
Nature Journaling 
Indiana 4 th Grade Lesson Plan 

 

 
 

Objectives:  

1. Students will learn to make detailed observations of their natural surroundings. 

2. To gain experience in making detailed observations of nature through drawing and writing in a nature 
journal. 

3. To learn basic nature drawing techniques. 

4. To engage their surroundings through formulating and recording questions. 

5. To learn importance of making observations. 

 

Key Terms: 

1. Contour Drawing = a continuous line drawing where the student draws the interior and exterior 
contours of the subject. In the process, students keep their eyes on the contours of their subject more 
than they do on their drawing, and the results are drawings that are often randomly abstracted or 
distorted. 

2. Contrasting = strikingly different. 

 

Equipment: Pens, paper- 8 ½ by 11, writing surface/cardboard, books, trays, compass. 

  

Pre-Class Procedures: 

1. Familiarize yourself with the trails. 

2. Gather materials needed. 

3. Print enough nature journal pages for each student. 

 

Procedures: (60min)  (Adapted from: Into the Field: A guide to Locally Focused Teaching by Clare Walker Leslie 
etal…. 1999. 

1) Record Date and Name  - Always put your name and the date on journal entries.   

·  Why is date important when studying nature?(Time of Year, seasonal changes) 

2) Record location  

·  Why is place important in studying nature?(It defines habitat and elements within habitat) 

3) Record time of day  

·  Why? (Light effects animal/plant activity) 



4) Mind Tree.  Have the students draw a picture of a tree from memory.  This will be used later as a 
comparison to drawing make from observing of an actual tree. 

5) Record Weather  

·  Why? (Weather effects animal/plant behavior and activity) 

6) Listen  for about a minute and record 3 sounds under the heading “I hear”.  Write a short “stream of 
conscience” sentence. 

7) Find 3 contrasting leaves  on the ground. Use simple line drawings.  Label each leaves: size, color, 
distinctive features, and name if known.  2 minutes per drawing maximum.   Focus of these drawings are 
identification. 

·  Record one question about your drawings  

8) Eye-level drawing  of 3 objects. 

·  Record one question about your drawings  

9) Blind contour drawing of leaf .  Have students find a leaf from the ground.  Study it from many different 
angles. Then while only looking at leaf have students draw the outline of leaf and the veins without lifting 
the pen from paper. 

·  Record one question about your drawing 

 
10) Blind contour drawing of Tree .  Use full sheet of paper. No more than 10 minutes.  Option B is to draw 

a tree in a 3 by 4 box.  Compare and contrast this drawing with the earlier tree picture drawn from 
memory.  Talk about the kinds of questions that each picture can help to formulate. Have students record 
question(s) that can only be asked from the observed tree drawing. 

11) Draw sky in a 2 by 3 inch box.  Put in compass directions and arrow denoting wind direction. 

·  Record one question about your drawing 

12) Draw full landscape  in a 6 by 7 inch box. 

·  Draw top of trees 

·  Draw where the trees hit the ground 

·  Use simple images to fill in trees… 

·  Label what you draw. 

·  Record one question about your drawing 



 
13) Unexpected drawings  

·  Always be willing to stop what is going on if something unexpected happens.  There will be times 
when an animal comes into the picture and the students should be encouraged to focus their 
attention on whatever action is happening at the moment.  Not everything can be planned and so the 
facilitator of the class should be ready to be flexible. 

14) Share journals with group  

 
Post-class Procedures: 

1. Collect writing utensils and writing surfaces. 

2. When all done with the class, return all the items to their places.  



 
Standards 

Indiana-English 
4th Grade 

4.4.4 Use common organizational structures for providing information in writing, such as 
chronological order, cause and effect, or similarity and difference, and posing and 
answering a question.  

Indiana-Science 
2nd Grade 

2.1.3 Describe, both in writing and verbally, objects as accurately as possibly and compare 
observations with those of other people. 

3rd Grade 
3.1.3 Keep and report records of investigations and observations using tools, such as journals, 

charts, graphs, and computers. 
3.2.3 Keep a notebook that describes observations and is understandable weeks or months later. 

