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By Andrea Watts

Bringing forestry 
education to the 
classroom is a 

team effort involving 
the curriculum cre-
ators, such as Oregon 
Forest Resources 
Institute and Project 
Learning Tree (PLT), 
and the teachers who 
recognize the value in participating in 
the trainings offered by these organi-
zations and teaching the curriculum in 
the classroom. Lourdes Flores Skydanc-
er was one of these teachers. Prior to 
joining Pacific Education Institute (PEI) 
as a multilingual education coordinator, 
Flores Skydancer was a 5th-grade teacher 
at Evergreen Elementary, which is part 
of the Shelton School District. The city of 
Shelton is located in Washington State’s 
Mason County. 

What set Evergreen Elementary apart 
in the school district was its offering 
a dual language program of Spanish 
and English. From 2014-2019, Flores 
Skydancer taught the Spanish portion 
of the curriculum, and science was 
taught in Spanish. While at Evergreen 

Elementary, she was a Washington 
State Science fellow and PEI Science 
grade-level coordinator. Before moving 
to Washington State, she worked in Baja 
California, Mexico, as a marine biologist 
and environmental educator. 

I spoke to Flores Skydancer to learn 
about her experience teaching the PLT’s 
sustainable forestry curriculum. What 
follows is our conversation, edited for 
length and clarity. 

How did you hear of the Pacific 
Education Institute?

We had a wonderful team of bilin-
gual teachers who taught 5th grade, and 
we were all very interested in teaching 
science outdoors. We took advantage of 
every opportunity to take kids outside 
to participate in science programs. We 
did summer institutes, went to Mount 
Rainier, and had the students do water 
testing for citizen science projects. We 
were always outside. 

One of my mentor teachers, Judy Ser-
rano, pushed me to go to every meeting 
offered by Pacific Education Institute and 
that’s when I met the team and Denise 
Buck, who is the program director. I was 
asked to be the Science Fellow for my 
team. I always loved environmental edu-

cation when I worked in Mexico; it’s one 
thing that I believe in. 

Tell me about the collaboration with 
Evergreen Elementary, the Mason 
County Conservation District, and 
Green Diamond. 

It was a pilot project with Pacific Ed-
ucation Institute and the school district 
for our kids to learn about sustainable 
forestry. We worked with the Mason 
Conservation District environmental ed-
ucation specialist to prepare the course 
materials. The conservation district was 
wonderful because they provided a lot of 
the resources, such as field journals, and 
were very supportive in translating the 
performance tasks into Spanish. Green 
Diamond provided the forest and their 
recreation area. Green Diamond also 
sponsored a poster contest about sus-
tainable forestry with the Mason Conser-
vation District. Every year the 5th graders 
participated in the poster contest. Since 
one of our teachers was an artist, she put 
a lot of effort in encouraging the students 
to create posters. 

What were some of the performance 
tasks?

One of the tasks was doing field 
surveys in ecological quadrants. First, we 
practiced in the classroom; the students 
had to mark a square on the floor and 
count how many of each plant there were 
and make sketches in the journal. Later, 
they would go out in the forest and do 
the survey. 

Another task was finding all the forest 
products on a trail, like a treasure hunt. 
The students were surprised at the things 
that were there. And another task had the 
kids observe how animals find places to 
live in the canopy and other layers of the 
forest. 

The students responded positively 
to these hands-on activities and were 
engaged because they were learning and 
discovering by themselves new informa-
tion. They also loved having other teach-
ers join their classroom. They looked 
forward to the field experiences in the 
forest, and their parents enjoyed coming 
along too. 

What are the benefits of using 
already developed curriculum, such 
as Project Learning Tree?

My 5th-grade team was very enthusias-
tic about science, even the English teach-
er who didn’t have a science background. 
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Yet not all teachers are confident about 
teaching science. They are not confident 
that they can teach it and don’t use new 
materials, or only teach the same lesson 
plan all the time. Curriculum like Project 
Learning Tree can give them more confi-
dence because it has all kind of activities 
they can adapt to their own lessons. 
When they also have a supportive team 
or have a Pacific Education Institution 
science fellow or a partnership with com-
munity members, they can also feel more 
confident and learn together. Volunteers 
and partners are wonderful because the 
teachers know they have support and 
begin to feel more confident.

How can the Project Learning Tree 
curriculum be improved?

This is a very good question and very 
complex. For us being a dual language 
school, it was very important that our 
curriculum materials were in Spanish. If 
teachers translated the materials, which 
sometimes we did on our own time, they 
weren’t the same quality as the original 
materials because they were not printed 
and didn’t have pretty pictures. When we 
translated posters and put sticky notes 
on it, the kids asked why the poster in 
English was pretty and the one in Span-
ish was patched up. We didn’t like doing 
that and having the kids think Spanish is 
less valuable, so it’s a question of equity 
for the kids. 

Another reason why translating was 

problematic is because our program is a 
50-50 split between English and Spanish. 
If we don’t translate the materials, it’s no 
longer 50-50 because now we are teach-
ing more in English. 

PEI did translate the performance 
tasks so we could use the materials in 
Spanish, but the videos weren’t trans-
lated to Spanish. While we can now use 
automatic translators when watching 
videos, when I was teaching, we couldn’t. 
And although the 5th grade students 
could understand the videos because 
they are all bilingual, that’s not correct 
because then we are not teaching 50-50. 

Because of that, for dual language 
programs, the curriculum of Project 
Learning Tree would improve if we could 
get the lessons and activities in Spanish, 
including the videos!

What support can SAF members 
or natural resources professionals 
provide to help teachers teach 
forestry? Should they reach out 
to their local school district or an 
environmental organization in their 
state? 

Definitely both, because a partnership 
is necessary. For our pilot project, Pacific 
Education Institute was looking for part-
ners, so they reached out to the Shelton 
School District and the Mason Conserva-
tion District. The school district supports 
teachers with professional development 
time. What helped our partnership with 

the conservation district was a liaison 
who was a very energetic environmen-
tal educator. She arranged for all the 
AmeriCorps volunteers to help teach the 
lessons, whether out in the field or in the 
classroom. Human resources are very 
important. Having volunteers that teach 
the activities, helps teachers learn how 
to become comfortable when leading the 
activities themselves.  WF

Lourdes Flores Skydancer is a 
multilingual education coordinator with 
Pacific Education Institute. She can be 
reached at (360) 951-5732 or lflores@
pacificeducationinstitute.org.
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One of the hands-on activities that the 5th graders participated in was a 
citizen scientist project for the Chehalis Consortium Science Team under the 
leadership of science specialist for ESD 113, Rachel Stendhal. They collected 
water samples at the nearby Shelton Creek and in the classroom, they did 
water quality testing of the samples.


