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A Story - “Seeds of Recovery”:  Reconnecting to NatureA Story - “Seeds of Recovery”:  Reconnecting to Nature

A wise man heard about a great disaster that befell the 
people who lived by the sea. This troubled him greatly so he 
decided to go on a journey to see if there was anything that he 
could do. When he came to the villages by the sea he found that 
there had been much damage to the earth and that the people 
were suffering.  He spoke to many people; village leaders, women, 
teachers and children to see what had happened and what they 
thought could be done. The adults and the children were happy 
that someone was listening to them and discussing these things 
and they started to see that there was much they could do to help 
their own children and community recover and become strong 
again.

The wise man shared with them the vision of a beautiful 
garden of trees. He said that each of the adults was a tree in that 
garden and the seeds and saplings were their children. He told 
them that if they worked together and allowed their children to 
grow strong, then they would be growing a beautiful garden that 
would be the heart of their community.

The people asked him how to do this. He told them that each 
child, like each seed, is different so they would have to get to 
know each child to see what they needed and ensure that they are 
able to grow and develop. Some children, like some seeds, may 
still grow in marginal conditions while others would need special 
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care and protection to be able to rediscover their strength and 
grow into a strong tree that would bear fruit.  All children 
however need to feel connected to the natural world around them. 
Each and every child, like each sapling, needs to learn what it feels 
like to be supported and protected by the trees around them and 
to get the nourishment they need to grow strong. He stressed the 
importance of providing children with opportunities to connect 
with nature and to learn through interacting with the world 
around them. He also reminded them of the importance of 
watching and listening carefully to their words and actions. This 
would help them to identify the strengths within each child and 
the means to foster their healing and re-connection.

Through these actions, not only would the community 
become a beautiful garden, but it would also become a place that 
heals the inner world of the children and supports their dreams 
and visions of a beautiful future. 

So go and plant these “seeds” and work with your children 
and remember that the best garden is one where all of the plants 
support each other.  

This workbook provides the tools to assist childcare workers 
and teachers to plant these “seeds of recovery” and grow a garden 
of hope by learning how to effectively engage and work with ALL 



This workbook draws on the image of the tree to represent 
children and their communities planting the “seeds of 
recovery” and growing strong together. This could be in 
recovering from the tsunami or in facing other major 
challenges. The workbook is designed to help practitioners 
learn about experiential nature-based activities that can be 
used to facilitate children's learning, healing and 
reconnection. These child-centred tools use reflection, story 
telling, play, and other creative nature-based games that can 
be used in the local community settings where they are 
working.

Helping children connect with the natural world is a powerful 
tool for children who have experienced trauma 

through natural disasters.
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Think about games that you liked to play when you were a child. Did you 
ever pretend to be a tree, a bird or a fish in the sea? Or perhaps a tiger or an 
elephant? Can you remember how you felt and any lessons that you 
learned when you played these games? If so write them down.

ARTICLE 31: Right to Participate in Cultural Life and Play
We have the right to participate fully in cultural and artistic life and to 
engage in play.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

As a child, did you like to play 
outside? Did you have a favorite 
place to go that made you feel safe 
or a place that you liked to go to 
think or be quiet?  Think about and 
write down why these places were 
important to you. What was it that 
was special about them and how 
did they support you? What did 
you learn from nature?

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

Think about games that you liked to play when you were a child. Did you 
ever pretend to be a tree, a bird or a fish in the sea? Or perhaps a tiger or an 
elephant? Can you remember how you felt and any lessons that you 
learned when you played these games? If so write them down.

As a child, did you like to play 
outside? Did you have a favorite 
place to go that made you feel safe 
or a place that you liked to go to 
think or be quiet?  Think about and 
write down why these places were 
important to you. What was it that 
was special about them and how 
did they support you? What did 
you learn from nature?

Why Do We Need to Know About 
Experiential Nature-Based Activities?
Why Do We Need to Know About 
Experiential Nature-Based Activities?
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Nature teaches us:
! Interdependence
! Caring
! Continuity
! Responsibility
! Hope
! Diversity 
! Transformation, and 
! Wonder

Children have a natural connection to the environment - they are closer 
to it, they are more inclined to see the wonder in it, and they are more 
affected by it than adults are. Children are creative and can see the 
possibilities in nature that adults sometimes miss! Also, when a child 
connects strongly with their environment, they can achieve actual and 
perceived safety: in other words, they will be stronger or more resilient 
and will always have a safe place to go!

We all depend on the natural world for our life and must remember to 
care for it!

