
 

 

Ottawa National Forest  

Backpack Program, Teacher Version 
 

 

 

“Land is not merely soil, it is a fountain of energy flowing through a circuit of soils, plants 
and animals.”   -  Aldo Leopold 

 



 

 
Print Double Sided to Reduce Paper! 

 

This workbook meets Next Generation Sciences Standards: 

LS4.C – Biological Evolution: Unity & Diversity: Adaptation – Grades 2-12  

 

Michigan K-12 Standards: English Language Arts Addressed: 

L 3.3a – Choose words and phrases for effect – Grades 3-12 

L 4.3a – Choose words and phrases to convey ideas precisely – Grades 4-6 

Writing, Speaking & Listening and Language Arts Standards – Grades 6-12 

 

For Information About the Ottawa National Forest Visit: 

www.fs.usda.gov/ottawa 

Visit the Ottawa National Forest Conservation Education Page: 

www.fs.usda.gov/main/ottawa/learning 

To Learn About Woodsy Owl: 

www.fs.usda.gov/learn/kids/woodsy-owl 

 

Facebook: www.facebook.com/OttawaNF 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nextgenscience.org/
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/
https://www.fs.usda.gov/ottawa
https://www.fs.usda.gov/main/ottawa/learning
https://www.fs.usda.gov/learn/kids/woodsy-owl
https://www.facebook.com/OttawaNF


 

 
The Backpack Program is a workbook with a series of conservation education activities 
that can be done either at school or at home.  It is meant to spark curiosity, imagination, 
a sense of adventure, and wonder toward nature and the outdoors from any location 
where nature may be observed.  The program is best suited for 1st- 6th grade education 
levels but may be adjusted with some imagination for older students.  

In the backpack there are hyperlinks with QR codes to help identify plants and animals 
the student may observe in their learning area. Most of the links may be downloaded as 
an app to a handheld device.  

The student will find a series of Earth Awareness activities that can be practiced virtually 
anywhere. The goal is to bring the student to nature, even when an in-person program is 
not possible. Each activity is labeled either “best done outside” or “may be done indoors 
at a window”.  

Also, in the backpack, the student will learn about Woodsy Owl, the 4 R’s (Reduce, Reuse, 
Recycle, and Rot), and Woodsy’s years of conservation education with an emphasis for 
the importance of caring for the land.  

 

 

 

Identification Hyperlinks  

Plant ID: identify.plantnet.org                                                                    

 

 

Wildlife ID: www.nwf.org/natureguides       

 

 

Bird ID:  www.birds.cornell.edu           

 

 

 

https://identify.plantnet.org/
https://www.nwf.org/natureguides
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/


 

 
Earth Awareness Activities  

“Never Underestimate the Power of Observation,” – Joe Panci, USFS 

  

 Alphabet Hike:  
o practical, down-to-earth, engaging activity – a type of word scavenger hunt 

to explore any outdoor area 
o may be done indoors at a window  

 Touch Hike: 
o sensory discovery for textures of objects and the way something feels  
o best done outside  

 Shape Hike: 
o discovering things in nature that may be relatable to known shapes 
o may be done indoors at a window 

 Smell Hike: 
o utilizing the sense of smell to discover aromas in nature  
o best done outside 

 Size, Weight, Strength Hike: 
o observing items in nature that have specific physical characteristics  
o best done outside 

 Color Hike: 
o discovering items in nature that have specific colors 
o may be done indoors at a window 

 Most Unusual Hike: 
o recording the most unusual observation of your adventure using all your 

senses 
o best done outside but may be done indoors at a window  

 Fill in the story  
o may be accomplished with written answers or listening while the story is 

read out loud.  
o sparks imagination and creativity in both verbal and writing skills 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Hike Rules:  

 Take a guardian with if you are outside your home 

 Never approach or touch a wild animal  

 Don’t eat anything you did not bring with you 

 Don’t taste anything you don’t know   

 Wear appropriate clothing for the weather Outdoor Learning in Cold Weather 

 Leave as little impact on the natural world as possible or even make it a better 
place by picking up items like trash that are left behind  

o (you might touch and feel but don’t pick)  

o Leave No Trace:  lnt.org           

 Practice using senses: eyes to see, nose to smell, ears to hear, and fingers to touch 

 Most importantly have fun! 

