Looking Back,
Moving Forward
2009 - 2019

Table of Contents

I.
Sponsors and supporters
II.
Timeline
III. What is the Chugach Children’s Forest?
IV. Founding Principles
V. In Her Words – Gloria Alsworth
VI. In Her Words – Alicia King
VII. Key Facts
VIII. The Griffiths: Megan, Tristan & Jasmine
IX. Key Facts
X. In His Words: Reth Duir
XI. In Her Words: Betsi Oliver
XII. Key Facts
XIII. Key Facts
XIV. Connections to Youth: Mike Woods & Doug Penn
XV. In Her Words: Kyrstyn Kelly
XVI. In His Words: William Melton
XVII. Key Facts

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8-9
10
11
12
13
14
15-16
17
18
19

With Gratitude to
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Chugach Children’s Forest • 2009-2019
2019
2018
2017
2016

Participation in CCF multi-day expeditions reaches 252
Alaska Geographic and Chugach National Forest celebrate 10 years
of partnership on the Chugach Children’s Forest
88 young people participate in CCF multi-day expeditions
First Chugach Forest Conservation Crew established; eight teens
spent four weeks doing service work on the forest and concluded
with a career-development workshop.
More than 30 teens participated in a youth employment information
session hosted by CCF and featuring partners including the USFS,
Student Conservation Association, National Outdoor Leadership
School and Youth Employment in the Parks
Participation in CCF multi-day expeditions increases 33% over 2015

2015

CCF student volunteers created more than 4,000 ornaments that
were presented by CCF ambassadors as a 74-foot Lutz Spruce from
the Chugach National Forest was installed during the annual Capitol
Christmas Tree event in Washington, D.C.
Participation in CCF multi-day expeditions reaches 58

2014

Chugach National Forest and Alaska Geographic renew five-year
agreement that established Chugach Children’s Forest
Youth participation reaches 1,314

2013

16 CCF participants moved on to outdoor-based internships, college
programs and employment
865 youth participated in CCF programs with 12,876
volunteer/service hours

2012

Generated in excess of $80,000 in volunteer service on trails, cabin
sites, waterways and other areas in and adjacent to the Chugach.
847 students participated in CCF school service projects in 2012.

2011

Hosted first-ever Portage Valley BioBlitz to count and categorize the
valley’s biodiversity; more than 600 people participated and 350-plus
species were documented.
First joint expedition with the Chugach School District

2010

Events and programs reached more than 3,300 young people from
communities in and around the Chugach National Forest.
Chugach Children’s Forest strategic plan outlining goals, priorities and
audiences completed

2009

Anchorage School District signs on as major supporter
Chugach National Forest and Alaska Geographic sign five-year
agreement to establish Chugach Children’s Forest
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What is the Chugach Children’s Forest?
The Chugach Children’s Forest was established in 2009 through
an agreement between Alaska Geographic and the U.S. Forest
Service, and is a designation that applies to the entire Chugach
National Forest. It is not a place as much as a philosophy.
The vision of the program is that public lands belong to
everyone, and that everyone is well served when young people
develop an appreciation for and practice stewardship of these
national treasures.

Who is it for?
The Chugach Children’s Forest specifically targets young people
from communities in and around the forest who may not
otherwise have an opportunity to engage in their public lands.
Engaging youth, their families, caretakers, and communities helps
youth develop the technical skills to experience public lands on
their own, and to share those experiences with others. In the
process, many increase self-confidence, make new friends,
discover passions, and set career and educational goals.
In the past ten years more than 2,000 students participated in
day trips, community engagement, hiking, camping, backpacking,
and kayaking expeditions on the Chugach National Forest. Most
of these trips and expeditions have centered around hands-on
conservation or reclamation work. Youth participate in
conservation education, build or repair trails, clean up marine
debris on beaches, remove invasive species, and perform
valuable ecological research and observations.

