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By Rikki Heath and
Julie Woodward

If you’re a natural 
resources profes-
sional, it’s probably 

a question of when, 
not if, you’ll be asked 
to speak to a group of 
students. Teachers are 
always looking for a 
new face to put in front 
of their class to broad-
en students’ knowledge 
and perspectives. 
While the information 
you provide related to 
natural resources or 
forestry and your career 
pathway are subjects 
that leverage what’s 
being taught in the K-12 grades, teaching 
a class of students might not be in your 
wheelhouse and can be intimidating to 
consider. 

Even the best teachers have to work 
hard to engage their students. The best 
way to avoid the experience of looking 
up to see students’ eyes glazed over is to 
be prepared. Choosing age-appropriate 
concepts and outreach materials that 
hold student interest is the first step. 

If you’re planning a presentation or 
would like to fine-tune what you do now, 

the Oregon Forest Resources Institute 
(OFRI) is here to help. We’re a state agen-
cy that supports Oregon’s forest products 
industry by advancing public under-
standing of forests, forest management 
and forest products. OFRI has a K-12 
program that supports forest education 
for students across the state, including 
providing free educational publications, 
lessons and videos appropriate for all 
grade levels that teach about Oregon’s 
forests and an array of forest-related 
concepts. All OFRI’s K-12 educational 
materials can be ordered or download-
ed for free from our LearnForests.org 
website thanks to funding from forest 
products harvest tax. 

If you’re in Idaho, connect with the 
Idaho Forest Products Commission 
(Idahoforests.org). In Washington, the 
Pacific Education Institute (pacificedu-
cationinstitute.org). In Alaska, the Alaska 
Natural Resource and Outdoor Educa-
tion Association (ANROE) and the Alaska 
DNR Division of Forestry. 

Start with career awareness
It’s important that students have 

experiences interacting with industry 
professionals, so they can build a full 
understanding of the variety of careers 
available to them. When you begin your 
presentation and introduce yourself and 
your current position, don’t stop there. 

It’s helpful to share the path you took 
to get into, and progress in, your career. 
The age of the students doesn’t matter 
because the important thing is allowing 
them to visualize themselves working 
in the forest. The Find Your Path pub-
lication and video series highlights the 
careers of real people. The publication 
and videos keep students engaged by fea-
turing professionals discussing the rea-
sons they like their jobs, and their advice 
for young people considering a forest 
career. Another video called Forest Team 
GO! refutes the myth that the only jobs in 
forestry are as loggers and park rangers, 
by showing that it takes a whole team of 
people, working together, to make sure a 
forest stays healthy and productive. This 
six-minute video explores how they make 
it all work. 

Choosing a topic
How do you decide what to teach stu-

dents? The Oregon Forest Literacy Plan 
provides a conceptual framework for 
teaching K-12 students about Oregon’s 
forests. Designed as a tool for educators, 
the Oregon Forest Literacy Plan outlines 
concepts every student should know 
about Oregon’s forests by the end of high 
school. Additionally, it identifies priority 
topics for forestry education in our state 
and provides a blueprint for developing 
lessons and educational programs. The 
plan also suggests educational materials 
and classroom activities appropriate for 
each grade level.

Once you decide what you want to 
teach, realize that while a particular 
concept may seem simple to you, it may 
be complicated and difficult for students. 
It’s important to make sure the ideas you 
introduce are clear and understandable, 
and that you present them in an engag-
ing way that holds students’ attention. 
One way to do this is to show one of the 
Forest Fact Breaks, a video series featur-
ing 90-second animations that bring a 
variety of forest-related topics to life. The 
15 different animated videos cover the 
basics of important forestry concepts, 
from photosynthesis and ecosystems 
to carbon capture. These videos offer a 
great way to start a presentation, or you 
can use them before heading out to the 
forest for a field trip. 

