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Program Description 
The Hudson Highlands Nature Museum’s (HHNM) two-year Early Childhood Action in Nature (ECAN) Project 
promotes the value of frequent, unstructured play in natural outdoor settings (Nature Play) for young 
children. The two mid-Hudson Valley target audiences include: 1) teachers and children in Early Childhood 
Programs (ECPs) (preschool and daycare programs for 3-5 year olds); and 2) parents, grandparents, and 
caregivers from the general public and their preschool-aged children whom they bring to Grasshopper 
Grove. Project goals are as follows: 1) Nature Play opportunities will become part of the practice of many 
ECPs in the mid-Hudson Valley; 2) Parents of young children will recognize Nature Play as a valuable part of 
their child’s development; 3) More children will develop a love of nature and a desire to care for it; 4) A 
community of parents and teachers who appreciate Nature Play will develop and share experiences and 
opportunities among themselves and with others; and 5) HHNM will share findings among educators in the 
field with the goal of helping them learn from their experience and to promote Nature Play.  
 
Why did we do this evaluation? 

1. To investigate the effectiveness of the ECAN program, including establishing viable measures of 
Nature Play-related outcomes. 

2. To contribute to the broader effort to promote Nature Play, by providing data to help other 
organizations learn from HHNM’s experience. 

 
What were we trying to learn? 

1. How were administrator and teacher attitudes about Nature Play, ECP Nature Play practices, and ECP 
outdoor play spaces different before and after ECAN programming?  

2. How were parents/families’ understanding of, attitudes about, and activities involving Nature Play 
different before and after visiting Grasshopper Grove? 

3. How was the amount and frequency of Nature Play, both at ECPs and with parents/families at home 
and in various other environments, different before and after ECAN programming? 

4. Why do parents/families choose to come to Grasshopper Grove? What is it about Grasshopper Grove 
that they and their children like about the space, the museum, and the Nature Play experience? 

5. What level of interest and engagement do parents/families and ECP teachers have in building a 
community of Nature Play?  
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What data did we collect? 
 

1. ECP Nature Play Survey  - A “retrospective pre-”  style survey was administered online via 2

SurveyMonkey approximately six months after the initial training. Follow-up conversations with three 
ECPs were conducted by HHNM staff about the low response rate for cohort 2. See Appendix A . 
 

ECP Survey Sample and Response Rate  

 Total ECPs Standard ECPs Partner ECPs 

Cohort # 
ECPs # Staff Response 

Rate 
# ECPs # Staff Response 

Rate # ECPs # Staff Response 
Rate 

Cohort 1 
(Oct 2015 - 
June 2016) 

11 39 
 

62% 
(24/39) 

8 
 

30 
 

 
60% 

(18/30) 
3 9 

 
67% 
(6/9) 

Cohort 2 
(May 2016 - 
Nov. 2016) 

12 64 
 

41% 
(26/64) 

9 39 
 

46% 
(18/39) 

3 15 
 

33% 
(5/15) 

 

● Standard ECPs - Received the basic program dosage comprised of: 1) a Nature Play workshop at HHNM/Grasshopper 
Grove for staff; and 2) a class visit to HHNM/Grasshopper Grove for staff and children.  

● Partner ECPs - Received a higher program dosage comprised of: 1) the Standard ECP program (above); 2) a second 
Nature Play workshop for staff; 3) a second class visit to HHNM/Grasshopper Grove for staff and children; 4) a class 
activity/site tour/meeting; and 5) a written report with recommendations for additions and revisions to increase Nature 
Play.  

● Cohorts 1 & 2 - Competitively selected from applications and assigned based on fall or spring preference, balanced 
large and small schools; similar in makeup except cohort 2 included one large inner-city Head Start program. 

 

2. Parent/Family Nature Play Survey  - A “retrospective pre-” style survey was administered via paper 
version to a convenience sample of parents/family members/caregivers of children (N=93) who 
attended Grasshopper Grove on weekends from mid-April to mid-November 2016. Survey 
participants were selected by HHNM/ECAN and Grasshopper Grove staff. Survey responses were 
input into SurveyMonkey by ECAN staff. See Appendix B. 

 

3. Nature Play Images, Stories, Quotes  - Consulted on methodology for collection of images, captions, 
and quotes of children engaged in Nature Play in Grasshopper Grove (N=58). Images were collected 
by ECAN staff on weekends from mid-April to mid-November for promotional and illustration 
purposes, and later posted to the ECAN Nature Play Documentation Pinterest page. Data is included 
but not analyzed in this report. See Appendix F. 
 

What did we learn? 
 

1. Educator attitudes and actions about doing more Nature Play increased after participating in ECAN. 
The frequency of Nature Play also increased. 
 

a. Response Rate - Every effort was made to get full participation from ECPs in the survey, but 
the response rate was still relatively low to very low. In cohort 1, 60% of standard ECPs and 

2 A retrospective pre- survey uses a single measurement event to ask respondents to report their state both “now” and “before the 
intervention.” It is an alternative to a standard “pre-post” approach, which requires two measurement events and can have inaccurate pre- 
values because respondents often do not know what they don’t know with respect to the content of the intervention. 
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67% of partner ECPs responded. For cohort 2, 46% of standard ECPs and 33% of partner ECPs 
responded (see Survey Sample chart, page 2).  

i. On the surface, low response might indicate a lack of interest and engagement in the 
program. Anecdotal information and three follow-up interviews with ECP principals, 
however, suggested the opposite, with staff saying things such as “they [staff] loved the 
training,” and “it inspired them to make changes in their play areas.” Despite the fact 
that the program agreement included a commitment to participate in evaluation 
activities, the ECP administrators rationalized the low response rate with logistical 
factors such as time constraints, general busyness, and the passage of time since the 
training.  

ii. The low response rate remains somewhat of a mystery and could suggested a 
self-selection bias in the survey takers and/or a social desirability bias in the follow-up 
interviews with principals. All analyses and findings, therefore, should bear in mind that 
the results reflect only those who completed the survey. We cannot be definitive about 
how different the results might have been if the sample were more strongly 
representative of the target population of the study. 

 
b. Attitudes About Nature Play - The full survey sample of ECP staff showed a very large and 

statistically significant effect for administrator and educator attitude change about Nature 
Play after participating in ECAN programming. On a five-point Stage of Action scale,  ECP staff 3

moved from an average of just below “Convinced and Preparing ” (pre-X=2.9) to an average of 
just above “Actively Doing ” (post-X=4.1). (See green/leftmost bars in Figure 1 below). 

 

Figure 1 

 

3 Uninterested or Opposed = 1, Curious or Ambivalent = 2, Convinced and Preparing = 3, Actively Doing = 4, Enthusiastic Champion = 5, N/a 
or Unsure = 0  
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i. Figure 1 Note - This change score of 1.2 when the Standard Deviation is .9 represents a Standard Effect 
size (Cohen’s d) of 1.3. Standard Effect sizes of .5 for educational professional development 
interventions are typically considered large and robust, and this is more than twice that large. The 
statistical significance of the pre-post change is borne out by a t-test yielding p<.01, and by the clearly 
non-overlapping 95% Confidence Intervals represented by the error bars in Figure 1. (Findings for lower 
and higher dosage sub-groups, i.e. the red bars in Figure 1, are described in 1g below). 

 
c. Frequency of Nature Play  - For the full survey sample, ECP staff reported a medium-sized and 

statistically significant increase in the frequency of Nature Play after participating in ECAN. The 
average number of minutes of outdoor Nature Play on a typical day increased from just over 
one-third of an hour (pre-X=21 min) to over one-half hour (post-X=33 min). (See purple/leftmost 
bars in Figure 2 below). 

