
Managing Kids Outdoors 
 
Effective classroom management is an integral part of a successful outdoor 
experience. It can be challenging to work with classes outside because of 
students’ high energy and the distractions that exist outdoors. Learn to channel 
students’ energy and enthusiasm toward their own investigations, and use 
“distractions” as teaching tools. 
 
Cooperative Learning  
Dividing students into small groups can bring a welcomed sense of structure to 
outdoor learning activities. It can be particularly effective to teach students 
cooperative learning strategies, such as listening to one another and sharing 
responsibilities, prior to providing them with small-group tasks.  
 
Small-group cooperative learning is an especially effective technique for leading 
hand-on science activities. Teachers provide students with clear directions for 
outdoor study, and then provide support for the groups as they work together. 
For example, if your students are observing how insects help pollinate plants, try 
dividing the class into groups of five, giving each group instructions to find one 
plant and quietly observe any visitor insects. Give members of the groups 
specific tasks, such as timing each insect’s stay, making a quick sketch of the 
insect, writing about how the insect moves, and communicating the group’s 
findings to the class. In this way students acquire cooperative learning skills 
(such as listening, explaining, suggesting, and group decision-making) while 
learning academic concepts. Once students understand the task at hand, you 
can provide support and guidance to the groups while they work together.  
  
Rules and Discipline  
The outdoors is a special kind of classroom and requires special rules for both 
effective learning and safety. Helpful Hints: 
 
• Always tell your principal or office staff where you are going.  
• Take along a cell phone in case of an emergency.  
• Tuck away a small first aid kit (don’t publicize it! - kids will all want bandages!) 
• Be aware of allergies or health concerns. 
• Establish a route and set a firm departure time from the site back to school. 
• Give students warning about how much time they have left. 
• Establish a clear signal for getting students’ attention. 

  
In addition, create specific rules for using equipment and tools, and demonstrate 
to students’ proper and improper use of tools. Your outdoor area may require 
certain other rules, such as “Always keep 2 steps away from the stream” or 
“Always use baggies to pick up scat.” Phrase the rules positively and try to keep 
them simple – the fewer the better.  


