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problems such as obesity and attention deficit 

disorder.i Public health statistics seem to support the 

potency of Louv’s thesis. In California, for example, 

approximately 30% of adolescents either get no 

physical activity or less than what is recommended. 

Non-white youth and teens from low income families 

have lower rates of physical activity than white youth 

and teens from more affluent families, respectively.ii  

Furthermore, about 1/3 of children and 1/4 of teens 

are at risk or already overweight, with those in the 

Latino and African American communities having 

the highest rates.iii A host of studies support the link 

between recreation and lower levels of other mental 

and physical health problems such as depression, 

stress, attention deficit disorder, diabetes, and heart 

disease.iv,v

Low income communities and communities 

of color are at a particular disadvantage when it 

comes to physical access to park space, both in 

urban and rural areas. Income and racial/ethnic 

disparities have been well documented all over the 

US, including California. For example, according to 

a study completed by the UCLA Center for Health 

Policy Research, approximately 30% of California 

teens from lower-income families report having no 

access to a safe park, playground or open space 

as compared with fewer than 20% of teens from 

affluent families. Twenty-two percent of white teens 

report a lack of access as opposed to 29% of Latino 

and 30% of African American teens.vi The Bay 

Area is fortunate to be home to 1.25 million acres 

of protected land across all 10 counties, yet a large 

portion of parklands are not open to the public 

because they are privately held or part of sensitive 

habitats; almost 25% are completely inaccessible to 

the general public, while another 13% are restricted.vii 

In cities across the state, there is a strong correlation 

between the location of park space and the 

concentration of wealth.viii 

THE WORLD in which we live in the Bay Area is 

full of some of the richest and most diverse natural 

beauty on earth. With over 1.25 million acres of open 

space, it is full of opportunities for encouraging our 

sense of wonder. But a host of barriers prevent many 

Bay Area residents from connecting to the natural 

world around us. Fear of the outdoors, physical 

distance from parks, cultural norms, and confusing 

and costly transportation options are a few of the 

challenges that prevent people—especially young 

people—from spending time in and connecting with 

nature.

A movement of educators, health professionals, 

environmentalists, and other concerned citizens is 

growing to address the disconnect between young 

people and the outdoors. In his seminal book Last 

Child in the Woods (2005), Richard Louv argues that 

children coming of age in the last 30 years are at 

greater risk for what he calls “nature-deficit disorder.” 

Louv links the increased time that youth are 

spending in front of a computer screen, as opposed 

to exploring the outdoors, to physical and behavioral 
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“If a child is to keep alive his inborn SENSE OF WONDER, he needs the companionship 

of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and 

mystery of the world we live in.” Rachel Carson
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OUR RESEARCH included the stakeholders most 

affected by barriers to open space in the Bay Area. 

Our multi-pronged research yielded a rich set of data 

from which to report our findings and it included: 

• Surveys with 238 young people ages 14-18, which  

 provided a wealth of information on Bay Area  

 teens’ experiences with parks, attitudes toward  

 the outdoors, and transit options. 

• Five focus groups in which we asked 33 teens  

 follow-up questions based on survey data. 

• Interviews with 23 adults from a variety fields,  

 including high school teachers, outdoor  

 educators, parks managers, and transit experts. 

Definitions

Open Space Park

While the availability of both city and neighborhood 

parks is vitally important for the health and livability 

of all communities, this study is concerned specifically 

with the accessibility of open space parks because 

they are often geographically distant from under-

resourced communities. However, since no universally 

recognized distinction exists between neighborhood 

and open space parks, the following definition for 

“open space park” was devised and utilized in the 

teen survey and focus group protocol:

An open space park is one that is usually located at a 

distance from a town or city and offers a significant 

expanse of open land, often characterized by 

trails and/or woods. Open space parks are usually 

much larger than neighborhood parks and are not 

necessarily walking distance from your house. 

Under-Resourced Youth

In selecting the high schools at which to administer 

the teen survey, the goal was to choose locations 

based on the following two criteria: 

1) The percent of the student body that receives  

 reduced or free lunch is above the California  

 state average of 52%

2) Students of color make up at least 60% of the  

 student body

Recruiting teachers who were willing to allow 

researchers to take valuable class time to administer 

the survey proved to be an enormous challenge. As 

a result, not every school visited meets both criteria. 

The Park Connections project set out to hear 

directly from young people ages 14-18 about their 

experiences, ideas and hopes for the outdoors.  

Young people comprise a population whose opinions 

and needs are generally undervalued, and as a result, 

their voices are often muted or not even considered.  

Our research questions were:

What are the barriers that prevent young 

people from visiting open space parks?

What can be done to minimize the barriers 

and connect young people to the outdoors? 

In the first five months of 2010 we asked 

questions of and listened to 271 high school 

teenagers from low-income backgrounds and 

communities of color through surveys and focus 

groups. Through our research we identified five 

main barriers, and also a set of recommendations 

for breaking down the barriers these youth face in 

accessing open space in the Bay Area. 

