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Purpose

Objectives

Materials

Nature Exploration and Mandalas

Students will observe patterns that occur naturally in the environment and 
then create their own nature mandalas

Program of Studies, Alberta Education 

(Art 1-2) Natural forms have different surface qualities in colour, texture and tone. 
(Art 1-2) Natural forms display patterns and make patterns.
(Art 3-4) Earth and water forms reveal many variations.
(Art 5-6) Natural forms tell something about the way they were made. 
(Art 5-6) Natural forms can be examined for less visible characteristics.
(Art 5-6) Natural forms reveal many different structures; e.g., skeletal, spiral, orbital, radial, 

floating, grid, fan, arch, concentric, faceted.
(Art 7-9) Students will investigate natural forms, manmade forms, cultural traditions and 

social activities as sources of imagery through time and across cultures
Art 10-12) Artists select from natural forms in order to develop decorative motifs.
(Art 10-12) The function of an artwork can be emphasized by its decoration.

» Natural outdoor space with plants, rocks, pinecones, sticks etc.
» Appropriate outdoor clothing
» Optional: phone cameras, digital camera
» Optional: snow paint (water and food colouring in bottle with very small spout –

repurposed mustard bottles work well)
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Motivation
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Project

Many biological and topographical forms are structured by patterns. Nature tends towards 
pattern because of the stability, efficiency and reproducibility in patterned designs. These 
designs are often aesthetically pleasing to the human eye, and inform an artistic and 
practical sensibility for the designs created by humans. In closely observing natural forms, 
students will have the opportunity to form scientific hypotheses about the function and 
formation of evolutionary or geological structures. Through the excitement of observation 
and discovery, they will experience the intersection of scienctific observation and artistic 
inspiration. 

INTRO: Draw a couple of simple patterns on the board that might resemble patterns 
found in nature (concentric circles, lines, or large and small triangles). Ask students 
to think of natural forms that might look similar, or other patterns that can be found 
in nature. Make simple sketches of the suggestions students give (ripples, tree roots, 
venation on leaves or insect wings, stripes on animals, mountains). 
With older students, discuss the function or formation of different patterns. For 

instance, roots spread outwards from the tree in a fractal-style multiplication in order to 
find more minerals and water for the tree. 

Have students dress appropriately for an outdoor trip. Explain to students that they will 
be going outside to look for naturally occuring patterns. Their task is to find patterns 
and hypothesize the function or cause of formation for those patterns. In winter, look for 
patterns in the shape of snowflakes, snow drifts, frost crystals, icicle clusters, clouds, tree 
branches, tree bark, or evergreen needle growth.

Once in the outdoor area, outline exploration boundaries for students. Establish a “call-
back” strategy, and a time frame for the exploration. Then send students out to find 
patterns. 

Option: If working with older students, have them use phone cameras to record their findings. 

Call students back and discuss findings. With older students, discuss hypotheses for 
the fuction of the pattern or how it was formed. Record unanswered questions to be 
searched up when back in the classroom.

Art Activies
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Art Activies

Example 1: the “design” on this rock is 
made by the white fossils of prehistoric 
worms. 

Example 2: lichens cling closely to this 
rock to absorb its minerals. 

Show students a mandala, which is a human-made pattern. Mandalas are sacred symbols 
in Buddhism, Hinduism and Jainism. They represent the universe, and are used as 
instruments of meditation. Traditionally, they represent one of two metaphysical views 
of the universe: either the many becoming one, or the one becoming many. Discuss 
this cultural significance with students. Ask students if the mandala reminds them of 
any natural forms that they have seen before (flower, rays of the sun, etc.). Discuss how 
the design of the mandala relates to patterns in nature or fractal geometry. With older 
students, discuss how the view of the universe represented by the mandala could relate to 
recurring patterns in nature, or to fractal geometry

« Traditional Hindu mandala. 

Contemporary mandala design » 
created with computer graphics.
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Art Activies

Tell students that they will be making a mandala using objects they find outdoors. 
Discuss potential materials, and encourage students not to destroy living things as they 
gather materials. Split students into groups. Reiterate boundaries, time limit, and call-
back strategy. Send students out to make mandalas. 

Option: IN WINTER – students may still use objects to create a mandala if they can 
find enough rocks, sticks, needles, icicles etc. to make one. If not, students can use their 
footprints to make a mandala pattern in the snow, or can use snow paint

Get students’ attention and instruct them to go around and look at each others’ 
mandalas. Students can then have the option to leave their mandala for passerbys to 
see, or can return their objects to where they were found. 