 

Supplies needed:  

 Pencil  
 Worksheet  
 Hard writing surface or clipboard 

 

Supplies that may be helpful:  

 Magnifying glass 
 Identification guides  
 Binoculars  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cef097070108400013b627d/t/5fc43f9b7acac6192a47c9a7/1606696859266/Outdoor+Learning+in+Winter.pdf
https://lnt.org/


 

 

The Alphabet Hike: 

How to: 

1. Go to a nature location:  backyard, park, school yard, nature trail, forest, or at a 
window indoors if the weather is unfavorable. 

2. Once at the location the student will then make observations about the world 
around them starting at the letter A and working to the letter Z.  (Observations can 
be an object, a smell, a sound, a feeling, a characteristic, or how something 
physically feels) 

3. Use a pencil and the attached Alphabet Hike worksheet to write down your 
observation.  

 
For example: for the letter A:  Air (because I smell fresh air) 
 
Its ok if you cannot think of a word for a letter. You may think of and record 
multiple words for the same letter. 
 

4. If help is needed, ask a guardian or a friend.  
 

Tips: 

Ask if anyone can think of a word that can describe how something looks or feels outside, 
i.e., warm, cold, rainy, green?  

If someone mentions the word warm, would this be a good “W” word, etc.? These 
questions help establish relationships and connections with the land. Some follow-up 
questions might be about where the warmth comes from, i.e., the sun! Or what is the sun 
giving off that creates the warmth, i.e., energy! Ask them if these are good “S” or “E” 
words? Have them write down those words.  

Ask them if they are excited to start? Remind them just before beginning that we are 
striving to be as quiet as we can when hiking so we can all hear better, make observations 
using our senses when we hike, and that we will be stopping frequently so they can write 
down their “ABC” words. 

As the group hikes along, stop every now and then. 

It is wonderful to stop at a spot that has some neat or unique attractions that can be 
talked about, observed or connections made. 



 

 
The Alphabet Hike 

For every letter of the alphabet below, try to find a word that describes an observation 
about the world around you. 

 

A =        N =       

B =       O = 

C =       P =  

D =       Q =  

E =        R =   

F =       S =  

G =        T =  

H =       U = 

I =        V = 

J =       W = 

K =       X =  

L =       Y =   

M =       Z =                                                                                                          

The BIG Challenge: write a sentence or paragraph below that includes as many words as 

possible from your alphabet list 

 



 

 
Learning Assessment & Wrap-up: 

 
 Ask the students what they learned overall in this Alphabet Hike? 

 
 Ask students if they feel more connected to the land after participating in this 

activity? Is this important that we are more connected to the land? If so, why?  
 

 Ask students if they feel they improved their use of their senses? Which sense did 
they use the most? Reinforce how much we can learn by using the power of 
observation! 

 
 Collect the clipboards, pencils and worksheets. Give the worksheets to the teachers 

– if they are there. 
 

 Thank the students for their participation and how well they did! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Touch Hike:  

How to: 

1. Go to a nature location:  backyard, park, school yard, nature trail, or forest.  
2. Once at the location the student will then make observations about the world 

around them.  
3. Put a check mark next to certain textures or how it physically feels when you find 

them.  
4. Then write down your observations next to that texture or physical sensation.  

 
For example:  something that feels hard:  tree Stump or rock 

              warm: rock in the sun 

 
5. If help is needed, ask a guardian or a friend.  

 
 

Tips: 

Before hiking, where everyone will be gently touching so many different things, remind 
them that the goal is to treat everything with care and respect.  

Brainstorm a list of different textures with the students that they might discover on this 
sensory hike. If the students are not familiar with any of the textures, review those with 
them before going out.  

Important safety notes – check out the area first to see if there is any poison ivy and 
mention to students not to touch bees, hornets and wasps!  

Poison Ivy Identification  “Leaves of three, let it be “!   

