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Welcome,  
Winter Explorers!
Do you like scavenger hunts and asking questions 
about what’s going on in the natural world? The 
activities in this guide will give you some ideas on how 
to connect more with nature, and maybe even collect 
some scientific data along the way!

Before You Explore

Safety First
1. Don’t explore alone if you’re going far from home. 
Take a friend or adult, and let someone know where 
you’re going and when you expect to return. 

2. Dress for success! The only bad hike is one where 
you’re not wearing the appropriate clothes. Check the 
weather before you head outside. Dress in layers, and 
wear long sleeves and pants to prevent ticks. 

3. Bring snacks and water! 

4. Be aware of your surroundings - stop, look, and listen. 
It is possible to get poison ivy year round, check out 
how to ID it in the link below. Remember even on warm 
days in winter, ticks may be active so always be sure to 
check for ticks when you get home.
 
5. Bring a phone to stay connected if you need to call 
for help. 

Enjoy Nature Responsibly 
Explore only on posted trails - even small feet can 
trample fragile flowers and animals.

Carry out what you carry in - take only photographs 
and leave only footprints!

Respect wildlife and give them distance. If you think 
you see an animal in distress, call 1.877.457.5680 (on 
weekends) or 518.357.2355 (during the week). 

Exploring with a dog? Keep your pup on a leash to 
avoid frightening humans or wildlife.

Be kind! Everyone deserves to have fun outside.

How to ID poison ivy in winter



Keeping a Nature Journal
 
Throughout this guide there are blank pages for 
keeping a journal related to each of the activities. In 
addition to being a great way to remember all the 
cool things you’re seeing and doing this winter, nature 
journaling is a great way to build observation skills and 
write questions about what is going on around you to 
look up later. 

No matter where you live or how far you travel, nature 
everywhere! Sometimes you just need to be on the 
lookout for it! 

Use the blank pages in this guide to write and draw to 
help you remember what you did this winter! 

Sample Nature Journal Page
 



Activity: Find your Sit Spot 
What is a sit spot? A sit spot is a place outside 
that you will visit regularly, where you’ll take 
time to observe your surroundings. A sit spot 
helps you hone your senses and quiet your 
mind. As you become more aware of nature, 
you become more connected to it.  

A sit spot can be almost anywhere, and you can sit for 
any amount of time, even just 5 minutes. Take this guide 
with you to write down on the journal page what you’re 
hearing, seeing, smelling, and feeling!  Visiting the same 
spot in nature on a regular basis will help you get to 
know the plants and animals we’re sharing in this place 
we call home. 

Materials Needed: 
A pen or pencil, this guide. Your five senses: hearing, 
seeing, smelling, touching, and tasting (for tasting, just 
inhale deeply - don’t eat things in nature!).

Sit Spot Instructions:
1.  In your yard or neighborhood, find a spot that you 
can revisit throughout the winter.  

2.  Stop there for a few moments. Close your eyes. 
Listen, take a few deep breaths, and smell deeply. 
Open your eyes. Do you see any plants or animals? 
How many birds can you see? What are you seeing 
that’s different from the last time you were out? 

3.  Use all of your senses and observe the changes 
happening over time in the natural world. Take a few 
minutes to focus consciously on each of your five 
senses. If your eyes are closed, you may want to start 
with hearing or touch.

Sit Spot Journal Page
 



Activity: Sound Mapping 
A great way to become more aware about  
what’s going on in nature is through 
sound mapping. This activity can be done 
anywhere outdoors.

Materials Needed: 
A pen or pencil, a piece of paper.

Sound Mapping Instructions: 
1. To start, make an “x” on the center of your paper. 
This “x” shows where you are sitting on your “map.” 

2. When you hear a sound, make a mark on the map to 
represent the sound you heard.  

3. Create a key on the side of your map. For instance, 
if you hear wind in a tree, you could create wavy lines. 
A bird singing could be a musical note! Or you could 
just write the words for each sound. Try to indicate 
on the map the distance and direction of the sound 
from where you are sitting, using the top of the page 
for sounds in front of you, and the bottom for sounds 
behind you.   

4. Close your eyes to help focus your hearing while 
listening for sounds, or cup your hands around your ears 
to increase your ability to hear. Try to determine the 
sounds going on all around you. 

