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By Molly Gillespie

Since the 1980s, 
the Alaska branch 
of Project Learn-

ing Tree (AK PLT) 
has provided Project 
Learning Tree’s (PLT) 
award-winning cur-
riculum, which uses 
forests and trees as a lens for learning, to 
educators across the state. In 2020, the 
program received seed money from the 
Alaska Department of Natural Resources 
Division of Forestry Stewardship Pro-
gram to revitalize the program. 
Currently, our work is made 
possible by funding provided 
by the Wasilla Soil and Water 
Conservation District, Alaska 
Natural Resource and Outdoor 
Education Association (AN-
ROE), and the Alaska Depart-
ment of Natural Resources Divi-
sion of Forestry.

As the Alaska Project Learn-
ing Tree coordinator, I seek to 
support K-12 forestry education 
in ways that are relevant and 
meaningful to Alaskan edu-
cators and encourage them to 
engage students in the ever-
changing natural world around 
them. Annually, I offer six to 
eight workshops to educators in 
all parts of the state. Because of 
how large Alaska is, educators 
often face challenges, such as 
time and financial constraints 
for travel to in-person work-
shops. To reach educators from 
diverse communities across 
the state, AK PLT is offering 
more virtual professional 
development courses, as well 
as cultivating partnerships that 
help lower the cost of in-person 
events. In this way, we support 
a community of practice of en-
vironmental educators statewide. Since 
being revitalized in the summer of 2020, 
AK PLT is budding with exciting new 
opportunities for Alaskan educators. 

Fire Education
In Alaska, we are observing a rapidly 

changing climate that Alaska’s Changing 

Wildfire Environment describes “pro-
foundly impacts the state’s ecosystems 
and fire regimes.” (The Alaska’s Chang-
ing Wildfire Environment publication is 
available at https://www.frames.gov/
afsc/acwe.) 

Scientists, foresters, and fire pro-
fessionals from multiple agencies are 
observing wildfires with more intensity 
and greater severity, which has dramatic 
consequences upon not only the ecosys-
tem, but also on the wildland urban in-
terface and communities across Alaska. 
This means it’s a good time for forestry 

education to focus on fire education.
A recipient of this year’s Wildland 

Urban Interface (WUI) grant, ANROE 
has partnered with AK PLT to prioritize 
fire education efforts in unique ways. 
This coincides with PLT’s newest release, 
The Nature of Fire, a theme-based 

activity collection that invites students 
to investigate wildland fire and ecosys-
tem change. The WUI grant will provide 
professional development opportunities 
by supporting fire education workshops 
for formal and non-formal educators. 
These workshops will connect educators 
to various fire curricula and supporting 
resources, such as fire trunks that supply 
a classroom with materials to use in fire 
labs. AK PLT’s fire education courses will 
also include highlighting Indigenous 
ecological knowledge of cultural uses of 
fire, indigenous fire management prac-

tices, and understanding the 
relationship between humans, 
fire, and the forest. 

Another exciting partnership 
is with Alaska Geographic to 
host an outdoor, in-person fire. 
education workshop in Denali 
National Park and Preserve. 
While learning about the plants 
and animals of the boreal 
forest, educators will explore 
the area with national park 
service fire ecologists to learn 
about fire behavior, fire effects, 
and how to use forestry tools to 
understand the science behind 
the phenomena of fire. This 
type of place-based learning 
inspires educators to take stu-
dents outdoors and observe the 
natural world around them as 
a way to engage in observation 
and inquiry. 

Because PLT is relevant to 
both traditional classroom 
teachers and non-traditional 
educators, we are excited that 
participants will represent a 
variety of programs in the state, 
such as the Bonanza Creek 
LTER Humanities and Arts 
program, teachers from rural 
Alaska, and specialists from 
the Alaska Division of Forestry. 
As an experiential and immer-

sive in-person workshop, this event will 
provide an important space for all three 
pillars of Project Learning Tree’s suc-
cessful approach: educators will receive 
the newest environmental education cur-
riculum available, local and state specific 
knowledge and resources, and oppor-

Exploring Alaska with Project Learning Tree
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At PLT workshops educators engage in scientific practices, 
such as collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data and asking 
questions, such as “Who lives in this forest?”
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tunities to network 
with community 
members from var-
ious programs and 
schools around the 
state of Alaska. 