 

 

As the group hikes along, stop every now and then. 

It is wonderful to stop at a spot that has some neat or unique attractions that can be 
talked about, observed or connections made. 

 

https://plants.usda.gov/core/profile?symbol=TORA2


 

 
LOOK FOR, GENTLY TOUCH & RECORD things with the following textures below: 

Treat everything with care and respect on this hike! Put a check mark next to textures when 
found. Then list examples of the items that have those textures, i.e., tree leaves, 
rocks/stones, certain plant parts, feathers or maybe even the soil! Please note: Some items, 
such as different tree leaves or rocks/stones, may be recorded for more than one texture. 

 

□ Soft –        

□ Hard –  

□ Sharp –        

□ Smooth - 

□ Rough –        

□ Jagged –  

□ Fuzzy –        

□ Cold – 

□ Warm –        

□ Flat –  

□ Oily or Greasy –      

□ Bumpy –  

□ Damp –        

□ Wet –  

□ Dry –        

□ Gritty –  

□ Squishy –  

 

□ Other textures not listed above –  

 



 

 
Learning Assessment & Wrap-up: 

 

 Are some textures more common than others? If so, which ones? 
 

 Can you think of why some textures might be more common than others?  
 

 Are some textures more common in certain areas of the forest than others? 
 

 Do you notice any patterns? If so, is there any significance to these patterns? 
 

 What is the significance of different textures in nature?  
 

  



 

 

Shape Hike: 

How to: 

1. Go to a nature location:  backyard, park, school yard, nature trail, forest or at a 
window indoors if the weather is unfavorable. 

2. Once at the location the student will then make observations about the world 
around them. 

3. Put a check mark next to certain shapes when you find them.  
4. Then write down your observation next to that shape.  

 
For example:  something that looks hand-shaped:  maple Leaf or flower 
 

5. If help is needed, ask a guardian or a friend. 
 

Tips: 

Before hiking, brainstorm a list of different shapes in nature with the students that they 
might discover on their hike (See how many of the shapes below the students can come up 
with!). If the students are not familiar with any of the shapes, review those with them 
before going out.  

The goal is to treat everything with care and respect on this hike! 

As the group hikes along, stop every now and then. 

It is wonderful to stop at a spot that has some neat or unique attractions that can be 
talked about, observed or connections made. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
FIND and RECORD things in nature with the following shapes below: 

Treat everything with care and respect on this hike! Check off shapes when found. Then 
list examples of the items that have those shapes, i.e., tree leaves, rocks/stones, plant 
parts, feathers, or maybe even the moon! Please note: Some items, such as different tree 
leaves or rocks/stones, may be recorded for more than one shape.  

□ Spherical (3-dimentionally ball shaped) –  
 
 

□ Oval (football shaped) –  
 
 

□ Square –  
 
 

□ Round –  
 
 

□ Rectangular –  
 
 

□ Triangular –  
 
 

□ Crescent moon shaped –  
 
 

□ Hand-shaped –  
 
 

□ Heart-shaped –  
 
 

□ Hexagonal (6-sided) –  
 
 

□ Other Shapes not listed above –  
 



 

 
Learning Assessment & Wrap-up: 

 

 Are some shapes more common than others? If so, which ones? 

 Can you think of why some shapes might be more common than others?  

 Are some shapes more common in certain areas of the forest than others?  

 Do you notice any patterns? If so, is there any significance to these patterns? 

 What is the significance of different shapes in nature? 

 

  



 

 

Smell Hike:  

How to: 

1. Go to a nature location:  backyard, park, school yard, nature trail or forest.  
2. Once at the location the student will then make observations about the world 

around them using the sense of smell. 
3. Put a check mark next to certain smells when you find them.  
4. Then write down your observation next to that smell.  

 
For example:  something that smells sweet:  tree Sap 
 

5. If help is needed, ask a guardian or a friend. 
 

Tips: 

Before hiking, brainstorm a list of different smells or aromas with the students that they 
might discover on this sensory hike.  

If the students are not familiar with any of the smells, review those with them before 
going out – even pass around a few items that have a particular smell.  

