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Printing Instructions:

The Nature Challenge Circles are meant to be printed on 1” round 

label stickers (63 to a sheet).  Here’s a link: 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07FYPZ2NM/.  

You could also print out the stickers on regular paper, cut around 

them, and use glue, but I think your child would enjoy the stickers.

For the calendar and activity pages in this document, please make 

sure you choose the correct orientation and choose “shrink 

oversized pages.”

Some people have reported problems printing directly from a 

phone, so I recommend printing from a computer if  possible.

Note: Please download the current month’s study before the end of  

the month, since the study will not be available after the month has 

ended.
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What if we can’t find what we’re looking for?  This is very possible, 
but I’m confident that any time you are out in nature you will find 
something worth seeing.  The more you learn about nature, the more 
your eyes are opened to what you might see.  You might not find 
what’s on the calendar today, or this month, or (if the particular item 
is hard to find) even this year, but you will know it’s out there.   Future 
time spent in nature will be richer because of learning about it.

Night sky observations will have to be made on clear nights.

Tree observations: You’ll notice that I periodically prompt you to 
make tree observations.  If you’re new to this study, adopt a tree close 
to your home to observe during the seasons.  If you feel ambitious 
and want no lack of nature study ideas, adopt more than one.  
Consider adopting a variety of trees to observe their flowering, to see 
how they form fruit (term used in its broadest sense), and to see how 
they change in each season.

Dress for the weather.  Yes, here in our home, we’ve run outside 
barefoot with no coats in cold weather to see a sunset or observe the 
moon, but your nature experience will last longer if you’re dressed for 
the weather. 

Repeating activities: Some activities are useful if repeated multiple 
times in different locations and at different times of the day.  If you 
enjoy an activity, repeat it later in the month and see if you don’t 
learn something new.  Plants and animals are always changing, so you 
can never run out of things to observe.

Coloring page:  We usually color these as we see them throughout 
the month. If you can’t find the particular item in your area, substitute 
a similar item.

Blank calendar: Use the blank calendar to record anything you wish.  
You might want to record birds sighted, or memorable firsts and lasts 
of each season.

Drawing tips

Even if your child claims that they are not good at drawing, I would still 
encourage them to get in the habit of drawing what they see.

Help them pay attention to detail with their drawings.  How many petals 
are there on the flower?  Are the leaf margins smooth or serrated?  Are 
the leaves attached opposite each other or alternating?   As they pay 
attention to detail, they will be able to produce accurate, useful drawings.  
More importantly, they will be strengthening observation skills.

Other tips:
Trace leaf outlines.
Make leaf rubbings.
Draw close-ups of one or more parts of the plant.

Nature in Literature:  Older children may want to keep their eyes open for 
vivid descriptions of nature in writing and include it in their journals.  

“But there is always a November space after the leaves have fallen when 
she felt it was almost indecent to intrude on the woods…for their glory 
terrestrial had departed and their glory celestial of spirit and purity and 
whiteness had not yet come upon them.” 

— L.M. Montgomery, Anne of Windy Poplars

A treasury of such quotes would enrich your nature journal and improve 
your own writing and observation skills.
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Make birdseed ornaments for the birds. The 
first option could be used as gifts as well.
Also, make sure you’re feeding the birds 
throughout the month.
https://fountainavenuekitchen.com/birdseed-
ornaments/

https://wonderfilleddays.com/homemade-
birdseed-ornaments/

Spruce needles are square and can be rolled in 
between your fingers.

An Identification Guide for Pine, Spruce, and Fir 
Trees: 
https://gardenerspath.com/plants/landscape-
trees/identifying-conifers/

Building a small fire outside and boiling water for 
spruce needle tea would be an amazing outdoor 
experience for your child. Pine needles can also be 
used. https://www.earthfoodandfire.com/spruce-
tea/

Make sure that you can positively ID spruce 
before making tea.  Yew trees (or shrubs) could be 
a confusing look-alike, but they have flat needles.  
Toxic Yew Tree Identification:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wslj-JUfx6c

Fir needles are flat and grow from the top and 
sides of branches.