Figure 2 

 
i. Figure 2 Note - This average increase of 12 minutes (when the Standard Deviation is 33 minutes) 

represents a Standard Effect size (Cohen’s d) of .4, which is quite robust. The statistical significance of 
the pre-post change is borne out by a t-test yielding p<.01, and supported by the mostly non-overlapping 
95% Confidence Intervals represented by the error bars in Figure 2. (Findings for lower and higher 
dosage sub-groups, i.e. the red bars in Figure 1, are described in 1g below). 

 
d. Nature Play Policy Change - Almost two-thirds (62%) of ECP staff reported a change in policies, 

rules, and norms around Nature Play since starting the ECAN project. Policy changes most 
frequently mentioned included the addition of sticks/rocks (32%), climbing (28%), and loose 
parts (16%) to their play areas. A few educators remained concerned about safety, supervision, 
and approval. A few equated taking walks with Nature Play. Notable quotes included: 

i. “Before the program we would discourage the use of sticks on our playground. Now we try and 
incorporate them into our play and encourage students to use them along with other elements of nature 
for play.” 
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ii. “Prior to our work with HHNM the children were not allowed on the large area of bedrock near the 
playground, nor were they allowed on the hill above the playground. Since we  began working with 
HHNM, we have opened this area so the children can climb on the hill and the play on the rock. In 
addition, we have a space where the students gather loose parts, like sticks, rocks, and other natural 
materials.” 

 
e. Nature Play Elements  - The majority of ECP staff/educators (86%) reported having added one 

to five new Nature Play elements (average 4.6) to their playgrounds or outdoor play spaces 
after participating in ECAN programing. The elements most frequently added included loose 
parts (37%), sand/dirt (24%), and climbing/jumping structures (24%). Other elements mentioned 
less frequently included water, building materials, and structures (7% each). A number of 
educators referred to specific elements and activities that they had experienced as part of 
ECAN trainings, such as story rocks and water painting. Many (20%) referred to bringing objects 
inside or providing them for study as a form of Nature Play. While many Nature Play elements 
are readily available at no charge, several educators mentioned that there was no funding for 
these changes. Several reported that they needed approval or that there was not enough 
outdoor space. Notable quotes included: 

i. “ We are in the process of creating our own stump jump area. We also got rid of our sandboxes to make 
space for a nature play area that includes basics such as digging in the dirt and collecting rocks and 
sticks. We've brought a lot more nature elements into the classroom as well for everyday use.” 

ii. “We've taken walks outdoors and up a hill near the woods. It will probably be a slow transition since we 
are not sure about the safety in the woods, and whether we are actually allowed to be there.” 

iii.  “I loved so many of your suggested play areas however our outdoor play space is unfortunately very 
limited.“ 

 
f. Future Nature Play  - The ECP staff who responded to this open-ended question (n=43%) 

expressed interest in and commitment to ongoing Nature Play and its benefits at their site. 
They talked about building new areas/structures, providing new Nature Play elements, and 
adding activities. Notable quotes included: 

i. “In the future, we are hoping for a new facility with a larger outdoor space. After our time at HHNM, we 
would like a new space [in which] to dedicate much of the outdoor space to nature play. After watching 
students play and interact with Grasshopper Grove it was encouraging to see the types of play they 
enjoyed.” 

ii. “We are making beginning strides toward transforming our outdoor space to a more nature play 
centered area rather than just a playground. In the meantime, I am making an effort to set aside one 
period of group instruction per week for something nature based (examples: outdoor group walk, 
collection of natural objects, etc.).” 

 
g. Program Dosage - There is a fairly clear pattern in the survey data showing that educators who 

participated in more ECAN program activities reported bigger increases in their attitude about 
doing more Nature Play and the frequency of Nature Play. This is further evidence of the 
efficacy of the program. 

i. The red bars in Figures 1 and 2 divide the survey sample into two groups for pre-post 
comparison: 1) those who reported participating in either 1 or 2 of the 5 ECAN 
program elements listed in the relevant “check all that apply” survey item; and 2) those 
who checked 3, 4, or 5 of the elements listed in that survey item. This roughly, but not 
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exactly, corresponds to the distinction between “standard” and “partner” ECPs (see 
“What data did we collect?” section), and is likely a result of variable participation of 
individuals “assigned” to either standard or partner status. 

ii. Visually inspecting the red bars in Figures 1 and 2 shows that the size of pre- to post- 
change for the higher dose educators is much bigger (and statistically significant, as 
evidenced by the clearly non-overlapping 95% Confidence Intervals) for both the 
attitude and the frequency measures. 

iii. Also, for both measures, there is a consistent pattern whereby the higher dosage 
group has lower pre- and higher post- values as compared to the lower dosage group. 
The data do not offer a ready explanation for why those who received more ECAN 
programming tended to start from lower levels on the attitude and frequency measure. 

iv. Other methods of directly testing for statistical differences in outcomes between 
educators with lower or higher dosage did yield significant results, but are not reported 
because they potentially violated assumptions of the particular statistical tests.  4

v. While it seemed as though there might be some meaningful differences between 
cohorts (i.e. cohort 1 may have performed more strongly than cohort 2 on some 
measures), the data set was not clear or large enough to convincingly test for 
statistical significance. 

 
2. Parent/Family attitudes about doing more Nature Play increased after participating in ECAN.  

An increased frequency of Nature Play was implied in qualitative but not in quantitative findings. 
 

a. Attitude About Nature Play - Survey results showed medium-sized, statistically significant 
increases in parent/family attitudes about Nature Play after visiting Grasshopper Grove. 
Parents/family reported high levels to begin with (an average of just below “Actively Doing, ” 
pre X=3.9 on a five-point Stage of Action scale ), which increased to an even higher level after 5

visiting Grasshopper Grove (halfway to “Enthusiastic Champion, ” post X=4.5).  
i. This change score of .6 when the Standard Deviation is .9 represents a Standard Effect 

size (Cohen’s d) of .7, which is quite robust. The statistical significance of the pre-post 
change is borne out by a t-test yielding p<.01.  
 

b. Frequency of Nature Play  - Grasshopper Grove visitors reported a small, but not significant 
change in the number of times their children engage in Nature Play per week when comparing 
frequency before visiting Grasshopper Grove and after their first visit to Grasshopper Grove 
(pre X=4.5 times, post X=4.9 times, SD=2.8, p>.05). 

 
c. Where Nature Play Happens   - Parents and family members whose children had visited 

Grasshopper Grove reported the location of Nature Play by indicating how often (on a 
five-point  scale of ) they used various locations. According to parents, their children engaged 6

in Nature Play most frequently, and on an almost daily basis, at home (X=4.6), and on more of 

4 A multiple regression with the total number of ECAN components participated in as a predictor of attitude and/or frequency variables is 
questionable because such a construction of “dose” variable is not compelling as a continuous scale variable. Also, treating the total 
number of ECAN components participated in as an ordinal predictor for interaction effects yielded cell sizes that were too small. 
5 Uninterested or Opposed = 1, Curious or Ambivalent = 2, Convinced and Preparing = 3, Actively Doing = 4, Enthusiastic Champion = 5, N/a 
or Unsure = 0  
6 Never = 1, Yearly = 2, Monthly = 3, Weekly = 4, Daily = 5, N/a or Unsure = 0 
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a weekly basis at traditional playgrounds (X=4.1), school grounds (X=3.6), and in public parks 
or hiking trails (X=3.6). See Figure 6 in Appendix C. 

 
d. Nature Play Transfer - Parents/family members who visited Grasshopper Grove said many 

enthusiastically positive things about their experience, with more than one-quarter (27%) 
reporting that they encouraged and sought out Nature Play after visiting. They also reported a 
variety of other outcomes that resulted from their visit including: 1) building their own nature 
playgrounds and structures, 2) spending more time outdoors, 3) taking more hikes and nature 
walks, and 4) a growing sense of adventurousness and comfort in nature for their children. 
This qualitative data which implies interest and engagement with Nature Play is somewhat 
inconsistent with the quantitative data about frequency. Notable quotes included: 

i. “[My visit to Grasshopper Grove] inspired me to be more creative with outdoor play.” 
ii. “[I’m] definitely going to tell my kids to build a fort!” 
iii. “[At Grasshopper Grove] my son enjoys playing with the other children and also learning to play with 

others (take turns with toys, etc.) and brings those skills [home] with him.” 
iv. “We use materials in our own yard for nature play now, as well as explore non-traditional options of 

play at traditional playgrounds. We try to frequent playgrounds with trails to explore.” 
v. “Your creative ideas [at Grasshopper Grove] have sparked more interest in creating water play areas 

and a mud kitchen play area.” 
vi. “[Visiting Grasshopper Grove] made my daughter more comfortable outdoors.” 

vii. “[We now] creatively play with natural surroundings wherever we might be.” 
viii. “We spend time exploring where we live far more than before we came here.” 
ix. “We actually have a nature playground in our backyard patterned after Grasshopper Grove.”  

 
3. Visitors love Grasshopper Grove and Nature Play and offered a variety of reasons why. 

 
a. Why Parents/Families Visit Grasshopper Grove - The most frequently cited reasons parents 

came to Grasshopper Grove included playing in nature (32%), having fun (21%), and playing in 
general (14%). Other reasons included: nice play area (12%), to play outside (10%), for 
imagination and creativity (9%), to explore (8%), to learn about nature (5%), to spend time with 
their children (5%), to play with others (4%). See Table 8 in Appendix C, and Appendix E .  

