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50 NATURE-ORIENTED SUMMER CAMPS 

How the Profile was Obtained 

The idea of a nature-oriented summer camp is not novel.  The researcher wondered how many nature-

oriented camps were operating around the country and how their programs compared to Walter B. 

Jacobs Memorial Nature Park’s Earth Camp.  After a preliminary search, the researcher discovered that 

there were hundreds – maybe thousands – of nature camps across the United States.   

To get a glimpse of what nature camp was like around the country, one camp in each of the fifty states 

was selected and studied.  To ensure that all of the camps included in the profile were nature-oriented, 

mission statements were scrutinized.  Camps that focused on recreation or subjects other than nature 

were rejected.  

Information was gathered by conducting internet searches on Google.com for “nature,” “camp,” and the 

name of the desired U.S. state.  Search results were perused in the order they were received.  Once a 

compatible mission statement was found, that camp was added to the database and no other camps for 

that state were considered.  For some states, “nature” and “camp” were not sufficient criteria for 

finding relative programs, so the terms “environmental” and “camp” were used.  These searches located 

a nature camp in every state except North Dakota.  An internet search was conducted for nature 

centers, outdoor learning centers, Audubon Society centers, and nature parks in North Dakota.  The 

websites for agencies matching those descriptions were explored for summer camp information.  When 

no camp was found, phone calls were placed to the agencies and inquiries were made about the 

existence of nature-oriented camp programming.  

After nature camps were identified and added to the database, all the online material about each camp 

was examined.   Information including costs and programming specifics were gleaned from the camps’ 



online promotional materials, registration forms, newsletters, and agency annual reports.  For some 

states, the online information was only a general description of the camp, or the web pages describing 

the 2008 summer camp program had been removed and not yet replaced with information for 2009.  To 

get the details needed for a complete profile, those camps were contacted by email or phone and camp 

staff was interviewed. 

Results of the Profile 

Sixty-four percent of the camps in the profile are administered by private non-profit organizations.  Eight 

percent of the camps appear to be run as private for-profit businesses.  Other agencies providing 

nature-oriented camps include city, county, and state parks and nature centers, public universities, one 

private university, one public school district, one partnership between the National Park Service and a 

private non-profit, and one partnership between the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and a county park. 

Seventy percent of the camps profiled are day camp programs.  Eighteen percent of the camps are 

residential programs.  Twelve percent of the camps provide mostly day camp programming with one to 

two overnights. 

The duration of camp programs ranges from one hour of one day at Macon County Conservation 

District’s Kid’s Nature Mini Camp in Illinois to one thousand hours at Swift Nature Camp in Wisconsin.  

The median number of camp hours for nature day camps is 25.64.  The median number of camp hours 

for residential nature camps is 259.20. 

 

 

 



Tuition costs vary as greatly as the contact hours.  Day camp tuition ranges from $0 at Angostura 

Recreation Area’s Nature Day Camps in South Dakota and Nevada Outdoor School’s Summer Adventure 

Camp, to $900 at Chattahoochee Nature Center’s Camp Kingfisher in Georgia.  Residential camp tuition 

ranges from $256 at Dunes Learning Center’s Summer Camps in Indiana to $3000 at Swift Nature Camp 

in Wisconsin. 

 

  

 

Day camp programs range from $0 to $14.50 per hour, with a median of $6.67 per hour.  Day camp costs 

per hour are bimodal, with both $0 and $8 appearing twice in the data set.  Residential camp programs 

range from $1.76 to $5.80 per hour, with a median of $3.19 per hour.  When this data is represented on 

a line graph, the trend is dramatic:  on average, day camp tuitions cost more than twice as much as 

residential camp tuitions when considering the cost per hour. 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33 35

Day

Residential

Day/Overnight

D
o

lla
rs

 p
er

 h
o

u
r 

Number of each Camp Type 

Figure 1: Camp Tuition Per Hour 



Thirty-four percent of the camps offer a discount on camp tuition for participants who are members of 

the camp’s parent organization.  Westwood Hills Nature Center’s Summer Camp in Minnesota, 

Tiedemann Park Nature Center’s Nuts About Nature Summer Camp in South Carolina, and The Nature 

Conservancy and Cincinnati Museum Center at Union Terminal’s Science Camp in Ohio offer discounts 

for city residency.  A handful of camps provide incentives for early registration and/or price breaks for 

participants who attend multiple sessions or for families with more than one child attending a camp 

session.  Four camps provide partial scholarships or sliding fee scales for financially disadvantaged 

participants.  In addition to the two camps with free tuition, two other camps – Denison Pequotsepos 

Nature Center’s Nature Camp in Connecticut, and Blackwood Nature Camp in Texas – offer a limited 

number of full scholarships.  Harrison County & the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Nature Camp in Iowa 

and Portland Parks and Recreation’s Summer Nature Day Camp in Oregon have tuition as low as $5 per 

participant, a price may be charged to eliminate the misconception that “free” programs are 

“worthless.” 