Besides in-per-
son workshops, AK 
PLT offers an online 
course through Na-
tional Project Learn-
ing Tree that blends 
PLT’s high-quality 
interactive course 
with Alaska specific 
modules that also 
focus on fire edu-
cation. Developed 
under a previous 
WUI grant through 
ANROE, these mod-
ules give educators 
the knowledge and information about 
fire in Alaska, fire management practices, 
and how to Firewise one’s community. 
This self-paced course combines PLT’s 
flagship guide, Explore Your Environment 
K-8 Activity Guide with local and relevant 
resources. The online aspect makes it ac-
cessible to more educators across Alaska, 
which is important in a state that covers 
a large landmass in which professional 
development resources are often con-
centrated along the limited road system 
and urban areas. 

Bringing Alaska into the curriculum
In addition to providing PLT curricula 

to educators across the state, AK PLT 
also seeks to support educators who are 
creating Alaska-focused forestry edu-
cation material that is based upon PLT 
curricula. 

Inspired by a recent workshop, one 
educator created multiple lesson plans 
connecting PLT activities to local phe-
nomena by using her own photographs 
of Alaska’s wilderness and natural pro-
cesses to create guiding questions and 
inquiry-based learning investigations. 
She shared her work with AK PLT and 
now educators from across the state can 
use her photos of Alaska’s boreal forest 
and tundra ecosystems to make their 
lessons current and relevant to Alaskan 
students. (The presentation is available 
at https://www.plt.org/network/alaska.)  

With help from KUAC, a local public 
radio and TV station, AK PLT created 

educational videos that the feature the 
popular PBS Kid’s character Molly of 
Denali™ engaging in PLT activities in her 
own backyard and encouraging students 
to get outside to explore and learn about 
the forest. The videos are used during 
virtual engagements by AK PLT, and 
teachers have access to them for use in 
their classrooms. 

Other examples of how we’re reaching 
educators throughout the state include 
engaging virtually with rural educators 
through AK RISE (Alaska Rural Innova-
tion and Student Engagement Network) 
and supporting outdoor education 
initiatives by providing Boreal Forest 
Scavenger Hunts and other forest-related 
lesson plans to instructors from Anchor-
age Outdoor School. 

Recently, we’ve partnered with Re-
newable Alaska Energy Project (REAP) 
to explore energy in our environment 
by introducing educators to biomass 
projects and the importance of wood as 
a renewable energy source. In a recent 
virtual course that reached 20 teachers 
across Alaska from rural coastal villages 
to populated urban centers, participants 
learned that the state of Alaska and the 
USDA Forest Service fund the Alaska 
Wood Energy Development Task Group 
that provides jobs, education, outreach 
and technical assistance for communi-
ty-led biomass projects. In a state that is 
experiencing large-scale spruce beetle 
outbreaks, changes of fire regime and 
forest structure, there is a unique oppor-
tunity to consider sustainable wood mar-

kets in Alaska with 
otherwise underuti-
lized and undesirable 
material. AK PLT is 
excited to tap into 
the science and 
resources of these 
types of programs 
happening around 
the state to give 
teachers the knowl-
edge to encourage 
wonder and inquiry 
with their students. 
(See Western Forester 
April/May/June 2021 
“Enhancing Forest 
Health and Power-
ing Alaska Native 
Communities for 
more about biomass 
projects in Alaska.)

If you would like to explore forestry 
education in Alaska, please contact AK 
PLT today!   WF

Molly Gillespie is the Alaska Project 
Learning Tree state coordinator with 
extensive experience in developing an 
environmental education curriculum that 
combines state educational standards 
with outdoor field investigations. A 
naturalist and certified environmental 
educator with a passion for teaching 
students in the woods and a background 
in utilizing public lands as classrooms, 
Gillespie believes natural outdoor spaces 
are the best learning environments by 
providing multiple physical and mental 
health benefits as well as making learning 
more fun! She is honored to live and 
work in the beautiful lands of the Ahtna 
people near Yedatene Na’ (Native Village 
of Cantwell, Alaska). Gillespie can be 
reached at alaskaplt.molly@gmail.com. 
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AK PLT connects to Alaskan students with customized PLT materials that feature WGBH 
Boston’s Molly of Denali™ participating in a field investigation of the boreal forest near 
Denali National Park and Preserve, Alaska.


