
BY PAUL D. RIES

rban forestry as an academic dis-
cipline has a much more recent

and varied history than its traditional
forestry kin. As the urban forestry pro-
fession has advanced and matured
over the last 50 years, the education of
urban natural resource professionals
has changed as well. Although it is
possible to obtain a college degree in
the field of urban forestry today, that
hasn’t always been the case. 

Most universities offering urban
forestry degrees only started those pro-
grams in the last 25 years. Consequent-
ly, the majority of urban foresters
received college degrees in something
other than urban forestry. The ranks of
today’s practicing urban foresters are
populated with a diverse array of pro-
fessionals with varied educational
backgrounds. Some are graduates of
the “school of hard-knocks” who picked
up continuing education opportunities
throughout their careers that enable
them to manage the complexities of an

urban forestry program at the state,
municipal, and nonprofit levels, or in
the private sector. Advances in infor-
mation technology that have fueled the
digital learning revolution in higher

education adds another facet to the
changing nature of urban forestry edu-
cation, bringing higher education
opportunities to people for whom it
was previously out of reach.
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The Changing Nature of Urban Forestry Education
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Urban forestry students balance online learning with practical hands-on
experiences. Here, Master Arborist Terrill Collier shares his diagnostic
expertise with OSU students.



From a content perspective, urban
forestry education has almost always
been characterized by an interdiscipli-
nary approach, incorporating con-
cepts, courses, and content from a
number of fields such as horticulture,
urban planning, parks and recreation,
natural resources, environmental sci-
ences, and of course, forestry. However,
as urban forestry job descriptions
become more common, the profession
has witnessed a broadening of the
content knowledge expected of new
urban foresters. The job of an urban
forester involves much more than the
technical expertise surrounding the
planting, care, and management of
trees. An urban forester must deal with
people—so a background in social sci-
ences is always helpful. Urban
foresters must be able to work in the
political, emotional, and legal aspects
of trees as well, for example in the
administration of a tree ordinance.
And because managing the urban for-
est means managing for public safety
and working with budgets, urban
foresters must understand risk and
return on investment. The typical aca-
demic preparation of urban foresters
in colleges today tends to be broadly
balanced among both natural sciences
and social sciences.

Another significant change in urban
forestry education in the last 25 years
has been the proliferation of online
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John Schwandt: Retired Forest Pathologist Leads
Urban Forestry Projects in Idaho

CYNTHIA ORLANDO

Actively volunteering with the Urban Forestry Committee of Coeur d’Alene for
nearly 40 years, retired forest pathologist John Schwandt has seen many interesting
projects come and go. For starters, Schwandt has written—and revised—both an
urban forest ordinance and an urban forestry plan for local green spaces and parks,
and is currently working on the city’s master forestry plan.

“Our urban forestry committee has also developed street ordinances and man-
agement plans for several of our large natural areas and parks,” says Schwandt.
“The committee is also very involved in Arbor Day,” he adds, “and I’ve co-chaired a
local program that gives tree seedlings away to all the 4th graders in the county.”
That program has been in place more than 30 years.

“When I started we developed a street
tree inventory protocol to help determine
the value and condition of urban forests; it
was later adopted by several Idaho cities
and is still used today,” adds Schwandt.
“As a forest pathologist, I’m happy to
assist in evaluating potential hazard trees
for the community. I’ve probably inspected
more than 1,500 trees with the committee
over the past 35 years,” he adds.

Schwandt also served the state of
Idaho as the state’s Urban Forestry
Program coordinator, visiting many Idaho
cities to encourage support for urban
forests and helping develop street tree
inventory methods that are still used in
many cities.

Cynthia Orlando, a Certified Arborist,
recently retired from the Oregon
Department of Forestry.
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Local community volunteers assist in planting street trees to beautify a
new Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, neighborhood on Arbor Day.

