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Be a Backyard Player! 

Ideas for play in Outdoor Spaces 

 

My forthcoming book, The Backyard Players Present: Abracadabra! is about a group of friends 

who like to perform plays in a backyard. They find their own props and put together the story. 

The backyard is their stage. It offers endless hours of daydreaming, performing, being loud and 

having fun. 

All kids should have opportunities to experience outdoor spaces. It could be your own backyard 

or a park, nature center or urban sidewalk. The idea is to get outside and take advantage of 

whatever you can. Outdoor spaces are incredible learning environments.  There are nooks and 

crannies to discover and hide in. There is dirt to dig in and worms and bugs to find. Kids aren’t 

interested in how expensive, organized or pretty a space is. They want to know, “What can I do 

here? How can I interact with all the elements I see?” 

Outdoor spaces provide living color. There are grasses, plant varieties, trees, flowers and perhaps 

a garden. All give the world texture and color. Breezes, wind, rain, snow, sun and shade in one 

space offers diversity and ideas for manipulation. If you add a bucket, shovel, basket and maybe 

even some paper and paint, a child’s imagination will flourish.  They could paint a rock. Or try 

painting with a leaf or some grass. How do they look different on paper? Maybe even a feather if 

one happens to float out of the sky. Glue different things on that paper and make a collage.  The 

end result is not really the point. It is the process of doing it. Using their imagination and senses 

together to create and imagine.  

Go on a Discovery walk around the yard, park or down the street. Pick up anything interesting 

and put it in a bag or bucket. Later, children can sort and discriminate their treasures in an empty 

egg carton or in muffin tins. Count how many rocks, acorns or seed pods they found. What 

questions do they have about their treasures? Does this spark a greater interest in trees or bugs or 

flowers? Read books together to find out more.  

Try a Senses Walk. Pick touch, smell or hearing. Close your eyes and listen together. What do 

you hear? Maybe the wind is rustling the leaves or pine cones are dropping. Then open your eyes 

and find those things together. Later, close your eyes again and see if you can identify objects 

found just by touch or smell. Can your child identify an object by the sound it makes? What 

smells good? What smells bad? What things do they like to touch and what things do they not 

like? Use words to describe what they are feeling like soft, wet, hard, slimy, etc. Make a list or a 

chart including which things they liked and disliked or which objects were hard or soft. 

Inside/Out 

Bring some inside toys outside. Allow children to use some props outside. A bucket of water will 

go a long way in making those mud pies with grass and twig decorations. Are there some trucks 

and cars and that could live outside to be used again and again? How about some blocks, action 



figures or people? If your child has several babies, maybe one of them can go outside. How 

about used boxes or worn out laundry baskets? All would be great additions for outside play. A 

trunk of old dress up clothes outside will spark all kinds of play scenarios. Bring out some art 

supplies or play dough. Make good use of those instrument sets or old pots and pans with lids 

and have a family band! Make up funny songs or silly dances and march around the yard. 

Play Games: 

Learning games with rules is a process for children. They like to win and hate to lose. Sometimes 

they want to ‘cheat’ in order to win or have trouble waiting for their turn. Be patient as your 

child learns these skills!  Playing Simon Says in the yard or simple games like tag, red rover and 

hide and go seek have just a few rules kids can follow. As children get older, the games and rules 

get more complex.  Throwing and catching different sizes and types of balls is fun or introducing 

kick ball is a great way to be outside and spend time together.  

Treasure Box Game 

Kids can make a treasure box out of almost anything. An empty cereal, oatmeal or shoe box are 

easy to use. They can decorate it however they choose. The idea is to put something in the 

treasure box then hide it. They might want to put in a piece of candy or other treat, or maybe 

something else fun to play with like an action figure, car or small doll. Each child takes a turn to 

hide the treasure box somewhere in the yard for the other child/children to find. The hider can 

give clues if they’d like. Whomever finds it gets the treasure and then hides the box for the next 

round. It is fun to watch younger kids struggle to keep the secret of where they hid the box! This 

is a great lesson in waiting, turn taking and impulse control. 

Act out Stories 

Turn your back or front yard into a theater. Children love to hear the same books over and over. 

Why not let them act out their favorite stories? They can make simplistic costumes using just 

tape, markers, scissors and paper. Kids will have a blast cutting out masks, shields, wings, 

capes—you name it. Offer some old clothes, shoes and hats you don’t want anymore. Costume 

jewelry and purses add flare. Dig out the previous year’s Halloween costumes. The idea is to be 

creative and have fun.  

Stories that have a clear sequence of events and repetitive dialogue are great for getting kids 

started. Examples would be classic stories such as The Three Little Pigs, Goldilocks and the 

Three Bears, Little Red Riding Hood, Billy Goats Gruff and The Little Old Lady Who Wasn’t 

Afraid of Anything. Adults can help guide children around picking a story and assigning roles. Or 

your child may be happy to give you a role! Kids love to be in charge and give adults silly roles 

like dad playing grandma. Or maybe mom is the big, bad wolf. The sillier, the better. If a child 

doesn’t want to be an actor, maybe they can be in charge of music or moving props around.  

Bring out a folding table with an old sheet or tablecloth thrown over top of it and kids can put on 

a puppet show. They can use puppets they already have or make some out of paper plates, paper 

bags or old socks. Throw in some action figures or superheroes. There are no rules and no right 

or wrong about how to do it. Most kid puppet shows are made up on the spot. Gather an audience 



and sit on the grass to watch. Your participation will send a message that you approve of and 

support their creative efforts.  

Many children also have access to phones, cameras and tablets or may have their own device to 

use. Kids love to see themselves and have great fun replaying and watching videos they make of 

their own productions. Videotaping their play, puppet show, dance or talent show either by an 

adult or the children themselves will encourage them to do more. Older children can also make 

their own movies using dolls, Lego’s, action figures or puppets. This is a great way to use 

technology and creativity at the same time.  

 