As the group hikes along, stop every now and then. 

It is wonderful to stop at a spot that has some neat or unique attractions that can be 
talked about, observed or connections made. 

  



 

 
On your hike, RECORD things in nature with the following smells below: 

Treat everything with care and respect on this hike! Check off smells when found. Then record the items 
that have those smells, for example, different tree parts like needles, leaves or twigs; rocks/stones; soil; 
certain flowers; or even a dead animal. Please note: Some items, such as different tree parts or flowers, 
may be recorded for more than one smell. 

□ Sweet –  
 

□ Sour –  
 

□ Fresh –  
 

□ Minty/Wintergreen –  
 

□ Unpleasant –  
 

□ Pleasant –  
 

□ Horrible –  
 

□ Fishy –  
 

□ Damp –  
 

□ Earthy –  
 

□ Fruity –  
 

□ Piney –  
 

□ Musty –  
 

□ Skunk-like –  
 

□ Other smells not listed above –  
 



 

 
Learning Assessment & Wrap-up: 

 
 Are some smells more common than others? If so, which ones? 

 Can you think of why some smells might be more common than others?  

 Are some smells more common in certain areas of the forest than others? 

 Do you notice any patterns? If so, is there any significance to these patterns? 

 What is the significance of different smells in nature?  

  



 

 

Size, Weight, and Strength Hike: 

How to: 

1. Go to a nature location:  backyard, park, school yard, nature trail or forest.  
2. Once at the location the student will then make observations about the world 

around them.  
3. Put a check mark next to certain characteristics when you find them.  
4. Then write down your observation next to that characteristic.  

 
For example:  something that is strong:  tree branch 
 

5. If help is needed, ask a guardian or a friend. 
 

Tips: 

Before hiking, brainstorm a list of size, weight and strength characteristics with students 
that they might observe on this nature sensory hike.  

Give examples of how differently they can use the same word for the same characteristic, 
i.e., a “light” wind, “light” as a feather, or a “light” green color.  

As the group hikes along, stop every now and then. 

It is wonderful to stop at a spot that has some neat or unique attractions that can be 
talked about, observed or connections made. 

  



 

 
On your hike, FIND and RECORD things in nature with the following size, weight and          
strength characteristics below: 

Treat everything with care and respect on this hike! Check off size, weight and strength characteristics when 
found. Then list examples of the items that have those characteristics, i.e., a “huge” rock, a “heavy” dew or a 
“delicate” flower aroma. Also, be creative in how you might use that word in different ways to describe the 
same characteristic. For example, a “light” wind, “light” as a feather or a “light” green color. Please note: Some 
items, may be recorded for more than one characteristic. 

□ Huge – 
 

□ Large –  
 

□ Medium –  
 

□ Small –  
 

□ Tiny –  
 

□ Heavy –  
 

□ Light –  
 

□ Delicate – 
 

□ Strong –  
 

□ Weak –   
 

□ Short –  
 

□ Tall –  
 

□ Thin –  
 

□ Thick –  
 

□ Other Characteristics not listed above –  



 

 
Learning Assessment & Wrap-up: 

 

 Are some of these characteristics more common than others? If so, which ones? 
 

 Can you think of why some of these characteristics might be more common than 
others? Or is this in the eye of the beholder, i.e., relative to a person’s perspective? 
 

 Are some size, weight and strength characteristics more common in certain areas of 
the forest than others? Are there any patterns? Any significance to the patterns? 

 
 

 What is the significance of different size, weight and strength characteristics in nature? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Color Hike:  

How to: 

1. Go to a nature location:  backyard, park, school yard, nature trail, forest or at a 
window indoors if the weather is unfavorable. 

2. Once at the location the student will then make observations about the world 
around them. 

3. Put a check mark next to certain colors when you find them.  
4. Then write down your observation next to that shape.  

 
For example:  Something that is gold:  sun flecks on water  
 

5. If help is needed, ask a guardian or a friend. 
 

Tips: 

Before hiking, brainstorm a list of different colors in nature with the students that they 
might discover on this sensory hike (See how many of the colors below the students can 
come up with!).  