Who makes it happen?
The foundational partnership that supports the Chugach
Children’s Forest is between Alaska Geographic and the
Chugach National Forest, but its success during its first 10 years
has been supported by dozens of other supporting
organizations and individuals. Key partners in Alaska public
schools have helped recruit student participants, while private
businesses have provided financial and in-kind support like gear
donations and transportation services. Other groups, like the
Prince William Sound Regional Citizens Advisory Council, have
found common cause with the Chugach Children’s Forest in the
important work of educating future generations on the
importance of caring for and protecting the ocean and coastline.
This book tells the stories of some of the Chugach Children’s
Forest’s first 10 years.
3

Chugach Children’s Forest
Founded on Connections
The Chugach Children’s Forest is a partnership between the Chugach National Forest
and Alaska Geographic that connects kids, families and communities to the forest and
other public lands.

Connections leading to
understanding of
ECOSYSTEM
CHALLENGES and
local solutions

Connections to
outdoor-oriented
education and
careers, leading to
ECONOMICALLY
VITAL
COMMUNITIES

Connections to
HEALTHY,
OUTDOOR
ACTIVITIES for
kids and adults

Connections to
public lands
STEWARDSHIP
AND CIVIC
PARTICIPATION
in the future of
forests

Stepping Stone Approach
“Meet people where they are today”
The program relies on a
“stepping stone”
approach to reach young
people where and as they
are. Partnerships with
cities, schools and other
nonprofits to help forge
connections across a
variety of landscapes and
life stages.
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In Her Words:
Gloria Alsworth

“

”

Being out in the wilderness was amazing, but it was also covered in trash.

Gloria Alsworth took her first Chugach Children’s Forest expedition in
2013 – a kayaking expedition to Nellie Juan-College Fiord Wilderness
Study Area. It was her first time on an extended camping trip, her first
time sea kayaking, and her first time being in an area so remote. She
was awed by the beauty and solitude – but also shocked by the piles of
trash on remote beaches few people ever set foot on.
“It was hugely eye opening for me and for other kids on our trip,”
Alsworth said.
The experience was formative. She began to use her talents as an artist
to raise awareness about the issue. In 2015, she led a group of highschool art students in creating ornaments from marine debris she
collected, which would later decorate a 74-foot Lutz Spruce harvested
from the Chugach National Forest and installed in Washington, D.C. as
part of the annual Capitol Christmas Tree initiative.
Alsworth said that the public speaking she’s done as a representative of
the Chugach Children’s Forest program has been just as impactful as
the time spent in the wilderness. Preparing for the speaking
opportunities prompted self-reflection. For the first time, she began to
refer to herself as an artist.
Alsworth is now midway through earning her bachelor’s degree in fine
arts at the University of Alaska Anchorage. Her
medium is ceramics, and she hopes to eventually
have her own studio and teach classes to
others. She remains passionate about
environmental issues and says all her work is
in some way inspired by the fragility of nature.
5

In Her Words:
Alicia King

“

The Chugach Children’s Forest helps with some core values
that are important to Forest Service folks as well as the
people we engage with – treating people with respect,
empowering each other, investing in relationships, protecting
the forest for future generations – all of those values are really
part of what the Chugach Children’s Forest is.

”

Alicia King is the Public Affairs/Partnership Staff Officer for the
Chugach National Forest, a position she’s held since 2015. The
Chugach Children’s Forest was a big part of what drew her to her
position with the Chugach National Forest. “I thought, ‘What a cool
program,’” she recalls. “I found it absolutely intriguing and I was
excited about a program specifically geared toward youth.”
Because her role involves nurturing and developing partnerships on
the forest, King see the value both for the young people who
become engaged in public lands and for the communities and
organizations that exist in or adjacent to the forest.
“Everything we do is for the sustainability of the forest and to
support the forest, and in order to do that we have to work in
collaboration with communities and partners to deliver science
and technology and land management. And when we think about
the value of this program for all of us who work on the forest or
who have a role in working in the forest, it’s added value to help us
achieve our mission and be true to caring for the land and serving
people.”
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1,800