Today’s teenagers are our future and their 

relationships to the outdoors will determine the 

fate of open space in the Bay Area, the state, the 

country and our world. As such, building a sense 

of connection to the outdoors is tremendously 

important for so many reasons. Although making 

open space parklands in the Bay Area more 

accessible to under-resourced youth will not happen 

overnight, there are steps that we all can take to start 

this important process. 
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“They are looking for something  

to belong to, they are looking  

for something TO BE A PART OF.  

And we could be that.”

Elizabeth Hales, 

East Bay Regional Park District



Focus Groups

Focus groups were conducted in cooperation with 

four different organizations, two of which have 

missions explicitly geared toward engaging youth 

in outdoor experiences (see Appendix B for list 

of organizations). Focus group participants were 

recruited by the organizations’ adult facilitator 

to reflect, to the greatest extent possible, a 

representative sample of the group’s membership. 

Sessions lasted about one hour and the six to ten 

participants were provided with dinner and a $25 

stipend for their time and insight. All adult facilitators 

Despite this, the survey sample represents a very 

diverse group of students; of the 238 youth who 

took the survey, nearly 80% are students of color, 

50% speak a language other than English at home, 

and approximately 79% have at least one parent 

occupied in a “blue collar” profession, a common 

proxy for socio-economic status.1 See Appendix B for 

demographic information. Focus group participants 

were not specifically asked any demographic 

information about themselves other than their age. 

However, participating organizations were chosen 

that specifically serve communities with a high 

concentration of low income families and/or people 

of color.

The Bay Area

The study area for this research includes the ten 

county Bay Area, including Santa Cruz County. At 

least one informant interview was conducted in each 

county. Youth from seven counties were surveyed or 

participated in focus groups. (See Appendix B)

Research Instruments

Teen Surveys

Surveys, which ranged from fifteen to twenty three 

questions depending on the participant’s responses, 

were conducted with a diverse range of teenagers 

ages 14-18.2 Teachers at participating schools were 

contacted directly either through cold calls/emails or 

through personal/professional networks. Researcher 

visits to administer the survey lasted about twenty 

minutes in each classroom and the teacher was 

usually present. Survey responses were anonymous 

and demographic questions were optional. The 

survey covered a broad range of topics relating to 

open space parks, including:

• Ratings of and attitudes toward outdoor  

 experiences

• Frequency of visits

• Transportation modes

• Popular activities

• Concerns 
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In the 10 county bay Area, 40% of  

households are considered low income, 

while 25% are very low income.

¯

OAKLAND: Median Household Income, 2000

Under-Resourced Neighborhoods

Alameda County Open Space

Under-Resourced  
Neighborhoods

Alameda County  
Open Space

Source: US Census



FINDINGS from this study make clear that the task 

of ensuring equitable access for under-resourced 

youth to open space parks in the Bay Area is 

complex. In reporting our research findings, we first 

discuss the general habits and attitudes of those 

surveyed regarding the outdoors. Then, through 

the insights provided by youth and our adult 

informants, we explore five key barriers and identify 

recommendations for ways to address each of them.    

Part A: Habits and Attitudes

The range of experiences with open space parks 

varies quite widely across the youth surveyed. The 

teenagers we spoke with and surveyed live in urban 

and suburban areas, are from various socio-economic 

levels and come from diverse backgrounds. For some 

open space parks were a bike ride away, others live 

several bus transfers away.   

The frequency of visits to open space parks 

was quite varied. Thirty seven percent of survey 

respondents said that they visit open space parks a 

few times a year while 19% say they go one to two 

times a month. Sixteen percent of youth visit an 

open space park one to three times per week and 

13% say they have never been to an open space park. 

(see Figure 1) Of those who have never been (n=31), 

42% say it is because they are not interested, while 

uncertainty about what to do (25%) and the lack of 

transportation (21%) are also major obstacles. 

were contacted through cold calls/emails and were 

present for two out of the four sessions. 

Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

twenty-three adults who either work directly 

with youth or whose organizations serve youth 

populations. The interviewees included teachers, 

youth organizers (environmentally focused and 

not), park managers, managers of open space 

destinations, environmental education professionals, 

transportation officials, transportation advocates, 

and environmental justice advocates. (see Appendix 

B for complete list) Interviews lasted forty five to 

ninety minutes and took place in person or via 

telephone. Informants were contacted directly 

through cold calls/emails or through personal/

professional networks.

Limitations

This research yielded an enormous amount of 

data in three and a half months: 238 Surveys, five 

hours of recorded focus groups, and thirty hours 

of recorded personal interviews. The use of three 

different research instruments and the inclusion of 

a broad range of research participants, including 

both youth and adults, reflects the goal of gaining 

a comprehensive understanding of the research 

questions and to provide stakeholders with useful 

information. 