4th grade 
4.2.5  Write descriptions of investigations, using observations and other evidence as support for 

explanations. 

4.4.3 Observe and describe that organisms interact with one another in various ways, such as 
providing food, pollination, and seed dispersal.  

5th Grade 
5.1.1 Recognize and describe that results of similar scientific investigations may turn out 

differently because of inconsistencies in methods, materials, and observations*. 
* observation: gaining information through the use of one or more of the senses, such as sight, smell, etc. 

5.1.3 Explain that doing science involves many different kinds of work and engages men, 
women, and children of all ages and backgrounds. 

5.2.4 Keep a notebook to record observations and be able to distinguish inferences* from actual 
observations.  

5.5.4 Compare shapes in terms of concepts, such as parallel and perpendicular, congruence*, 
and symmetry.  

5.5.6 Describe and use drawings to show shapes and compare locations of things very different 
in size. 



What is nature journaling?  

  
 

·  “It’s the regular recording of observations, perceptions, and feelings about the natural world around 
you.” From Keeping a Nature Journal by Clare Walker Leslie and Charles R. Roth.  2000. p5 

 
·  A nature journal is meant to be seen, which is different from a personal journal. 

 
·  It’s whatever you want it to be – writing drawing… 

 
·  Darwin and many of the great scientists keep journals. 

 
·  Observation:  Key to good writing, drawing, science. Focus of this time in on drawing/ sketching.  

Sketching is defined as a quick or rough drawing. 
 

·  We are using pens/ink because you shouldn’t erase.  Everything that’s put on paper can be learned 
from.  You can use whatever you want as you continue on. 

 

 
 
Sketching :  
 

·  Focus on broad vision/whole landscape 
·  Keep it simple - look for the basic/most significant line/shape  
·  Start: 
·  Look at something for a few minutes 
·  The more detail in a drawing will give that part more focus 
·  Try to draw to scale if possible. 
·  Draw the shape between objects along with object itself.(Negative space) 
·  Label drawings 
·  Add Color. 

 
Quotes: 
 
“The heart of nature journaling is the learning of observation skills, not drawing skills….”  Clare Walker Leslie 
from Into the Field.  P38. 



 
“I have learned that what I have not drawn I have never really seen, and that when I start drawing an 
ordinary thing I realize how extraordinary it is….”  
Fredrick Franck. From The Zen of Seeing. 
 
Resource: Keeping a Nature Journal: Discover a Whole New Way of Seeing the World Around You. by 
Clare Walker Leslie and Charles E. Roth. Storey Books.  2000. 
 
 





 
 
 
 
  

Nature Journaling                                         
Name:                                Date/ Time:                       Location:      Weather: 
 
When sketching: 
 

1. Drawings don’t need to be perfect – so don’t erase - just keep drawing! 
2. Observe  before you draw (spend more time looking than drawing) 
3. Keep it simple  – look for basic lines/shapes 
4. Draw objects to scale  when possible 
5. Label  drawings 
6. Add color  
7. Write down questions  about your drawings 

 
 
 Draw a tree from memory Observe a tree then draw it 

 
What are the differences between the 2 drawings above? 

 
 
 
 
 



Sounds –[Listen for 1 minute and write down 3 sounds that you hear] 

 
 
Find, observe, and then draw 3 found objects - [label each with color, size, name, etc...] 

 
 

 
 

Find, observe, and then draw 3 eye level objects [write 1 question about each] 

 
Questions/Observations: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Leaf Blind Contour –  
 [draw a leaf without looking at the paper or lifting your pen] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions/Observations: 

 
 
Tree Blind Contour –  [draw a tree without looking at the paper or lifting your pen] 

 
Questions/Observations: 
 
 
 
 



Draw the sky– [write 3 questions about the sky] 

 
Questions/Observations: 

 
 
 
Full Landscape [draw a distant picture that includes: sky, trees, and ground] 

 
Questions/Observations:



Nature Journaling Master 
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