*

* Student participants on the
Chugach National Forest since
2009

2,984 feet of trail constructed on
the Iditarod National Historic Trail
Since 2012,

46,330 youth contact hours
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The Griffith Family:
Megan,Tristan and Jasmine
In many ways, the Griffith family epitomizes the mission and potential
of the Chugach Children’s Forest. Kim Griffith and her husband have
five children, three of whom have been avid participants in Chugach
Children’s Forest expeditions since the family moved to Anchorage
from Fairbanks in 2012.
Four of the Griffith siblings (including an older sister), were adopted
into the Griffith family as grade schoolers. Their family of origin has a
history of abuse. Kim Griffith said the kids have struggled with selfconfidence as a result. But she watched her three kids who have
been active with the Chugach Children’s Forest develop a sense of
pride and accomplishment through the many ways they’ve been
challenged, physically, academically and socially, during their
expeditions and other experiences.
“It’s just been incredible for them and I think it’s played a part in
them staying as stable as they have with everything they’ve been
through,” she said. “It takes a village and thank goodness for this
one.”
For example, Tristan, now 20 years old, was part of a group that
traveled to Washington, D.C., in 2015 to help install a 74-foot Lutz
Spruce from the Chugach National Forest on the lawn at the U.S.
Capitol in Washington, D.C. as part of the annual Capitol Christmas
Tree program. Youth volunteers recruited through the Chugach
Children’s Forest – including Tristan – created ornaments for the
tree and met with politicians and other dignitaries during a visit to
the capital.
The preparation for the trip involved crafting elevator speeches,
making and packing ornaments, and took considerable planning and
8

time. “For a kid who was
really shy and never
traveled much, just seeing
all the preparation, that
you don’t just wing it – I
think that was really big
for him,” Kim said. “When
he came home, he got in
the car – and he never
really said a whole lot of
anything, you’d get one
word when you asked how
something went, ‘Good’ –
he got in the car and he
said, ‘Now I know what
Iwant to do,’” Kim
enthused.
“This kid has expressed to me what he wants to do!” she recalls thinking ecstatically. “He
wants to go into a career in natural resources!”
Tristan now works on children’s programming at Kincaid Park as an employee of the
Municipality of Anchorage.
His younger sister, Megan, now 18, is still active in Chugach Children’s Forest programs.
And like her brother, she’s interested in a career in natural resources, although she
doesn’t yet know what that will look like. She’s been on approximately 10 expeditions
and is constantly looking for more ways to get involved. She and other program alums
established an offshoot group called the Alaska Youth Leadership Team to plan more
outdoor events for young people, and she has given speeches to classes at King Tech
High School, where she is a senior, to recruit participants.
Kim said Megan developed a love of birding through her engagement with the Chugach
National Forest and volunteered at the annual Kachemak Bay Shorebird Festival in
Homer this May. “Now she’s trying to start a sub group to go birding and get other kids
into birding,” Kim said. “When she started she never would’ve had the confidence to say
‘I like this,’ because birding isn’t necessarily cool, let alone to try to get other kids
involved.”
Megan said if she has the opportunity to help introduce friends to public lands and the
outdoors, she’s all about it. “It’s like taking a breather,” she said. “Being more open. Your
brain can just sit back and relax and not have to worry about work or school. I learned
about different berries you can eat and different plants you can make tea out of and I’m
like, ‘Oh, I know that now.’”
The confidence that comes from having a specialized skill set and being able to share it
with others is something Kim particularly appreciates about the activities her kids have
been involved in through the Chugach Children’s Forest. “It’s helped them be stronger
and to not worry so much what everyone else thinks and to do healthier things,” she
said. “They are making the right kind of friends.”
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30

*

* Conservation projects
completed since 2009
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“

If I could sum it up in one word, it would be
‘access.’ My Chugach Children’s Forest
experiences showed me that someone from an
underrepresented community like the one I’m
from could have access to public lands and have
an outdoor experience as well. And now I am
able to connect other kids to those
experiences.