 

b. What Children Like About Grasshopper Grove - The activities that parents reported their 
children most liked at Grasshopper Grove were water play (68%), playing in the sand and dirt 
(28%), and playing outdoors (11%). Other activities the children were reported to like included: 
nature (8%), exploring (7%), climbing (5%), running around (5%), building (4%), free play (4%), 
imagination/creativity (4%), and playing with others (4%). See Table 9 in Appendix C, and 
Appendix E.  

 
c. Other Comments about Grasshopper Grove - Two-thirds of all responses (66%) to the survey 

item asking “Anything else to share?” were positive or very positive. Some visitors made 
specific suggestions, including increasing the hours of operation to weekdays, not charging 
adults, or adding specific play elements such as sprinklers, tunnels, and caves. Almost no 
visitors compared Grasshopper Grove to traditional playgrounds. See Appendix E . Notable 
quotes included: 

i. “[I’m] forever grateful to HHNM for bringing us closer to nature and each other, and teaching our 
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children how to be good stewards of the earth.” 
ii. “We are lucky to have HHNM in our backyard to inspire our son with ways to play that don't involve 

plastic things bought from a store. Priceless play!” 
iii. “I  like how it builds connection to and appreciation of the natural world.” 
iv. “It's cool but let's not overthink it.” 

 
d. Who Visited Grasshopper Grove   

i. Of the visitors to Grasshopper Grove who were surveyed, parents comprised the 
largest group (80%, n=74). The remainder included grandparents (9%, n=8), and 
visitors who did not fall into either those categories (12%, n=11), including other family 
members, friends, childcare and respite works, and parents of older children (the 
survey was directed at children under seven years of age). There were not enough 
grandparents in the sample to statistically test for differences between parents and 
grandparents. 

ii. Of the visitors surveyed, almost half were first-time visitors to Grasshopper Grove 
(46%, n=43). The other most common categories included those who had attended 
more than ten times (16%, n=15) and those who had attended once before (12%, 
n=11). The remainder lumped together included all who attended from one to ten 
times (38%/n=24). First-time visitors were not included in analyses about changes in 
their Nature Play attitude and frequency.  

 
4. The ECAN program has generated interest in Nature Play in ECPs and parents/families. 

  
a. Interest/Engagement - A large majority of ECP staff who participated in ECAN (86%) and 

parents/family members who visited Grasshopper Grove (85%) indicated an interest in learning 
more about Nature Play. The degree of interest and engagement in Nature Play for ECP staff 
and parents/families was similar. Parents/family members may have provided their email 
contact information much more frequently than ECPs because the survey was administered 
face to face by staff rather than anonymously online. See Table 11 in Appendix C. 

 
b. How ECPs Communicate with Families  - ECPs reported communicating with parents/family 

members in a number of ways including emails, newsletters, open houses, sharing general 
information about Nature Play and resources, including HHNM materials. ECPs seemed 
genuinely committed to Nature Play and promoting its benefits with parents and family 
members. Notable quotes included: 

i. “At our open house for new parents, one of our teachers introduced the attendees to the concept of 
Nature Play as an integral part of our program. She explained that every day the students [will have] 
many opportunities to go outside and explore in unstructured ways.”  

ii. “Beyond referring them [parents] to HHNM and Grasshopper Grove, we encourage them to engage 
[their children] in nature play wherever possible (their own backyard). We have also enlisted their aid 
in collecting some materials (stumps, dirt kitchen materials), and explaining why we are doing so 
shows them that we value Nature Play as an enriching element of early childhood experience.” 

iii. “We tell them [parents] that we WILL be going outside on most days. If the playground is covered in 
snow, then we would take a nature walk. Parents need to dress their children appropriately.” 

iv. “We haven't said too much to parents at this point. Sometimes involving them in the conversation 
makes things more complicated than [it] needs to be. We have not had any negative feedback about 
the additional Nature Play time added to our schedule.” 
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c. How Visitors Learned About Grasshopper Grove - Visitors to Grasshopper Grove learned 

about the facility in various ways including; by word-of-mouth from a friend (37%); from an 
HHNM program, facility, or staff (18%); from the internet (11%). See Table 10 in Appendix C. 

  

d. Connecting through Social Media 
i. Facebook - Over the two years of the ECAN program, HHNM experimented with how 

best to communicate with audiences for the purposes of promoting Nature Play. A 
Facebook page, “Nature Play Today,” was created in March 2016 and at the end of its 
first year now has 159 “likes” and 157 followers. The page is somewhat hard to find on 
the HHNM website. 

ii. Pinterest - This year a Pinterest page was created which ECAN staff used to archive 
internally collected data. 
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What does it mean?  
 

1. At ECPs, Nature Play frequency and attitudes of educators shifted dramatically in the intended 
direction after participating in ECAN programs.  
The effect of the ECAN program on both educator attitudes about and the frequency of Nature Play 
at their sites was inarguable and large. This result is testimony to the program’s success and 
supports the idea that ECP educators can be a valuable path for spreading the word about Nature 
Play. According to leading Nature Play and child development educator David Sobel, a consultant on 
this evaluation, the details of program structure and methods for “training the trainers” will be of 
great interest to other organizations and schools that want to increase Nature Play at their site.  

 
2. Grasshopper Grove parents/families seemed to already be believers in or inclined to engage in 

Nature Play, and ECAN programs reinforced their Nature Play attitudes and behaviors.  
Parents and families who either already know something about Nature Play, have an inclination to 
this sort of activity, or already engage in this sort of play, may self-select to visit Grasshopper Grove. 
This self-selection is suggested by the high attitude levels about doing Nature Play reported by 
parents before their first visit. Because these parents possibly already supported unstructured 
outdoor play, self-selection might also explain why the frequency of Nature Play did not increase 
significantly as a result of visiting Grasshopper Grove. In simple terms, they already may have seen 
themselves and their children as practitioners of Nature Play. Whatever the case about 
preconditions, visiting Grasshopper Grove had an impact on this audience who after coming to 
Grasshopper Grove now characterize themselves as Enthusiastic Champions  of Nature Play. 
 

3. ECAN has laid a foundation for a community of Nature Play with HHNM as the hub. 
All evidence from the evaluation points to enthusiastic interest in Nature Play from all target 
populations reached by the ECAN program. Through this pilot project in which Nature Play was 
introduced to ECPs and a unique natural play area was provided for families, HHNM has set itself up 
as a hub for Nature Play in the region. Program design and intended outcomes are clear, and 
preliminary evidence of success is strong. Having made the initial investment in infrastructure, 
finding a way to continue the program could build momentum and help the Nature Play community 
grow to a tipping point. 
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What   do   we   recommend?  
 

1. Conduct   more   and   varied   ECAN-type   activities.    
a. More   Professional   Development   and   Nature   Play   is   Better     -   Lasting   change   in   teaching 

practice   often   requires   more   hours   of   professional   development   than   what   HHNM   provided   as 
part   of   the   ECAN   program.    HHNM   might   consider   forming   partnerships   with   individual   ECPs 7

for   a   series   of   workshops   and/or   student   activities,   or   provide   regular,   ongoing   PD   workshops 
on   Nature   Play   topics.   Finding   creative   ways   to   build   Nature   Play   “muscle”   in   parents,   such   as 
opening   Grasshopper   Grove   for   more   hours,   could   likely   lead   to   stronger   commitment. 

b. Modeling   Varied   Activities    -   ECP   educators   often   referred   to   specific   activities   that   they 
participated   in   at   trainings   as   the   activities   that   they   then   implemented   at   their   own   site.   This 
is   a   typical   outcome   of   educator   Professional   Development   and   demonstrates   the   importance 
of   broadening   the   Nature   Play   activity   portfolio   offered   to   educators. 

 
2. Become   a   leader   in   promoting   Nature   Play   in   various   professional   circles. 

a. Create   a   Campaign    -   Create   a   dedicated   campaign   to   spread   the   word   about   the   ECAN   program 
over   the   next   year,   highlighting   program   components,   methodologies,   and   outcomes,   as   well   as 
implementation   successes   and   failures.   Presentations   and   workshops   at   educational 
conferences,   forums,   and   meeting,   along   with   articles   in   relevant   publications,   could   help   to 
elevate   HHNM   to   leadership   stature   and   improve   the   prospects   for   future   fundraising. 

b. Target   The   Field     -   Organizations   with   Nature   Play   programs   are   very   interested   in   learning   how 
to   train   other   organizations,   centers,   and   schools.   With   this   in   mind,   David   Sobel,   a   leading 
Nature   Play   educator,   recommends   that   HHNM   reach   out   to   these   audiences.   Sobel   identified 
two   specific   threads   to   pursue:   1)   Create   a   publication   about   how   HHNM   designed   their 
outreach,   some   of   the   problems   faced,   how   the   problems   were   solved,   and   some   of   the 
outcomes   for   children,   if   they   were   measured   or   demonstrated;   and   2)   Tell   stories   of   how 
special-needs   children   responded   to   Nature   Play,   describing   various   positive   outcomes,   many 
of   which   surprised   the   educators   involved.    These   stories   were   referred   to   anecdotally   by   Sobel 
and   the   ECAN   manager.    PEER   is   currently   working   with   Sobel   on   the   creation   of   Forest   Days 
case   studies,   which   could   serve   as   a   template   for   HHNM’s   publications.   

