
14  WESTERN FORESTER  s  APRIL/MAY/JUNE 2022

By Diane Dealey Neill

The Forestry Challenge is an aca-
demic event featuring technical 
forestry and current forestry topics 

that is offered to high school students 
throughout California. Since the Forestry 
Challenge began in 2003, this unique 
program has expanded from one annual 
event to five throughout the state and 
had stabilized at a level of 400 students 
per year until the pandemic. There are 
four events each fall and a championship 
event in the spring.

Program goals
The goals of the program are:

• teach students the basic principles of 
forestry, connecting classroom math and 
science to hands-on experiences with 
real-world applications, enabling them 
to make recommendations about natural 
resources management;

• give students the opportunity to ex-
plore careers by interacting with natural 
resource professionals including forest-
ers, hydrologists, soil scientists, wildlife 
biologists, and fire 
scientists; and

• provide an 
opportunity for a 
diverse student pop-
ulation to experience 
outdoor recreation 
and develop an 
appreciation for the 

forest and its benefits to us all. Extracur-
ricular activities can include a night hike 
in the woods with a biologist, a zip line, 
ride on a narrow-gauge railroad, and 
evening bonfires.

Through the Forestry Challenge, stu-
dents gain scientific knowledge and learn 
practical skills involved in environmental 
stewardship, as well as understand the 
complexities of balancing social, envi-
ronmental, and economic values. Par-
ticipants who may have never set foot in 
a forest environment have an increased 
appreciation for the woods and a desire 
to incorporate outdoor activities into 
their lives. They are also more likely to 
choose a career path in natural resources 
and attend college. 

At Forestry Challenge events, students 
participate as a team representing their 
school and learn important lessons of co-
operation, teamwork and public speak-
ing through the following activities.

• Field Training: Forestry professionals 
spend time with the students familiariz-
ing them with common tree species, for-
estry tools, and the use of identification 

keys. This training serves as a review of 
the “learning objectives” and associated 
resources available on the website.

• Field Test: Working as a two- to 
five-person team, students complete a 
comprehensive field test, which includes 
identifying and measuring trees, an-
alyzing stand data, and making forest 
management decisions. The scores from 
the testing stations are combined and be-
come 60 percent of the team’s final score.

• Focus Topic Fieldtrip: Students are 
presented with a current focus topic 
and visit the site of a case study to ask 
questions and collect data. They use the 
information they collect to weigh in on 
the topic, often influencing the decisions 
made about managing the forest in the 

future. Focus topics 
in 2015 included 
community wildfire 
protection, mobile 
app development, 
even-aged plantation 
management, and 
forest inventory.
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In 2021, the Forestry Challenge returned to being in-person and was held at San Bernardino, El Dorado, Santa Cruz, and Shasta with 
COVID-19 safety protocols in place.
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• Presentation: Guided by two consul-
tation sessions with a registered profes-
sional forester, students use all available 
information to put together a 15-minute 
presentation. A panel of three judges 
scores the presentation, which is worth 
40 percent of the final event score. Top 
teams have given these presentations to 
the California Board of Forestry, the Cal-
ifornia Licensed Foresters Association, 
and the Forest Landowners of California.

Because of grant funding and spon-
sorships, the program is offered at a 50 
percent reduced price from what each 
facility would normally cost and rang-
es from $55 to $110 per person for the 
four-day, three-night event. A majority 
of schools can cover the registration fees 
through school or club funds, and some 
fundraise for the event. When a student 
can’t afford the registration fee, sponsors 
dedicated to supporting scholarships 
step up to help.

Adapting to COVID
The year 2020 presented us with some 

significant obstacles and challenged us 
to adapt. A record number of schools 
pre-registered for the in-person fall 
events and, after having to cancel the 
2019-2020 Championship event sched-
uled for April, we began to realize that 
our fall event season was also in jeop-
ardy. We relied on input from pre-regis-
tered teachers as we made key decisions 
about our fall event season, which led us 
to the decision to conduct one statewide 

virtual event for the fall of 2020.
For the focus topic, we collaborated 

with the Usal Redwood Forest Company, 
which manages forests for the Redwood 
Forest Foundation, including a 50,000-
acre tract in remote Mendocino County 
called the Usal Forest. This location is 
too remote to visit during in-person 
events, so we took the opportunity to 
give students a forest experience without 
actually traveling to this forest. We set up 
the event with five identical week-long 
sessions that included an online “field” 
test, virtual office hours, Ask a Forester 
sessions, and virtual presentations to 
remote judges via Zoom. Although the 
students could not get out into the forest, 
the event was well accepted and went as 
well as could be expected.

Participation was just over half of what 
it would be in a typical event season, with 
22 schools, 41 teams, and 229 students. 
The program was made possible be-
cause of 59 volunteers and the generous 
financial support of the sponsors.  The 
2021 event season was also lower than 
previous in-person event seasons since 
many schools still had travel restrictions, 
but 2022 should see a return to pre-pan-
demic numbers.  WF

Diane Dealey Neill is the executive 
director of Forestry Educators 
Incorporated, a 501(c)3 nonprofit that 
administers the Forestry Challenge. She 
can be reached at (530) 417-1960 or 
dianedealeyneill@gmail.com. 

Interested in bringing the 
Forestry Challenge to 

your state?
It is possible that the Forest-

ry Challenge could expand to 
the Pacific Northwest. Here are 
the elements necessary for that 
expansion:

Host Facility—A host facility is 
necessary that is snow free and 
available in the spring, a time of 
year when the California events 
aren’t in full swing.

Nearby Forest—Each event in-
volves data collection on private, 
state, or federal land, so an event 
site near a diverse landowner 
base is important.

Industry presence—Because the 
Forestry Challenge is focused on 
active forest management, nearby 
industrial forestland increases the 
chances of finding appropriate 
case study/focus topic sites.

Volunteers—It takes about 25 
volunteers for a successful event. 
Some volunteers drop in for a few 
hours while others stay for the 
entire event.

Participating Schools—Recruit-
ment is key to a successful event, 
and a state with a natural resourc-
es teacher network is critical for 
success.

Funding Sources—Grants are the 
backbone of the funding stream. 
In California, the USDA Forest 
Service Forest Stewardship fund-
ing and state Climate Investment 
grants have allowed the program 
to fully expand and develop.

Local Coordination—Local SAF 
chapters can play a key role in 
identifying focus topics, sites for 
case studies, and volunteers.

Volunteers are needed in 
California for both fall and spring 
events, and SAF members from 
the Pacific Northwest are wel-
come to come to California to see 
the program in action. Be sure to 
visit the Forestry Challenge web-
site for more information.


