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By Dick Powell and
Jennifer Beathe

Starker Forests is 
a family-owned 
tree farming 

business that owns 
around 90,000 acres 
near Corvallis, Oregon. 
For many years, we’ve 
taken people on trips to 
the woods. These might 
be field trips for school 
children, university 
students, visiting forest-
ers and scientists from 
around the world, or 
the general public.  

A reason why the 
company prioritizes 
forestry and forest-
ry education is because as America 
becomes more urbanized, we see people 
becoming increasingly unaware of the 
origins of the things they use in their dai-
ly lives. Here are a few examples of things 
people said were unrelated to natural 
resources. 

• High school students identified their 
electric hair dryers and modeling clay. 

• A senior didn’t know there were rock 
quarries in Oregon; he’d never thought 
about where the concrete floor he was 
standing on came from.

• A high school environmental class 
was unsure if a dairy cow was related to 
natural resources.

• Middle school students often point 
to their classroom’s television.  

A wise user of natural resources must 
understand where things come from. Our 
intent is to help citizens from Oregon 
and elsewhere connect with the natural 
world and gain a better understanding of 
the role forests play in their lives. We’ve 
also observed that students are taught 
the science of the environment, but they 
do not connect that science with the 
landscape’s history. We want people to 
understand that biology and history have 
worked in tandem to shape what they 
see; the landscape is a function of both 
biology and history.

Improving our message
Though we see hundreds of people 

each year on our field trips or our other 

programs, we’ve long had a nagging 
question: Is what we’re doing working? 
Do people “get” what we are teaching? 
Does this stick with them for the long 
term? Or, is public outreach a waste of 
our time and money?

A few years ago, the World Forestry 
Center hosted their International Educa-
tor’s Institute (IEI). We are foresters with 
no pedagogical or interpretive training 
and found this week-long workshop was 
very worthwhile. Especially useful was 
the “Pedagogic Steps in Environmental 
Maturity” because it validated what we’re 
doing. 

To get to the top of a ladder (e.g., “En-
vironmental Maturity”), one has to climb 
up from the rung below. For example, 
it would be futile to talk to a tour group 
about the complexity of silviculture if the 
attendees don’t have a forestry back-
ground. Otherwise, we’d quickly see a 
bunch of glazed-over stares and we’d find 
we’re pretty much wasting everyone’s 
time.

Here’s an example of the activities 
we’ve incorporated into our outreach 
to help people reach environmental 
maturity. 

Step #1—Learn to enjoy the outdoors. 
We’ve always felt people had a good time 
on our field trips, but did they learn any-
thing? Did any learning stay with them? 
To reinforce what they learned on our 
field trips, we suggest attendees take a 
drive or a hike in the woods, take the kids 
camping, or go canoeing on the neigh-
borhood pond.

Step #2—Experience and observe 
nature. On our field trips, we have people 
stop, close their eyes, and listen; it is 
incredible what they’ll hear for the very 
first time. In a few minutes time, peo-
ple will not become tree identification 
experts, but they’ll see leaders, buds, 
needles, color, bark, flowers, smell, taste, 
cones, etc. vary greatly between tree 
species. We also encourage attendees 
to smell the flowers. Depending upon 
the weather, they will either feel the 
sun’s warmth or get soaked on a cold, 
rainy day. On some field trips, we allow 
attendees to explore a beaver pond and 
discover where the beavers built their 
dens and look for a stump or a branch 
the beavers had chewed on. 

Step #3—Understand the ecological 
web. At this step, people can begin to 
understand what they see. We encourage 
everyone to pick up a handful of dirt. 
As they explore and feel the duff, moss, 
worms, roots, bugs, fungi, moisture, 
texture, etc., they’ll begin to understand 
it is not dirt (we wash dirt off our hands 
before lunch) but rather it is soil (the 
good stuff). Similarly, they can see a 
tree’s cross-section and associate narrow 
growth rings with a dense forest canopy 
or see that the wider rings are due to a 
more open canopy.

Once they’ve seen the differing buds, 
leaders, bark, leaves, etc., they can begin 
to see how some tree species are simi-
lar while others are different.  They can 
begin to group trees, name those groups 
and the individual species, and begin to 
understand a tree.

Step #4—Understand the interplay of 
man and nature. As foresters we like to 
play in nature, and see and experience 
nature, but nature is also the source of all 
life! We share with attendees that nature 
provides the air, nutrients, energy, and 
moisture required by all life forms (the 
basis for the food chain). Take away any 
one of these and life ceases to exist; alter 
any one and life changes. Put another 
way, all life is totally dependent on the 
extraction and use of natural resources 
for its very existence.

