stop seeing things, 

even if they are beautiful and rare.”  

The staff noticed that this practice of observation 

has led to the children being more likely to stop 

and look at what is in their Aboriginal traditional 

garden, rather than playing chasey through the 

area.  

This also complements the children’s learning 

about other cultures, and aligns with the Reggio 

Emilia approach. Staff now include time in the 

Aboriginal traditional garden in the daily program. 

It begins with a couple of minutes of sitting quietly 

and listening to nature. 

Our Finding Table at O'Halloran Hill Kindergarten       

Photo | Sophie Rogers 



 

Numeracy 
Natural objects can also be used in intentional learning, especially developing numeracy skills in early years. For example 

pods can be used to make patterns, shapes, sorting by size and weight, and counting. A teacher could encourage the 

conversation about numeracy by asking questions like: How high can you make it? How else could you sort/group them? 

Can you make them different? Tell me what is the same? Can you match them? Can you make a different pattern? How 

many? Can you make another row? 

 

Jars of natural objects as a learning tool in the classroom at Brighton Primary School      Photo | Sophie Rogers 

Family engagement 

Some ideas for how to include families are: 

 model ways for them to play with their children 

 encourage families to collect and donate natural objects 

 create take home discovery kits 

 give nature play home work for children to do with families 

 send photos of the play home with an explanation, floor books, learning stories etc. 

 to put up displays about nature play experiences 

 invitations for families to come on a nature discovery walk as a kindergarten excursion 

 A newsletter article about the value of natural objects (you can modify the text in the theory of natural things 

section of this resource). 

 

 

 



 

More information 

 

 

 

 

 

Wilfrid Gordon McDonald Partridge  
by Mem Fox 
This classic picture book tells a story about a boy wanting to find out 

more about memories. He asks lots of people who talk about how 

objects provoke memories.  

This is a great story to begin discussions with children about the 

relationship of objects including natural objects and memories. 

Stick man  
by Julia Donaldson 
Mel Tripptree recommends this rhyming picture book. The story is 

about a stick man that gets used by various characters, such as a toy 

for a dog, and an arm for a snowman.  

This is a great story to evoke the imaginations of children and the 

various ways a stick can be used in play. 

We’re going on a leaf hunt  
by Steve Metzger 
Mel Tripptree recommends this book and which is similar to ‘going 

on a bear hunt’ by Michael Rosen. The story is about three children 

that go on an adventure to find colourful leaves.  

This book is particularly appropriate in autumn and encourages 

children to notice the difference between leaves.  

http://blogs.independent.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/17-Stick-Man.jpeg
http://www.amazon.com/Were-Going-Leaf-Steve-Metzger/dp/0439873770/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1218116834&sr=1-1


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Treasures and collections: a touch of magic in 
the early years  
by Michele Roberts 
This short paper explores the role of collections in developing a 

child’s identity, and their development of observation/ investigation 

skills. It also provides practical ideas for intentional learning with 

collections.  

 

Fairy Houses  
by Tracy Kane 
Mel Tripptree recommends this book about a child, Kristen, creating 

a fairy house and observing the creatures that come to visit. At the 

end of the book is information about how to create your own fairy 

house.  

This book encourages creativity and quiet times in nature. It is part 

of a series of three books.  

Nature Crafts for Aussie Kids  
by Kate Hubmayer 
This book includes instructions for children to create 15 things out of 

natural objects. It also has information about 18 local native plants to 

collect materials from.  

This book encourages imagination and is aimed at primary school 

children. 



 

Links to the Early Years Learning Framework 

The use of natural objects for learning, links well to Belonging, Being, Becoming; the Early Years Learning Framework for 

Australia (2009).  

Natural objects relate to: 

 Belonging – natural objects are mostly found from the local area. 

 Being – children engaging in play instinctively with natural objects thus demonstrating positive dispositions 

towards learning.  

 Becoming – children develop a connection to and appreciation for nature that stays with them as an adult. 

 

Natural objects also relate to the following outcomes: 

Outcome 2: Children become socially responsible and show respect for the environment. 

Outcome 4: Children develop dispositions for learning. 

Outcome 4: Children develop a range of skills and processes such as problem solving, inquiry, experimentation, 

hypothesising, researching and investigation. 

Outcome 4: Children resource their own learning through connecting with people, place, technologies and natural 

and processed materials. 

Outcome 5: Children begin to understand how symbols and pattern systems work. 

 

 

 

There are also strong links to the National Quality Standards particularly: 

NQS 3.2.1: Outdoor and indoor spaces are designed and organised to engage every child’s participation and to 

engage every child in quality experiences in both built and natural environments. 

NQS 3.2.2: Resources, materials and equipment allow for multiple purposes, are sufficient in number and enable 

every child to engage in play-based learning. 

NQS 3.2.3: The service cares for the environment and supports children to become environmentally responsible. 
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Appendix 1 - a few of our favourite natural things chart 

Flowers 

Sub-category Natural things Description Use in nature play 

Common 

Everlasting / 

Paper Daisy 

Chrysocephalum 

apiculatum 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Can grow in pots 

Herb grows to 0.5 metres 

Silver-grey leaves, clusters of bright-yellow 

daisy flowers in spring to summer 

Pick with hand 

Float flowers in small 

bowl of water 

Dried flowers 

Posies 

Golden Wattle 

Acacia 

pycnantha 

 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Australian floral emblem 

Tree grows 2-8 metres 

Bright yellow ball-shaped flowers winter to 

spring 

Grows in well-drained soils 

Pick with hand or scissors 

Make a flower headband 

Crush into a fairy dust 

powder 

Correa 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Shrub varies in size (1-2 metres) depending 

on species 

Bell-shaped flowers in winter 

Prefers well drained soils 

Prune to shape 

Put into stews 

Fairy hats 

 

