
Going outdoors isn’t new for many 
Seattle area high school teens, 
but working in the forest fi xing 

trails and pulling noxious weeds is. 
Fifteen high school students put their 
backs into 
hard work 
and then 
took turns 
teaching 
forest 
ecology last 
month at 
Gold Creek 
Pond on the 
Mt. Baker-
Snoqualmie 
National 
Forest.

Youth from 
Seattle 
Parks and 
Recreation 
Outdoor 

Opportunities, or “O2,” and teens 
from The Able Teen (TAT) program 
participated in one of monthly 
environmental service learning projects. 
TAT teaches developmentally disabled 
teens job readiness skills, such as 
cleaning, cooking, food preparation 
and customer service. This was the O2 
students’ second trip to Gold Creek 
Pond. The week before they learned 
about the plants, animals and geology of 
the area from a Forest Service biologist 
so they could give an interpretive hike 
for the TAT youth.

Annik Wolfe led the work party, 
beginning with a safety overview and 
transitioning into how to use Pulaski’s, 

loppers, shovels and other trail tools. 
Wolfe is a longtime crew coordinator for 
the Volunteers for Washington, regularly 
managing trail crews maintaining Gold 
Creek Pond trail.

Students 
split into 
groups 
of weed 
pullers 
and trail 
workers. 
Trail 
workers 
cleared 
willow 
brush from 
viewing 
areas 
around 
the pond 
so people 
in wheel 
chairs could 
easily see 
the pond.

Pulling weeds is not glamorous, but 
Rebekkah Smither and Sean Harrington 
worked in tandem like skilled gardeners 
plucking the spindly plant. Construction 
equipment spread the invasive oxy daisy 
while building the original trail more than 
25 years ago.

Working outdoors was new to O2 student 
Mary Mitchell, who shoveled mud and 
debris from a drainage ditch. “This is fun, 
doing actual physical work.” Mary usually 
works indoors cleaning the house or 
babysitting. “Boys get to go outside and 
do yard work,” she said.

Other students didn’t look as enthusiastic 
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Sean Harrington, TAT student, Rebekkah Smither, O2 student pull 
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as Mary as they piled brush trimmings and 
cleaned the ditch. Mary recently started with 
the program and was encouraged to sign up 
after the O2 staff visited her science class. “I 
love the outdoors,” she said.

By lunch the students successfully pulled fi ve 
lawn bags full of weeds and opened up the 
viewpoint along the trail. After a boxed lunch 
the O2 students led the TAT students around the 
pond on a tour. “We see how beavers have eaten 
the bark from the trees,” said Mary. “If the bark 
and cambium layer is stripped away, the tree 
cannot get its nutrients,” she said, pointing out 
the bare strip on the tree near the trail as the 
students gathered around her.

Rebekkah led the group to a three-foot 
mound, its surface crawling with hundreds 
of large brownish ants. The kids squirmed as 
she described how the ants are a vital link 
in the food chain and necessary for helping 

decomposition of the forest fl oor. “Ants also help in 
pollination by walking from plant to plant and acting as 
dispersal agents for seeds,” she said.

The O2 kids gather monthly to help their local 
communities, paint over graffi ti, along with fi xing fl ood-
damaged forest trails. It is not all hard work though, a 
couple times a year they go on overnight excursions to 
Camp Long, a 68-acre park in West Seattle, or go raft the 
Wenatchee River.

Without the summer program Mary said she would be 
stuck in the city hanging out at the mall. “I wouldn’t 
know any of this,” said Mitchell. For her the Seattle O2 
program is more than doing community projects. “I have 
made new friends from all over Seattle,” she said.

For more information about the Seattle Parks and 
Recreation Outdoor Opportunities program contact Matt 
Axling at 206-390-1018 or matt.axling@seattle.gov.
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Rebekkah Smither, O2 student describes ants in the mound on her left 
during interpretive walk around Gold Creek Pond.

O2 and TAT youth eat lunch after a busy morning 
pulling weeds and brushing out the trail. 
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