Here is a Christmas ornament idea. You could also 
use these for gifts, gift tags or just for a fun craft.
https://littlepinelearners.com/pine-needle-
keepsake-ornament/

Keep your eyes open this month for tracks in 
snow or mud. 

How do you know which way the rabbit is going 
by looking at its tracks?  The rabbit places its 
hind feet in front of its front paws when it 
jumps, so it is hopping in the direction of the 
larger tracks.

Before you begin: December 14 mentions the 
Christmas Bird Count.  If you wish to participate in 
this, it will take some advanced preparation since 
you need to sign up for this.  See day 14 for more 
information.

Official website:
https://www.audubon.org/conservation/join-
christmas-bird-count

Record the temperature every day for a week, 
preferably at the same time of day.

Choice of two pages provided with journal 
sheets. On the second sheet draw something 
in each circle that you did outside or saw in 
nature that day.

Make a “Scents in Nature” map.  See how 
many different scents you can find in nature.  
Don’t forget to test the smell of non-obvious 
sources of scent.  Break twigs and see if they 
have a scent.  Peel off a bit of bark from a 
branch. Crush leaves that are still hanging on 
trees and smell them.  Break the stalks of 
weeds.  You might be surprised where you 
discover scent.

Scents you might try: Twigs or leaves from 
black walnut, sassafras, black birch, cedar, 
black cherry, boxwood. 
https://www.bnrc.org/fragrant-trees/

Younger children: Use the back of a cereal box 
or another piece of cardboard.  Draw your 
home on it and staple small rubber bands 
around it.  Use the rubber bands to hold the 
objects you find. You could also use an egg 
carton.

Sheet provided with journal pages: Draw 
your home or other starting point on the 
sheet.  Draw the items you discovered on your 
walk.  Label them and/or write what the smell 
reminded you of.

Make birdseed ornaments for the birds. The 
first option could be used as gifts as well.
Also, make sure you’re feeding the birds 
throughout the month.
https://fountainavenuekitchen.com/birdseed-
ornaments/

https://wonderfilleddays.com/homemade-
birdseed-ornaments/

Spruce needles are square and can be rolled in 
between your fingers.

An Identification Guide for Pine, Spruce, and Fir 
Trees: 
https://gardenerspath.com/plants/landscape-
trees/identifying-conifers/

Building a small fire outside and boiling water for 
spruce needle tea would be an amazing outdoor 
experience for your child. Pine needles can also be 
used. https://www.earthfoodandfire.com/spruce-
tea/

Make sure that you can positively ID spruce 
before making tea.  Yew trees (or shrubs) could be 
a confusing look-alike, but they have flat needles.  
Toxic Yew Tree Identification:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wslj-JUfx6c

Fir needles are flat and grow from the top and 
sides of branches.

Here is a Christmas ornament idea. You could also 
use these for gifts, gift tags or just for a fun craft.
https://littlepinelearners.com/pine-needle-
keepsake-ornament/

Keep your eyes open this month for tracks in 
snow or mud. 

How do you know which way the rabbit is going 
by looking at its tracks?  The rabbit places its 
hind feet in front of its front paws when it 
jumps, so it is hopping in the direction of the 
larger tracks.

Before you begin: December 14 mentions the 
Christmas Bird Count.  If you wish to participate in 
this, it will take some advanced preparation since 
you need to sign up for this.  See day 14 for more 
information.

Official website:
https://www.audubon.org/conservation/join-
christmas-bird-count

Record the temperature every day for a week, 
preferably at the same time of day.

Choice of two pages provided with journal 
sheets. On the second sheet draw something 
in each circle that you did outside or saw in 
nature that day.

Make a “Scents in Nature” map.  See how 
many different scents you can find in nature.  
Don’t forget to test the smell of non-obvious 
sources of scent.  Break twigs and see if they 
have a scent.  Peel off a bit of bark from a 
branch. Crush leaves that are still hanging on 
trees and smell them.  Break the stalks of 
weeds.  You might be surprised where you 
discover scent.

Scents you might try: Twigs or leaves from 
black walnut, sassafras, black birch, cedar, 
black cherry, boxwood. 
https://www.bnrc.org/fragrant-trees/

Younger children: Use the back of a cereal box 
or another piece of cardboard.  Draw your 
home on it and staple small rubber bands 
around it.  Use the rubber bands to hold the 
objects you find. You could also use an egg 
carton.