5. Go out to the same spot at different times of day. 
What different sounds did you hear? Mark them on 
your map in a different color. What sounds were most 
familiar to you? Were there sounds you had never 
heard before? What was your favorite sound?

Sound Mapping Journal Page
 

X
you are here



Activity: Winter Bingo
Use your senses to search for some winter phenomena. 
How many ways can you score bingo while walking 
a trail through a CLC Public Conservation Area or the 
next time you’re out exploring nature?

see a 
squirrel

see a 
coniferous tree 
(with needles)

find a 
mushroom

feel the 
wind on your 
face

see a body of 
water

find a tree with 
a cavity(hole) 
in it

find a leaf 
frozen in ice

spot a bird 
flying

spot an 
icicle

find an 
acorn

see a bird 
floating on the 

lake
smell pine 
needles

free 
space

see a 
chipmunk

see a tree 
covered in 

snow

come across a 
puddle

spot a bird 
perched in a 

tree

feel a raindrop 
fall from the sky

see a 

deciduous 

tree

hear a bird 
call

find a pine 
cone

hear the wind 
blowing through 

the trees

catch a 
snowflake

find a log
(with no leaves)

find animal 
tracks in the 
snow/mud

Winter Bingo Journal Page
 
While exploring, write down some observations or 
questions about what you see along the way!



Activity: Winter Tree Scavenger Hunt
See if you can find these trees the next time you’re out 
exploring, based on their features visible in the winter!

Chestnut Oak 
Quercus prinus

• deciduous (seasonally loses leaves)
• very dark, deeply ridged and fur-

rowed bark at maturity

Shagbark Hickory
Carya ovata

• deciduous (seasonally loses leaves)
• bark made up of long loose strips 

curving away from trunk

Eastern Hemlock
Tsuga canadensis

• coniferous (has cones and 
keep needles year round)

• short, flat needles
• dark green on top, two white 

“racing stripes” below

Eastern White Pine 
Pinus strobus

• coniferous (has cones and 
keep needles year round) 

• long 2-4 inch, thin needles in 
bundles of 5

• Dark brown, deeply crackled 
bark when mature

Winter Tree Journal Page
Draw the bark or needles of any other trees you see 
along the way! List any features about those trees that 
stand out to you.



Be an Animal Detective Instructions:
Using the track guide on these two pages, see if you 
can find any of these prints. Animal tracks show up 
best in mud, soft soil, sand, or snow. You may need to 
get close to them to get a good look at the details. 

Materials Needed: 
This guide, a pen or pencil.

Activity: Be an Animal Detective
Did you know that tracking is an ancient craft that was 
first practiced by Indigenous people who depended 
on hunting for survival? While most of us don’t need to 
know how to identify tracks in order to survive, tracking 
is a great way to learn what animals are living all 
around us! 



Activity: Animal Detective Part 2
 
On your next walk in your neighborhood or hike on a 
trail, search for tracks made by different animals; and 
become a detective, solving the mystery of who was 
here! A string of tracks begins to tell the story of what a 
creature was doing before you came along, follow 
some tracks and see where they go, what clues do the 
tracks give you as to where the creature was going, 
what was it doing, did it leave other signs of its visit?

Materials Needed: 
This guide, a pen or pencil.

Animal Detective Part 2 Instructions:
Sketch any tracks you see or the tracks of any animals 
that might have crossed the path you are taking on the 
following pages!



Activity: Thumbnail Sketches
Looking at something from different perspectives helps 
to build your observation skills. The next time you’re out 
on a walk find a natural item that interests you or use 
an object you already have around your home. Study 
the object for a few minutes before you start drawing, 
look at it from different angles and perspectives.  Look 
at it up close for a few seconds, then refocus as you 
hold it farther away and look at all sides of the object.

Materials Needed: 
This guide, a pencil or other art supplies.

Thumbnail Sketches Instructions: 
Draw five images of the object in the boxes, each 
from different perspectives. Draw unusual views of your 
object, you can “Zoom in” or “crop” your drawing to 
get more detailed. By doing this you will start to see the 
shapes, patterns, colors, shadows, and contours; and 
how all these details intersect.