”

In His Words:
Reth Duir
Reth Duir’s first Chugach Children’s Forest experience came in 2013,
the summer after his senior year in high school. Duir, the son of
immigrants from South Sudan, moved to Alaska in 2006, and hadn’t
particularly bonded with Anchorage. He describes high school as a
time of disconnection and depression: “I wasn’t really involved with
any organizations, wasn’t volunteering, and wasn’t doing any
extracurricular activities,” he said. In April of 2013, just before he
graduated, his older brother was murdered in East Anchorage. He
was devastated.
That summer, he went on a kayak expedition in Prince William Sound
through the Chugach Children’s Forest, and later that summer was
part of a trail crew near Spencer Glacier. The solitude of nature
helped him work through his sadness, and at the same time opened
up a new world of opportunity for him. “It made me more interested
in what else is out there in Alaska and made me want to explore
more,” he said.
When he showed up for that first kayak expedition, he brought his
gear in a black plastic garbage bag. It was all he had. The Chugach
Children’s Forest provides loaner gear to those who need it, and
Duir said no one made him feel uncomfortable because he didn’t
already have a bunch of outdoor accessories.
The experiences proved so impactful that he went on to earn a
degree in elementary education from the University of Alaska
Anchorage and worked for several years as an education program
coordinator for Alaska Geographic, talking to students about
Chugach Children’s Forest expeditions and helping them apply.
“It gives me a unique perspective when dealing with kids from similar
backgrounds,” Duir said. “I’m really able to put myself in their shoes
and understand some of the challenges they’re facing.”
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In Her Words:
Betsi Oliver

“

For anyone who goes into the backcountry of Alaska, it’s a soul shaking
experience: the beauty, the personal challenge, the exposure you have to
danger, but also the experience you have where you step up and rise
above what you thought you were capable of. That opens up a potentially
lifelong passion for the outdoors. It builds resilience for whatever they are
going to do with their lives. ‘I challenged myself and I succeeded and I had
a great time.’ Boom. You’ve just created a more functional human being.

”

Betsi Oliver has been associated with the Chugach Children’s Forest for
nearly its entire 10-year history in different capacities – first as an
Americorps member placed with Alaska Geographic, then as an Alaska
Geographic employee, and now as an outreach coordinator with
Prince William Sound Regional Citizens Advisory Council, a key partner
in Chugach Children’s Forest programming.
Her biggest takeaway from these roles is the importance of
partnerships in the execution of the program and fulfillment of its
purpose. Taking multiple organizations’ goals, finding common
purpose, prioritizing points of emphasis and delivering those lessons
to students – it’s a lot of work, Oliver said. “But that’s now one of my
favorite things about my career.”
Prince William Sound RCAC was formed in the aftermath of the Exxon
Valdez oil spill in 1989. Its mission is to promote environmentally safe
operation of the Alyeska Pipeline Service Company’s terminal in Valdez
and the tankers that move through Prince William Sound, taking
Alaska’s oil to market. That includes educating young people about
environmental stewardship of Prince William Sound, which makes up
nearly half of the Chugach National Forest’s 6.9 million acres. Prince
William Sound RCAC provides funding and an educational component
to Chugach Children’s Forest expeditions to promote prevention and
spill-response preparedness.
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Oliver said her current role is about making an impact on as many
young people as possible so it doesn’t take another major
environmental disaster to drive home the fragility of Prince William
Sound. “This next generation of residents, they weren’t alive in 1989.
What’s going to fire them up to care, to engage?”