Sheet provided with journal pages: Draw 
your home or other starting point on the 
sheet.  Draw the items you discovered on your 
walk.  Label them and/or write what the smell 
reminded you of.

https://fountainavenuekitchen.com/birdseed-ornaments/
https://wonderfilleddays.com/homemade-birdseed-ornaments/
https://gardenerspath.com/plants/landscape-trees/identifying-conifers/
https://www.earthfoodandfire.com/spruce-tea/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wslj-JUfx6c
https://littlepinelearners.com/pine-needle-keepsake-ornament/
https://www.audubon.org/conservation/join-christmas-bird-count
https://www.bnrc.org/fragrant-trees/
https://fountainavenuekitchen.com/birdseed-ornaments/
https://wonderfilleddays.com/homemade-birdseed-ornaments/
https://gardenerspath.com/plants/landscape-trees/identifying-conifers/
https://www.earthfoodandfire.com/spruce-tea/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wslj-JUfx6c
https://littlepinelearners.com/pine-needle-keepsake-ornament/
https://www.audubon.org/conservation/join-christmas-bird-count
https://www.bnrc.org/fragrant-trees/


Birch tree seeds provide food for birds during the 
winter.  You might see signs of birds feeding on 
the seeds under birch trees.

Birch catkins drop seeds throughout the winter.  
The tiny seeds can take advantage of the smooth 
surface of the snow to sail to new homes.

Birches are pioneer trees.  Their job is to make the 
area around them fit for longer living trees to 
grow.  As their leaves and eventually the tree itself 
decays, it enriches the soil around it. 

Look under trees after newly fallen snow.  What 
other signs of animal visits can you find on the 
ground?

Interesting article about birch trees: 
https://www.nps.gov/articles/netn-species-
spotlight-paper-birch.htm

Fill in “Animal Signs” page provided with journal 
sheets.

Look for the bundles of pine needles on 
White Pine that are the homes (or former 
homes) of pine tube moths.  

These are a bit tricky to find, but once you find 
one, they get easier to spot.  My 5-year-old 
was quickly pointing them out after I showed 
her the first one.

https://johnbward.com/sites/default/files/Pin
e_Tube_Moth.pdf

A related species, the jack pine tube moth, 
makes similar structures on jack, lodgepole, 
and whitebark pines in the Rocky Mountain 
states and parts of Canada.

If you don’t have pine trees in your area, you 
could look for insects or signs of insects on 
other trees or plants.

Sheet provided with journal pages.  Draw a 
clump of needles for the pupa stage, since 
pine tube moths pupate inside rolled up pine 
needles.

Identify two stars in Orion.  

Orion’s two brightest stars – Betelgeuse and 
Rigel – are found on opposite sides of Orion’s 
belt.

https://earthsky.org/?p=13996

Unlike most meteor showers, the Gemenid
meteor shower is caused by an asteroid, not 
a comet.  The best viewing time is usually 
around  the 13th and 14th.  This year a waxing 
gibbous moon will obscure the fainter 
meteors. 

More information about the Gemenids:
https://earthsky.org/space/everything-you-
need-to-know-geminid-meteor-shower

Here are some other meteor shower activities 
you could do if you haven’t done them in the 
past. https://wonderfilleddays.com/meteor-
shower-art-project/

Goldfinches have more subdued color in 
winter.  They change their feathers back to 
their bright yellow color as breeding season 
approaches in spring.  

Goldfinch ID
https://www.thespruce.com/american-
goldfinch-identification-385975

Other birds that change their feathers in 
winter: https://www.audubon.org/news/learn-
fall-and-winter-colors-these-common-bird-
species

Fill in the journal page with the summer colors 
and winter colors of a bird in your area.  Write 
an interesting fact or question. 