The camps profiled serve a wide range of ages.  Four camps have programming for children as young as 

three years old.  Forty-five camps have programming for ten-year olds.  The College of the Atlantic’s 

Family Nature Camp in Maine offers programming for parents with their children.  When the ages 

served are graphed in a bar graph, a bell-shape emerges that illustrates that while there are camps for 

children of every age, there is a steady rise in the number of camps that serve each consecutively older 

age from three-years old up to ten-years old, and then there is just as steady a decline down to 

seventeen-years-old.  



 

 

Information regarding programming specifics is limited to what the camp planners highlighted in fliers, 

brochures, newsletters and registration materials.  Inferences can be made from a comparison of these 

highlights:   

1) All camps have elements of resource immersion, environmental education and/or interpretation. 

Seventeen camps listed hands-on activities, explorations, and/or experiential opportunities in their 

mission statements.  Forty-four camps spelled out in their brochures, newsletters and websites that 

activities were hands-on, included in-the-field observations and investigations, and/or were experiential. 

2) There are generic activities that many, perhaps all, camps facilitate, including nature walks or hikes, 

crafts, observations and investigations, and zoological topics organized by scientific orders.   
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Eighteen camps highlighted nature walks as key components to their programs in their brochures, 

newsletters and/or registration materials; fifteen noted observational and investigational activities; 

eighteen had activities featuring insect anatomy and adaptations; and twelve camps focused daily 

themes on bird anatomy and adaptations. 

3) All camps focus on resources unique to their sites.   

Two camps specifically aimed to instill a sense of place in its participants.  “To connect children with 

nature” was the mission of thirteen camps.  The available information on the 50 nature camps 

highlighted a total of 451 activities.  These activities were categorized into 97 topics.  Of those topics, 

twenty-nine were offered at only one camp.  Another six topics were found at just two camps; twelve 

were offered at three camps.  This local large number of exclusive and rare activities, such as 

Appalachian studies, buffalo, and whale watching, are the result of a trend in nature camps to be place-

based. 

Four best practices for nature-oriented camps have surfaced from the information gathered:   

1) Organize activities around a big idea. Nature camp programs are organized by either daily, weekly, 

or session-long themes.  Almost without exception, these themes have alliterative titles like Fascinating 

Forests and Interesting Insects.  

 2) Facilitate experiences for multiple intelligences and learning styles.  The activities support the 

themes and are comprised of environmental education lessons, interpretive experiences, games and 

crafts. Many activities are sensory in nature, many include art, music, writing, or physical activity.   

3) Immerse campers in nature (the resource).  Nature camps are tailored to their site-specific resources.  

A coastal site has field programming on coastal habitats and aquatic life; a forested site presents 

experiential programs on forest habitats, trees, and animals of the forest.   



4) Aim for awareness, appreciation, and responsible action.  Twenty-one camps aspired to increase 

awareness of, appreciation for, or a sense of wonder about nature and/or the environment.  Twenty-

nine camps stated teaching, educating, or increasing understanding of nature and/or the environment 

as their missions.  Twenty-two of the fifty nature camps aimed to foster a conservation ethic, promote 

responsible environmental action, or encourage stewardship. 

Iƻǿ ².WΩǎ 9ŀǊǘƘ /ŀƳǇ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǳǇ 

Walter B. Jacobs Memorial Nature Park’s Earth Camp is the result of a partnership between a city 

government, a county government and a private non-profit.  This type of partnership exists in two of the 

camps in the profile. 

Tuition for Earth Camp is free.  Two other camps in the profile offered camp programs at no cost to the 

participants; two other camps provide full scholarships on a need basis; and two camp programs charge 

a nominal fee.  Earth Camp, however, is not open to any and all participants as are 49 of the camps in 

the profile.  Three-fourths of Earth Camp participants are funneled through Shreveport Recreation 

Centers located in urban areas.  One fourth of Earth Camp participants are students from a rural public 

school that emphasizes environmental education.   These urban and rural children are targeted in an 

attempt to reach an audience that would otherwise not get a summer camp experience.  The Portland 

Parks and Recreation’s Summer Nature Camp has a program that is open to all applicants as well as a 

low-income program with participants that are hand-picked based on their neighborhood and school 

enrollment.  Portland’s low-income camp program is not advertised in their camp materials and was 

only discovered during a telephone interview with the camp coordinator.  Walter B. Jacobs Memorial 

Nature Park’s Earth Camp is also not advertised anywhere online or offline.  This suggests there may be 

other camps selecting participants for income, diversity, or residency that the search methods used in 

making this profile would never find. 



Earth Camp targets children ages 7 through 11.  The majority of nature camp programs serve these ages 

as well. 

