In Portland, It’s OK to GRUNT
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Conservation lessons are best learned in the field, and the GRUNT program includes training in a
wide range of natural environments. Photo: Portland Parks and Recreation.Are you looking for
ways to teach students about park and recreation careers? Are you searching for an effective
employment pipeline? Do you want to teach students important job skills? If you knew a
program that does this and more already exists, would you want to learn more?
If so, then look no further than Portland, Oregon, where the Greenspaces Restoration and Urban
Naturalist Team (GRUNT) program has been “getting students interested in nature, teaching
them about the variety of careers available, and providing the job skills and opportunities
students need to be successful” since 2008.
According to Mike Abbaté, director of Portland Parks and Recreation (PP&R), the GRUNT
program was started because the agency “had been looking for ways to connect urban youth to
the natural world and provide job skills while also creating a pipeline for new employees.”
The Model
The GRUNT program is a 65-hour volunteer program for 10th-grade students. Interested
students must first complete an application that includes a letter of recommendation. “We are
looking for kids who might be at risk but have an interest in volunteering,” Abbaté says. To
target these students, PP&R works closely with the school system, the Office of Youth Violence
Prevention and other community organizations.
Students who complete the application must then go through an interview process. “Since we are
teaching job and life skills, we wanted to make the program as real as possible,” Abbaté says.
Following this, PP&R selects approximately 18 students a year to participate in the GRUNT
program.
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Those students spend at least eight Saturdays visiting numerous PP&R parks and learning about
nature and leadership. In the parks, they learn about invasive plants, trail building, nature
awareness and water quality. At the same time, they learn about effective listening, public
speaking, conflict resolution and perseverance.
Although the GRUNT program is only for high school sophomores, graduates of the program are
uniquely positioned to take advantage of PP&R’s paid programs, including summer jobs,
internships and even a college scholarship.
“We think of the GRUNT program as the introduction,” Abbaté says. “We really want these kids
to get involved in the paid side because then they are really doing something for the community.
This is where you see the kids feeling like they have made a contribution — leading preschool
programs, building a trail or pulling ivy,” he adds.
Despite the success of the GRUNT program, PP&R felt that something was missing. “We
discovered that the 10th grade was not quite early enough,” Abbaté notes. “We wanted to get
kids young enough in their high school careers before they have made their decisions on what to
study.” The result was the creation of the Jr. GRUNT program.
This program, for 8th- and 9th-grade students, is set up much the same as the GRUNT program.
Students must complete an application and go through an interview. The program, however, has
three separate opportunities for participants: a Saturday program during the fall, a spring break
program and a weeklong summer program. Only students who complete the 8th-grade
component, however, are eligible for the 9th-grade program.
Abbaté emphasizes the important role each of these programs plays in meeting PP&R’s goals.
“If we only had one of these programs, I think we’d miss the opportunity to make a significant
impact on kids’ lives.”
The Results
PP&R started the GRUNT and Jr. GRUNT programs with the goal of connecting at-risk youth to
nature and teaching them about careers in parks and recreation. What it found, however, was that
the benefits far exceeded the expectations.
PP&R has done a good job of attracting at-risk youth. Of the nearly 200 students who have
participated in the programs, 69 percent are people of color, 56 percent speak English as a
second language, and 82 percent participate in the free and reduced-price lunch program at their
school.
In addition, the agency has succeeded in teaching these students about park and recreation
careers and creating an employment pipeline. More than half of the participants in the 8th-grade
program went on to do the 9th-grade component. In addition, 41 graduates of the GRUNT or Jr.
GRUNT program are currently employed in paid natural resources jobs with PP&R.
These programs, however, are not just helping PP&R. The students are also benefiting. PP&R
tested the Jr. GRUNTs on a number of science standards before and after their participation in
the program. What it found was an increase in every science standard category that it tested.