If the students are not familiar with any of the colors, review those with them before 
going out, including different shades of the same color, i.e., sky blue, navy blue, teal, ice 
blue, periwinkle, etc.  

As the group hikes along, stop every now and then. 

It is wonderful to stop at a spot that has some neat or unique attractions that can be 
talked about, observed or connections made.  



 

 
On our hike, FIND and RECORD things in nature with the following colors below: 

The goal is to treat everything with care and respect on this hike! Check off colors when found. Then list 
the items that have those colors, for example, red tree leaves, gray rocks/stones, black feathers, or 
yellow mushrooms! Please note: Some items, such as different tree leaves or mushrooms, may be 
recorded for more than one color – AND there may be different shades of the same color! 

□ Red –  
 

□ Gold –  
 

□ Blue –  
 

□ Brown –  
 

□ Purple –  
 

□ Black –  
 

□ Orange –  
 

□ White –  
 

□ Tan –  
 

□ Gray –  
 

□ Yellow –  
 

□ Maroon –  
 

□ Green –  
 

□ Other colors not listed above – 
 

  



 

 
Learning Assessment & Wrap-up: 

 
 Are some colors more common than others? If so, which ones? 

 
 Can you think of why some colors might be more common than others?  

 

 Are some colors more common in certain areas of the forest than others?  
 

 Do you notice any patterns? Is there any significance to these patterns? 
 

 What is the significance of different colors in nature? 
  



 

 

The Most Unusual Hike: 

 This activity expands on all previous activities using all the student’s senses to 
record things that were not observed before.  

How to: 

1. Go to a nature location:  backyard, park, school yard, nature trail, forest or at a 
window indoors if the weather is unfavorable. 

2. Once at the location the student will then make observations about the world 
around them. 

3. Then write down your observation or draw it.  
For example:  I saw a very unusual mushroom on a log!!    
 

4. If help is needed, ask a guardian or a friend. 
 

Tips: 

Before hiking, tell the students the goal is to treat everything with care and respect on 
this hike. Inform them that we are going on an outdoor adventure to record their most 
unusual observations experienced during a hike, then we will share these observations 
with the group (The KEY in this introduction is: DON’T tell them to use all their senses, 
just keep emphasizing to record what they think are their most unusual observations.).  

 

During the hike, walk slowly, stopping every now and then so students have time to 
record their observations. Walk a short circular loop so it provides a new, undiscovered 
pathway throughout the hike. It is wonderful to stop at a spot that has some neat or 
unique attractions that can be talked about, observed or connections made. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
On our hike, RECORD your most unusual observations below: 

(And the goal is to treat everything with care and respect on this hike!) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
After the hike, either indoors or out, you will need a whiteboard and markers to write 
down the student’s observations so they can see what they are. Have the students share 
their observations aloud with the group. When writing down their observations on the 
whiteboard, form (5) columns and list their observations accordingly to each of our 
senses, i.e., sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell – BUT – don’t tell the students you are 
arranging their observations according to each of these senses (typically, observations 
using the sense of sight are the most frequent).  

Use the questions in the Learning Assessment & Wrap-up below to help guide you in 
processing this “first” hike.  

Now, REPEAT the EXACT same hike and route with the goal of using all (5) senses. 
Announce to the group, just as you did the first time, that everyone is going on an 
outdoor adventure to record their most unusual observations experienced during a hike. 
Announcing this for the second time, is actually quite “humorous”! Stop at the same 
locations previously used. After the hike, have the students once again share their 
observations. You can either write them down on the whiteboard, or just verbally share 
their observations. Compare their observations with the previous hike’s observations. See 
if they have, indeed, used all their senses and have come away with much deeper 
observations, along with increased knowledge, understanding and appreciation, about 
the world around them! 

Learning Assessment & Wrap-up: 

 Are some individual observations more common than others? If so, which ones? 

 Do you notice any patterns in your observations? (i.e., Were all (5) senses used?) 