(continued)
The following blog has a wealth of information 
about other things to look for.  Some of the things 
mentioned in this post are ichneumon wasp 
cocoons, molted caterpillar skins, ladybug beetle 
pupas and pine sawfly cocoons. 
https://wondermyway.com/2019/12/29/somethin
g-to-pine-over/

Bare tree branches make owls easier to spot in 
winter.
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/nature/blog/owl-
spotting-will-make-winter-your-new-favorite-
season/

Learn to identify owl calls before you go out.
https://www.audubon.org/news/learn-identify-
five-owls-their-calls
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Club mosses look like tiny green evergreen 
trees.  Despite having the word moss in their 
name, they are vascular plants and have roots 
and stems.  Like ferns, they never produce 
flowers, but reproduce with spores.

They provide a bright spot of green during the 
winter and can often be seen peaking through 
snow.

According to iNaturalist, they’ve been found 
over much of the United States.
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations?plac
e_id=any&taxon_id=47623

What other evergreens can you find in your 
area?

Visit your tree.  Draw its silhouette. Does 
your tree have any leaves on it?
Look carefully.  Are any insects, birds, or 
other animals using your tree?  In what way?

Fill out provided sheet. Circle the correct 
branching pattern. If you filled out the leaf 
coverage sheet last month, compare the two.  

Learn about the Christmas Bird Count and 
participate if possible.  

This will take some advanced preparation, 
since you need to sign up for this.  I realize 
that for many this will not be practical and 
you may wish to hold your own unofficial 
bird count near your home.  Either watch 
birds at your feeder, or take a short nature 
walk and note every bird you see along the 
way. 

More information: 
https://www.audubon.org/conservation/joi
n-christmas-bird-count

Make a snow gauge with a coffee can and a 
ruler.  

Watch the forecast for when there is snow in 
the forecast. Place your snow gauge in an 
area free from obstructions.  How accurate 
where the predictions?

Fox tracks have claw marks and                     
are in single file.

Hunt for tracks after a fresh snow (or mud).  
Can you identify them?  What do the tracks 
tell you about the animal?

Animal track hunt sheet provided with 
journal sheets.

Dog tracks are similar to fox tracks but have 
claws and the prints fall next to each other.

Basil will root if placed in water.  You can try 
this with other herbs as well. Mint, lemon 
balm, oregano, marjoram, and bee balm also 
work.

If you live in mild weather and still have 
geraniums or impatiens outdoors, these root 
easily as well.

Here are some tips on propagating herbs 
from cuttings.
https://learningherbs.com/skills/herbs-from-
cuttings/

Fill out observation sheet provided with 
journal pages.
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Use winter buds to identify trees.  If you 
can’t identify the trees compare them and 
see how they differ and how they are the 
same.

Here’s some help in identifying trees by buds. 
https://www.kidsvt.com/vermont/a-guide-
for-identifying-trees-during-stick-
season/Content?oid=4451607

There’s a twig ID chart on this page.
http://friendsoffreshpond.org/calendar2014/
photopages2014cal/feb14/p02-16-
14twigid.htm

And here is a color version of various buds.  
The site is in the UK, but I thought it might be 
useful anyway.  They have quite a few 
printable posters available. 
https://www.discoverthewild.co.uk/resource
s

Journal page provided with journal sheets.

Decorate a tree for the birds.  Make popcorn 
and cranberry garlands, birdseed ornaments, 
dried fruit, etc.  You may also make non-
edible ornaments, but make sure they’re 
biodegradable.

https://wilderchild.com/decorating-outdoor-
edible-tree-for-the-animals/

Merry Christmas!
Give yourself a sticker today for any outdoor 
activity.

Look for frost on windows or take an early 
morning walk to find heavy frost on plants or 
even spider webs.

Make your own frost inside using this 
experiment: 
http://www.weatherwizkids.com/experiments
-frost.htm

Winter Solstice

Measure your shadow at noon.  If you 
measured it at the autumn equinox, you can 
compare the two measurements.  

Your shadow is longest at the winter solstice.  
How does this explain why we have our coldest 
weather in winter, when the earth is actually 
closer to the sun at this time?

You can illustrate this principle by using a 
flashlight in a dark room.  Shine the flashlight 
directly on the ground.  Can you see how the 
light and heat is intensified in one spot?  Shine 
the flashlight at an angle.  The light is spread 
out over a greater area.  In the same way, the 
indirect rays of the sun in winter are cooler 
than when the sun is overhead in summer.