NRPA Parks & Recreation Magazine
PP&R GRUNT Program

November 2013
Page 2

While these are all amazing results, for Abbaté, the greatest benefit lies elsewhere. “One of the
coolest things is that these kids go in with no personal knowledge of the environment. When they
go through the program, they bond with each other and they absolutely get enthused about the
natural world. Once they get engaged, they come back.”
The Partners
Abbaté acknowledges that the GRUNT programs would not be a success without the community
partnerships that make them happen. In addition to the schools and community organizations that
help get the word out, PP&R staff and key funders are vitally important.
According to Abbaté, although the programs are free for the students, it costs about $100,000 a
year to support them. Those costs include staff time, transportation, equipment and materials. For
now, these programs are funded through grants, the largest of which comes from the East
Multnomah Soil and Water Conservation District.
The Future
Currently, the GRUNT programs in Portland reach about 40 students a year. But Abbaté sees this
as just the beginning. “I think we should be able to double or triple the programs,” he says.
“They are super, super effective in getting kids captivated and motivated. Plus, they are vital in
helping us find the next generation of park and recreation professionals.”
For more information on the GRUNT programs, click here.
Peter Magnuson is NRPA’s Director of Marketing.
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Our Mission

Our Motivation

• Engage teens in parks & natural areas through
recreation, stewardship, education & employment
• Promote health through challenging and enjoyable
outdoor activity that stimulates the mind, body & spirit
• Build community by teaching leadership, social skills
& self-awareness
• Diversify our workforce by getting urban teens
interested in nature and PP&R and providing the
training and opportunities they need to be successful

Environmental Education improves the physical,
mental and economic wellbeing of our teens.

Our Outcomes
The Environmental Education Teen program recorded 2,994
visits in FY 13.

•
•
•
•

25% of Oregon teens are overweight or obese
35.4% of Oregon teens are unemployed
24.9% of Oregon teens experience depression
35.3% of Oregon teens do not graduate from
high school on time
• Today’s teens spend more than 7.5 hours a day
consuming media

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Scholarship dollars awarded: $12,250
Number of GRUNT graduates employed by PP&R in FY13: 43
Number of GRUNT graduates since 2008: 158
Number of lunches served: 444
Hours of stewardship completed by teens: 804
Number of program partners: 42
Value added by volunteers: $3,249

“I believe that these programs are life changing for my students. The mentorship component, and job and life skills that the program uses makes it possible
for my students to enter the [economic] middle class. This is the only program of it’s kind that I know of that accomplishes this.”
Jill Semlick, Madison High School, Science Teacher

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION EMPLOYMENT PIPELINE
Engage Diverse Youth

Train for Work Readiness
Jr. GRUNT

Community Partnerships

8th & 9th Grades

Teen Environmental Adventures

Teen Environmental Adventures (TEA)
We use adventure as a hook to promote environmental
awareness and active lifestyles. In FY 13, we led hiking,
kayaking, snowshoeing, snowboarding, cross country
skiing, backpacking, kayaking, mountain biking and
wilderness arts programs. Scholarship dollars made these
programs affordable by all. PP&R Outreach Services
identified culturally specific organizations with whom we
partnered. A highlight was a new partnership with the
Nepalese / Bhutanese community.
School Field Trips
Hands-on, inquiry based field trips in Portland’s parks &
natural areas.

Summer Work Opportunities

Year-Round Work Opportunities

Youth Conservation Crew

ECO Internships

Nature Day Camp

Nuts About Nature Preschool

Ages 14 - 18

School Field Trips in Natural Areas
Community Partnerships
We work with 42 businesses and organizations to ensure
equitable access to nature for Portland’s diverse economic,
cultural and ethnic groups. Business partners Amer Sports
and Nau Clothing donated approxomately $7,000 worth
of winter clothing to make snow sports accessible to all
students. The NW Trail Alliance was a critical partner in the
development of a teen mountain biking program.

