
“Let’s Give ‘em Something to Write About”  
 
At McDowell Environmental Center, we train our instructors to use 
journaling prompts during classes based on your chosen theme, the 
curriculum, and their lesson plan.  

 
We recommend incorporating journaling into your classroom both 
before and after your McDowell Environmental Center experience, 
whether or not you will be journaling while on your trip.  The 
following are tools for you.  
 
š Pre-Trip Questions 

Some suggestions on designing prompts for your class before they visit Camp 
McDowell, and some example prompts for you. 
 

š Post-Trip Questions 
Tips and tricks for creating prompts that link your one-of-a-kind field trip to your 
classroom, and to keep the energy from Camp McDowell going all through the year! 

 
š Creating and Using a Journal 

Suggestions for how to create and integrate a nature journal into your classroom, how 
to offer feedback, and the benefits of nature journaling 
 

š Nature Journaling Do’s and Don’ts 
Pro tips and tricks to make the best journaling and discussion prompts for your class, 
and help you make connections all through your curriculum. 

 
Pre-Trip Questions 

  
In order to best prepare your learners for their experience at McDowell, pre-trip questions 
can be used for discussion, as writing prompts, or to start their journal for Camp.   
 
Remember, journal and discussion prompts should be open-ended, should not easily be 
answered by a yes or no, and should engage the learner’s imagination. For more tips on 
crafting journal prompts, check out the section ‘Nature Journal Do’s and Don’ts.’ 
 
To make a successful pre-trip prompt, we suggest addressing the following: 

● What outcomes do you hope for your learners (i.e. connection to each other and nature) 
● What will prepare them for their trip (i.e. assessing their fears, engaging them in 

reflections) 
● Forming questions that help students create and reach goals 
● Activating prior knowledge to extend through their experience  



● Look at your classes and the associated standards to design questions that will help 
link content in class with that from Camp McDowell.  

 
Your students will be learning a great deal of content at McDowell that is correlated to 
standards and objectives.  In addition,they will: 

● grow emotionally and socially 
● Build confidence in themselves 
● set and achieve goals 
● make positive connections with their peers and their surroundings 
● learn responsible decision-making 

 
Our mission focuses on the intellectual, social, and emotional growth of all learners. These 
pre-trip questions focus on these areas of growth and their experiences at Camp McDowell as 
a whole.   
 
If you feel uncomfortable creating prompts of your own, you may wish to use or modify the 
prompts below to prepare your campers for their trip. 
 

Mission Statement of McDowell Environmental Center:  
To connect people to the environment, teach respect for the Earth and its beings, and promote 

a commitment to lifelong learning. 
 
 
Example Pre-Trip prompts: 

1. What do you think that you will learn while at Camp McDowell? 
 

2. What have you learned already that you think can help you during classes at Camp 
McDowell? 

 
3. What does the mission statement of Camp McDowell mean to you? 

 
4. What makes you most nervous about your trip to Camp McDowell? 

 
5. Draw a picture or write a story about what you think a day and night will be like at 

Camp McDowell. 
 

6. What is your connection with nature/Earth? 

 
 



 
Post-Trip Questions 

 
In order to have the most complete and best experience for  your learners 
at McDowell the following questions can be used as follow up questions for 
discussion, writing prompts or to complete their journal.   
 
We want your students to be changed by their experience at McDowell in 
the most positive way.  So that they are connected and motivated in their 
world at home.  
 

 
Mission Statement of McDowell Environmental Center:  to connect people to the 
environment, teach respect for the Earth and its beings, and promote a 
commitment to lifelong learning. 
 
To make a successful post-trip prompt we focus on the following: 

● What outcomes and accomplishments did they have 
● How they connected to other students, teachers, and other humans  
● What type of learners they are  
● To continue the thinking process about their connection to the environment and world 

around them.  
● To empower learners to make a difference in their community and world 

 
Example Prompts 

1. What is your connection with nature/Earth?  How is it different than before the trip?  
 

2. Describe your biggest success at McDowell Environmental Center. 
 

3. After visiting McDowell and learning about community, how do you fit into your 
communities (Family, School, Friends, City, Sports Teams, World, etc.)? 

 
4. Draw a picture of a habitat that you explored at McDowell Environmental Center?  

 
5. How did you overcome a fear or something that you were nervous about?  

 
6. Describe a connection that you made between you and a classmate? 

 
7. Write a story/poem/narrative about what you learned about yourself? 

 



 
Creating and Using a Journal  

 
There are numerous ways that you can prepare journals for and with 
your students.  To help you create and keep a journal with your class, 
here are some strategies we recommend. 
 
Creating your journal:  

1. A cover page that the learners get to design (perhaps with 
construction or cardstock paper). 

2. Blank pieces of paper in the middle that simply have the class 
title.  They can write these classes in.  

3. A page or two for pre and post questions for the trip. (Provided are some examples of pre- 
and post-trip questions, but we recommend tailoring a few to fit your needs and learners) 

 
Other ideas for creating your journal:  

1. Create the journals for them completely.  Print an entire packet of your design.  
2. Bring notebooks already used in class for writing prompts; designate a spot or style for 

their Camp McDowell experience. 
3. There are excellent examples of nature journals online that you can share with your 

class to inspire them to create something unique and encourage the different strengths 
of your learners. Start a nature journal at Camp McDowell and dedicate time to 
exploring nature weekly when you return home! 

