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By Dick Powell

While working 
at Starker 
Forests, I 

was asked to play the 
role of educator. Many 
of us foresters went to 
college with the goal 
of working out in the 
woods and the thought of speaking to 
children may be more terrifying than 
meeting a cougar while cruising. It is 
possible to become comfortable com-
municating the science of forestry and 
fieldtrips, and here are some lessons that 
I’ve learned.  

Connecting and managing
At Starker Forests, most of our visitors 

are grade-school kids. I am known as the 
“Treeman” and wear a wood cookie with 
a drawing of Tweety Bird on it. On the 
wood cookie, Tweety is saying, “I tawt I 
taw a Treeman.” The kids know Tweety 
Bird and the wood cookie instantly 
builds a connection with them.

• A good start with first graders is to ask 
them to smile. At that age, most of them 
are missing a few teeth, and they like to 
show the gaps in their mouths. Again, it 
helps build an instant connection.

• If possible, keep your group sizes to 
about a dozen people, including adults, 

because it is easier to get to know each 
person and to identify the ones who 
don’t raise their hands. Especially watch 
for and include the kid with some sort of 
disability. Oftentimes, they’ll say nothing 
and given their impairment, it’s easy to 
assume they have a learning disability. 
Though sometimes that is the case, some 
are actually very bright; they know the 
answer and it just takes a little extra effort 
to understand what they have to say. I’ve 
had teachers give me a thumbs-up for 
singling out those kids while I’ve some-
times had teachers tell me that an indi-
vidual just does not have that capability.

• While you may have something you 
want to present, younger kids will often 
blurt out something that, at least to them, 
seems relevant. Be patient and don’t 
brush them off; to them, what they have 
to say is important so be patient and 
listen before getting back on topic.

• Keep in mind that, though you may 
be looking at the kids, you are talking to 
their parents, too. What you are teaching 
is sometimes new to the parents as well.

• I’ve always felt that, especially with 
a class of students, I am the tour guide, 
and the teacher is responsible for their 
students. Some teachers will be very 
involved with their students and those 
classes are a joy to work with. On the oth-
er hand, some teachers stand back and 
let me be responsible for keeping their 

students’ attention. That means having to 
learn some teacher tricks for getting the 
students’ attention and, where the teach-
er is uninvolved, the students’ attention 
can be fleeting.

The logistics of educating
• A trail dedicated to education is very 

useful, especially if it has a variety of for-
est types. If there is some history to share 
about the land (e.g., a former homestead 
with some apple trees still there), sharing 
that history gives some context for how 
the land has been used. 

• A shelter for lunch is good for when 
there is wet weather.  

• Always, always, always—I can’t say 
it enough—always have a potty; kids 
will need it. If possible, have the potty 
outfitted with a basin to wash hands and 
maybe have drinking water available. 
Starker Forests bought a trailer-mounted 
potty many years ago and it has logged 
many miles traveling out to our trail.

• Making things hands-on will make 
the day more fun, meaningful, and event-
ful. Have a grade-level workbook where 
they can write or draw to help reinforce 
what you are trying to show them. Let 
them hold the frog or the snake they find; 
show them a spit bug; let them explore 
and discover. Look for animal tracks 
(bicycle tracks will baffle them); better 
yet, have rubber tracks they can play with 
at a mud puddle. These things may not 
be on your agenda, but that exploration 
helps them discover the natural world 
and make the field trip more fun. With 
observation comes an understanding of 
the world around them. 

An example of observation is on an 
afternoon hike to an old homesite where 
I ask the kids to become “archaeologists” 
and to look for clues. When they put the 
clues together, they do a pretty good job 
of describing the homesite and the peo-
ple who once lived there.

• A great hands-on activity for middle 
and high schoolers is to cruise a tenth-
acre plot. To begin, I tell them I am “Joe 
Timber-Buyer,” I have a fistful of cash and 
I want to buy an acre of their timber. I ask 
them what they think the value of an acre 
of timber is (they commonly guess about 
$1,500). Rather than guess, this brings 
out the idea of sampling to get a better 
estimate. 

After I show them how to cruise, they 
do all the work. While discovering the 
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true value of the timber, they get to use 
common forestry tools and do some 
math. They eventually find they would 
have cheated themselves out of $25,000 
and their boss would probably fire them 
while I get a long vacation in Tahiti! 
Further, this is career role modeling as it 
shows real people using math and other 
skills they are learning in school.

Parting thoughts
At a workshop many years ago, Rick 

Zenn said, “Correlate or Die!” In other 
words, if your listener has no idea what 
you are talking about, either give up or 
start over. I’ve had many instances in my 
career to apply this advice. 

Some years ago, Oregon State Uni-
versity hosted an annual seminar for 
members of the North American Whole-
sale Lumber Association. While these 
were mostly classroom sessions, I’d take 
attendees to the woods for a day to give 
them a better understanding how the 
lumber they sold was produced. Though 
they worked in the forestry business, I 
quickly realized they were not foresters; 
they were businesspeople. My forestry 
jargon (basal area, DBH, TPA, log scale, 
timber cruising, yarder, etc.) might as 
well have been a foreign language and I 
had to better explain my words.

Barte Starker was once asked why we 
put forth so much effort with kids. “The 
answer was really quite simple,” he said. 
“They are our future.” While most of our 
visitors at Starker Forests are elemen-
tary-school kids, we welcome anyone 

interested in our forests. 
When speaking with children or their 

parents, we really try to keep natural re-
source issues out of our presentation. We 
present what we do in an honest, matter-
of-fact manner and let people take it 
from there. This approach is similar to 
Project Learning Tree’s approach, which 
is to teach how to think, not what to 
think. However, some visitors, especially 
adults, will sometimes want to discuss 
some issue. We won’t dodge the question 
so we’ll try to answer it as honestly and 
as matter-of-factly as we can. Clear-cut-
ting and herbicides are topics they’ll 

frequently ask about.
Because those of us at Starker Forests 

who are involved with outreach and 
education aren’t trained in pedagogy, we 
belong to and participate in a number of 
environmental education groups. We feel 
it is important to be involved with edu-
cators and to keep current with changing 
environmental education standards. 
The Oregon Forest Resources Institute 
is one of those groups and has been of 
immense help in what we do.

Pre-COVID-19, we offered a Wednes-
day afternoon tour each summer for 
anyone who wished to spend an after-
noon in the woods. At the end of the day, 
we ask participants to fill out a short and 
very simple questionnaire. A common 
comment we received was that a forest 
is complex, and a forester has to know a 
lot more about the forest than just trees. 
(They must think our BS degree means a 
Bachelors of Saws!) Another frequently 
made comment is that science drives 
what we do and, sometimes, money is 
secondary. And the comment that I ap-
preciate most is their saying we are good 
stewards of our forests, which demon-
strates to me that they are hearing our 
message.   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.
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On the field trips that Dick Powell has led, many of the activities were hands-on and 
encouraged observation of the natural world.


