
OREGON EXPLORERS: CONNECTING SCHOOLS, TECHNOLOGY,  
AND NATURAL RESOURCES IN SOUTH DOUGLAS COUNTY 

Project Overview 
Background, need, and relevance 
Public school districts in rural Oregon face what one recent report described as a series of “compounding challenges” 
including high poverty rates, limited educational resources, and poor academic achievement.1 This problem is perhaps 
nowhere more acute than in south Douglas County, where virtually all school districts placed in the bottom two 
quartiles in 2003-04 math and English proficiency compared to other rural districts in Oregon.2 Yet Douglas County 
is rich in natural resources and related opportunities for outdoor experiences.  It is also featured as one of the areas 
currently covered by Oregon Explorer (www.oregonexplorer.info), a natural resources digital library and interactive 
mapping site.  These resources could make an important contribution to the educational attainment of youth in 
Douglas County and elsewhere in Oregon, and offer our young generation a deeper connection and sense of 
stewardship toward their local places. 

Oregon Explorers, an educational concept developed by Alder Creek Children’s Forest (ACCF) in collaboration with 
Oregon Explorer staff and a wide range of local, county, and state entities, is designed specifically with these resources 
and needs in mind.3 Oregon Explorers is envisioned as an integrated field, classroom, and online program offering 
young Oregonians the opportunity to learn about Oregon’s natural resources and watersheds, and contribute to their 
sustainable use. In Douglas County, Oregon Explorers builds on the Umpqua Basin Explorer portal 
(www.umpquaexplorer.info), managed by the Partnership for Umpqua Rivers (PUR).  

Oregon Explorers fits well with the stated goals of the Gray Family Fund, including the goal of strengthening and 
developing programs that provide outdoor experiences for youth from early childhood through grade 12. The 
proposed three-year project supports fuller programmatic development of Oregon Explorers in order for ACCF to 
better serve the educational needs of Douglas County youth and to build a model for adoption elsewhere in Oregon. 

Objectives 
Six specific objectives guide the Oregon Explorers project: 
1. Increase participation in outdoor-based education programs among 5th-6th grade youth in south Douglas County.  Upper elementary 

grades offer a good combination of curricular flexibility and growing minds for outdoor education experiences.  
Typically, youth in these grades take field trips to enhance their understanding of the outdoors: for instance, 
Douglas County has long held an annual daylong School Forestry Tour in Glide for 5th graders.  Due to a wide 
range of pressures facing schools, many upper elementary students take relatively few field trips, and far fewer 
opportunities for extended outdoor education lasting beyond the field trip are available.  The ACCF site and 
surrounding Alder -Jordan watershed are located within a fifteen-minute drive of three rural school districts in 
south Douglas County, offering good potential for fuller participation in outdoor education among local youth. 

2. Provide technical training opportunities in natural resource management to advanced-grade youth in this region. The coniferous 
forests and watersheds of Douglas County are an important natural resource and offer significant professional 
options.  Select advanced-grade youth (typically high school juniors and seniors) will benefit from training in GIS 
and field technologies and appreciate how these technologies are used in contemporary forest and watershed 
management. ACCF is working with its partners to offer this training via internships for youth drawn from local 
schools.  These youth will in turn serve an important role as mentors for 5th-6th grade students engaged in Oregon 
Explorers activities. 

3. Increase understanding and appreciation of natural resources among the above participants. A wide range of natural resource 
policy choices faces the citizens of Douglas County. Whether via outdoor experiences delivered to 5th and 6th 
graders, or technical training delivered to select advanced-grade students, improved understanding of forests and 
watersheds is vital to the preparation of Douglas County youth for their future rule as citizens.  Currently, 
however, natural resource education plays a minor role in the public school curriculum in many Douglas County 
districts.  Oregon Explorers could address this deficiency among its target youth. 