Earth Camp programming has elements of resource immersion, environmental education and/or 

interpretation, and involves the generic activities that many, perhaps all, camps facilitate, including 

nature walks or hikes, crafts, observations and investigations, and zoological topics organized by 

scientific orders.   While Earth Camp does make use of the resources unique to Walter B. Jacobs 

Memorial Nature Park and to Northwest Louisiana, it does not have any exclusive activities or topics.  

This is an opportunity to be creative and develop programs that capitalize on park and region resources.  

Possible topics include the Caddo Chimney Crawfish, a species found only in the bayous in the park; the 

Louisiana Pine Snake, which is nearing extinction; and Louisiana Cane, a plant covering much of the park 

that is no longer widespread or common. 
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State 

Type of 
Organization Organization Camp Name Overnight/Day 

AL Non-profit Alabama Wildlife Federation Expedition Lanark Outdoor Day Camp half-day 

AK Non-profit  Center for Alaskan Coastal Studies 
Junior Naturalist Science and 
Discovery Camp 

3 days = 2 
overnights 

AZ Public University North Arizona University Junior/Senior Forester Academy overnight 

AR Non-profit Arkansas Audubon Society Halberg Ecology Camp overnight 

CA Non-profit Environmental Nature Center Science Summer School  half-day 

CO Non-profit Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory Kid's Nature Camp day 

CT Non-profit Denison Pequotsepos Nature Center Nature Camp half-day, day 

DE Non-profit Delaware Museum of Natural History Summer Camp half-day, day 

FL County Government Palm Beach County Okeeheelee Nature Day Camp day 

GA Non-profit Chattahoochee Nature Center Camp Kingfisher Day Camp half-day, day 

HI Non-profit Hawaii Nature Center 
Sensational Nature Adventure 
Program (SNAP) day 

ID Non-profit Discovery Center of Idaho Summer Discovery Day Camps day 

IL Non-profit Macon County Conservation District Kids Nature Mini Camps half-day 

IN 
Federal 
Government Dunes Learning Center  Summer Camps overnight 

IA County Government Harrison County & USFS  Nature Camp day 

KA 
Public School 
District Shawnee Mission School District 

Summer Enrichment Program: 
Nature day 

KY Non-profit Louisville Nature Center  Summer Day Camp day 

LA Non-profit Audubon Zoo Zoo Camp and Zoo Explorers day 

ME Private College College of the Atlantic  Family Nature Camp overnight 

MD Non-profit Howard County Conservancy  
Summer Nature Camps at Mt. 
Pleasant day 

MA Non-profit MASS Audubon Moose Hill Nature Day Camp day 

MI Non-profit 
Fernwood Botanical Garden and Nature 
Preserve Summer Day Camp 

day with one 
overnight 

Table 1: 50 Nature Camps Names and Types 



 
State 

Type of 
Organization Organization Camp Name Overnight/Day 

MN City Government Westwood Hills Nature Center  Summer Camps day 

MS Public University Crosby Arboretum  Summer Nature Camp day 

MO Non-profit 
Martha Lafitte Thompson Nature 
Sanctuary  EGADS Day Camps day 

MT Non-profit Montana Outdoor Science School  Summer Programs 
day (overnight for 
upper ages) 

NE City Government Pioneers Park Nature Center Wilderness Nature Camp day 

NV Non-profit Nevada Outdoor School  Summer Adventure Camp day 

NH Private For-profit Three Maples Arts and Nature Camp Three Maples Arts and Nature Camp day 

NJ Non-profit Schiff Nature Preserve Summer Nature Programs for Kids haf-day 

NM Non-profit Randall Davey Audubon Center Summer Day Camp 
day, some sessions 
have one overnight 

NY Private For-profit Free Spirit Nature Camp Free Spirit Nature Camp 
day, some sessions 
have one overnight 

NC County Government 
Mecklenburg County Park and 
Recreation Eco-Explorers Nature Camp day 

ND State Government 
Turtle Mountain Outdoor Learning 
Center (program names differ) day 

OH Non-profit 
The Nature Conservancy and Cincinnati 
Museum Center at Union Terminal Science Camp overnight 

OK Non-profit Payne County Audubon  Nature Camp day 

OR City Government Portland Parks and Recreation  Summer Nature Day Camp day 

PA Non-profit Endless Mountains Nature Center Summer Nature Day Camp day 

RI Non-profit Audubon Society of Rhode Island Audubon Summer Nature Camp day 

SC City Government Tiedemann Park Nature Center Nuts About Nature Summer Camp day 

SD State Government Angostura Recreation Area  Nature Day Camps day 

TN Private For-profit Camp IdyllWild Camp IdyllWild day 

TX Non-profit Blackwood Nature Camp Blackwood Nature Camp overnight 

UT Non-profit Utah Museum of Natural History  Kids in Nature Camps day 



State 
Type of 
Organization Organization Camp Name Overnight/Day 

VT Non-profit Vermont Institute of Natural Science 
Nature Camps at Ethan Allen 
Homestead day 