Nature teaches us:
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Using experiential nature-based activities with children:
! Promotes children's development and learning and builds on 

children's creativity and experience 
! Enables children to learn skills and make better decisions
! Supports the most vulnerable children
! Increases children's co-operation
! Channels children's energy and decreases poor behaviour and 

acting out
! Reconnects children to their environment and culture through 

play 

Experiential nature-based activities support newer teaching concepts, 
such as:

! 'Children as learners' 
! 'Children as capable persons' 
! 'Child-centred teaching', and 
! 'Experiential and joyful learning'

Using experiential nature-based activities with children:

Experiential nature-based activities support newer teaching concepts, 
such as:

Teacher being trained in experiential and joyful learning

7Workbook 5: Experiential Nature-Based Activities



Purpose: To connect the group together through a common rhythm and 
activity
Adaptions: For a more personal connection a special object may also be 

used

Time required: 20 - 30 minutes 
Number of people required: 8-50

Tools required:  A small rock 

Instructions:
Step 1: Ask the participants to stand shoulder to shoulder in a tight circle. 

Step 2: Now ask everyone to cross their arms in front of themselves. Their 
palms should be touching that of their neighbors. 

Step 3: Ask everyone to release their hands, clap, cross their arms and hold 
hands; clap, cross their arms and hold hands and so on. Continue this until 
everyone has the rhythm and is feeling comfortable.

Step 4: Now introduce a rock into the rhythm. Explain to the participants 
that the rock is a child from their community that they are all looking 
after. Have everyone watch as the rock is passed around the circle as 
people clap and release their hands.

Step 5: After the rock has gone around the circle one full time without 
being dropped or the rhythm being interrupted, stop the game by holding 
onto the rock.

Step 6: Discuss the activity with the group. Emphasize how they all 
worked together to support the rock. Ask them if there was anything they 
did to make it easier.  If they counted or sang a song to help them keep the 
rhythm - relate this to communicating; that if we all know what each 
other is doing, then we are better able to work together to support 
children.

Purpose:

Adaptions:

Time required:
Number of people required:
Tools required:

Instructions:
Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Step 4:

Step 5:

Step 6:

Pass the RockPass the Rock

8 Seeds of Recovery



Note: It is important that participants do not feel bad about dropping the 
rock or mixing up the rhythm. Be sure to be patient and supportive. Laugh 
with the group, especially when you yourself mix things up. 

Think about and write down what 'experiential activities' means to you. 
What is the benefit of this type of activity? 

Experiential activities:
! Stimulate learning through doing
! Are powerful learning tools 
! Use the mind, the body, the heart and the spirit, and
! Provide long term lessons and insights 

There is an old saying. “I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and 
I understand.” Experiential learning is nothing new. It has been the 
foundation of traditional education since the dawn of human history.

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

Note:

Think about and write down what 'experiential activities' means to you. 
What is the benefit of this type of activity? 

Experiential activities:

What are Experiential Nature -
Based Activities?
What are Experiential Nature -
Based Activities?

Hear only

20% remembered

See only

30% remembered

Hear and See

50% remembered

Hear, See
Talk

70% remembered

Hear, See, 
Talk & Do

90% remembered
9Workbook 5: Experiential Nature-Based Activities



Experiential Education has three parts:
1. Experience - something that we do or that happens to us
2. Reflection - digesting and learning the lessons of our experience
3. Integration - applying those lessons to our daily lives

What types of activities does 'experiential education' include? What is 
the benefit of these types of activities?

Learning from experience is "education that occurs as a result of direct 
participation in the events of life."                                                                                                                             

Houle

Think about and write down what 'nature-based activities' means to you. 

Nature-based activities are experiential activities that:
! Draw on the natural world around us (like using the earth, wind, 

fire or water in an activity or to make something)
! Help participants reconnect to the natural world with their mind, 

body, heart and spirit
! Facilitate healing through reconnection, creativity, imagination 

and play
! Provide long term lessons and insights 

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

Experiential Education has three parts:
Experience
Reflection
Integration

What types of activities does 'experiential education' include? What is 
the benefit of these types of activities?

Think about and write down what 'nature-based activities' means to you. 

Nature-based activities are experiential activities that:

1.
2.
3.

 - 

 - 
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In the Tamil culture, people pay obeisance to the five elements of 
nature, namely the boomi (earth), thani (water), nerupu (fire), kattru 
(wind) and Ahayam (sky), before starting any work, be it agriculture, 
fishing, carpentry or  stone sculpting, etc.

Nature-based activities are all around us. They include:
! Fishing, boating and swimming
! Planting and harvesting gardens
! Making puppets or sculptures out of local/natural materials
! Making baskets, pots 
! Drawing kolams or mosaics
! Using local materials for decorations, activities or games
! Making music using local materials and the elements
! Making waterfalls or water tunnels
! Playing animal games
! Telling stories about the world around us
! All forms of art, dance, song and drama 

In the Tamil culture, people pay obeisance to the five elements of 
nature, namely the boomi (earth), thani (water), nerupu (fire), kattru 
(wind) and Ahayam (sky), before starting any work, be it agriculture, 
fishing, carpentry or  stone sculpting, etc.