 
3. Strengthen   efforts   to   build   a   Nature   Play   community   of   educators,   parents,   and   families.  

● Invest   in   Social   Media    -   HHNM   has   taken   its   first   successful   steps   toward   building   a 
community   of   Nature   Play   in   the   Hudson   Valley.   An   audience   has   been   identified   and   is 
growing.   Vehicles   for   sharing,   such   as   HHNM’s   Nature   Play   Today   Facebook   page,   have   been 
created   and   are   growing.   From   our   somewhat   limited   outside   view,   however,   the   flow   of 
information   still   seems   mostly   one   way.   In   general,   to   reach   a   tipping   point   in   which   Nature 
Play   becomes   more   mainstream,   it   would   be   helpful   to   have   many   parents   and   ECP   educators 
taking   an   active   role   in   sharing   information   and   ideas   in   their   networks,   rather   than   just 
receiving   content   from   HHNM.   Growth   in   this   domain   is   likely   to   require   further 
experimentation   with   social   media   and   other   promotion   and   marketing   tactics.   To   be   effective, 
it   is   important   that   the   responsibility   of   building   a   stronger   social   media   presence   explicitly   for 
Nature   Play   be   a   part   of   a   staff   member’s   responsibility   and   job   description. 

7    Hardee,   C.,   Duffin,   M.,   and   PEER   Associates.   (2013).   Five   (+)   guiding   principles   for   professional   development:   Summary   report,   professional 

development   literature   review.   Project   Learning   Tree,   Washington,   DC.   Downloaded   from   PEERassociates.net. 
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4. Stay true to the widely accepted definition of Nature Play.  

● Focus on Free Play  - In various HHNM materials (website, survey, etc.), Nature Play is referred 
to as “open-ended, hands-on outdoor exploration,” “unstructured play in nature,” “simply 
playing outdoors in a natural setting,” and “free play in a ‘wild’ space like a neighborhood park, 
nature center, vacant lot, field, woods, or your own backyard.” These statements are closely 
tuned to the accepted definition of Nature Play, but they did not always seem to reflect 
activities that educators and parents interpreted as Nature Play following their involvement in 
the ECAN program. In some cases, stakeholders came away believing that Nature Play 
included more structured, or teacher-led, activities. In others, they referenced more 
content-oriented activities, which might be classified as “nature appreciation” or “nature 
study.” In still others, teachers referred to “bringing nature into the classroom.”  

 
The equating of Nature Play with these sorts of activities is worth noting, because, while all of 
the activities are positive, and all function as a legitimate stepping stones toward Nature Play, 
they do not necessarily engage the same recognized attributes and benefits of “free play in 
nature,” such as collaboration/socialization, gross-motor development, risk taking, imaginary 
play, and others. The literature has established that nature affinity springs from early 
unstructured play in nature. Broadening the definition of Nature Play might serve to dilute the 
movement. In summary, we recommend focusing on and promoting the core Nature Play 
principles, including helping people to discover natural places in their lives that may not be 
immediately obvious to them. 
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Appendix C - Survey Summary Tables of Quantitative Results  
 

Figure 3 - Summary of ECAN Components Participated In by ECP Educators 

 
Figure 4 - Summary Distribution of ECP Educator Nature Play Attitude 

 
 

Figure 5 - Summary Distribution of Parent/Family Grasshopper Grove Visitation 
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Figure 6 - Summary Distribution of Nature Play Location Reported by Parents/Family 

 
Figure 7 - Summary Distribution of Parent/Family Nature Play Attitude 
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Table 8 - Summary of Why Parents/Families Visit Grasshopper Grove 

Parents bring children to 
Grasshopper Grove... 

number percentage 

To play in nature 29 32% 

It’s fun/I love it  18 21% 

To play in general 13 14% 

It’s a nice play area 11 12% 

To play outside 9 10% 

For imagination and creativity 8 9% 

To explore 7 8% 

To learn about nature 5 5% 

To spend time with their children 5 5% 

To play with other children 4 4% 

 Note: Some visitors cited more than one reason for visiting Grasshopper Grove. 

 
Table 9 - Summary of What Children Like About Grasshopper Grove 

Parents think their children like... number percentage 

Water play 57 62% 

Sand and dirt 26 28% 

Playing outdoors 10 11% 

Nature 7 8% 

Exploring 6 7% 

Climbing 5 5% 

Running around 5 5% 

Building 4 4% 

Free play 4 4% 

Imagination/creativity 4 4% 

Playing with others 4 4% 

Note: Some visitors cited more than one thing their children liked about Grasshopper Grove. 
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Table 10 - Summary of Sources of Information About Grasshopper Grove 

How did you learn about 
Grasshopper Grove 

number percentage 

From a friend 34 37% 

From an HHNM program, facility, staff 17 18% 

From the internet 11 12% 

Live in area 10 11% 

From a publication, paper, flyer 9 10% 

From a family member 8 9% 

Drive by 7 8% 

From other preschool, school, staff 4 4% 

Note: Some visitors cited more than one way in which they learned about Grasshopper Grove. 

 
 

 
Table 11 - Summary of Survey Results Relevant to Building a Nature Play Community  

Indicators of Interest/Engagement ECP Staff Parents, Families, 
Caregivers 

Opted to receive more information about Nature Play 86% 85% 

Provided email contact information 66% 90% 

Opted into museum’s weekly newsletter 52% 57% 

Reported following Nature Play Facebook Community 30% 28% 

Opted out of future surveys 5% 14% 
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 Appendix D - ECP Nature Play Survey - Open-Ended Responses 
(The open-ended comments from the survey below are raw data and for the most part have not been edited.) 
 

Q7 If applicable, please say a few words about any new nature play elements incorporated since your nature play experience with 
HHNM. 

We have incorporated sand/dirt play area, drift wood nature area and tent/quiet area. We have an expansive outdoor area available to 
the children in our program. We have always gone on "Nature Walks" exploring the environment around us but since out experience 
with HHNM we added to our play area. 
The school has expanded the playground and incorporated a loose parts area, log to climb on, sailboat and stage. 
I introduced rocks and small sticks to the block area and the children are so engage and creative that we now are looking for more 
nature material to incorporate into other areas in the classroom. 
We introduce rocks, sticks, dirty, sunflowers and other seeds, leaves. 
Outdoor natural building material: Tree limbs, rocks, moss 
Indoors: Flat rocks with pictures for story telling 
Alphabet letters from twigs 
More books with a nature theme 
We have brought in a few elements that were part of your program such as logs and sticks and more features of water play. For the 
immediate future our play is limited to our playground. We hope to explore more ideas in the future. 
Using more natural and readily available materials for teaching rather than "plastic and store bought" materials;new books 
I did not attend this field trip so I can not answer these questions . 
We have incorporated a dirt kitchen and have been utilizing our field area for nature activities. 
I loved so many of your suggested play areas however our outdoor play space is unfortunately very limited. We did fix up our sand 
area. 
My favorite is the loose parts area and the water play area. 
We've taken walks outdoors and up a hill near the woods. It will probably be a slow transition since we are not sure about the safety in 
the woods, and whether we are actually allowed to be there. 
New playground with stage, rock pit, sand, logs, loose parts, instruments, climbing rocks, stick area, teepee, plants, and sailboat 
Unfortunately because of our current space we have very little outdoor space available other than our very small playground. Since our 
experience at HHNM we have tried to incorporate more nature play elements to our small available outside space and the indoor 
areas in our classroom. 
We are in the process of creating our own stump jump area. We also got rid of our sandboxes to make space for a nature play area 
that includes basics such as digging in the dirt and collecting rocks and sticks. We've brought a lot more nature elements into the 
classroom as well for everyday use. 
we have a garden and that helps with the nature of the elements of play. 
I have seen "trees and limbs" brought inside. Also, the "story rocks." 
n/a 
Water way with a pump, more logs and wood to play with, using ramps outside. 
We are in the process of developing a Nature playscape. 
We have had the students create story rocks, taken things from outside and brought them into the classroom. 
We have added wooden type blocks, some objects to create more nature play. 
We planted bulbs in the fall. We go outside in all types of weather where before we hesitated to go out unless it was 30 plus degrees. 
We like to bring more natural elements into the classroom like rocks in our sensory table, leaves to create with, sticks and twigs, tc. 
The children are now digging rocks out of the ground on a hill above the playground. They are using a space under the window to 
"store" the rocks and plant a pretend garden. The children are also using a small wagon to bring items from one space to another 
outside. There is a large area of bedrock that is above ground on the west side of the playground. The children now use that area to 
read and to play with their friends. There is a loose parts area adjacent to the rock and the children use the loose parts as a part of 
their play. 
The children LOVE using the different elements learned from the nature play 
More time allowed with rocks, small sticks, and wood chips 
We haven't had any funding to support incorporating new elements. 
We have added more natural materials into the works and plan on more natural additions. 
Our school has added rocks and wooden blocks to climb on. They have added rocks for the children to play and build something with 
and dig in the dirt. They love to carry the sticks over their shoulders but I don't think they know what to do with the sticks yet. 
Our school has added rocks/wood blocks to climb on and rocks to build with.The children will dig in the dirt with the rocks and build 
something as long as time allows. We have added driftwood sticks which they like to carry over their shoulders. I am not sure they 
know what to do with the sticks yet. 
Our school is looking to add new nature play elements but need the finances in order to do so. 
As a preschool teacher at rhythm and rhyme school the children love to climb on the rocks and wood logs. They will play as long as 
time is allowed digging in the dirt with rocks and building something with the rocks. The children like to carry the drift wood sticks I am 
not sure they know what to do with them at this time but they really like carrying them over their shoulders. 
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We have been having a great time exploring rocks and we have been using them to trace letters, make creatures, find shapes, etc. 
I teach a half day class, so time is always running out! After the workshop I was inspired to bring in a spare parts inside to make it a 
center and more practical for our time. We have many different pieces of cardboard and sticks to create whatever comes to mind!! I 
also used the sticks for the students to break into letters. I have two discovery areas in our classroom, one with our fish and materials 
about fish the other with a scale, and outdoor materials to measure and weigh. We have sprouts growing feathers to identify and 
plants to water. 
STICK collection is encouraged and we explore together. They love finding letters. 
WORMS and BUGS...this is a designated area for checking for critter activity. It may be small but it is out of harm's way from other 
running children and the ones who enjoy this check in almost everyday. 
PUDDLES...we use them rather than destroy them. 
Greater appreciation for the outdoors. 
We have always felt nature play was important, but had little area to do so. Before our nature play experience with HHNM, we used 
part of our playground for the children to dig into and explore in the grass. We also used sand play. After working with HHNM, we have 
now built a small nature play area with large climbing rocks, tree stumps, driftwood, and are now constructing a dirt kitchen and 
morning glory dome. 
Nature play and the study of Reggio has changed the way I present information to students, how I listen and respond to their thinking 
and my trust in their abilities and knowledge. Thank you thank you 
We have begun incorporating nature play in the classrooms to a greater extent (rock bingo, story stones, observational objects with 
magnifying glasses, and other activities our teachers learned during the workshop). We also began building our own nature 
playground with boulders, stones, stumps, tree cookies, etc. We are still collecting materials for our dirt kitchen. 
I would love to incorporate more Nature Play and have recently joined a committee that is interested in new playground equipment. I 
am asking them to consider more natural elements into the play area. 
We added story stones to our literacy center. 