                                                
1 Johnson, Jerry.  2006.  Compounding challenges: Student achievement and the distribution of human and fiscal resources in 
Oregon’s rural school districts. Arlington, VA: Rural School and Community Trust, April. Available via www.ruraledu.org.  
2 Johnson (2006), Figure 22.   
3 For further information, see Salwasser, Janine, and Jim Proctor (2007), Oregon Explorers:  Students learning about Oregon’s 
natural resources online, in the field and in the classroom, The Oregon Science Teacher 48 (March): 18-21. 
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4. Increase the ability of local school districts and teachers to align and integrate effective experiential, outdoor focused, place-based, and 
inquiry-based learning into the curriculum.  Schools and schoolteachers face an ominous array of challenges that prevent 
them from incorporating innovative approaches to outdoor education into their curricula.  If well-integrated into 
their school programs, however, outdoor education could become a popular and sustainable feature.  ACCF has 
recently secured a three-year, full-time position for a VISTA schools coordinator to work directly with local 
schools in the classroom and the field to build long-term capacity.  Semiannual training workshops, conducted by 
ONREP (see below) on the ACCF site, will provide necessary support to local teachers. 

5. More fully utilize the ACCF site and Alder-Jordan watershed as educational resources in south Douglas County.  The 78-acre 
ACCF site offers youth a wide range of environmental and hands-on management experiences, and could serve as 
an important training site for area teachers interested in outdoor education. A number of complementary 
opportunities exist at the scale of the 2450-acre Alder Creek-Jordan Creek catchment, which features 
approximately 3000’ of elevation change from its base to highest  point, and a wide range of ownerships and land 
use-land cover patterns.  

6. Assess effectiveness of OE as a K-12 educational resource throughout Oregon.  The above objectives have focused on south 
Douglas County; yet this three-year project is being designed in close collaboration with other entities at the 
county and state level in hopes of offering Oregon Explorers to a much larger audience. ACCF, in conjunction 
with Janine Salwasser of the Oregon Explorer initiative, has already initiated conversations with school districts 
and natural resource education nonprofits in other parts of Oregon, and there seems to be strong interest in the 
concept.  Further work is needed at this point to link Oregon Explorer and K-12 education, to build related 
curricular resources, and to evaluate this project with an eye toward transferability. 

Participants 
The three primary participating school districts include Days Creek (170 students in 2006), Riddle (500 students), and 
South Umpqua (1800 students).  Elementary schools in these districts in proximity to the site include approximately 
160 students in 5th and 6th grade each year, with six participating teachers annually and an equal number of teachers 
from other districts benefiting from ONREP-sponsored trainings.  Additionally, we are targeting six advanced-grade 
youth per year for technical training. At the watershed scale, the Bureau of Land Management is a close partner with 
extensive landholdings throughout the catchment, and we have also collaborated with the Cow Creek Band of 
Umpqua, Swanson Group, and other Alder-Jordan watershed landholders to coordinate educational activities.  At the 
county level, PUR coordinates watershed management and education for the Umpqua Basin, and manages Umpqua 
Basin Explorer; PUR, BLM, and a private consulting firm, Barnes & Associates, offer expertise in GIS and technical 
training to our advanced youth.   

Two important partners are participating at the state scale: Oregon Explorer, jointly coordinated by the Institute for 
Natural Resources and OSU Libraries with over $1.5M of funding to date, and the Oregon Natural Resource 
Education Program (ONREP; formerly Oregon Forest Education Program), which works in conjunction with the 
Oregon Forest Resources Institute and other entities to coordinate K-12 natural resources education. As one example 
of ongoing Oregon Explorer development, a proposal has been submitted to the Oregon Forest Resource Institute to 
develop a “school tool” on the Oregon Explorer, which will enable teachers and students to learn more about their 
locale through interactive generation of online maps and reports. ONREP manages Project Learning Tree and Project 
WET/WILD curricula in Oregon, which we plan to adapt and extend for the purposes of Oregon Explorers.  
Additionally, the Oregon Virtual School District (www.orvsd.org) offers online learning resources and support; we 
envision the role of OVSD to include distribution of the Oregon Explorers curriculum and provision of web-based 
services to enhance learning within, and interaction among, participating schools.  All three entities will participate in 
state-level Oregon Explorers scoping and planning.  