Nature-based activities are all around us. They include:

11Workbook 5: Experiential Nature-Based Activities

A girl performing a Cultural dance



To make learning experiential and nature-based, practitioners need to 
engage teachers and children (participants) in experiences that connect 
them to their natural environment. It is important to then hold focused 
discussions and reflections to increase the participant's knowledge, 
develop their skills and clarify their values. 

As a teacher, childcare worker or community worker your primary roles 
include:

! Selecting experiences that require participants to look at their 
world and environment in a new way and give them opportunities 
to learn from natural consequences, mistakes and successes

! Encouraging participants to take initiative and make decisions
! Posing problems and encouraging the participants to explore 

solutions
! Setting boundaries
! Supporting learners and ensuring they are engaged intellectually, 

emotionally, socially, soulfully and/or physically 
! Ensuring physical and emotional safety
! Facilitating the learning process
! Recognizing and encouraging spontaneous opportunities for 

learning, and
! Ensuring that all activities are followed by reflection, critical 

analysis and synthesis

Ensure that all participants are actively engaged in posing questions, 
investigating, experimenting, being curious, solving problems, 
assuming responsibility, being creative and constructing meaning 
throughout the experiential learning process.

The activities and lessons in this workbook will guide you as you improve 
your skills in experiential and nature based activities. You must strive to 
be aware of your own personal and professional biases, judgments and 
pre-conceptions, and realize how these influence your ability to 
successfully work with different groups of children.

To make learning experiential and nature-based, practitioners need to 
engage teachers and children (participants) in experiences that connect 
them to their natural environment. It is important to then hold focused 
discussions and reflections to increase the participant's knowledge, 
develop their skills and clarify their values.

As a teacher, childcare worker or community worker your primary roles 
include:
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It is also important to look at personal and collective values and how 
these influence the group and the outcomes.

With experiential nature-based learning, the lessons are personal and 
form the basis for future experience and learning. Thus establishing and 
nurturing relationships are very important. 

(adapted from the Association for Experiential Education)

ARTICLE 29 (e): Right to Education
We have the right to an education that helps us develop respect for the 
natural environment.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Read the following story:
My name is Devi and I am an ASSEFA teacher. During the teachers' 
training programs, I learned many activities to use with the children. 
Most of the games, action poems and songs focus on teaching 
children important skills, values and morals, with a focus on non-
violence towards each other and the world around us. They also teach 
new information related to the school curriculum. Senior ASSEFA 
teachers designed the activities themselves. The activities are very 
creative and are lots of fun, even for us teachers. 

Selvamani, one of the senior teachers is writing songs about the 
tsunami, the community's resilience and how vulnerable children can 
be supported. I am going to use these songs and the new games that I 
learnt with the children, as I think that they will have meaning for 
them and will help many of the children rebuild their trust and love of 
the sea. One of the new things I learnt after the tsunami is that not 
only do I need to play these games with the children, but I also need to 
discuss the activities with them to make sure they really understand 
what they are learning and then help them to use this new information 
to change things in their own life. 

Read the following story:

13Workbook 5: Experiential Nature-Based Activities



Write down what Devi plans to do to support the children's learning and 
recovery.
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

Devi is planning to use the principles of experiential nature-based 
learning, which includes using:

! Experience - Doing activities with the children that relates to the 
natural environment and something that happened to them  

! Reflection - Discussing the learning from activities and 
experiences, and 

! Integration - Helping the children to apply their learning to their 
daily  lives

Think about and write down how experiential nature-based activities 
might benefit children and help them to recover from challenges such as 
the tsunami.

Write down what Devi plans to do to support the children's learning and 
recovery.

Devi is planning to use the principles of experiential nature-based 
learning, which includes using:

Experience -

Reflection -

Integration -

Think about and write down how experiential nature-based activities 
might benefit children and help them to recover from challenges such as 
the tsunami.

How Does Using Experiential Nature-Based 
Activities Impact my Work with Children?
How Does Using Experiential Nature-Based 
Activities Impact my Work with Children?
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The tsunami caused the ocean to change from “friend to foe” and 
“provider to destroyer”. It will take time for children to trust her 
again.

Benefits of experiential nature-based activities for children affected by 
trauma include:

! Re-connection to the natural environment 
! Rebuilding of a sense of safety and security 
! Facilitation of psychological healing, resilience and self esteem
! Re-connection and inclusion of vulnerable 

children 
! Improved learning and attendance
! Promotion of children's healing, recovery 

and development (physical, cognitive, 
imaginative, emotional and social) through 
play

! Provision of a natural way to build on 
cultural traditions related to healing and 
the natural environment (i.e. initiation 
ceremonies, community festivals, etc.)

I. Finding or creating a space for play and activities

Read the following story:
“In most of the communities we have visited, there are few places for 
children to play. Coconut groves, mango groves and other shaded 
areas are the most popular areas. Children also make use of open 
spaces around temples, mosques and other community buildings.  
The beach, which used to be popular place to play before the tsunami, 
is no longer used. After the tsunami many NGOs built playgrounds for 
children with colourfully painted metal swings, slides and monkey 

Benefits of experiential nature-based activities for children affected by 
trauma include:

Read the following story:
I. Finding or creating a space for play and activities

Where Do I Start?Where Do I Start?