 

Q9: If applicable, please say a few words about what policies, rules, or norms have changed. 

No changes as staff are encouraged to use outdoor environment for nature play 
We brought sticks and cut up wood pieces into our classroom for the kids to play with. 
I've asked the question as to whether we owned the property in the wooded area, and whether we were allowed to walk through it. 
Response is not yet definitive. 
Before the program we would discourage the use of sticks on our playground. Now we try and incorporate them into our play and 
encourage students to use them along with other elements of nature for play. 
I would say we are attempting to broaden the general perspective on playing with sticks. This is hard as our students are still 
impulsive and learning proper body control. Playing with sticks have been a topic of discussion for several years and as a PreK staff 
we are attempting to change the narrative. 
Staff are encouraged to allow children to walk across rock bed as long as supervised. 
Bringing more nature indoors, for example using nature with modeling clay 
We incorporated a loose parts area to our playscape which includes Nature items. 
They explore the things they find outside on the ground as long as they don't throw them. 
I was generally always telling children to put sticks down. Now we allow them to pick up sticks and encourage them to be mindful of 
their friends and classmates so that no one gets poked. 
Prior to our work with HHNM the children were not allowed on the large area of bedrock near the playground, nor were they allowed on 
the hill above the playground. Since we began working with HHNM, we have opened this area so the children can climb on the hill and 
the play on the rock. In addition, we have a space where the students gather loose parts, like sticks, rocks, and other natural materials. 
We have so many mandated parts of kindergarten these days that it is very difficult to add this. Our grounds are limited too. We are 
working on some changes. 
We have allowed the children to climb on the rocks, use their imaginations to play with the sticks. 
I have allowed the students to play and build with rocks and sticks. 
We go for walks and climb rocks 
We build people or animals using sticks and rocks. We appreciate animals and bugs and learn about the many insects that are found 
around the Cedar beech tree that is found next to our playground. 
During recess, i am allowing them to play/build with sticks and rocks 
We were very careful with the kids exploring outside especially climbing our big rock. Now we allow them to do it more freely, of 
course, under our supervision. 
We are very close to the road if we are not in the playground so we have to be very careful when we spend time with our class under 
the beautiful trees. Our policies are always around safety but our directors are always eager to support the teachers to get out and try 
new experiences with our students. 
This works for number 7, above, as we did not incorporate something new. Perspective and attitude! Before the training these things 
were unacceptable. 
we do have the philosophy to take them out in all types of weather and your program justifies this policy 
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Less about rules or policies, because we always encouraged the staff to have the children play in the dirt and natural item, but more 
about changing the norms and having the teachers incorporate more natural materials into their classrooms and encouraging playing 
outside on the rocks and tree stumps. 
Sticks, rocks and climbing is now taught as a tool. Everything in life can be a danger its how we teach children to use these tools. 
 
Our more conservative teachers that didn't see the value in natural materials are thoroughly encourage to use them. Likewise, the 
teachers that felt a jungle gym was safer than playing on boulders have been instructed to use the nature play elements on our 
grounds. 
It is more accepted that children experiment with sticks/stones etc. Teachers only intervene if items turn into objects used for rough 
play. 

 

Q10: If applicable, please say a few words about any new ways your program communicates with families about nature play since 
your nature play experience with HHNM. 

Our outdoor adventures are included in our monthly newsletters. 
Emails are sent out 
How important is to take nature walks. How they can read books at the park etc 
None 
We had positive feedback from your literature. 
Discussion of the outdoor classroom and ways to also bring nature inside 
I have sent out a notice about the benefits of nature play and how we have incorporated them into our daily programs 
We haven't said too much to parents at this point. Sometimes involving them in the conversation makes things more complicated than 
they need to be. We have not had any negative feedback about the additional nature play time added to our schedule. 
I love to see how the teachers incorporated the "outside" in. 
We've been talking more about adventure playground vs. direct play on equipment. I try to write about it moe on Facebook and in our 
newsletter 
We sometimes post nature related articles on Facebook. 
Giving families resources of great nature play ideas , or places to take their children to play outside. 
We tell them that we WILL be going outside on most days. If the playground is covered in snow then we would take a nature walk. 
Parents need to dress their children appropriately. 
At our open house for new parents, one of our teachers introduced the attendees to the concept of nature play as an integral part of 
our program. She explained that every day the students many opportunities to go outside and explore in unstructured ways. In 
addition, both of the teachers had natural materials on display in their classrooms as a part of a hands-on science exploration center. 
This included rocks, acorns, sticks, magnifying glasses, paper, and pencils. 
We sent home the flyer, pictures of the kids in nature play. 
We discuss the value/appreciation for time outdoors 
Just tell parents to let their children play outside more 
In our daily emails we talked about exploring and have studied Rachel Carson, Jacques Cousteau, etc. and pushed the importance of 
discovery in many ways other than the playground. 
We share in the excitement of our discoveries or lack there of...no worms today... We made stick and stone projects and shared the 
STICK AND STONE with our families. We explain to the children that you can create art with things in nature and it is free! some 
families have shared what they made on the weekend. One family has decided to seek out different parks to play in. 
At Pre-K orientation we changed the actives we asked our parents to do in order to ready their child for school. They involved all 
outdoor play to build their fine and gross motor development. 
Beyond referring then to HHNM and GHG, we encourage them to engage in nature play wherever possible (their own backyard). We 
have also enlisted their aid in collecting some materials (stumps, dirt kitchen materials) and explaining why we are doing so shows 
them that we value nature play as an enriching element of early childhood experience.  
 