6,400

*

* Number of invasive European
Black Slugs removed by hand
from native forest and burned in
oozing, disgusting fires on the
beaches of Eshamy Bay
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520

*

* Miles of coastline patrolled for
marine-debris removal
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Connections to Youth:
Doug Penn and Mike Woods
This fall, Mike Woods, a 30year teacher at Anchorage’s
King Tech High School, faced
down yet another crop of
nervous and skeptical
students.
It is a ritual of the new year
in his Career Pathways class.
A lot of his students are only
there to fulfill credit hours, or
because a counselor or
parent made them sign up.
But Woods said one of the
best things about his job is
watching teens shed their
carefully cultivated façade of
disinterest and come alive as
they are given opportunities
to get out of the classroom
and start exploring career
options through firsthand experiences.
Woods’ course brings working professionals from a number of
Alaska industries into the classroom talk to kids about their jobs and
how they built their careers. But his biggest priority is getting kids
into the field to see those careers firsthand. When he was
approached 10 years ago about introducing students to careers in
public land management through the Chugach Children’s Forest, he
was an immediate and enthusiastic supporter.
“In my classroom I have a job board with stories of all kinds of
alumni working in their trades,” Woods said. “We’re trying to funnel
them into these careers, but the first step is the initial concept. So
many of our kids in urban Anchorage don’t even know we have a
(national) forest.”
Woods is one of a network of educators and administrators in
communities bordering the Chugach National Forest who have seen
hundreds of students benefit from their involvement with the
Chugach Children’s Forest.
Doug Penn is another. Penn is the districtwide principal of Chugach
School District, which is composed of brick-and-mortar schools in
15

Whittier, Tatitlek and Chenega Bay as well as
Anchorage-based FOCUS Homeschool. He has
lived and worked in communities surrounding
Prince William Sound and the Chugach National
Forest for 24 years, and has strived throughout
his career to help his students form a sense of
place through outdoor adventures.
Penn believes that a true stewardship mentality,
and one that leads young people into
meaningful careers in public lands, comes only
through hands-on work to make the forests
better and more accessible to others. “Getting
them out is important, but it doesn’t solidify the
connection,” Penn said. “You have to give them
a purpose, and that’s where the stewardship
projects come in – having a purpose for being
there. I think that’s what the Chugach
Children’s Forest does really intentionally and
deliberately.
“You don’t create a future thinking mindset of
taking care of a place unless you really are
intentional about building that from the ground
up, and that starts with the kids,” he said.
Penn said that while there are lots of programs that lead young people in outdoor
expeditions, there are few that do it for no cost, as is the case with Chugach Children’s
Forest trips. That helps reach young people and families who could never afford to spend
thousands of dollars sending their kids on a guided camping trip.
For both Penn and Woods, the Chugach Children’s Forest was a gateway of sorts for the
creation of additional programs and opportunities designed to get kids outdoors. The
Chugach School District now runs its own program during the school year called Voyage
to Excellence, which allows students to immerse in a variety of experiences, like outdoor
leadership, for up to a month at a time while advancing classroom curriculum.
Woods and his students are now involved in a wide range of programs, from a student-led
birding group to a “career camp” featuring U.S. Forest Service employees designed to help
students understand the variety of occupations involved in public-lands management.
Alumni of the Chugach Children’s Forest regularly speak in his classroom about the
program or other opportunities for outdoor adventures and leadership development, and
Woods is wildly supportive of all of it.
“I’m a salesman,” Woods said. “I sell these programs to students who didn’t even know
they were available. … All these partnerships have come because of this concept of the
Chugach Children’s Forest, which provides a gateway. These opportunities have just kept
growing because of that simple vision from the beginning. I’ve been very fortunate to be
asked to be a connector to the youth.”
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“

I want to go into research.That still interests me
a lot. But so does outdoor education and
environmental education. I’ve been really
inspired through the great mentors and leaders
I’ve had to help other youth find their love for
the outdoors. Especially when it seems like more
and more people are being drawn away from
the outdoors.