15Workbook 5: Experiential Nature-Based Activities
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bars. Children definitely make use of these areas and seem to really 
enjoy themselves. Yet the playgrounds do not seem to integrate with 
the surrounding environment or the community; they appear barren 
and isolated, without trees or space for the children to be creative.” 

Field Staff, IICRD

Now write down what you could do to make the natural playgrounds a 
secure and friendly place for children to play or to incorporate the natural 
environment and the community in the new playgrounds. 

ARTICLE 13: Freedom to Express Ourselves
We have the right to express ourselves and to receive or send information 

through any media, including print, art, or word of mouth. We have the 

responsibility to express ourselves in a way that respects the rights and 

reputations of other people.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Here is a plan you can follow with children and the community to think of 
ways to improve children's play spaces:

! Ask the children to map out the play spaces in their community.
! Have them post these maps or share them with the adults in their 

community.
! Ask them to identify what they like and what they do not like about 

these spaces.
! Summarize this information for them and ask if there is anything 

they would like to do to make these spaces more friendly and 
engaging - places they want to play in.

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

Now write down what you could do to make the natural playgrounds a 
secure and friendly place for children to play or to incorporate the natural 
environment and the community in the new playgrounds.

Here is a plan you can follow with children and the community to think of 
ways to improve children's play spaces:
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! Once they have some ideas, ask them to identify who in their 
community could help them make this a reality.

! Be sure to keep asking them questions until they have a well 
worked out plan; and then support them in implementing it!

! Other ideas include  holding community meetings or discussions 
groups or holding events in these areas.

II. Learn how to lead experiential nature-based activities

a) Plan for your group's needs
! What is the goal?  Use activities that support the goal
! Where will you do the activity?
! What will you need to do the activity?  Come prepared
! Are there any special needs in the group?
! What are the safety considerations?
! Sequence activities carefully
! Balance high energy activities with discussion and reflection

b) Set the activity up
! Create a safe space and explain safety procedures
! Allow participants to choose if they want to accept a challenge 

II. Learn how to lead experiential nature-based activities

a) Plan for your group's needs

b) Set the activity up

An event being conducted in children's 
play space in Pachangkuppam
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! Give clear instructions
! Structure the activity to fit the goal
! Explain why you are doing an activity, the purpose or learning tool

c) Do the activity
! Lead by example
! Make sure that everyone is safe 
! Pay attention to people's feelings and comfort levels 
! Be flexible and creative!  
! Find ways for everyone to participate- including all genders, castes 

and abilities
! Don't overdo an activity
! Have fun!

d) Process the activity
! Ask questions. Help people find their own answers
! Processing can range from a quick check in to an in-depth circle 

discussion
! Ask questions such as: What 

happened? So What? Now What? 
Why? and How?

! Try to come up with lessons the 
group has learned

e) Follow up
! Practice the new learning in 

another activity
! See how the participants use 

their new learning in other parts 
of their life 

c) Do the activity

d) Process the activity

e) Follow up

What happend? So What?a  
Now Wh t? Why? How?

18 Seeds of Recovery



Now, write down 3 things that you already do when you are leading 
learning activities with children and 3 new things you will try next time. 

III. Be a Good Group Leader

To lead effective experiential nature-based activities that facilitate true 
learning and healing requires skill and practice. Some key things to keep 
in mind when leading these activities and follow up discussions include:

a) Your attitude is very important. A group leader should be calm, 
alert, centered, positive and flexible.  

b) Remember why you are there. Your main job is to serve the 
participants and help them to learn from their experience. That is 
your focus.

c) Model the behaviours you expect from the participants. If you 
want everyone to listen - you have to be an attentive listener. If 
you want the group to share their feelings, you have to be able to 
share yours. Generally, you can only take a group as far as you have 
traveled yourself.

d) Be aware of your body language and biases.  Be open not closed.
e) Bring each activity and discussion to a clear end.

IV. Facilitate Learning 

The two main differences between regular games and experiential 
nature-based learning are: (1) the conversations you have around the 
activity to facilitate the learning, and; (2) the integration of these lessons 
into participants' lives. To do this well, be sure to:

a) Ask open-ended questions. An open-ended question cannot be 

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

Now, write down 3 things that you already do when you are leading 
learning activities with children and 3 new things you will try next time.

a) Your attitude is very important.

b) Remember why you are there.

c) Model the behaviours you expect 

d) Be aware of your body language and biases.
e) Bring each activity and discussion to a clear end.

a) Ask open-ended questions.

