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“I desire that there be as many different persons in the world as possible; I would have each one be very careful to find out 
and preserve his own way.” –Henry David Thoreau 

Top Ten Tips for Engaging Youth in Unforgettable Natural Resource Experiences Outdoors 

1. Plan ahead & prepare. Draft an outline of your learning time with students. Then, take the time to walk your outdoor teaching 
space, looking for areas where “large group” activities could be carried out with ease, and other spaces that are more conducive 
for small-group or individual learning. Time yourself and see how long it takes you to walk from location to location – now 
lengthen that time by a considerable amount to account for flexibility when you are there with your student group. A flexible 
outline is a great guide! 

 
2. Make sure students’ basic needs are addressed before focusing on lesson content. This is the very important day-to-day stuff – 

like pointing out where the bathroom is and letting students use it. Making sure to take breaks for snacks and lunch, and 
encouraging good personal care through drinking water, etc. Making sure students have enough layers on, or if it is raining outside, 
to locate a dry break location, etc. 

 
3. Get to know your students. Have a clear start to the day through an “Introductions Circle.” Address the students by name – 

have a name badge to make it easier for you to memorize them, such as a “wood cookie.”  Make the Introduction Circle fun, such 
as a “Stretch Circle” in which students introduce themselves and a special “stretch move” that the whole group repeats, or another 
type of game. It’s at this point, too, you can assess what the students’ hopes for the day are – What would they like to learn? What 
would they like to experience? Make mental note or write down these student goals shared and see if you can infuse special 
moments to acknowledge when a student goal is met to make the experience more personalized for them.  

 
4. Make sure to set expectations from the start. Establish an “Attention Getter” as a means to re-focus students. Describe how 

you’d like to see students behave with nature and with each other – outline in the positive, versus the negative (i.e. Leave No 
Trace). Describe the “flow of the day” – students like to know what’s going on and when lunch is. Assign student roles, such as who 
will be the leader of the group as they walk the trail, or when they should be in pairs, make sure to stop for lunch when you said 
you would . . . and most importantly, be consistent. 

 
5. Allow “nature moments” to be infused among your structured lessons. Engage students more deeply in that specific nature 

moment by using inquiry-based questioning (questions that don’t have exact answers and allow the students to think more about 
the process than the end result that you’re looking for as the teacher). 

 
6. Pause for play throughout the day. Use a song between lessons while walking on the trail, or a sensory assignment, such as asking 

students to count the shades of green they observe as they walk from Point A to Point B, to engage students in a playful way, but 
that yet is also a learning opportunity. Have fun with games that are quick and correlate to the topics at play (i.e. Camouflage). 

 
7. Balance large group learning with partner or individual lessons. You can cultivate a greater sense of place by strategically infusing 

opportunities for students to exist in nature through a “Sit Spot,” “Sound Map,” “100 Steps,” or “Guided Silent Walk” activity, to 
name a few activities. 

 
8. Make sure to keep track of your time. Students will be asking you what time it is a lot – set expectations early on that you’ll only 

be answering the time once or twice, or whatever expectation you’d like to set. Do give reminders a few minutes ahead of time 
when you’ll be transitioning to the next activity so students can know what to expect next. Having a concrete “beginning,” 
“middle,” and “end” makes for a cohesive experience. 

 
9.  Employ a variety of group behavior management techniques. Utilize “Turn & Talk” or 

“Think, Pair, Share” instead of always asking a question and calling on the student who 
raises their hand first. Assign partners by having students count off by “1’s, 2’s” versus 
always letting students buddy-up with friends – this will encourage them to work with 
others. Let students be the teacher at times, such as through the “Each One, Teach One” 
activity, or by assigning student leaders/timekeepers. Students love to be helpers, so 
giving them the opportunity to do so will help increase positive behavior. Give thanks to 
those who are behaving in a way conducive to the expectations you’ve set, not giving 
attention to students who are acting out of turn. 
 

10. Incorporate different learning styles – and be sure to have fun! Make sure you have a 
mix of lessons that engage all of the senses (hearing, seeing, smelling, feeling… even 

tasting!). Have written components, yet also auditory components, visual, and 
kinesthetic components, etc.  Students will know when you are having fun, and 
will follow in suit! They are very intuitive. 
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