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drawing on nature
Grades 3-5

This activity was designed as a companion for the song “Don’t Treat Mother Earth Like Dirt.”

Background

“Don’t Treat Mother Earth Like Dirt” is all about respecting and taking care of our precious and 
fragile Mother Earth. When we treat something ‘like dirt’ it usually means we act without really 
caring about what happens to it and therefore do not try to conserve the value it provides. 
This song reminds us that Mother Earth feeds us, sustains us, protects us, and does much more 
for us and other creatures sharing our planet. In return, we are letting pollution, erosion, and 
other actions harm her. The song lyrics call for all people to take a pledge to our Mother Earth, 
showing her – through our actions and words – how precious she is.

Objective

Students will learn about how conservation stems from understanding the environment from the 
lives and interactions of plants, animals, and many other living and nonliving things in an ecosys-
tem. They will directly observe and investigate nature by creating original art based on observa-
tion and visualization of the environment around them as well as expressing new perspectives and 
connections with natural elements through writing. Students will also learn about various styles 
of scientific observation by studying a number of historical compositions related to conservation 
and environmental concepts.

Materials

Paper for drawing
Paper for journaling
Pencils and colored pencils
Clipboards
One of the writing samples below 

definition

Conservation: Preservation, protection, or restoration 
of the natural environment, natural ecosystems, 
vegetation, and wildlife
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Step 1 - Art Observations

Take the students to a quiet spot, such as a wetland, park, prairie, creek or nature center, where they 
can sit and observe the environment around them. For ideas and information regarding Iowa’s public 
prairies and wetlands, contact your local County Conservation Board or see the list on page 11 of the 
“Prairies, Wetlands and Croplands” booklet: http://water-rocks.herokuapp.com/dive-in/enhancement-
activities-sorted-by-video/litany-of-the-prairie

Tell students that they are going to use their drawing skills.  Encourage them not to worry about 
the technicalities of drawing, but to enjoy this activity as a process of observing and recording the 
environment around them and how that is important to conservation.
 
Give the students the following instructions:

• Find an animal, plant, or other living creature, and watch as closely as you can.  Look at its color, 
form, and shape as if it were an outline against the sky. Draw what you see.

• Instruct the students to draw other animals, plants or natural resources they observe, including 
trees, streams, soil, clouds, etc.

• When the students have finished drawing, instruct them to write one or more of the following 
entries on their journal paper:

- Describe the world from the point of view of one of the living or nonliving objects in 
your drawing. What do they do all day? What do they think of humans? Where have they 
journeyed?

- Use all five senses to describe one of the objects in the drawing. How do humans impact 
what you are sensing?

- Create a story about the objects in the drawing working together. Why might conservation 
be important to this story?

- Document a history of how the objects in the picture have changed throughout the last 
hundred years. How might humans have influenced this story?

Step 2 - Group Sharing

Invite each student to share their observations with the class.  Have the students describe what their 
observations, stories, and concepts of working together mean in terms of conservation. What will 
happen to these natural resources and their environments if we do not work together to protect them?

Step 3 - Journaling

Types of Journal Entries: Explain that different authors use different types of journal entries for 
environmental purposes. Lewis and Clark kept long journals with many kinds of entries. Instruct 
students to make a list on one of their journal pages entitled “Types of Journal Entries” and list the 
following below with brief definitions. As you do so, you may wish to pass around samples of some of 
these types of entries for students to see firsthand.
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Free Writing: Some write about what 
they see or think about.  This is called 
free writing.  Nobody will grade how 
good the writing is, so you may write 
what you wish.  (If you have a quote of 
free writing, you may choose to read it 
here).

Free Drawing: Some people sketch 
what they see or feel.  Sometimes they 
will come back to these quick sketches 
to help them with larger projects. 

Scientific Sketches: These are drawings 
usually with descriptions that are made 
to highlight factual aspects of an object.  
Lewis and Clark’s journals often include 
scientific sketches of plants that were 
sent back to Washington D.C.

Daily Log:  This is a summary of the day’s events, including funny or important details or your 
feelings about the day.  

Maps or place drawings: Many scientists create a map or drawing of a particular place, showing 
important landmarks, living things, or unique features.

Self-Reflection:  A description of your feelings or perspectives on an issue.

Data Entry: Usually includes a table or chart in which someone can record information from 
scientific investigations, such as the day’s weather conditions.

Notes or References:  Observers may choose to write down some short notes to help them remember 
information learned, or observers may even choose to tape or glue items into their journals.

 
Step 4 - Summarize

Summarize the activity by discussing the importance of learning about nature, including from 
perspectives other than humans and why it is important to conserve the many things that work 
together in nature. Observing what other creatures see, do, and/or feel highlights how we can develop 
a greater sense of respect for the earth and the delicacy of all things on it.

Adapted from North Lakeland School District Outdoor Education Nature Appreciation Lesson Plans:  
http://www.nles.us/outdoor_education.cfm?subpage=1055319 

Historical Examples

Free Writing: Aldo Leopold, Last Page
Free Drawing: Rachel Carson, pictures of mussels
Scientific Sketches: Meriwether Lewis, sketch of fish
Daily Log: Meriwether Lewis, April 29th, 1805
Maps or Place Drawings: William Clark, Mississippi 
River and Tributaries in Present Minnesota, undated 
(winter 1804–5)
Self-Reflection:  Henry David Thoreau, first page of 
Walden
Data Entry:  Aldo Leopold, Fishing Record
Notes or References:  Aldo Leopold, “Prudent 
Proverbs” on deer hunting 