III. Be a Good Group Leader

IV. Facilitate Learning 
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answered “Yes” or “No”.  An example of a closed question is “Did 
you learn to trust other people during this activity?” An open-
ended question would be “What did you learn about trusting 
other people during this activity?”

b) Ask participants to reflect on their experience, draw insights and 
lessons from their experience and consider how they might apply 
those insights and lessons to other areas of their lives.

c) If you are asked a question, it is often helpful to redirect it to the 
group instead of answering it yourself (i.e. “That's a good 
question.  What do the rest of you think?”)

d) Draw people into conversations (e.g. “What do you think…”). At 
the same time, respect people's right to remain silent.

e) Summarize. As a discussion develops, sum up or point out things 
that have been learned or discovered.

f) Moderate discussions so that people are listening to each other.   
g) Encourage and thank people for participating and sharing.

If you tell someone the answer, they do not get the 
benefit of working it out for themselves!

ARTICLE 39: Right to Support for Recovery
If we have experienced trauma, we have the right to be supported, with 
respect and dignity, in our physical and psychological recovery and social 
integration.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

b) Ask participants to reflect draw insights
apply

c) redirect it to the 
group

d) Draw people into conversations

e) Summarize. 

f) Moderate discussions
g) Encourage and thank people for participating and sharing.

If you tell someone the answer, they do not get the 
benefit of working it out for themselves!
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Activity 1: Find your Tree 
Purpose: To allow the participants to reconnect with the natural world 
and develop a safe place. 
Time required: 30-40 minutes 
Number of people required: 2 or more
Tools required: A blindfold for each pair, an open outdoor space with trees 
in it. 

Instructions:  
Step 1: Ask the group to separate into pairs and explain that this activity 
is about finding a magical tree that can grant wishes. 

Step 2: Pass out one blindfold to each pair. Now ask one of the pair to be 
the guide, and the other person to put on the blindfold. 

Step 3:  Ask the guides to lead the blindfolded persons around an open 
space, so that he/she looses track of where he/she is, and then to take 
him/ her to a specific tree.

 Once the blindfolded participants are at their tree, give them 5 
minutes to find out all that they can about the tree without using their 
eyes and then ask their guides to wind them around the space again, and 
back to their original spot.

Step 4:

Activity 1: Find your Tree 
Purpose:

Time required: 
Number of people required: 
Tools required:

Instructions:  
Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Step 4: 

Tools for ActionTools for Action
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Step 5:  Now have the participants remove their blindfolds and try to find 
their tree with the non-visual clues they gathered.

Step 6:  Once the participants find their tree, they can make their wish. 

Step 7: Repeat the activity with the pairs changing roles to ensure that 
everyone has a chance to find their special tree and make their wish.

Step 8: This activity speaks for itself, but it can also be used to discuss 
caring for trees and nature, or to reflect on the wishes that the 
participants made on their trees.
  
Note: If participants are having difficulty finding their tree, others can 
give them hints that point out features or characteristics of the tree or the 
area around it.

The trees that are “found” by the participants often take on special 
meaning to them, thus it is best if this activity is done in an area that the 
participants will have access to afterwards. This activity also helps to 
build trust among the pairing participants as it is the responsibility of the 
guides to ensure the safety of the blindfolded persons, while moving them 
around. The facilitator can also make this activity a personalized special 
one, by telling the participants that they have a duty / responsibility to 
care for their respective trees by watering it, etc.

Activity 2:  Fox and Squirrels
Purpose: To burn off energy and learn to work together to help those in 
difficult circumstances. 
Adaptations: If any of the participants have difficulty running, they can 
be positioned near the safe zone to help keep the squirrels nest safe. If 
they have difficulty following instructions or get confused with all of the 
running about, pair them up with another team member.
Time required: 20-30 minutes

Step 5:

Step 6:

Step 7:

Step 8:

Note:

Purpose: 

Adaptations:

Time required:

Activity 2:  Fox and Squirrels
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Number of people required: 4 or more
Tools required: Large open area free from debris, a ribbon and a tree to 
mark the squirrels's safe zone.

Instructions:
Step 1: Select one person for every 10 to be a fox. Everyone else will be a 
squirrel.

Step 2: Now mark off a tree to be the squirrels' safe zone by tying a ribbon 
around it.

Step 3: Position all of the squirrels on the opposite end of the field from 
their tree with the foxes in between. 

Step 4:  Explain to the participants that the 
foxes are very, very hungry and need to catch as 
many squirrels as possible. To catch them they 
need to touch them on the shoulder or arm 
before they get to their tree. Once touched by a 
fox the squirrel must freeze in that very spot and 
wait until the foxes come back to eat their 
supper. The frozen squirrels can be released from 
their spots only when they are touched by 
another free squirrel. 

Step 5: When everyone is in position and understands the rules, shout 
“hungry, hungry foxes” to begin the game. The game finishes when all of 
the squirrels are either caught or have reached their tree. 