Further, we emphasize that nature 
is the source of everything people use. 
Iron, sulfur, wood, cotton, plastic, energy, 
concrete, food, etc.—in some way, all 
our wants and needs are either grown or 
extracted from the environment.

We tie this concept directly to forestry 
by asking attendees to look the tree rings 
and see how the narrow rings became 
wider. We explain that this is likely due to 
opening up the canopy by either a natu-
ral means or through thinning.

Step #5—Make decisions on envi-
ronmental issues. The use of natural 
resources is controversial so during our 
discussions we strive to just stick with the 
science and the land’s history—on these, 
there should be little controversy. As 
Project Learning Tree says, we’d rather 
“teach how to think, not what to think.” 
We’d prefer to let people take what they 
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saw and learned and make their own 
decisions.  

Step #6—Be responsible for the future. 
We hope that our visitors are able to 
make more informed choices after going 
out and experiencing the woods; with 
choices comes responsibility.

Learning when we succeed
We see most people for just a brief 

time on field trips, and it is hard for us to 
reach steps 5 and 6, but we hope we’ve 
planted some seeds a teacher or parent 
can germinate and grow in the days that 
follow. With that, people can make in-
formed decisions and take responsibility.

The best feedback from teachers is 
that most come back year after year. The 
absolute best feedback is when we see a 
child again a year or two later. It doesn’t 
take too long before we realize we’d seen 
them before and that they remember 
quite a bit from their earlier field trip.

With adult groups, we commonly hear 
someone remark how foresters know 
about and care for so much more than 
just the trees. Sometimes, someone says 
they have to rethink what they know 
about forests and forestry. Now and then, 
they’ll remark how they still don’t like 
what we do but they begin to understand 
what we do is based on science—it is not 
just about money.

Yet there are sometimes when we can 
reach steps 5 and 6. Several years ago, 
we took a class of three and four-year 
olds to the woods. Other than having a 
good time (step #1), what could these 
youngsters possibly get from a hike in the 
woods? Could they even get above that 
first step?

A few days after their field trip, we 
received a nice hand-drawn poster of 
us looking at a stick that beavers had 
chewed on. “Tree rings” were drawn 
around the picture.

The backside of the poster was the 
good part. The teachers evidently sat 
down with the kids to find out/reinforce 
what the kids had learned and wrote 
down their comments.
a) “We made duck, cougar, bear, beaver, 
and a raccoon print.” (We have some 
“sand boxes” across the road so kids can 
make animal tracks with some rubber 
prints.) Step #1
b) “The bear footprint was the biggest. 
We heard birds. We learned [sic] a fir 
cone. We saw lots of trees.” Step #2

c) “We count the rings of the tree to find 
out the age of the tree. Trees need water. 
If trees don’t have water, they will not 
grow; trees need sun, water, air, just like 
us.” Step #3
d) “We saw the letter ‘S’ on trees. ‘S’ trees 
were dead.” (We’d made some snags 
and, to help people see these snags, we’d 
painted an ‘S’ on several snags.) Step #4

We were amazed how much these 
children took home from their hike. We 
were especially pleased their teachers 
had followed up with their students. 
Their comments in step #3 were especial-
ly gratifying as they validated our public 
outreach efforts.

A few weeks later, a parent (also a 
teacher) sent a note. Her son was on that 
field trip, and he was still talking about it!

It would have been nice if they had 
gotten to steps 5 and 6, but that would be 
quite a lot to ask of a three- or four-year 
old. Yet, these three- and four-year olds 
validated our efforts at public outreach.

At our annual Tree Planting Day, 
which we’ve held for 30 years, we are able 
to reach steps 5 and 6 with participants. 

For this activity, we invite families out to 
plant trees on a recently harvested unit. 
A typical Saturday morning brings about 
140 youngsters and 70 parents. They have 
fun (step #1); we do this rain or shine 
(step #2); they plant seedlings that will 
grow into large trees (step #3); it’s on a 
unit that was harvested for wood prod-
ucts (step #4). They’ve chosen to spend a 
Saturday morning in the cold, rain, and 
mud (step #5) and help ensure the har-
vested unit is reforested (step #6).  WF

Dick Powell worked for Starker Forests 
as a forester before retiring in 2015. An 
SAF Fellow, he serves as a co-advisor to 
the Oregon Natural Resources Education 
Fund. Powell can be reached at rlpowell@
peak.org. Jennifer Beathe is a forester 
and outreach manager for Starker Forests. 
An SAF member, she can be reached at 
(541) 929-2477 or Jennifer@starkerforests.
com.  