Forest “field trips”
Along with giving a classroom presen-

tation or participating in a school career 
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day, you may also be asked to interact 
with students as part of a forest field trip 
or host a group on your land. Providing 
hands-on activities is a great way to fos-
ter curiosity and interest. A Tree Carbon 
Tape is one example of a hands-on teach-
ing material you can use with students 
in the field. It’s a diameter tape that stu-
dents create and use to measure trees to 
determine a rough approximation of the 
amount of carbon a tree can store. There 
are notations on the tape that equate the 
measurement with the number of miles 
driving in a car it would take to emit that 
amount of carbon. An accompanying 
teacher guide offers additional back-
ground information and lessons on forest 
carbon. 

You may be asked to attend an Out-
door School session and teach a lesson 
about forestry. The passage of Measure 
99 dedicated state lottery dollars annual-
ly to establish a permanent, stable source 
of funding for Outdoor School, which 
gives every Oregon school student the 
opportunity to benefit from a hands-on 
week of science-based outdoor educa-
tion in fifth or sixth grade. There are a 
variety of models of Outdoor School, and 
some schools have chosen to create their 
own experience. Seeing the need to assist 
Outdoor School educators with curric-
ulum and educational materials, OFRI 
created more than 25 mini lessons that 

cover forestry topics from how to mea-
sure a tree to how to assess forest health. 
These lessons are part of a series called 
Investigate the Forest, and are available to 
download and print at any time.  

High school Career Technical Educa-
tion (CTE) programs also benefit from 
natural resources professionals inter-
acting with students. A teacher may ask 
you to give a classroom presentation or 
accompany the class to the forest and 
show students the work you do. If you’re 
asked to provide a field study for a CTE 
program, OFRI has a 12-week curriculum 
called Inside Oregon’s Forests. It’s aligned 
to forestry industry standards, and inte-
grates CTE skills and proficiencies with 
academic content and 

After any presentation, there are many 
OFRI publications that you can give to 
students to reinforce learning. The con-
tent of the publications is aligned to Or-
egon educational standards, and covers 
many different subject areas. They’re all 
FREE, and you can order a copy for each 
student to use and take home.

Education partners
In this article we’re focusing on the 

resources available for a natural resourc-
es professional to teach. However, we 
know it may not always be practical for 
you to be the one teaching. Fortunately, 
there are numerous forestry education 
partners and programs available. K-12 

Forest Education Opportunities guide is 
a directory of field sites, in-class pro-
gramming, special events and ongoing 
forestry programs for Oregon educators 
and their students. This gives teachers 
across the state a way to find someone in 
their area who provides forestry educa-
tion. There are nonprofit organizations, 
private companies, demonstration sites, 
and state forests that provide amazing 
opportunities. 

For example, the Talk About Trees 
program, sponsored by Oregon Women 
in Timber, visits the classroom and uses 
forest materials, displays and hands-
on activities to deliver an interactive 
presentation about forestry and Oregon’s 
forests. 

We also know teachers can’t always 
get their students outside, so we part-
ner with the Oregon Natural Resource 
Education Program (ONREP) that offers 
professional development and educa-
tional resources to formal and non-for-
mal educators throughout the state, 
to help connect students with nature. 
They use curriculum including Project 
Learning Tree and Project WILD to help 
instructors teach about nature while still 
meeting education standards. 

One of the best ways to get students 
interested in the forest is to give them 
multiple opportunities to be in a forest 
and learn about it. This means the more 
times during a student’s K-12 education 
that they get to learn about the forest, the 
more they’re going to feel comfortable 
and engaged with natural resources after 
high school.

The bottom line is this: When you’re 
asked to speak to students, know that 
you don’t have to reinvent the wheel; 
you just need to know where to find it. 
Check out LearnForests.org for resourc-
es, lessons and partner programs – the 
many “wheels” that will help support and 
enhance your presentation.

Thank you for being willing to take 
the time to share your story and exper-
tise with students—it really does make a 
difference.  WF

Rikki Heath is the Oregon Forest 
Resources Institute’s environmental 
educator. She can be reached at heath@
ofri.org. SAF member Julie Woodward 
is the Oregon Forest Resources Institute’s 
acting director of forestry. She can be 
reached at woodward@ofri.org.
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Hosting a station as part of an Outdoor School session or field trip is one way to become 
comfortable interacting with students.