Note: Initially, the participants in both the teams (foxes and squirrels) will 
be working individually i.e. the frozen squirrels will be left in their spots 
and only one or two free squirrels will try to help them, while the other 
squirrels, who have reached the safe zone wouldn't try to help them; and 
the foxes will individually try to freeze as many squirrels as possible. The 

Number of people required:
Tools required:

Instructions:
Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Step 4:

Step 5:

Note: 

Squirrels at their safe zone
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facilitator can then show the 
squirrels, in the safe zone, to hold 
each other's hands to form a chain 
with one of them touching the tree; 
in this manner they can reach out to 
free the frozen squirrels. Similarly, 
the foxes must find out a way to 
work in a united manner to catch all 
the squirrels.

Step 6: After the activity discuss with the children how both the foxes and 
the squirrels worked together and how the squirrels tried to protect their 
friends and relate this to things that might be happening in their life, for 
example, how everyone worked together to support each other after the 
tsunami.

Activity 3: Unity Banner
Purpose: To work together to create something that uses nature to unite 
everyone.
Adaptations:  There is more than one way to do this - if one of the children 
chooses to make a puppet instead of doing a picture, it is OK.
Time required: 30-45 minutes
Number of people required: 8 or more
Tools required: Large open space to work, a large piece of fabric cut into 
squares (one for each participant) with small slits 2 inches apart across 
the top and a long string to weave them together later, pencils/markers, 
paints or kolum powder, natural materials that the children can collect 
from the garden, scissors, thread, needles, glue and/or other art materials. 

Instructions:
Step 1: Ask the participants to take 5-10 minutes to search their 
environment to find three things that they like the look of or that feels 
special to them.

Step 6: 

Purpose:

Adaptations: 

Time required:
Number of people required: 
Tools required:

Instructions:
Step 1:

Activity 3: Unity Banner
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Step 2: Have them bring these 3 things with them to sit in a circle. Provide 
each of the participants with a piece of cloth. Next, lay out some basic 
materials such as sketch pens, paints, kolum powder, needles, thread, glue 
and scissors for the participants to share.

Step 3: Now ask each person to draw/create 
something special on their piece of cloth or 
section using the three special things they 
collected and what ever else they would like to 
use that is available. You can also work on a 
collective theme.

Step 4: Once everyone is done and the pictures 
have dried weave a long piece of string 
through the slits on the top of the cloth, 
stringing all of the participants work together 
to make a banner that you can hang up. 

Step 5: Once the Unity banner is up, you can ask the participants to help 
you to make a story to go with the banner. Start with the picture on the 
left and work your way through each picture until you come to the end. 
Ideally have someone write down the story and post it up beside it.  

Step 6: Talk to the participants about how they worked together and that 
it took each one of their pieces to make the banner and story. Explore 
other ways that they are linked and other things they might do together 
to create something or facilitate change.

Note: It is important to stress that this activity is about creativity and 
expression and not about making a 'perfect' picture.

Activity 4: Creating Safe Space for Children
Purpose: To allow participants to connect to the world around them 
through creative self expression.

Step 2:

Step 3:

Step 4:

Step 5:

Step 6:

Note:

Purpose:
Activity 4: Creating Safe Space for Children

A child's cloth banner
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Time required: 30- 40 minutes
Number of people required: 4 or more
Tools required: Large open space, and the natural environment

Instructions:
Step 1: Ask the participants to sit in a circle and then ask them about their 
favourite place or space. Where is it? What is it like? What do they like to 
do there? How do they feel when they are there? What makes it special? If 
you are working with older participants-ask them to think about the 
space that was special to them when they were young. 

Step 2: Ask if anyone would like to share their special space with the 
group. Ideally let 5 or 6 people talk about their space and then move on to 
asking them about what makes spaces inviting, open and 
accommodating for all children? What is needed to create a special space? 
How could children and teachers share responsibilities for caring for a 
space?  What would be the special features of a space, like an entrance, 
special areas for different activities? And so on. 

Step 3: Now explain that, together, you are all going to create a special 
space that is safe, inviting, inclusive, fun, and includes some of the other 
features mentioned in your earlier discussion. Divide the participants into 
groups and ask each group to work together to collect natural materials 
such as palm leaves, flowers, coconuts, rocks, etc. 

Step 4: Once they have done this, ask all of the groups to work together to 
create a special place in the next 20 minutes.

Step 5: After 20 minutes, have the participants walk you through their 
space and explain it to you. Be sure to give them lots of positive feedback 
and to ask for clarification about how the space will be used, their 
intentions when they created it, and how they might keep their space 
special.

Time required: 
Number of people required:
Tools required: 

Instructions:
Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Step 4:

Step 5:
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Note: Entrances are very important for setting up space.  Also be sure to 
challenge people to think creatively about what they can do with the 
natural/local materials that they have at hand. 

Step 6: Follow up this activity with a discussion of their accomplishment 
and how they built up their confidence, self-organized, and used their 
creativity to develop a plan that produced a very beautiful and very 
tangible achievement. 

