Nature Journaling
with Project
Learning Tree

Journaling with Children

Teach your children what we
taught our children – that the
earth is our mother. Whatever
At a public lecture, the renowned evolutionary biologist Ernst Mayr befalls the earth befalls the sons
was asked by a high school biology teacher what he could do to teach
and daughters of the earth. If
his students the most important things they needed to know. Without
men spit upon the ground, they
hesitation Dr. Mayr replied, “The most important thing we can teach our spit upon themselves.

young people is to observe well.” That is what nature journaling is designed to do. As adults, taking up nature journaling with the children in
our families and communities is one way we can help teach them about
the world, and experience the world fully, with them. We have much to
learn if we are to protect our home, Earth. (The word “ecology,” comes
from the Greek word oikos, meaning house. Ecology is the study of our
home. We can live nowhere else!) Teaching an appreciation for nature
may save a marsh, a river, a beach, a town, a child!

Encouraging Ongoing Journal Keeping

This we know. The earth does
not belong to us, we belong to
the earth. This we know. All
things are connected like the
blood which unites one family.
All things are connected.
Whatever befalls the earth befalls the sons and daughters of
the earth. We did not weave the
web of life, we are merely a
strand in it. Whatever we do to
the web we do to ourselves.

There is no magic way to getting your kids in the journaling habit,
- Attributed to Chief Seattle
but the following tips may be helpful:
 Keep a journal along with the kids. You are a mentor and if you
find and take the time to overtly maintain your journal, the kids are more likely to as well.
 Use the journals regularly as learning aids. The more you have kids turn to their journals both
to record and reflect, the more they will see the need to keep them going.
 Help kids see that setting up nature journals ties them to a long tradition of science and history
study – a way of learning that is still of value today. Other types of journaling are also widely
used in various professions – ship captains, plots, and explorers keep detailed logbooks of their
activities; artists keep detailed sketchbooks to refer to; scientists keep journals of their observations and experiments; writers keep journals of their observations and feelings about people
and places, which they draw upon in their work.
 Encourage kids to have a private corner of their journals, a section they might call Inside ME.
Here they can write down their innermost feelings in safety. The Inside ME section is never to
be reviewed by a leader. It is that quiet, safe place reserved to them alone. This section will
help the youngster strengthen the notion that “nature is part of me; I am part of nature.”

Involving Adults in Journaling
Engaging a group of adults in nature journaling is often more challenging than working with
young people. Adults have generally developed more reserve and have unwarranted expectations of
themselves. They don’t want to seem ignorant or unskilled, even when they’re doing something totally
new to them.
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Adults may also bring negative remembrances of school and previous art classes into a group
with them, even though they have enrolled in your workshop. As a leader/mentor, you invest the time
to develop a real rapport with the group members. Help them see that you are not out to embarrass
them or criticize their efforts. You will need to show them your own enthusiasm and joy in doing nature
journaling, and share with them your roughest as well as your most polished efforts. Confirm their efforts from the beginning; reaffirm their work continually.

Give an Open-Journal Pop Quiz
Based on questions you create while observing the group journaling at a
site, give a pop quiz later in the week or marking period. Let enough time pass that
their short-term memory of the activity will have faded. Tell the learners they can use their journals to
research answers to the quiz. This will help them see how journaling supports and builds memory.

A Writing Project
Give the learners a creative writing challenge that relates in
some way to journaling activities you have provided for them. This may
be an essay, short story, haiku, or other poem. Encourage them to use
material in their journals as inspiration for the writing challenge. Ask
them to include a note at the end of the writing assignment indicating
what materials from their journals they used. Ask them to indicate what
they couldn’t find in their journals that they wished they had noted when
journaling.
You can also challenge the students to create a place in their
journals for their own poetry, personal responses to things observed, or
quotations they like from writers on nature.
Teenagers and young adults especially are seeking answers often found in the writing of others
such as Rainer Marie Rilke, Henry David Thoreau, Rachel Carson, Robert Frost, or Haiku poets like
Basho. Earth Prayers from around the World, edited by Elizabeth Roberts and Elias Amidon, contains
works of many good writers to expose students to.
Then ask them to try one or more of the following tasks in their journals:

Write a poem about fall: colors, smells, sounds, feelings.

Write about a little experience you just had while being outdoors – playing soccer, bicycling, noticing the moon, or sitting by water that is reflecting the fall colors, for example.

Describe in poetry or prose a flower still blooming near you.

Copy into your journal poems or prose that you like and that speak to the season or your
feelings.
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An Art Project
Ask the learners to create a detailed drawing or painting based on
sketches and notes they created in their journals. Ask them to indicate
what they couldn’t find in their journals that they wished they had noted
when journaling.

A Science Project
Have the students create a science research project based on
observations and questions they recorded in their journals. They should
indicate the question they want to explore, the observation strategy or
research activities they plan to follow in doing so, and the kinds of data
they expect to record in their journals as they proceed.

A History Project
Have learners select a particular area – school site, vacant lot, farm, housing development, or industrial park – and
then find out what the area was like before its present use. What
was there before? What did people do there? What other things
lived there? If students perceive problems in the current land
use, have them determine how the problem came about. Who
were the players involved? What was going on in society that led
to the decisions that caused the problems?
Check out such things as stone walls, glacial boulders, or giant trees on the site. Are any of
these mentioned in property deeds? How did the walls and boulders get there? Can you find foundations of old buildings on the site? Are there plants like lilac, apple trees, or lily-of-the-valley that are
clues that homesteads once occupied the site?

A Math Project
Have your students choose a local area, and then locate old maps of that
spot. What system of measurements was used? Investigate such terms as rod,
chain, acre, mile. What are the relationships among such measures? How do the
measurements on the map translate into metric system? How can you measure
objects you find without a standard ruler? Develop a measuring system using
your own body parts. Figure out your own pace and stride. Translate these field measurements into
standard units.
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A Music Project
Record all the sounds you can hear from a particular observation point. Do the same at several other observation places. Can you
develop a picture of a place based solely on the soundscape? Develop landscape drawings based on the soundscape. Create a song
based on a particular soundscape, adding musical sounds that evoke
that soundscape.
Excerpts from Keeping a Nature Journal by Clare Walker Leslie and Charles E. Roth, Storey Publishing, 2003.
ISBN 1-58017-493-0
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Source: Keeping a Nature Journal by Clare Walker Leslie and Charles E. Roth, Storey Publishing, 2003. ISBN 1‐58017‐493‐0







Written: poetry, prose, fiction, nonfiction
Oral: description, problem solving,
communication
Listening: group communication, group
sharing, oral learning

LANGUAGE ARTS

Plants
Insects
Birds
Other animals
Trees and shrubs
Habitats and
seasons

EARTH SCIENCE

A Curriculum Web for Nature Journaling
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