”

In Her Words:
Kyrstyn Kelly
Kyrstyn Kelly spent the summer of 2019 working as a park attendant
at the Little Su Public Use Facility in the Mat-Su Valley, her first step
in the career she’s building in environmental science, outdoor
education or environmental public policy. As an almost-sophomore at
Southern Oregon University, Kelly is still weighing her career options.
Her experiences with the Chugach Children’s Forest have been
hugely influential, she said. Initially, she planned to pursue a law
degree and focus on environmental policy, but soon realized she
didn’t want to spend all day indoors.
“It’s been really interesting getting to work with people who are kind
of doing what I want to do,” Kelly said, describing her coworkers
from the Alaska Department of Natural Resources, which manages
the Little Su Public Use Facility. “It’s so much easier to go to work
every day and smile when it’s a job you’re excited about.”
Kelly is originally from Palmer and plans to move back to Alaska as
soon as she finishes her degree. Her experiences in the outdoors as
a kid were primarily motorized – on a boat, four-wheeler or
snowmachine. Getting into a kayak for the first time was a
completely different experience, she said.
“It’s just such a surreal feeling to be sitting on the water and not
being able to hear a thing except birds and the water splashing, and
being able to experience such a serene environment. That was the
biggest moment for me on that (first) trip and had such a direct
impact on my life.”
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“

My favorite part is probably the student relationships.
Meeting a student one summer, seeing where they are,
showing them what it’s like to go out for a backpacking
or kayaking trip for 10 days and then to see them
come back two to three years later with their
confidence changed, to be student leaders in their own
rite, to see them bring their families into it. Just watching
students evolve as they go through these programs.

In His Words:
William Melton

William Melton is the Education Program Coordinator for Alaska
Geographic, which means he lives and breathes Chugach Children’s
Forest programming. Initially hired as a kayak guide and
documentarian for a 2016 expedition, his role has steadily
expanded since. Today, he’s responsible for student recruitment, risk
management, trip planning, and working with program partners at
the U.S. Forest Service, in schools and the business community.
He has watched dozens of students go from neophytes to
confident leaders with a strong sense of self. “I think one of the
coolest things that has happened is we now have a network of folks
who have been through the program or been involved in an adult
capacity as a nominator or volunteer, and now there’s this loose
and unofficial cohort of people connected through Chugach
Children’s Forest activities,” Melton said. “We see students whose
lives were changed. And I don’t mean that in a fluffy way. They
enjoyed what they were doing and felt it was worth their time to
look for jobs in public lands management or areas like climate
change, salmon initiatives around the state, Bureau of Land
Management projects … they took these experiences and made
big decisions in their lives based on them.”
Melton’s paternal lineage stretches back seven generations in Texas,
but as a kid he was always fascinated by the Iditarod and Jack
London, and found his way north about eight years ago. He said he
feels inspired by the urgency of climate change, and hopes that
students will take away a sense of respect for the wild lands they
visit on Chugach Children’s Forest expeditions.
“The more we get people out there and show them there aren’t
that many quiet places or clean places left in the world, in five to 10
years they might litter less, or vote for someone a little more
ecologically minded,” he said. “If people stop visiting national parks
and refuges and forests, and the public no longer cares, they will be
done away with. People will build condos on them. I’ve seen it
happen with green spaces in Texas.”
18

”

62

*

* Volunteer events and trail days
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What We Do:
Alaska Geographic is the nonprofit partner to Alaska’s national
parks, refuges, and forests.
Why We Do It:
• To Keep Alaska’s public lands accessible to everyone while
keeping them wild for future generations.
• To provide experiential education to Alaska’s youth
• To raise funding for education and stewardship projects, and
• To offer exceptional educational products to our members and
customers- a connection to their public lands.
How You Can Help:
Join us! Membership, donation, purchases, participation available
at https://www.akgeo.org/ or https://www.chugachchildrensforest.org/.
www.facebook.com/chugachchildrensforest

@ChugachCF