If you took note of where the sun set last 
month, observe another sunset from the exact 
same location.  At the winter solstice, the sun 
rises as far to the south and sets as far to the 
southwest as it ever does.

It’s the first day of winter, but it’s also the 
beginning of the lengthening of daylight, 
something that those of use in colder climates 
can appreciate.

Fill out the provided sheet.  Feel free to add 
extra drawings of things you saw outside today.

If the weather is not too cold and snowy you 
could repeat the activity we did at the spring 
equinox. 
https://wonderfilleddays.com/solstice-or-
equinox-activity/

Since sun dogs are formed by ice crystals in 
the atmosphere, they’re most common 
during the winter months.

https://www.thoughtco.com/sundog-
overview-4047905
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Queen Anne’s Lace flower heads curl up in 
winter making a bird’s nest shape.

https://www.birdsoutsidemywindow.org/201
0/12/22/winter-weeds-queen-annes-lace/

How many other winter weeds can you 
identify?  
https://curiousbynature.wordpress.com/2014
/02/22/winter-plant-identification-quiz/

Branches may be whorled, opposite, or 
alternate.  Can you find all three?

https://www.thespruce.com/which-trees-
have-opposite-branching-3269791

Goldenrod galls provide food for downy 
woodpeckers and chickadees.  

You may be able to find ones that show signs 
of a bird breaking in and eating the larva 
inside.

https://naturallycuriouswithmaryholland.wor
dpress.com/2015/12/11/goldenrod-ball-
galls-provide-important-source-of-winter-
food-for-downy-woodpeckers/

Woodpeckers make a cone-shaped opening 
in the galls and use their long tongues to 
extract the grubs.  They like to feed near the 
edge of forests.  Chickadees more rarely eat 
the insects. They make larger messier holes 
to get to the larva.

https://www.birdwatchingdaily.com/news/sci
ence/winter-treat-for-downies/

If there is no goldenrod in your area, look for 
other signs of birds feeding.

Video of looking for goldenrod galls: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9K7V6j
mjHpQ

What is your resolution for time spent in 
nature next year?

Here are some ideas:

• Spend a certain amount of time in nature 
each day.

• Make a nature journal entry every day.
• Fill in the blank calendars included with 

this study with one nature observation 
daily.  These observations could include 
seasonal firsts and lasts.

Go on a first day hike tomorrow.  Many state 
parks hold “First Day Hikes” on the first of the 
year. Search “first day hike” plus your state to 
see if there are any in your area.

Look for buck rubs on small trees.  Bucks 
rub on trees for a number of reasons. They 
rub trees to mark their territory and attract 
does.  They also rub trees to help them 
shed their antlers in December and 
January.

If you’re lucky you may also be able to find 
shed antlers near the site of buck rubs.

What do buck rubs mean?
https://www.wideopenspaces.com/buck-
rubs/

Porcupines also leave marks on trees 
where they nibble bark, so you may run 
across this while you’re out in nature.
https://naturallycuriouswithmaryholland.w
ordpress.com/2013/02/21/porcupines-
tapping-out/

Frozen Nature Suncatchers: Collect items from nature and make frozen nature suncatchers. If it’s cold enough freeze the suncatchers outside.  If 
not, freeze them in the freezer.

Hang them outside and enjoy their beauty.  How long do you think it will take them until they melt?  You could experiment by hanging some in the 
shade and some in the sun.
https://www.takethemoutside.com/frozen-sun-catchers/
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Art Projects

Here are some suggested art projects if 
you want to add some art to your day.  

Watercolor Painting of a Stormy Winter 
Night  
https://letspaintnature.com/2016/12/15/l
ets-paint-a-winter-storm-at-night/

Handprint Four Seasons Tree: Make as 
written or just make the winter tree using 
one canvas.
https://rhythmsofplay.com/diy-all-season-
hand-and-fingerprint-tree/

Winter Cardinal
https://familyfocusblog.com/how-to-
paint-a-cardinal-in-10-steps/

Alpine Trees
http://www.paintedpaperart.com/2015/1
2/alpine-trees/

Winter Fox with Moonlit Sky
https://artroombritt.blogspot.com/2018/0
3/winter-fox-with-moonlit-sky.html
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