 
Using your journal 

1. Use the pre-trip questions to get your learners excited and prepared for the trip. 
a. Use prompts as exit tickets for the week leading up to and following your trip 
b. Incorporate prompts into their silent writing time 
c. Link topics you cover in class to what your class will ‘experience’ at Camp 

McDowell.  Hold discussions with prompts that help learners make connections 
d. Be mindful of how you offer feedback (see below for tips) 

2. If journaling at Camp McDowell, make sure that each of your learners has their journal 
and a pencil for each class.  

a. The instructors will provide prompts and opportunities to journal during class if 
requested.  

b. If not included in your trip, instructors will lead discussions with similar 
prompts that you may wish to remind the class of once they return home.  

3. Extend the Experience! Use the post-trip questions or prompts that you have designed 
once back at school weekly, reminding learners of the their experience and helping 
them integrate new knowledge in their minds. 

 
 



 
Giving Learners Feedback on Journals 

1. Be as Specific as possible. Simply using the words great, good, etc.  gives them little 
motivation to continue.  Highlight instead the methods a learner used to address the 
prompt, and  suggest areas for more depth in the journal entry or discussion response.  

2. The Sooner the Better. Use best practices so everyone gets the most out of each 
journaling experience. 

3. Address the Learner’s Advancement towards a Goal. Journals are places for learners to 
process their own learning. Set clear goals for journaling prompts, and ensure learners 
are moving toward these processing goals. Adjust prompts if needed. Provide feedback 
that highlights good metacognitive processing.  For example, a post trip  goal may be to 
build a better community within the classroom.  Choose prompts that will help move 
learners toward a higher level of understanding and toward this goal. 

4. Mindful Feedback.  Very strict guidelines can make learners feel nervous and 
controlled so they do not express themselves fully.  Give them room to grow and assess 
them accordingly. 

5. Involve your learners in the process. Explain your feedback. Explain why you made the 
comments you made to the student’s responses.  

 
 
Benefits of Nature Journaling 

1. Stress free writing and drawing.   
2. Simply observing what you see makes the process of writing detailed and specific. 

a. Students work on taking observation skills to the paper.  
b. In examining a small area or grand view learners must describe in new and 

unique ways.  
3. Drawing what you see slows you down enough to truly see.   

a. We want learners to step away from the fast pace of electronics and their busy 
lives and be still. 

b. To be calm and stillness can be grasped through practice. This art can begin to 
develop at an early age through drawing. 

4. Appreciation for the natural world.  
5. Recording your experience helps the learner remember.  

a. Build upon experience, remembering a certain order of events, relating one to 
another. 

6. Create curiosity and generate the want to learn more.  
a. Journaling has been proven to make people feel calmer and more able to enjoy 

the present moment. 
7. Record keeping skills.  
8. Nature journaling can assist with cross curricular connections.  

a. Looking closely at nature the learner can recall patterns (math), motions; 
consider the weather, sky, sounds, and temperature. 

 



Nature Journal Do’s and Don'ts’ 
The following is information that we share with instructors during their training 

in order to have successful journaling with students.  
 

Nature Journal ‘Do’s’ 
1. Record the details (date, time, season, weather, location, etc) 
2. Focus on making observations, not interpretations. 
3. Title your journal entries; show learners there is an explicit, scientific (or 

poetic, or illustrative, or mathematical) goal. 
4. Use and record observations from all of your senses. 
5. Combine intellectual and emotional content in your nature journal. 

Eg. “This is a Big Leaf Magnolia tree, the tree with the largest flower in North 
America. When I stand under it, I feel like I’m in a Dr. Seuss book!” 

6. Employ rubbings, sketches, maps, tables, questions, etc. in recording observations. 
7. Label drawings. This will embolden hesitant artists and help you offer feedback. 
8. Scaffold your prompts for your learners so they can be successful journalers. 
9. Link prompts to your learning goals for a particular subject or class period 
10. Allow time for sharing. 
11. Relate the act of journaling as an intentional practice. Observation is careful examination of 

the world; use observations to consider the world in a scientific, literary, mathematical, etc. 
way. 

 
Nature Journal ‘Don'ts’ 

1. Don’t worry about grammar or artistic ability. Feedback here should be positive and create 
space for learners to grow other skills. 

2. Don’t compliment artistic style, compliment observation skills and adherence to directions. 
3. Don’t allow the same 2-3 learners to dominate sharing; encourage everyone to find a voice. 
4. Don’t focus on too many things at once. Pick an object or idea to center an investigative journal 

prompt and save open-ended prompts for reflections and predictions. 
5. Don’t start with long periods of quiet reflection. Integrate movement and auditory reflection; 

build up to longer periods of quiet time for writing and sketching. 
 

Nature Journal Pro Tips 
1. Teach sketching techniques to help learners build confidence 

a. Use objects smaller than the journal; instead of tracing use dots for the general form 
b. Zoom in, zoom out. Encourage students to draw an overall sketch and to look closely at 

a small piece of the object and sketch that. 
2. Create prompts that engage all senses.  

a. Listening for and counting different kinds of bird sounds; creating sound maps 
b. Recording animal behaviors (e.g. a squirrel shaking tail) 
c. Use simile, metaphor, alliteration, onomatopoeia, etc. to focus observational skills 

3. Don’t use yes or no questions as prompts. A well-placed ‘how’ can change a question from a yes 
or no to an open-ended question quickly! 

4. Encourage open-ended responses by adding ‘to you’ or ‘make you feel’, which also suggest that 
there is no single correct answer. 