Thumbnail Sketches Journal Page
 



Activity: Winter Word Search
Head outside or think about what you might see on a 
hike or walk around your neighborhood. Think about 
what you might see in the sky or on the ground, what 
animals might live there and what kind of clues they 
may leave behind.

See if you can find all 18 words in the word search below! 
Words may be forwards, backwards or diagonal. Check 
the back of this guide to see if you found them all!

Winter Word Search Journal Page
 
Use the following page to create your list and draw some 
of the things you see or think about along the way!

R L R O B I N E C K T A G T U 

R U L X G I N H S N N R I K Z 

P W X A C O I L N U O D A Y I 

I R V I C C I L R M F J A I D 

H D C E K D X F O P E B D R L

J L N A U U R T C I A A F E A 

E I D M E D V I A H T R B T R 

P E S E V A E L B C H K X O H 

E N S Y S Q U I R R E L C N C 

R K R K T M Q S D X R K H Q A 

A X C W R X M C K C V D X M E 

E K A L F W O N S C U E E R T 

Z M W S L B L F L O A A C F T 

S L J F W U D M L L A R R N S 

F E X Z H A O C S T R L T S R 



Activity: I Spy Shapes in Nature
With bare trees, leaves, twigs and pinecones scattered 
on the ground, winter offers abundant opportunities to 
study the many shapes in nature. 

Materials Needed: 
Paper, pen or pencil.

I Spy Shapes in Nature Instructions: 
Head out in your neighborhood, or even look out your 
window, do you see any trees or shrubs with interesting 
shapes? Does it remind you of an animal or another 
non-living object? What shapes do the leaves that 
you can pick up look like? Do you see any rocks with 
interesting shapes? Can you find all the shapes below 
when you look around outside? 

I Spy Shapes in Nature Journal Page
 
Draw any additional shapes that you find along the way!



Activity: Winter is for the Birds
Bird watching may seem like a warm weather activity, 
but winter offers unique opportunities to learn the 
common birds that stick around all year long. You 
may see birds more easily this time of year without the 
leaves on the trees and there are fewer around to get 
confused! 

Materials Needed: 
Art supplies for drawing birds, a bird guide, materials for 
making a bird feeder (optional).

Winter is for the Birds Instructions: 
Start a list of all the birds you see when you’re out and 
draw them on the journal page when you get home.

If it’s too cold to get outside and look for birds, maybe 
set up a bird feeder that you can see from your 
window. Food is a necessity for birds and in winter there 
are fewer choices, so you can help our feather friends 
by putting out some healthy snacks, and they will likely 
keep coming back for more. Put feeders somewhere 
nearby where you can keep an eye on them and 
place it somewhere out of danger of the harshest 
winter weather, maybe near a bush or tree. Check out 
the next page for some bird feeder ideas!

Winter is for the Birds Journal Page



Homemade Bird Feeder Ideas 

• Thread some fruit, such as cranberries, grapes, 
apples or orange slices on a wire or string and hang 
it outside. 

• Find some pinecones or use an apple core or an 
orange peel and spread nut butter on it and sprinkle 
it with bird seed, oatmeal, and raisins. 

• Make an ice ornament feeder: mix 1 cup bird seed 
in ½ cup water and put in a container that you 
can pop out the frozen seed cubes, place a strip 
of ribbon in the mixture before freezing so you have 
something to hang it with when it’s frozen. Hang 
from a nearby tree. Pictured to the right.

• The next time it snows, make a snow sculpture and 
place some bird seed on it as a work of art for the 
birds to enjoy!



Journal Pages
 



Winter Word Search Answers

Acorn                       Feather            Rock
Birdcall                     Fox                     Squirrel
Bark                          Icicle                      Snowflake
Chickadee              Leaves                  Tracks
Chipmunk                Pinecone             Trail
Cloud                       Robin                     Tree



Winter Explorers!
has been funded in part by a grant from the 
New York State Environmental Protection Fund 
through the Hudson River Estuary Program of 
the New York State Department of  
Environmental Conservation. 

Visit clctrust.org to learn more about the 
Columbia Land Conservancy’s ten Public 
Conservation Areas, which are great places 
to explore this winter! They are open for free, 
dawn to dusk, every day. 

We’d love to see you there.