Note: If you are doing this activity in a space that you use all of the time, 
you can build on to it with subsequent activities. For example, once 
children have completed their work they could go outside to work on the 
space or art projects can be added to the space. Yet, it is not important 
that the space be "permanent", it is fine if the space returns to its natural 
state.

"There was a sense of insecurity initially as no one quite knew what 
they were supposed to do. The more they worked together and moved 
through the exercise, the more confident and excited they became. 
There was a strong sense of surprise and pride in what had been 
created."

Field Staff, Cuddalore

"Many of these things [natural materials] we have just thought of as 
junk but now we can see that they can be used in a beautiful way." 

Teacher, Chidambaram

Additional Tools:
Talking Circles
The talking circle creates a safe place for people to share their point of 
view and listen to each other. It offers a chance for people to speak, to 
hear, to learn and to grow. It builds understanding. The talking circle is 
based on ancient ways and is a powerful tool for building community. In a 
talking circle, the people sit in a circle, and have the chance to say what is 

Note:

Step 6:

Note:

Talking Circles
Additional Tools:

27Workbook 5: Experiential Nature-Based Activities



on their mind and in their heart without being criticized or judged by 
others. 

Often something will be passed around - such as a 
feather, a talking stick or perhaps a certain stone. 
Whoever is holding the object has the right to speak. 
Everyone should have the chance to speak once, 
before anyone speaks twice.

There is usually a group leader who makes sure that 
the guidelines are followed.  The basic guidelines 
are:

1. Speak from your Heart.
2. Listen with your Heart.
3. Get to the Heart of the Matter.
4. Be spontaneous.
5. Speak directly to the issue or question, not to the words of another 

in the circle. Avoid positive or negative comments about the words 
of another. Speak your words in a positive way, and speak from the 
heart.

6. Only one person speaks at a time. Everyone else does their best to 
listen patiently and without judging. Whoever is holding the object 
speaks. When they are done, they pass it to the next person.

7. Nobody is made to speak. Silence can be a powerful statement.  
8. Never put-down yourself or others. An example of a put-down is “I don't think I have anything useful to say about…”
9. Speakers are free to express themselves in their own way.
10.If the group is large or the time is short, there may not be time for 

everyone to be heard if each person speaks for a long time. You 
may need to provide guidelines before you begin of how long each 
person can speak.

11.In some cases the group leader may acknowledge contributions or 
ask questions. This comes with experience.

I am a
taking stick
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Talking circles may begin and close with a prayer, song or some other way 
of opening and closing a special time. Often the participants will hastily 
finish their turns the first and the second time, but if this activity is used 
repeatedly, then slowly, the participants will take more time in sharing. 

Stories
Storytelling may be the oldest human art. We make sense of our world by 
telling stories about it. We can use stories to teach important lessons and 
values, especially if we take the time afterwards to discuss the story. We 
can also help children to make and tell their own stories. The role of 
stories in healing and learning is very important. Here is an example of a 
traditional story.

The Story of Fire
A long time ago all the people of the earth lived without fire. They could 
not cook their food or brighten the dark night. They had no Sacred Flame 
to gather around or make offerings with. Life was very hard and everyone 
lived for themselves. The only place that fire could be found was at the top 
of a great mountain where it was guarded by three Monsters. And, they 
would not share it with anybody.  

The old wise Fox didn't need any fire. He liked his food raw and he could 
see in the dark. But he took pity on the people and decided to get them 
some fire to brighten up the world. And so he set off for the mountain.  

Fox knew that everyone, great and small, has a special gift, and he treated 
them all with respect and kindness. And thus wherever he went, he was 
among friends. “Where are you going?” asked the Great Tree. “I am going 
to the top of the mountain to get fire for the people” said Fox. “If I can 
be of any help, just call on me” whispered the Great Tree.

A little further on he met the Frog who asked “Where are you going?” “I 
am going to the top of the mountain to get fire for the people” said Fox.  “If I can be of any help, just call on me” croaked the Frog.

Stories

The Story of Fire
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As he began to climb higher he met a Squirrel. “Where are you going?” 
asked the Squirrel.  “I am going to the top of the mountain to get fire for 
the people” said Fox. “If I can be of any help, just call on me” chattered 
Squirrel.

Now he was at the place where there are no trees and the wind began to 
blow colder.  A Bird landed on a rock in front of him and asked “Where are 
you going?” “I am going to the top of the mountain to get fire for the 
people” answered Fox. “If I can be of any help, just call on me” sang the 
Bird.

Now Fox was close to the mountain summit. It was desolate and cold and 
icy winds blew from all directions. Crouching behind a rock Fox could see 
one of the Monsters guarding a small fire. The monster grew sleepy and 
began to snore. Just then Fox grabbed a burning branch from the fire and 
began to run down the mountain. The Monster gave a great howl and 
chased the Fox, getting closer and closer. Fox could feel the cold breath of 
the Monster freezing the tip of his tail when the Bird swooped in front of 
him and grabbed the branch in her beak. She flew down the mountain 
pursued by the Monster who again began to get closer and closer.  