Q11: If applicable, please say a few words about any ways you see the role of nature play in your program changing in the next three 
years. 
We hope to encourage and motivate all staff and parents to allow our children the opportunities to use their imagination and natural 
abilities in nature. 
The outdoor play, have a garden, a herbs beds, drift woods, hay that the children uses in their play. 
Unsure 
We hope to utilize a lawn adjacent to our property. 
I see the role increasing with more training to all staff about material use,incorporation into goals and more fluency with nature as a 
domain 
I would like to be utilize our woods area and start walking trails. 
If we are able to get a better space for our preschool we could do so much more with our outside play area. Also, I'd still like to bring 
even more science/nature into our classroom. 
I am definitely going to continue pursuing our boundaries and whether the risks are allowed. 
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It is definitely more of a focus in all areas. 
In the future we are hoping for a new facility with a larger outdoor space. After our time at HHNM we would like in a new space to 
dedicate much of the outdoor space to nature play. After watching students play and interact with grasshopper grove it was 
encouraging to see the types of play they enjoyed. 
We are making beginning strides toward transforming our outdoor space to a more nature play centered area rather than just a 
playground. In the meantime, I am making an effort to set aside one period of group instruction per week for something nature based 
(examples: outdoor group walk, collection of natural objects, etc.) 
We hope to utilize the front area of our building more, have a picnic bench outdoors and perhaps an outdoor kitchen, and open to more 
ideas to come. 
I would like to add more musical instruments mostly made from nature to our playground......create more sitting areas in our woods to 
spend more time there. 
Students definitely need to be more connected to nature, and not be afraid of bugs, grass and other things we find outside. They 
should be interested in it, and that is something I want to incorporate in our program. 
We are working on building and outdoor wooden play kitchen, stepping stones and benches. 
 
I believe to look for more natural materials to be brought in and to look for out of the classroom. To continue to teach about our 
environment and taking care of it. 
We hope to expand our play area by securing the hill above the playground. In addition, next year we will have additional tools to 
support the students outside exploration, i.e. hand-held shovels, pails, wheelbarrows, etc. 
We have discussed creating a nature play area at our school. 
 
I would like to incorporate more nature based activities. 
 
I believe nature play will have an increasing role within our school 
 
We are hoping to increase the time and access to materials in the next 3 years. 
 
I am hoping to be able to incorporate more nature play throughout the day. 
 
In our program, I believe it is the most realistic to bring it into our summer program and during the school year, incorporate nature play 
and study into our culture and classroom. 
I will continue to encourage parents to send outerwear for all weather. And we do go out to play in the rain... I hope to see parents 
attitudes about our outdoor priorities continue to expand. I am making conscious decisions to include more natural items in my 
classroom. I am always amazed by how little time the children spend with natural items in their hands. 
We hope over the next 3 years that as we acquire more materials, that every classroom will have their own sets of tree cookies, 
story/face stones and other natural materials. 
I hope that the district will invest more into creating a richer playground area based on nature play. 
Goals include, but are not limited to, the expansion of our nature playground, and increasing the amount of nature play in the 
classrooms, securing access to the open meadow / marsh across from our property, building a vegetable garden for growing snacks, 
as well as composting our organic waste.  
 
Q13: Do you have any other comments about nature play, HHNM's nature play programs, or HHNM?  
We certainly appreciate the program and look forward to our future visits to the Center. 
I love it and I am doing everything I can to incorporate natural elements in my classroom 
It is a great way to make children be in contact with nature. 
The staff and children enjoyed their visit. We hope to visit again. 
It is a wonderful consciousness raising program 
Awesome program, we learned so much! 
I really enjoyed your teacher workshop! It was very informative and I would definitely sign up for it again. 
I LOVE the concept, but feel ambivalent because I am not sure of our policies, and don't want to be put in a position where, for 
example, if a child gets hurt in the wooded area, I am asked what we were doing there. 
Facility and staff are wonderful. Great resource to our teachers and parents. I hope the relationship with us and others in the 
community continues for a long time. 
I enjoyed the class and even though I am not in the classroom, I love to see the teacher's being creative with the program. 
Very much enjoyed the program and all the great work you do....it's inspired us to keep children even more connected to nature 
through play. Please continue!!!! 
It was a wonderful program, and I would love to come back to HHNM! The students learned so much and so did the teachers, and 
volunteers. 
Loved every part of grasshopper grove and will continue to add to our play area. 
I did find Grasshopper grove to be a huge learning environment and very exciting for a class to be able to enjoy themselves. I 
wondered however, I would feel comfortable supervising a class of 16 children and only two teachers. It seems rather big to be able to 
have supervision over the whole area. 
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Our partnership for the 2015-16 school year helped to share our teachers' vision of play related to early childhood development. We 
have adopted an Emilia Reggio philosophy for our program, and nature play supports this philosophy and has helped to share the 
design of our learning spaces, curriculum, and program activities. 
Looking into options 
It was a wonderful opportunity for both teachers and students to be involved in this program. 
Both the teacher workshop and the class trip were wonderful. There is much to learn and the environment is inspiring. 
Your program has helped the children begin to know what nature is and how important it is to all of us. 
Rhythm and Rhyme visited Grass Hopper Grove in the fall and spring. The children still talk about their experiences there. They also 
have become nature noticers learning the term from you. One day this week we all watched an ant carrying something on his back. We 
had a discussion about what he was carrying and where he was going. Your program has helped them to begin to know how 
important nature is to all of us. 
It was a wonderful program to be a part of. Trying to incorporate this type of play despite the constraints and rigor of Common Core 
curriculum. 
We have incorporated nature inside of our classroom and it has been fascinating not only for the kids but for us teachers. We use 
nature items to run different centers which makes play more interesting and natural. 
Through visits, I was able to take small ideas and bring them slowly into the classroom without running into any policy problems. The 
parents really like the discovery centers in our class with a lot of hands on materials from the outdoors. 
Before the training I thought I was actively doing but could (and should) have been doing more! I thought I was enthusiastic. I am BUT, 
I was not fighting for it or making it a priority. Activities with nature was something I was gonna get to, eventually... That's not good 
enough! I am proud that a few of my kids can distinguish between birds by color bur amazed that they share my enthusiasm to 
distinguish by sound. We introduced more nature vocabulary this year and the kids can dazzle their parents with the parts of a tree 
and knowing the difference between a log and stick and so on. 
I found the nature play program to be inspiring. I have always felt nature play was important but now I am encouraging my teachers to 
have the children interact with nature more. We loved working with HHNM! 
Thank you for all of your work and dedication. I believe in so much of what you do I am now sending my child to your school and will 
continue to incorporate your teaching and beliefs in my own program!!! 
Keep up the great work! 
I would like to speak to someone about who was instrumental in getting the Grasshopper Grove area developed. I would like to know 
cost of the area as well as procedures and steps they went through to get this area developed. Did they use local landscapers and if 
so, who? Thank you. 
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 Appendix E - Parent-Family Nature Play Survey - Open-Ended Responses 
(The open-ended comments from the survey included below are raw data and for the most part have not been edited.) 
 
Q3: How did you learn about Grasshopper Grove? 
My mom told me about it. 
friend 
We were told by a friend 
Driving by and saw the sign 
friends 
from a friend 
We are members. 
We saw it being built and came back to try it out 
At Jones Farm (farm store near HHNM) 
We live in Cornwall. 
We visited the other nature museum, and learned about Grasshopper Grove. 
Website 
Drive by 
Head Start & Newburgh School District (Gidney Avenue) 
We are members & live off Angola Road -- reminder weekly emails 
Husband used to come to HHNM as a child 
Came to Earth Day, recommended by a friend 
Rob Lipkin (HHNM staffer who is a friend) 
through friends and online (to get more info) 
a friend 
friends 
Facebook Orange County Moms group 
Visiting nature museum, after driving by 
As Young Naturalists when it opened 
Finding the Nature Strollers walk 
from a friend 
Times Herald Record 
Hudson Valley Parent Magazine 
class trip 
ANTS class (HHNM adult/child program series) 
online 
Cornwall Local (newspaper) 
and live local 
sign 
My child goes to school here 
We were members when it opened. 
neighbors 
First came to HHNM 2 years ago for Butterfly Weekend -- saw it in HV Parent Magazine 
community, friends,my husband donated services to help build Grasshopper Grove 
preschool (Young Naturalist) 
Email & today event through the Times Herald Record 
We live in the neighborhood. 
Family magazine/co worker 
From a friend 
From a friend 
Live in Cornwall 
From a friend in Cornwall. 
We live up the street. 
A friend had told me about it 
Came on a class trip to HHNM 
Word of mouth 

 