Flax-Lily 

Dianella 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Can grow in pots 

Flax-Lily grows up to 0.5 metres high 

Berries are not edible 

Stalk cut with scissors 

Wand 

Drawing in dirt 

Wind chime 

Weaving 

 

  

JG 

JT 

 
 JG 

JT 

JG 



 

Leaves and grasses 

Sub-category Natural things Description Use in nature play 

Twiggy Daisy 

Bush  

Olearia 

ramulosa 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Can grow in pots 

Silver woody shrub up to 2 metres 

Tiny daisy flowers and grey leaves 

Pick with hand 

Sprigs in stews 

Sprigs in headband 

Native Pigface 

Carpobrotus 

rossii 

 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Can grow in pots 

Succulent groundcover with bright pink 

flowers, red edible fruit and fleshy leaves 

Pick with hand 

Crush and make a 

perfume or potion 

Native Lilac 

Hardenbergia 

violacea 

 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Can be a shrub or climber depending on 

whether it has a structure or other plants 

to climb on 

Purple pea flowers and large broad green 

leaves 

Pick with hand 

Etchings with crayons 

Leaf pictures / collage 

Cut Leaf 

Goodenia 

Goodenia 

amplexans 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Can grow in pots 

A strong scented green shrub, grows up to  

1 metre 

Yellow flowers, sticky leaves 

Pick with hand 

Crush and make a 

perfume or potion 

Grasses 

 

Various grasses suitable 

Pick with scissors 

Weaving 

Bird nest making 

  

JT 

JT 

JT 

JT 

JT 



 

Seed pods and cones 

Sub-category Natural things Description Use in nature play 

Drooping 

Sheoak 

Allocasuarina 

verticillata 

 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Grows up to 8 metres 

Commonly found in parks 

Long weeping green foliage 

Female of the species produces pods 

Collect fallen pods from ground 

Patterns on ground or on 

jute mats 

Characters 

Roll in play dough or clay 

for imprint 

Rolling down hill 

Listen to the sound wind 

makes through the 

foliage 

Banksia 

 

Slow growing so not suitable in an ELC 

When flowers dry, the pods can be cut off 

with secateurs 

Characters 

Southern 

Cypress Pine  

Callitris gracilis 

 

Cylindrical-shaped tree 3-5 metres 

Suitable for growing in an ELC 

Can be grown in pots 

Similar to a conifer 

Used in formal gardens 

Produces a pod that can be collected from 

ground 

Patterns on ground or on 

jute mats  

Characters 

Furniture for little worlds 

Pine cone 

Pinus radiate  

(large cones) 

Or  

Pinus halepensis 

(small cones) 

 

Not suitable for growing in an ELC, too tall 

Can be found at local reserves 

Collect cones from ground 

Mobile 

Construction 

Imprinting 

 

Red Cap Gum 

Eucalyptus 

erythrocorys 

 

Not suitable for growing in an ELC, too tall 

Flower bright yellow 

Fruit bell shaped 

Collect fallen pods from ground 

Patterns on ground or on 

jute mats 

Rolling down hill 

Characters 

  

JT 

JG 

JT 

SR 

SR 



 

Wood 

Sub-category Natural things Description Use in nature play 

Tree cookies 

 

Cut branch into varying lengths from 1 cm 

to 8 cm with saw 

Sand off rough edges 

Construction 

Rolling 

Counting 

 

Bark 

 

Collect from the ground Basket for collecting 

things 

Cubby building 

Sticks 

 

Collect from ground 

Sand off rough edges 

Cubbies for little worlds 

Musical instrument 

Drawing in dirt 

Stumps 

 

Ask local tree arborist, or your local council Stepping on 

Seating 

Act as a mini step ladder 

  

JT 

 

SR 

SR 

SR 



 

Shells 

Sub-category Natural things Description Use in nature play 

Cockles 

 

Common name for (mostly) small molluscs 

When alive, lives in the sand 

When animal dies their two shells separate 

The small round hole in this shell is made 

by a sand snail drilling through the cockle 

to get to the flesh inside 

Ask for donations of existing collections, 

rather than collecting from beach 

Furniture for fairies 

Patterns 

Jewellery making 

Imprinting 

Wind chime 

Scallops 

 

Scallops live offshore, lying unattached on 

the seabed 

A scallop is made up of two shells, which 

separate after the animal dies 

Ask for donations of existing collections, 

rather than collecting from beach 

Furniture for fairies 

Patterns 

Imprinting 

Wind chime 

Cuttle fish 

 

Cuttle bone is the internal shell of 

cuttlefish 

The cuttle bone is very strong, so is often 

washed ashore intact when the cuttlefish 

dies 

Indentations on the cuttle bone are often 

dolphin teeth marks 

Ask for donations of existing collections 

rather than collecting from beach 

Float on water 

Hanging to attract birds 

Imprinting 

Grinding 

Feathers and pebbles 

Sub-category Natural things Description Use in nature play 

Rainbow 

Lorikeet, 

Magpie, New 

Holland Honey 

Eater, Little 

Corella 

 

Collect from ovals, home gardens, and 

reserves 

Do not take feathers from a dead bird or a 

nest 

Head pieces 

Necklaces 

Wind catchers 

Drawing in dirt 

Pebbles 

 

Purchase from hardware store Eggs 

Fairy furniture 

 

Photos courtesy of JG- Jeremy Gramp, JT- Jason Tyndall and SR- Sophie Rogers 
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