Just when it seemed as if the Monster could catch the Bird, she dropped 
the branch and it was picked up by Squirrel. Squirrel ran and jumped from 
tree to tree, closely followed by the Monster. But he came to a river and 
could not jump across it.  All seemed to be lost!  Just then, Frog hopped up, 
swallowed the burning branch and dived into the water! Swimming this 
way and that way, Frog crossed the river safely, but the Monster had 
sharp eyes and spotted the Frog on the river bank. Leaping across the river, 
the Monster was just about to catch the Frog when the Great Tree 
whispered “Give the fire to me”. And so Frog spat out the burning coal, 
and it landed deep in the heart of the Great Tree.  

The Monster walked around the Great Tree many times but could not see a 
way to get the coal back out. And so back to the top of the mountain went 
the Monster. But Fox was very wise. He showed the people how to get fire 
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from the wood of the Great Tree. And so the people were always able to 
cook their food and to light up the darkness. And most importantly, they 
were able to gather around the Sacred Flame, make spiritual offerings and 
come together in unity.

 With a story like this, there are many things you can do:
! Use it for entertainment
! Draw out lessons about morals, community, bravery, inter-

connection, ecology, etc from this story by having a discussion 
afterwards

! Stimulate creativity by asking the children to draw pictures of the 
story or act it out with costumes they had made from natural 
materials or with puppets

! Ask the children to make up a new story using the same pattern but 
where a young man or woman goes on a journey to find a healing 
gift for the community

! Or use the story as a metaphor when doing other work.  For 
example when identifying community resources for young people 
we might ask “Just as Fox had four unlikely friends that helped him 
in his adventure, I want you to identify four places or people in the 
community that you go to for help.”

 With a story like this, there are many things you can do:
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In order to ensure that the children and other participants have the 
support of the community in their participation, in these nature-based 
learning activities, make contact with one or more key people in the 
community. With these people (individually and as a group) discuss:

! The importance of learning within the community
! The importance of the natural world within the community
! How the community supports the participation of children and 

youth in their learning 
! The advice provided to children through traditional teachings (i.e. 

do practices change with the age of the child? Are they different 
for girls and boys? If so, how?)

! How the community and the culture affect how children 
participate and learn - what are the priorities, what are the taboos?

! Aspects within families, communities, and culture that might 
prevent children from participating in experiential nature-based 
activities (for example, cultural practices that discriminate against 
girls)

! The key areas of concern for the children and youth in the 
community, and 

! The importance of children's participation in experiential activities 
and their connection to nature to support their learning and 
healing.

These discussions will engage the community in the process and ensure 
that their feedback and support is valued. Discussions help elicit 
community support, raise awareness of key issues and increase 
community members' knowledge about the importance of experiential 
learning and the connection to nature. 

Creating Community SupportCreating Community Support
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Using experiential nature-based activities to promote learning and 
healing with children, who have had a difficult time, is fun and benefits 
each and every child by:

! Helping them identify and build on their inner strengths
! Facilitating their psychosocial healing
! Enhancing their resilience and creativity through imagination and 

play
! Building their self confidence 
! Supporting their individual learning capacities
! Teaching them the importance of supporting each other 
! Establishing special bonds with the natural world

This is a new way of teaching and learning and will take practice to be 
able to take fun games and turn them into learning opportunities. It will 
also take time for others to recognize that you are not just playing with 
the children, but are in fact teaching them valuable things and promoting 
their psychosocial and physical well being.
        

Key LearningKey Learning
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UN Convention on the Rights of the Child - Articles on 
Child Development (adapted)

ARTICLE 13: Freedom to Express Ourselves
We have the right to express ourselves and to receive or send information 
through any media, including print, art, or word of mouth. We have the 
responsibility to express ourselves in a way that respects the rights and 
reputations of other people.

ARTICLE 29 (e): Right to Education
We have the right to an education that helps us develop respect for the 
natural environment.

ARTICLE 31: Right to Participate in Cultural Life and Play
We have the right to participate fully in cultural and artistic life and to 
engage in play.

ARTICLE 39: Right to Support for Recovery
If we have experienced trauma, we have the right to be supported, with 
respect and dignity in our physical and psychological recovery and social 
integration.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child - Articles on 
Child Development (adapted)

AppendixAppendix
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The day will come when nations will be judged
not by their military or economic strength,

nor by the splendor of their capital cities and public buildings,
but by the well-being of their peoples;

by their levels of health, nutrition, and education;
by their opportunities to earn a fair reward for their labours;

by their ability to participate in the decisions that affect their lives;
by the respect that is shown for their civil and political liberties;

by the provision that is made for those
who are vulnerable and disadvantaged;
and by the protection that is afforded to

the growing minds and bodies of their children.
                                 The Progress of Nations, UNICEF (1997)