Activities and timetable 
Anticipated school-year activities for 5th and 6th graders include linked classroom, computer lab, and field projects.  
Typically, the schools coordinator will visit classes and assist teachers with preparatory lessons, including online 
Oregon Explorer inquiry and basic technology (e.g., GPS) training, prior to field activities.  Fieldwork, facilitated by 
the schools coordinator with assistance from advanced-grade youth, will take many forms on the ACCF site and 
Alder-Jordan watershed: examples include stream monitoring, riparian habitat restoration, vegetation and wildlife 
inventory, forest management, interpretive trails development, and mining, logging, and other history explorations, all 
of which can be readily georeferenced for later uploading of data, images, and documents to Oregon Explorer and 
OVSD. The schools coordinator will also help the teacher facilitate post-field analysis and discussion in the classroom, 
while data collected during field activities will be processed by advanced-grade youth as a part of their technical 
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training internships for eventual upload and distribution via Oregon Explorer.  Posters communicating Oregon 
Explorers student projects will be displayed in local libraries and community centers as a mode of connecting these 
learning activities with their surrounding communities.  

Development, implementation, and evaluation of Oregon Explorers is by necessity a multiple-year project.  Following 
are primary efforts noted in the accompanying budget, listed by the year (starting in June to accommodate the Gray 
Family Fund decision timetable) in which they are slated to occur.  
Year 1: June 2008-2009 

• Promote Oregon Explorers and plan/coordinate 2008-09 school year activities 
• Develop state-level Oregon Explorers scoping document and curricular resources  
• Develop ACCF site infrastructure to accommodate greater uses for class activities and teacher training 

Year 2: June 2009-2010 
• Plan/coordinate 2009-10 school year activities 
• Further develop online resources for Umpqua Basin Explorer based on year one use 

Year 3: June 2010-2011 
• Plan/coordinate 2010-11 school year activities 
• Finalize evaluation of project for continued local implementation and state-level dissemination 

Qualifications 
Alder Creek Children’s Forest and its partners in this project are in a strong position to develop and implement 
Oregon Explorers. Founded in 2002, ACCF primarily serves public school districts in south Douglas County, working 
to bring the latest in active-learning pedagogy and computer and field technology to rural youth to enhance their 
outdoor education experiences, offer a hands-on glimpse of contemporary natural resource management, and provide 
technical training opportunities.4 ACCF has largely relied on its board of directors, partner organizations, and 
community volunteers to implement its programs to date, which have included a variety of hands-on school projects 
during the school year culminating with an annual Spring Forest Fair.  We are pleased to have obtained the three-year 
VISTA position starting April 2008: the VISTA schools coordinator will serve as primary staff support for the 
Oregon Explorers project, with supervision, office space, and financial contributions for the position provided by 
participating school districts.   Jim Proctor, board president and professor of environmental studies at Lewis & Clark 
College, will provide overall project supervision.  ACCF’s website, www.aldercreek.org, was recently honored with the 
2007 Web Resources Award from the national Hands on the Land network, due to be presented on February 9. 

Results and Follow-Up 
Evaluation plan 
All formative evaluation efforts will be based on the six objectives noted above.  The evaluation plan will include 
measurable outcomes and a more explicit list of project activities designed to attain these outcomes.  Evaluation 
design will involve elements specific to each class activity or teacher training workshop, combined with more general 
input on an annual basis via teacher/student feedback, subject test results, and project outcomes.  A consultant hired 
during the final year will review evaluation data, interview participants and partners at all scales, and provide an 
assessment and recommendations for future development in south Douglas County and elsewhere in Oregon. 

Expanding and sustaining the project 
Douglas County is an excellent place to prototype the Oregon Explorers concept.  In addition to ACCF’s strong 
network of local partners, the Umpqua Basin Explorer is the only Oregon Explorer basin portal that has had local 
sponsorship, stewardship, and locally-secured funding for three phases of development, with tools and content 
prototyped on the Umpqua Basin Explorer expanded to the state scale.  Given the rapid development of additional 
Oregon Explorer portals, investment in Umpqua Basin Explorer will yield statewide benefits.  Promotion of Oregon 
Explorers via ONREP and other state-level entities will build on this technical capacity to support interested schools. 

ACCF is committed to sustaining Oregon Explorers at the local scale.  We see this three-year project and VISTA 
position as an opportunity to build lasting capacity so that participating districts may, by completion of the startup 
period, sustain continued outdoor education with their own staffing resources, and so that ACCF will possess the site 
infrastructure, program experience, and network of technical support to serve this continuing demand.  

                                                
4 See Proctor, Jim (2007), Alder Creek Children’s Forest: Connecting field and online place-based learning, Western Forester 52 
(September/October): 12-13. 