VI Non-profit Nature Camp Nature Camp overnight 

WA Non-profit Seattle Audubon Society  Nature Camp day 

WV Non-profit Oglebay Institute Junior Nature Camp overnight 

WI Private For-profit Swift Nature Camp  Swift Nature Camp  overnight 

WY Non-profit Teton Science Schools Summer Youth Adventures 

day, older group 
camps up to two 
nights 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
State Duration 

Contact 
hours Age range Tuition 

Member 
Discount 

Residency 
Discount 

Early 
Registration 

Discount 

Multi- 
Session 

Discount 
Sibling 

Discount 
Partial 

Scholarship 
Full 

Scholarship 

AL 5 days 20 8 through 11 110 V 

      AK 5 days 72 9 through 12 205 
       AZ 1 week 112 9 through 16 650 
     

V 

 AR 5 days 112 11 through 12 275 
     

V 

 CA 10 days 40 5 through 11 260 V 

      
CO 

1 or 2 
day 4, 5 4 through 11 30, 35 

   
V 

   
CT 5 days 15 to 35 3 through 15 

130 to 
465 V 

   
V 

 
V 

DE 5 days 10 to 35 2 through 10 
80 to 

235 V 

      FL 10 days 70 7 through 14 175 
       

GA 
5 to 10 

days 20 to 70 5 through 14 
290 to 

900 V 

      HI 5 days 36.25 6 through 11 350 V 

  
V 

   ID 5 days 35 6 through 12 175 V 

      IL 1 day 1 1 through 4 10 
       IN 5 days 112 7 through 13 256 
       

IA  1 day na 4 through 10 
$5 to 

$15 
       KA 5 days 15 4 through 13 70 
       KY Na na 4 through 12 unknown 
       

LA 5 days 30 4 through 12 
156 to 

176 V 

      
ME 7 days 168 

5 and up plus 
parents 

450 to 
900  

       MD 5 days 32 5 through 11 250 
       MA 5 days 30 3 through 16 288 V 

      
MI 4 days 8 to 36 4 through 12 

55 to 
120 V 

      

Table 2: 50 Nature Camps Hours and Costs 



State Duration 
Contact 

hours Age range Tuition 
Member 
Discount 

Residency 
Discount 

Early 
Registration 

Discount 

Multi- 
Session 

Discount 
Sibling 

Discount 
Partial 

Scholarship 
Full 

Scholarship 

MN 4 days 10 to 22 4 through 10 52 to 85 
 

V 

     MS 4 days 8 8 and up 30 V 

      
MO 4 days 14 to 26 3 through 14 

100 to 
145 V 

      

MT 4 days 16 to 24 

3 through 11 
for day school; 
12 and 13 for 
overnight 

120 to 
300 

       

NE 5 days 42.5 

6 through 12, 
older get 
leadership 
training 140 

       NV 5 days 20 8 through 13 free 
       NH 5 days 35 5 through 15 185 
  

V 

 
V 

  NJ 5 days 17.5 to 22.5 6 through 15 unknown 
       NM 5 days 32.5 6 through 11 250 
  

V 

 
V 

  
NY 

4, 5, or 9 
days 

24, 30, or 
72 4 through 14 

210 to 
469 

       NC 5 days 35 7 through 9 150 
       ND 1 day varied 5 through 17 varied 
       OH 3 days 72 9 through 16 270 V V 

     OK 5 days 
 

6 through 11 unknown 
       OR 5 days 30 5 through 12 $5  
       

PA 5 days 15 to 30 4 through 11 
65 to 

115 V 

 
V 

    
RI 5 days 15 to 30 3 through 12 

195 to 
390 V 

      SC 5 days 30 5 through 11 110 V 

      SD 1 day 2.5 7 through 12 free 
       TN 5 days 35 5 through 11 270 
  

V 

    



State Duration 
Contact 

hours Age range Tuition 
Member 
Discount 

Residency 
Discount 

Early 
Registration 

Discount 

Multi- 
Session 

Discount 
Sibling 

Discount 
Partial 

Scholarship 
Full 

Scholarship 

TX 7 days 168 8 through 13 500 
   

V 

 
V V 

UT 5 days 15 to 35 5 through 10 
120 to 

230 V 

      
VT 5 days 35 6 through 11 

295 to 
305 V 

      VI 14 days 336 10 through 17 700 
     

V 

 WA 5 days 32.5 6 through 14 unknown V 

      WV 7 days 168 10 through 15 295 V 

      
WI 

2, 3, or 6 
weeks 336 to 1008 6 through 15 

1000 to 
3000 

       
WY 1 week na 6 through 11 

285 to 
350 

        

 