 If so, is there any significance to these patterns? (i.e., If we perceive the world mostly 
through our sense of sight, are we limiting ourselves from richer, deeper learning 
experiences? Do you see the wind rustling the leaves of trees? Do you feel the wind 
on your face? Do you hear the wind through the trees? Can you smell the air’s 
aroma?) 

  



 

 
Fill in the Story 

Be as creative as possible! 

We decide to go on a hike. We put on our jackets and get ready to go outside. We step 
out the door and the sun is shining as we start our hike. The sun feels _________ on my 
face. I look up into the sky and see _________. The color of the sky is ________. The wind 
is hitting my face. It feels _________. As I walk along, the ground feels _________ 
beneath my feet. I take in a big breath of air. The air smells _________. Leaves are falling 
from the trees all around me. One of the leaf colors is _________.  I touch one of the 
leaves. It feels _________. I stop and listen to the trees. I hear the sound of a ________in 
the treetops. I see a little chipmunk scurrying through the grass towards a tree. The 
stripes on the chipmunk are the colors ________ and _________. The chipmunk is really 
________. It looks like it is eating _________. Its tail is _________.  The tree the 
chipmunk is running to is the color_________.  I touch the bark and it feels like 
_________. Then I see ants walking up and down the tree. These ants are really _______. 
They are carrying _________ in their little jaws. When I look up the tree, I see a big hole 
in its trunk. I hear what sounds like a little bird call coming from inside the hole. I bet that 
little baby bird is _________.  And there on the ground by the base of the tree is a tiny 
little salamander! Its colors are _________ and _________. It has _________ skin. And it 
has a _________ in its mouth! Unfortunately, we must go back inside because we are 
running out of time, so we start walking back. Suddenly, rain starts pouring down. The 
rain feels __________ against my skin! I open my mouth to catch a few rain drops. They 
taste like __________.  Wow, I really loved our hike! My favorite part was __________. 

 

 

 Do you feel more connected to the land after participating in these activities?  
 
 

 Is it important that we are more connected to the land? If so, why?  
 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Woodsy Owl  

Practicing Conservation Since 1971! 

For over 50 years, Woodsy Owl has been America's original and official environmental icon. Woodsy has 
been an anti-pollution symbol and taught us to, "Give a hoot; don't pollute!" Since his creation in 1971, 
Woodsy has been instrumental in helping teachers and parents inspire children to care actively for the 
environment. Like his good friend Smokey Bear, Woodsy Owl is part of the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA), Forest Service, and a protected symbol under Public Law 93-318.  

On Earth Day, April 22, 1997, the "new, improved" Woodsy emerged to befriend a new generation of 
children, motivating them to form healthy, lasting relationships with nature. The USDA Forest Service 
teamed up with the Children's Television Workshop in revitalizing Woodsy's message and appearance to 
become more meaningful with today's youth and teaching environments. The State Foresters, the 
National Forest Foundation, and other partners are working with the Forest Service to help Woodsy fly 
into children's lives.  

Caring, friendly, and wise, Woodsy is a whimsical mentor to youngsters. His new message, "Lend a hand' 
care for the land!" is positive, easily understood, and generates an interest in the stewardship of natural 
resources. As Woodsy flies across the land, he invites children to see the world around them and explore 
their surroundings. Woodsy builds on his original message of, "Give a hoot; don't pollute!" by inviting 
children to renew, reuse, and recycle.  

Woodsy's looks have changed to be more identifiable with children in the 1990s. He now sports a 
backpack, hiking shoes, and field pants -- smart and safe for exploring the "great outdoors." Woodsy 
appears sportier, ready to fly across forests and urban areas or lead children on nature hikes. Woodsy 
provides a new generation with a positive, enlightened introduction to a world in which we all work 
together to conserve. Woodsy's activities provide the opportunity for young children to appreciate the 
environment and stimulate a desire to participate in the stewardship of natural resources. 

To learn more about Woodsy go to: USDA Forest Service Conservation Education  

 

 

 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/main/conservationeducation/smokey-woodsy/woodsy-owl


United States Department of Agriculture

Share your finished masterpiece with @ForestService 
Facebook or Twitter and add the hashtag #ForestCrush

 fs.fed.us

Forest Service
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