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You don’t need 
to be a forester 
to know 

that wildfire is an 
intractable part of 
living in the west. 
Having played a 
major ecological and 
cultural role long 
before European-
Americans arrived, 
the lull in fire activity 
brought on by policies 
of fire suppression 
is coming to an end. 
Major wildfire activity 
has been on the rise as 
overgrown woodlands experience record 
droughts and high temperatures.

When wildfire is brought up in class-
rooms at all, it is typically brought up in 
science classes and studied in the context 

of biology and ecosystems. But living in a 
wildfire environment, particularly in dry, 
fire-prone forests, presents challenges 
and opportunities for future generations. 
As mega-fires become more common-
place, people and the resources needed 
to both prepare for wildfire and manage 
it, are being stretched thin. The future is 
likely to see more major wildfires and re-
quire more fire and forestry professionals 
ready to protect communities and create 
resilient forests. It was with this in mind 
that the Oregon Department of Forestry 
(ODF) spearheaded the project leading 
to the development of the FireBright 
Curriculum: A Wildfire Curriculum on 
Career Pathways and Community Resil-
ience. 

Bringing wildfire into the classroom
Developed through ODF in partner-

ship with Oregon State University Exten-
sion (OSU Ext.), the Southern Oregon 
Forest Restoration Collaborative (SOF-
RC) with assistance from Oregon Forest 

Resources Institute (OFRI) and Keep 
Oregon Green (KOG), the FireBright Cur-
riculum brings the topic into high school 
classrooms and adds practical purpose to 
scientific explanations. The near future is 
going to involve more forest and wildfire 
management job openings and career 
paths for today’s students. There will 
be vocational opportunities for crews 
and crew bosses fighting tomorrow’s 
wildfires. Natural resource positions will 
require people who can plan and imple-
ment fuel reduction work in forests and 
brushlands. Today’s students will be the 
foresters, botanists, and ecologists active-
ly managing fire-dependent landscapes. 

However, responding effectively to 
wildfire cannot be only the job of forestry 
and fire suppression professionals of 
today. For most of the students not inter-
ested in committing their professional 
careers to preparing for, mitigating, 
and fighting wildfire, FireBright offers 
needed inquiry and discussion on the 
role of everyday citizens in preparing for 
wildfire while also providing opportuni-
ties for those students to actively engage 
their communities and become a part 
of developing wildfire resilience in their 
neighborhoods. FireBright also integrates 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) 
into the discussion through the inclusion 
of indigenous burning practices, past and 
present, and the role that TEK plays in 
healthy forest management today.

Teaching wildfire holistically
Aligned to state and Next Genera-

tion Science Standards, the FireBright 
Curriculum is separated into five distinct 
modules, taking the students from a 
50,000-foot view of wildfire in western 
landscapes in the first module, Living 
in an “Era of Megafires,” to the science 
behind fire-adapted landscapes and 
fire behavior in the second and third 
modules, “Forests in a Fire-Prone 
Environment and Exploring Wildfire.” 
The last two modules offer students 
practical steps toward being a part of the 
solution by focusing on career options 
in wildfire-related fields and communi-
ty resilience in “Wildland Fire-fighting 
and Natural Resource Career Pathways,” 
and “Protecting Your Community from 
Wildfire.” While the curriculum was de-
signed to have each module build on the 
previous modules in a spiraling curricu-
lum format, teachers may use modules in 
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any order they chose or use modules for 
content not already covered in class.

The first three modules set the stage 
for students to understand our current 
situation and how we got to this era 
where towns are regularly threatened 
with complete destruction. They give 
background on the ecological neces-
sity of some wildfire while illustrating 
how the fires we are seeing now can be 
anything but healthy. This background is 
supplemented with extensive field trips 
to local forests, field work, fuel reduc-
tion outings and live fire experiments to 
provide context for students leading up 
to the last two modules.  

Module 4 is geared toward vocation-
al opportunities, offering students the 
chance to get a glimpse of the physical 
and mental requirements of a job like 
wildland fire suppression. They get 
a taste of universally useful skills like 
situational awareness and split-second 
decision making while they are also 
given the opportunity to use wildland 
firefighting tools and equipment. The 
module culminates in a full day field trip 
and field experience that matches what 
they can expect from participating in 
guard school and getting their Wildland 
Firefighter Type-II credentials. Students 
also learn about forestry career options, 
and they participate in career panels 
with professionals from the field. They 
learn to use forestry tools in context with 
science content.

Module 5 wraps up the curriculum 
by placing students in the communi-
ty, exploring the concept of FireWise 
Communities and Defensible Space. The 
FireBright Curriculum gives students 
exercises and ideas on how to engage 
with a variety of different community 

members, including a specialized class 
on the Trauma Informed Approach for 
those students living in areas already 
impacted by wildfire. Students are tasked 
with an end of the course service-learn-
ing project. This could include helping 
to develop a FireWise community in 
their neighborhood, running a family 
information night, or doing fuel reduc-
tion projects in their community, among 
other options. 

Increasing the curriculum’s reach
The FireBright Curriculum has been 

developed with the state of Oregon 
in mind and is being published un-
der OSU Ext; the curriculum is avail-
able at https://sofrc.org/education/
high-school-wildfire-curriculum/. Five 
schools have piloted the program, with 
many more schools having been a part 
of teacher trainings. Beyond this grant, 
SOFRC is continuing to seek funding 
for support of the curriculum through 
the following activities: 1) supporting 
a website where teachers can show-
case student work and find up-to-date 
materials, share resources and exchange 
ideas; 2) supporting teachers and high 
schools with finding agency personnel 
to participate in the curriculum and to 
select sites for field labs; and 3) brokering 

interns through interviews and seeking 
funding for students interested in natural 
resource and firefighting positions.  

To support the FireBright curriculum 
in the high schools, we welcome foresters 
and other natural resource professionals 
to volunteer as a guest instructor, help 
to determine suitable field lab sites, and 
share digital resources with FireBright 
teachers and students.  WF

Kara Baylog is a forestry outreach 
coordinator with OSU Extension and can 
be reached at kara.baylog@oregonstate.
edu or (541) 776-7371. Jennifer Payne is 
a staff member with the Southern Oregon 
Forest Restoration Collaborative. Payne 
can be reached at jpayne@sofrc.org.

The FireBright Curriculum: A Wildfire Curriculum on Career 
Pathways and Community Resilience includes a combination of 
classroom instruction and hands-on activities. At Central Medford 
High School, Bill Shschaupp, a retired entomologist, gave a 
presentation on insect threats to forest health in wildfire-prone 
forests, and outside, the students learned how to create defensible 
spaces.
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