Q4: Why do you visit Grasshopper Grove? 
It's just such a great play area for kids. 
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friend/playdate 
because it's fun 
Allows 3-year old son to play outside and learn about nature. Able to be a kid, be loud and play with other kids. 
fun for the kids 
It's a beautiful play ground. Teaches kids to be close to nature 
It gives Abbie another opportunity to use her imagination while interacting with nature. 
It is fun for my 5-year-old son. 
He loves to play in the dirt 
My kids love to play and enjoy nature. 
My son LOVES the water features and the sandbox. The trails and pond are great too. 
Kids love nature play--getting wet. I enjoy watching then be creative. 
My girls love it! 
To let children explore outdoor materials 
playspace near our home with "natural" play structures; love that it's fenced & kids can lead their play 
Child loves being outside and this play area flexes his imagination and challenges him in different ways. 
Because my 2-year-old loves it! 
the twins like water play 
Peaceful play area. With the area being enclosed, we don't feel like we have to hover over them. 
My children love it! 
To let the kids play -- the play space fosters imagination and creativity! 
Fun and safe place for my toddler to explore nature 
Great playspace for children; this is the type of "playground" that I played on as a child 
Because it is the BEST play area around! 
Amazing, safe, clean, different, fun 
sensory experience with water 
natural playground is a nice change from our backyard 
It has play areas that inspire my 3-year-old son to play independently and creatively without my facilitation. 
My daughter really loves it. 
We came for a visit with our family 
I enjoy the atmosphere and watching my son play 
For the nature and free play 
Something fun for kids 
nice kids play area 
It's fabulous 
Playground 
Let kids enjoy outdoor natural environment; fun & be creative with their surroundings 
I LOVE the fact that it is a natural playground -- the kids use their imagination. LOVE that there are materials h ers for them to use, as 
well as shaded spots for playing & sitting. It's so very well thought-out. 
to let my 2 1/2 year old son play and explore 
excellent place for kids to explore 
Nature Play--something different 
My son loves it. 
Day out 
Fun for kids, outdoor discovery and play 
I want my daughter to learn about and play in nature. 
Love nature play, have a 2-year-old, local, interesting, loves water 
For the sand pit and nature play. 
She loves it. Good for sensory. 
The child I work with has Autism and he really enjoys the different activities. He asked to come back today, and normally doesn't 
express his needs but loves this place. 
My 3-year old son loves to play with rocks, sticks, water, sand 
Fun for kids, especially water play 

 

Q5: What do you think your child likes most about coming to Grasshopper Grove? 
the water :-) 
the water play 
Painting with water, building with logs, and climbing 
Ability to run around freely, and climb on the rocks -- but also the water feature and digging in the sand box 
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Comment: I wish that there was more sand in the sand area to play with; a comment I have heard from others as well. 
water, exploring, setting 
running around, discovering different textures, rocks, tree bark, sand, etc. 
(written by child, Abbie) the sadpit is my frafrit; translation: "The sandpit is my favorite." 
The sandbox and the water 
dirt 
Getting wet! Playing with others. 
Water play -- paint brushes and water flume 
The sand and the water. 
using sand and water to build 
choices (love the water play), freedom, open space, other kids, it's "quiet" even with the kids and parents chatting 
Playing in dirt and water 
The water table 
water 
The sand area and the water play area 
playing/painting with water 
The endless possibilities for play, the sand area, and water feature 
The water and the garden 
Able to run around, play in water, and make new friends 
water painting, pump, dirt pile, and Christian Martinisi's memorial 
using the water, able to be creative 
water 
water track 
Many nature play things. 
water play and sand box 
The activities -- sand 
Everything--but really loves water 
Water play and freedom to explore 
sand and water play 
Playing in the dirt and water 
meeting friends 
variety of play opportunities 
Playing! "painting" "sandcastle building" 
Playing with water! "Painting" the walls of the house! 
the opportunity to explore and be outside in a safe environment 
anything with water :-) 
The scope of activities and space to use his imagination. 
Water fountain 
Nature 
Playing outside 
Exploring and being outside 
Painting with water, getting dirty 
Sand pit 
Water. Dirt. Discovery! 
The different activities. And walking around the park after. 
Outside nature play 
Free play, water play 
 
Q10: If applicable, please describe any ways in which you take your experience at Grasshopper Grove into other parts of your life, or 
ways you envision doing so. 
encouraging outdoor play 
We color rocks. We made a fairy house. 
More understanding of honeybees and usefulness of bugs -- not all bugs are bad, especially when they are outside. 
We actually have a nature playground in our backyard patterned after Grasshopper Grove. 
It inspired me to be more creative with outdoor play. 
My son enjoys playing with the other children and also learning to play with others (take turns with toys, etc.) and brings those skills 
with him. 
We've brought water and paintbrushes outside. 
encourage other communities to have similar facilities 
painting outdoors with children 

Summary Outline of Evaluation Findings: HHNM - Early Childhood Action in Nature Program               page 31 



 

We would like to build some structures at home. 
We use materials in our own yard for nature play now as well as explore non-traditional options of play at traditional playgrounds. We 
try to frequent playgrounds with trails to explore. 
Rocks, sand pit, water table 
n/a 
Your creative ideas have sparked more interest in creating water play areas and a mud kitchen play area. 
We will refer to things they like to do here when in our yard playing 
made my daughter more comfortable outdoors 
We strive to spend as much time outside as possible--camping, hiking 
We are big fans of "loose parts" play, making art with natural materials, and never afraid to get dirty. 
getting dirty is awesome 
Grasshopper Grove has given me ideas of ways to play in the yard, for example, "painting" with water on rocks. 
We want to make our backyard to be like Grasshopper Grove! 
learning about nature 
In every way 
Creatively playing with natural surroundings wherever we might be. We now do "nature walks". 
Reflect on our experiences here as a fun time 
We spend time exploring where we live far more than before we came here. 
Copying some of the play ideas--painting with water. 
Doing activities @ home with our son 
Natural play 
We have created more natural play areas in our own yard. 
More adventurous 
Purchased a sandbox, hiking, painting with water 
It fits in nicely. 
We've been going on more hikes/walks lately. 
Reminder of simple outdoor pleasure 
 
Q11: Do you have any other comments about nature play, HHNM's nature play programs, or HHNM? 
I love your programs -- my daughter has done the nature camp. 
Wish it was open more often in the week -- would pay more for membership if it would help facilitate this. 
<3 
I wish Grasshopper Grove was open on a daily basis. 
from Abbie: I like the patid roks. (I like the painted rocks.) 
(Add some) river stone in the wood building area? 
I wish Grasshopper Grove were open more during the summer, such as weekday mornings. 
Would love to see it open during the week, even just one day over the summer. 
1: We belonged to a forest free play group (less structure than here), but we love this playspace because it's contained. 2: When there 
are "events" like music or art in Grasshopper Grove, a sign by the activity would help explain the task/materials/activity. 3: This is a 
nature center -- print double-sided or do digital! 
We are glad HHNM is so inclusive for children of all ages. He is 2 now, and we anticipate coming for many more years. 
nope 
We really enjoy your pre-school program and all of your creative nature activities and crafts. Truly a special place. 
It's great! 
Awesome, unique play space 
This is a great place! 
Forever grateful to HHNM for bringing us closer to nature and each other, and teaching our children how to be good stewards of the 
earth. 
We love these programs! 
Can't wait to enroll my daughter in the summer camp next year 
We are lucky to have HHNM in our backyard to inspire our son with ways to play that don't involve plastic things bought from a store. 
Priceless play! 
Add sprinklers for play 
Wonderful experience for all! 
We love it 
We love your programs for adults and children. 
Beautifully maintained and updated. Love shade over sand and music (natural) station 
It is a wonderful community resource. Have attended butterfly weekend twice, Birds of Prey program, and GS program (girl scout) -- all 
were wonderful! I have told so many parents with younger children about HHNM. 
Love it! 
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We've been twice now and my son has loved it both times--wish we lived closer. 
It's a beautiful place and I will revisit 
We love it here. 
Such a great location 
Kids like tunnels and cave-like structures. Maybe in the coming years incorporate. 
I think it's a really great idea/program! 
Thank you! 
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 Appendix F - Nature Play Images, Stories, and Quotes Collected From Grasshopper Grove 
ECAN staff collected 58 qualitative data (stories and images) from parents, family members, and ECP 
educators using Grasshopper Grove with their child/children from mid-April through mid-November. Data 
was collected on Pinterest but the page was private, because photo documentation did not always have 
clearance from the families for public viewing. (Pinterest ECAN Nature Play Documentation 2016).  
 

Image Observation/Story 

 

Grasshopper Grove public hours QUOTE: A dad comes to Grasshopper Grove on a 
Sunday, after having visited just the day before with his 3 or 4-year old son. Dad tells the 
Play Ranger staff that he'd tried to take his son to a 'regular' playground, but the boy 
looked around and said, "I don't want to be here. I want to play at Grasshopper Grove." 
 

 

Head Start of Eastern Orange County -- fall art with natural materials October 2016 
 
 

 

Head Start of Eastern Orange County created art with natural materials after their ECAN 
participation. Love the stick letters! 

 

"I am making this STRONG". The wind won't knock it down." Four year old twins build a 
house with Loose Parts in Grasshopper Grove. Members, frequent visitors. Military dad 
says that when he retires from service next year, they want to remain in this area 
because of HHNM, especially Grasshopper Grove. 

