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California Forestry Challenge Sparks Interest
Taking high school students into the forests for hands-on training

By Kathy Coatney

How do students best learn about the forest? By being in the forest.

The California Forestry Challenge (CFC) is a project-based learning program that uses the forest as its classroom. The 
four-day event allows high school students to learn about the forest through hands-on field training.

Inception

The CFC was the brainchild of Diane Dealey Neill, from Shingle Springs, Calif. She’s passionate about the forest and 
grew up in the logging industry.

Dealey Neill wanted to give high school students a real hands-on experience in the forest. Many times, students only 
receive a classroom education, but the CFC is a hands-on in-the-forest education, she says.

The first CFC was held in the fall of 2003. The CFC is currently held at three different sites: Shasta, El Dorado, and Santa 
Cruz Counties.

“I’ve chosen areas I think are pretty strategic,” Dealey Neill says, and in the future she hopes to have a CFC in Southern 
California.

It’s Not as Easy as a Walk in the Woods

At each CFC, students arrive in teams of two to five from their respective schools. First students do a comprehensive field 
test that includes identifying and measuring trees, analyzing stand data, and making forestry management decisions.

Next they attend a problem-solving fieldtrip, where they are presented with a real life forestry problem. They visit the site 
of the problem to ask questions and collect data, and they also do hands-on fieldwork.

After a consultation session with a registered professional forester (RPF), each group takes the information they’ve put 
together and gives a 15-minute presentation to a panel of three judges. Winning groups have presented their plans to the 
California Board of Forestry and the California Licensed Foresters Association.

Ever Changing Forestry Challenges

Over the years, the CFC has presented students with a variety of real life problems that face the forestry industry.

One year, students were shown different harvesting methods, were presented a piece of unharvested ground, and asked to 
create a logging harvest plan. They were told to consider slope, where to place the landing, and determine whether to clear 
cut or use single tree selection.

“There were all kinds of factors that they took under consideration, and they came up with a plan that was a silvicultural 
method and a logging harvest plan,” Dealey Neill says.
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Another year, Dealey Neill used a lawsuit that made it to the ninth circuit court of appeals, and the students were told to 
comment on it as if they were expert witnesses.

All forestry challenges are real life situations, Dealey Neill stresses. “They’re not theoretical, they’re not scenarios.”

Not Just for the Forestry Students

The students who attend the workshop aren’t necessarily interested in a career in forestry, Dealey Neill says.

Matthew Ureno, for instance, a three-time participant, was raised in Palmdale, Calif., and he’d had no exposure to the log-
ging industry before attending the CFC.

“Everything I learned there was brand new to me because I live in the desert, in Palmdale, so when I went up there, it was 
a totally different situation. I learned so much up there that made me want to go back there again, and then a third year. 
Each time I go up there, I still learn something new that I never heard about,” Ureno says.

Ureno had never considered a career in forestry before he attended the CFC. “I got really into it. I studied the trees. It was 
just really something that I really liked to do,” he says. All of a sudden, he was in love with forestry.

Ureno has been accepted to Reedley College where he’ll be majoring in forestry management and natural resources.

Alicia Jones, a three-year participant in the CFC, came from a distinctly different background. Jones grew up in a logging 
family.

“I had been exposed to it, and then in high school, I became involved with the Future Farmers of America (FFA) forestry 
contest,” Jones says.

Jones participated consecutively with the FFA forestry contest and the CFC. Those two events sealed the deal for her as 
far as knowing she wanted to pursue a forestry career.

The CFC is very unique, Jones says, “It was a really practical application of things you learn in the classroom. We had the 
opportunity to attend tours, work with industry professionals; have them actually teaching us how to use equipment in the 
field and how it applies to their everyday lives.”

She adds it was also unique because it was a competition. “You were working with your classmates to solve a problem or 
come up with one solution, and so it was really interesting to explore all the different avenues.”

Jones graduated in June with a degree in forestry and natural resources from California Polytechnic State University in 
San Luis Obispo. She will begin work as a seasonal forestry technician in Alaska this summer for the U.S. Forest Service 
on a timber sale preparation crew.

The Future

The number of CFC participants has steadily increased, and Dealey Neill’s goal is to have around 100 students per event.

In 2011, there will be three full-length workshops that include lodging, meals, and a T-shirt:

• September 28 to October 1 at Leoni Meadows in El Dorado County - $100
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• October 5 to 8 at Lassen Pines Retreat Center in Shasta County - $115

• October 26 to 29 at Redwood Christian Park in Santa Cruz County - $160

Dealey Neill hasn’t done scholarships yet, but Redwood Empire, a logging company in Santa Cruz, has suggested starting 
a scholarship program for San Mateo, Santa Cruz, and Santa Clara Counties. Students who have been through the program 
and plan to study forestry and natural resources in college would be eligible.

“That could be coming this year,” Dealey Neill says. “The CFC is absolutely a passion for me. This is something I believe 
in.”