Local Girl Scouts assist in Arbor
Day street tree planting project.
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learning. Many universities across the
US are beginning to put natural
resources courses online, and current
research indicates that one in four col-
lege students has taken at least one
course online. “Online learning is the
fastest-growing student body at our
university,” observed Oregon State

University Vice Provost for Outreach
and Engagement Dr. Scott Reed, a
degreed forester who formerly led
OSU’s Forestry and Natural Resources
Extension program. 

OSU’s Extended Campus program
includes Ecampus, which offers 20 dif-
ferent Bachelor’s programs online and

23 graduate degrees or certificates.
One of Ecampus’ strongest programs
is in the field of Natural Resources.
OSU is the first US university to offer
both online Bachelors and Masters
Programs in Urban Forestry. The BS in
Natural Resources—Urban Forest
Landscapes option and the Graduate
Certificate in Urban Forestry and
Master of Natural Resources programs
are all fully available online. OSU cur-
rently has 25 students pursuing the
Graduate Certificate in Urban Forestry,
representing over a dozen US states
and two other countries.

Online learning has also changed
the nature of urban forestry education
in terms of its participants. Taking col-
lege courses online means working
professionals don’t have to quit their
jobs and move to a college campus for
a residential degree program. Conse-
quently, the age of students in any
given online course might range from
20 to 60—quite different from the typi-
cal 18- to 22-year-old range found in a
college classroom. That doesn’t mean
younger students aren’t taking online
classes, though. “Members of an
increasingly fast-paced society, espe-
cially the Millennial Generation,
depend upon accessible information
to help them solve problems, manage
resources, and develop leadership,”
reports OSU’s Dr. Reed. “In this way,
learning is unbound by space and
time, and unlike rigid courses, online
learning can be paced with separable
modules indexed to each person’s
needs.” 

College credit courses aren’t the
only education option available
online. OSU’s office of Professional
and Continuing Education (PACE) has
a variety of online courses available for
continuing education credits. These
include everything from Master
Gardener courses to wine and beer
making to Maintaining the Health of
Native Forest Remnants. For nonprofit
organizations that hold continuing
education courses, the ability to put
content online allows them to extend
their reach into geographical areas
where their membership numbers
don’t justify holding a place-based
course.

Will online learning completely dis-
place the classroom at the college or
continuing education level? Not likely,
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because high-tech can’t replicate
“high-touch.” Learners still prefer a
personal touch to their education at all
levels, and the connection to a univer-
sity faculty member is always integral
to the success of a course. What has
changed is that the teacher is no
longer just “the sage on the stage,” but
rather they are also “the guide on the
side,” helping learners self-direct their
own learning as well. In the field of

natural resources, which depends on
lab classes and hands-on learning, it is
vitally important that course design
help students grasp not just the educa-
tional concept, but their application as
well. Therefore, “hybrid” courses that
incorporate both online and class-
room learning are becoming increas-
ingly popular. Like the importance of
species diversity in the urban forest
itself, this diversity of learning delivery

will pay great dividends in the coming
years.  ◆

Paul D. Ries is the director of the
Graduate Certificate in Urban Forestry
program at Oregon State University
and the program manager of the
Oregon Department of Forestry’s Urban
and Community Forestry Assistance
Program. He can be reached at 503-
945-7391 or paul.ries@oregonstate.edu.
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Fairbanks, Alaska: Main Street Innovation

CYNTHIA ORLANDO

The City of Fairbanks, Alaska, has been
tackling several diverse and innovative
urban forestry projects, thanks in part to the
leadership of City Engineer Jackson Fox.

The city is currently completing a $10
million project to enhance their main street
through downtown—including the installa-
tion of 85 tree wells, more than 100
planters, and multiple Green Infrastructure
projects on private properties adjacent to
the street. 

“The main street was three lanes wide,”
says Fox, “and we decided to add green-
scape features and remove one lane, and
add a sidewalk to make the area more
pedestrian-friendly.” The project was pre-
dominantly planned by Fox and a steering
committee; they looked closely at traffic
volume, lighting, and tree types during the
year-long planning process. Ultimately the
committee chose three-inch-diameter
paper birch trees to enhance Fairbanks’
popular downtown corridor.