 

Public visitors, 10/16/16. The children proudly show off a vehicle they made using 
loose parts. Taken by Play Ranger Elana DeGroat. 
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"Look! A Wooly Bear!" Much excitement and curiosity from the Creative Kids Brewster. 
They observe and question. ECAN Nature Play visit, 10/7/16 Taken by Kerrilee Hunter 
 
 

 

I found another tire. SUNY Orange Kab School. Oct 28 2016 
 
 

 

"You know, when we came for the teacher workshop I was skeptical," a teacher told me 
at the end of the class visit. "I thought the kids would hit each other with sticks. But 
nothing like that happened. They played really well together." Creative Kids Brewster 
ECAN visit, 10/7/16. (photo by Kerrilee Hunter; story from Tina Edel) 
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"I am a wizard!" Child pretends with a rock and stick on a foGrasshopper Grovey 
morning in Grasshopper Grove. (Creative Kids Brewster, ECAN class visit, 10/7/16.) 
Taken by Kerrilee Hunter 
 
 

 

Teacher Workshop: "Nurturing a Sense of Wonder Through Nature Play" -- Pattycake 
Playhouse staff development day. (ECAN cohort #1 requested workshop for full staff.) 
 
 

 

"Nurturing a Sense of Wonder Through Nature Play" workshop at Pattycake Playhouse. 
Teachers explore natural materials to use inside the classroom. 
 
 

 

Facial Stones -- Pattycake Playhouse staff development day. (ECAN cohort #1 
requested workshop for full staff.) workshop -- "Nurturing a Sense of Wonder Through 
Nature Play". 

 

"Nurturing a Sense of Wonder Through Nature Play" teacher workshop at Pattycake 
Playhouse. Teacher exploring stick letters to use natural materials inside the 
classroom. 
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Three different levels of physical development: a child is assisted by an adult, another 
uses her arms to balance herself, another confidently shimmies up to a high branch. 
Creative Kids Brewster ECAN visit, 10/7/16 
 
 

 

Babies love to paint with water. Here a mother plays with her 1-year old as she explores 
the brush, roller and water in the Grasshopper Grove gazebo. 
 
 

 

Parents discuss Grasshopper Grove: "I love this place. It's not complicated. The kids 
play here for an hour and a half, and I enjoy playing too." The dad rolls balls down the 
water feature with his toddler son. 
 
 

 

Child enjoying play and study of leaves: Prince of Peace Preschool, October 2016 
"Leaves and Nature's Changes" 
 
 

 

Child enjoying play and study of leaves: Prince of Peace Preschool, October 2016 
"Leaves and Nature's Changes" 
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A spring 2016 (Cohort 2) Nature Play participant was eager to transform their preschool 
into one where children spent more time playing in nature, used natural items in the 
classroom. Over the summer, they created their own nature play space and developed 
some special programs to offer on days off from school. This is the flyer from one such 
program for Fall 2016. 
 
 

 

Grasshopper Grove Public Hours August 2016: A boy proudly shows off a fort he 
constructed of Loose Parts in Grasshopper Grove. Creating one's own special place is a 
common play motif for young children. 
 
 

 

Kerrilee Hunter conducts a Research Roundtable on ECAN at the Nature Preschool 
Conference, Dodge Nature Center on August 15, 2016. 
 

 

 

 

A busy morning at Grasshopper Grove. Public hours Saturday 8/27/16. 
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Tuxedo Park School ECAN Class Visit May 2016 A student shows his teacher what he 
has discovered on a hike on HHNM trails; his teacher listens intently as they discuss 
their observations cognitive development, language development 
 
 

 

My first time at Grasshopper Grove at the Hudson Highlands Nature Center was for 
their Earth Day Festival. It was packed, but still manageable, with people and activities 
for the kids to do.  
 
 

 

August 2016: Building a Fort with Sticks: a group of children dig while mom observes 
nearby. Children are developing Gross and Fine Motor skills; Math/Science, Spatial 
Awareness; Communication; Social/Emotional skills (negotiation, cooperation, 
planning) (Note: Sticklets are being used to hold together the 3 long sticks.) 
 
 

 

My first time at Grasshopper Grove at the Hudson Highlands Nature Center was for 
their Earth Day Festival. It was packed, but still… 
 

 

Grasshopper Grove Public Hours August 2016: A boy proudly shows off a fort he 
constructed of Loose Parts in Grasshopper Grove. Creating one's own special place is a 
common play motif for young children. 
 
 

 

Prince of Peace Preschool ECAN Class Visit May 2016 Taking turns filling up water 
buckets: an exercise in turn-taking, developing social/emotional and language skills 
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Head Start of Eastern Orange County ECAN Class visit, May 2016 Hiking on a trail; 
running down the hill 
 
 

 

Head Start of Eastern Orange County, ECAN Visit May 2016 Observing a worm! 
Cognitive, Soc/Emotional, Language Development 
 
 

 

Prince of Peace Preschool ECAN visit May 2016 Dramatic play in the teepee: 
imaginative and creative play as the children develop social emotional and language 
skill 
 
 

 

Prince of Peace Preschool, ECAN visit May 2016 Adults model nature play, which 
encourages the children to climb the stone wall and explore Physical development, 
Social/Emotional Development 
 
 

 

Nature Play In the woods -- gross motor development: balancing on wood/logs. Peace 
Through Play Preschool ECAN Class Visit, May 2016 submitted by Alan Berger, director 
 
 

 

Head Start of Eastern Orange County ECAN Class Visit May 2016 Physical 
Development: balance, strength Social/Emotional Development: taking risk, confidence, 
persistence, cooperation Language Development: collaboration 
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Discovering, observing: Tina shows students a millipede on a hike during an ECAN class 
visit. Peace Through Play preschool, May 2016. Submitted by Alan Berger, director 
 
 

 

Physics, Critical Thinking, Negotiation, Cooperation, Persistence...Social/Emotional 
Skills, Fine Motor Skills, Language Skills, and Cognitive Skills are developed as a group 
of children ages 3-8 (who met that day at Grasshopper Grove) create a dam. They test 
several methods, work hard, and are pleased with their results. July 2, 2016 
 
 

 

Mud Day at Grasshoppper Grove: Grasshopper Grove Public Program 2016 Mixed-age 
group of children (3-8 years old) met at Grasshopper Grove and developed a 
cooperative dam-building project using the water feature. They all worked on it for at 
least 30 minutes. Complex cooperative play. When asked to clear up the dam when they 
were finished with their project, they did. Multiple areas of development: cognitive, 
Social/Emotional, Language, Physical 
 
 

 

Grasshopper Grove birthday party 7/16/16 Observing, questioning: children observe 
how water runs down the water feature, carrying balls to the bottom. 
 
 

 

Questioning, observing, and exploring: "Where does the water go?" 
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Developing balance on a tree cookie path as Dad watches...Grasshopper Grove, April 
2016 
 
 

 

Grasshopper Grove Public Program 2016 Mud Day 7/2/16: Creating a mud river with a 
new friend Cognitive Development (physics) Physical Development (fine & gross motor 
strength) Language Development Social/Emotional Development (critical thinking, 
cooperation, problem-solving) 
 
 

 

Scaling the stone wall -- developing balance, strength, confidence Peace Through Play 
Preschool ECAN class visit May 2016 submitted by Alan Berger, Director 
 
 

 

A toddler exploring on Mud Day at Grasshopper Grove 7/2/16 Submitted by Elana 
DeGroat 
 
 

 

Grasshopper Grove Public Program 7/2/16 Mud Day A child enjoys assisting staff in the 
mud clean-up. Note: a former YN student, now 7-8 yrs old 
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Grasshopper Grove Public Program: Mud Day Activity: Mud Painting 
 
 

 

Easels with paper and mud paint were made available in the gazebo and the Adirondack 
lean-to. Children used the brushes, and their hands, to create with mud. Some took 
home their creations, others simply enjoyed the process and left the work behind. Here 
a child uses his hands to adhere a thick clump of mud to the artwork. submitted by Tina 
Edel Mud Day, 7/2/16 
 
 

 

Showing off Muddy hands at Grasshopper Grove; Mud Day 7/2/16 submitted by Elana 
DeGroat 
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(photo submitted by a visiting parent, deniilozza@yahoo.com) A family enjoys digging 
in the wet dirt/sand pile at Grasshopper Grove. Mud Day, 7/2/16 
 
 

 

photo submitted by visiting parent, dennilozza@yahoo.com Mud Painting at 
Grasshopper Grove for Mud Day! 7/2/16 
 
 

 

(photo submitted by visiting parent, dennilozza@yahoo.com) Showing off mud 
paintings! Mud Day 7/2/16 
 
 

 

This mother enjoyed playing in the mud with her 3 children, and encouraged them to 
explore. Here they are working with mud laid out to be a mud kitchen with cooking 
vessels and tools. Mud Day, 7/2/16 
 
 

  

 

(submitted by a visiting parent, dennilozza@yahoo.com) Happy faces enjoying the 
water feature at Grasshopper Grove Mud Day, 7/2/16 
 
 

 

Summary Outline of Evaluation Findings: HHNM - Early Childhood Action in Nature Program               page 44 

mailto:dennilozza@yahoo.com