EmployMENT with PP&R

GRUNT

10th Grade

Ages 16 +

Ages 16 - 22
Ages 16 +

Seasonal & Full Time Employment
GRUNT & Jr. GRUNT
The Greenspaces Restoration & Urban
Naturalist Team programs connect
diverse youth to nature & environmental
careers through leadership training,
environmental science and outdoor
adventure. Since 2008, 158 students have
graduated from the program. Participant
demographics:

Youth Conservation Crew (YCC)
Environmental Education coordinates the
education arm of the YCC, a crew called the
Teen Naturalist Team (TNT). Six teens create
urban ecology lessons to teach to youth with
limited access to nature, citywide. In FY 13,
TNT taught 781 children about the living things
in Portland’s Parks and natural areas.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nuts About Nature Preschool
Nature Day Camp
GRUNT graduates contribute to the diversity
of our staff. They comprise 26% of our yearround Environmental Education staff, and 64%
of our summer staff. They gain concrete skills
in science education, early childhood education
and environmental education.

90% Eligible for Free & Reduced Lunch
56% English Language Learners
27% Latino
23% White
15% Asian
13% African American
8% Eastern European Immigrant
7% African Immigrant
5% Multiple
1% Unknown

Ages 21 +

ECO Internships
Provides individualized internships in
natural resources for GRUNT and YCC
graduates. No funding in FY 13.
Seasonal & Full Time Employment
We offer resume and job search support
to youth seeking employment with PP&R.
Nine GRUNT grads are currently employed
year-round by PP&R within the following
departments: Horticulture, Environmental
Education, Urban Forestry, and multiple
community centers.

“Together we have helped several hundred Latino youth experience a wide range of outdoor activities. These
activities have been an important tool in building self-esteem among our youth and instilling an
appreciation for nature they may not have otherwise experienced.”
Alejandra Galindo, Hacienda Avanzamos Program Coordinator

Leveraging Resources

Our Partners
Special Thanks to our Sponsors:
•
•
•
•

School Partners:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Program Revenue
$21,994

East Multnomah Soil & Water Conservation District
Oregon Community Foundation
Nike GO Pass Program
Bureau of Environmental Services
Benson High School
Cesar Chavez Middle School
Centennial High School
David Douglas High School
George Middle School
Jefferson High School
King K-8
Meek High School
Madison High School
Metropolitan Learning Center
Ockley Green Middle School
Roosevelt High School

25%

Scholarship Donations
$11,700

9%
19%

General Fund
$93,068

5%

Grants
$59,899

40%

2%

In-Kind Contributions
$45,264

Program Donations
$4,600

The total budget for the Environmental Education
Teen Program is $231,925, which is 43% of the general
Environmental Education budget.

Recreation

Education

Stewardship

Employment

Community Partners:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Amer Sports
All Hands Raised (9th Grade Counts Collaborative)
Adventures Without Limits
Big City Mountaineers
Bike Gallery
Catholic Charities
Columbia Slough Watershed Council
Future Connect Scholarship Program
Guia
Hacienda Community Development Corporation
Latino Network
IRCO Asian Family Center
Nau Clothing
NAYA
New Columbia Housing Authority
Next Adventure
Northwest Trail Alliance
Office of Youth Violence Prevention
Oregon Campus Compact
Ortiz Family Center
ReWild Portland
ROSE Community Development Corporation
Snowboard Outreach Society (SOS)
Student And Family Refugee Network (SAFRN)
Warm Current
Work Systems, Inc.

Portland Parks Environmental Education
503-823-3601
email: grunt@portlandoregon.gov
portlandoregon.gov/parks/eeteens
2909 SW 2nd Ave, Portland Oregon 97201

Teen Environmental
Education
“I have really seen Jr. Grunt make a positive impact on
Alli’s attitude about school and her future. Alli is very
proud of her participation in Jr. GRUNT, and I think it has
helped her to develop a more positive self-image.”
Amber Hollister, Big Brothers Big Sisters
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