Funding for the project came via the
Alaska Department of Environmental
Conservation. Fox has also been busy
mapping both green and gray infrastruc-
ture for Fairbanks. “Our tree wells are the
farthest north installation of Silva cells and
would be a good case study for anyone
interested in seeing how they perform in a
cold climate,” he adds.

A city engineer, Fox has been with
Fairbanks eight years and was recently
promoted to Department Director of
Engineering. He’s also been pulling togeth-
er a vegetative map for Fairbanks city lim-
its in AutoCad—a software application used for drafting and designing roads—to help the city set priorities for Green Infrastructure
improvements.

Cynthia Orlando, a Certified Arborist, recently retired from the Oregon Department of Forestry.
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Prior to construction, Cushman Street had three travel lanes and narrow
sidewalks—a facility primarily built for vehicles to travel across downtown.

The project reduced the number of travel lanes to accommodate wider
sidewalks, tree wells, and planters, and to make the main drag through
downtown more pedestrian-friendly and aesthetically pleasing to visitors
and residents alike.



ttention foresters and wildlife
biologists, put this date on your

2017 calendar and in your budget:
March 28-31! These are the dates for
the 2017 joint annual meeting between
Washington State SAF (WSSAF) and the
Washington Chapter of The Wildlife
Society (TWS).

The joint annual meeting will be
held at the Yakima Convention Center
and neighboring Red Lion Inn. Both
facilities are top-notch and lodging for
members is a reasonable $89/night for
single occupancy and $109/night for
double occupancy. A student lodging
rate of $99/night for up to four stu-
dents/room is also available.

Program and registration details are
still in early stages with the meeting
theme of Forests/Wildlife: Responding
to Change. Registration will be afford-
able and the opportunities for the pro-
gram make it a meeting to plan early to
attend.

We are in need of volunteers to
serve on the program, registration,
auction, student, and field trip com-
mittees to help make it a great event.
Please contact Wendy Sammarco,
WSSAF chair-elect, at wpsam29@
gmail.com or John Walkowiak, WSSAF
chair, at jewalkowiak@harbornet.com
if you are available to help. ◆

Lena Tucker, Deputy Chief, Private Forest Division:
Forester by Day, Volunteer by Night

CHRISTINE JOHNSON

SAF member Lena Tucker’s 22-year history with the Oregon Department of
Forestry has made her a valued volunteer to the City of Sweet Home Tree
Commission. Tucker’s experience at both the local and regional levels has pre-
pared her for working with volunteers and maintaining community relations.
Tucker explains that the historic timber community has a great appreciation for
trees, so her goal is “Broadening people’s awareness of the value of trees in an
urban setting.”

Beyond the traditional responsibilities of a city tree commission, such as
organizing annual Arbor Day events and conducting tree inspections, the Tree
Commission has become key strategists in creating a sustainable urban forest.
“We are not planting ash anymore because of the emerald ash borer,” states
Tucker. She continues, “We work a lot with some native plant nurseries to find
the right tree for the right place.”

Tucker credits the passion and experience of fellow Tree Commission volun-
teers for their ability to move beyond traditional responsibilities. “I have to say
we’ve expanded, it is not just about street trees,” says Tucker, “that goes back to
the diverse members of the tree commission and their interests and their back-
grounds.” Their most recent project is especially unique—planning a community
orchard. 

As Tucker reflects on her experience, she acknowledges that giving back to
her local community contributes to her role at ODF as well: “Seeing through their
eyes the value of forests and natural resources in general makes me stop and
pause and think about what is important to the citizens of Oregon just through
the lens of my little town.”

Christine Johnson is an Urban Forestry Program summer intern for the Oregon
Department of Forestry in Salem.
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Plan to Attend
the 2017 WSSAF
Annual Meeting
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Lena Tucker speaks to students about the value of urban trees at the
Arbor Day Tree Planting Ceremony at Foster Elementary School in Sweet
Home, Ore.