However, given limited resources, research 

samples are relatively small, non-random, and 

geographically disparate, ranging from rural to urban 

locales. As a result, findings cannot be considered 

representative of the entire Bay Area; yet, given the 

exploratory nature of this research, a strategically 

chosen sample was most appropriate. Additionally, 

the challenge of accurately and succinctly defining 

what is meant by an “open space park” may have 

caused some confusion in focus groups and on 

surveys. In order to mitigate this problem to the 

greatest extent possible, researchers discussed the 

working definition with each group of youth before 

beginning data collection. Despite these limitations, 

the findings and best practices that follow make 

important contributions to understanding and 

improving open space access for under-resourced 

youth in the Bay Area.

7

FIndIngs

Figure 1
n=233
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space parks. The majority of young people surveyed: 

• Don’t visit open space parks very often.

• Think that spending time in open space parks  

 is important.

• Would like to spend more time in open space  

 parks.

Part B: Barriers and Recommendations

BARRIER #1:  “PARKS CAN BE INTIMIDATING.”

Open space parks are an unknown world for some 

young people. As one focus group participant said, 

“Parks can be intimidating because there are a lot 

of rules, like can I pick a flower or is it okay to go in 

certain places.” We found three key barriers related 

to this unfamiliarity.

First, young people expressed concern about the 

outdoors. “My biggest fear is the woods. It’s dark and 

I think there are crazy people there.” Their worries 

included dangerous people(40%), getting lost (32%), 

animals (23%) and physical injuries (21%). (see Figure 

3) One focus group participant said, “I’m afraid of 

mountain lions,” said one focus group participant.

Secondly, young people said that they do not 

know what to do when they are at an open space 

park. This was a recurring theme across all four 

focus groups and of survey respondents. Thirty 

seven percent indicate that having more information 

on what there is to do at open space parks would 

encourage them to go more often (n=199). As one 

focus group participant said, “If there were more 

activities I would go to parks more.”

Lastly, young people said that they feel 

squeamish with dirty or uncomfortable surroundings.  

For some youth, getting dirty is not considered 

“cool,” particularly at a time in their lives when 

appearance is important. One focus group 

participant said, “The only thing that scares me is the 

poison oak.” Given that most open space parks lack 

amenities such as running water or an abundance 

of shelter, some teens easily become weary of the 

more “rustic” elements of open space experiences. 

For example, a focus group participant said that he is 

reluctant to ever go camping unless he has access to 

a “warm shower and bed.” 

Survey participants were asked to rate how 

important spending time outside is to them. A 

clear majority (52%) rate outdoor time as “very” 

important, while only 11% responded that it was 

“a little” or “not at all” important. (see Figure 2) 

Those who visit open space parks a few times per 

year or less (n=149) are seemingly less outdoor-

oriented, although not by much—when asked to rate 

the importance of outdoor time in their lives, 41% 

responded “very,” while only 13% responded “a little 

or not at all.”

Of particular interest is whether teenagers want 

more opportunities to be outdoors. Almost half 

(48%) say that they are satisfied with how often 

they currently go to open space parks. A little less 

(44%) say that their opportunities to visit open space 

parks are “too few.”  Interestingly, of those who visit 

open space parks only once or a few times per year 

(n=118), these rates remain largely the same, with 

47% responding “too few” and 40% “just the right 

number.”

Three key themes emerged which offer important 

insight into the experiences and values of the youth 

who participated in the survey as they relate to open 
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How important to you is spending time outside?

Figure 2
n=219
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spirit of the outdoors experience, finding a balance 

by introducing them slowly, letting them know up 

front what to expect, and being available to answer 

questions or concerns helps youth feel safe and 

comfortable in this new environment. 

3.  Increase outreach to young people and make 

the outdoors relevant to them. We can help young 

people have a better idea of what to expect from 

an outdoor experience. Both in focus groups and in 

surveys, having more information on things to do at 

open space parks was cited as an important factor in 

encouraging youth to visit parks more often. Market-

ing coordination with transit agencies would help 

make visiting open space parks a viable and more 

intuitive option for youth recreation.

BARRIER #2:  “IT’S NOT THE SAME NOW 

THAT WE’RE OLDER.”

Young people are looking for different ways to 

experience the outdoors than those that have 

traditionally been provided. Focus group participants 

consistently noted and lamented the lack of 

structured, social activities at open space parks. (see 

Figure 4) One participant said, “When we were little 

we did lots of cool stuff in parks. It’s not the same 

now that we’re older.” There were several discussions 

in focus groups about how many parks, especially 

neighborhood parks, are geared towards young 

children. It was also noted by one group that open 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  Expose youth incrementally to open spaces 

experiences. Craig Gordon, Coordinator of the Sierra 

Club’s Inner City Outings San Francisco Bay Area 

Chapter (ICO) tends to take groups of youth who 

have little prior outdoor experience on relatively easy 

day trips, such as a short hike, in order to build their 

confidence. “[Teens’] perceived risk is really high and 

you do your best to control that experience for them, 

so that they get more and more comfortable…[It’s] 

a teaching experience.” Over time, the goal is for 

youth to take on greater challenges and to think of 

outdoor activities as an integral part of their lives—as 

experiences that they would seek out on their own. 

The key to this, Elizabeth Hales of East Bay Regional 

Park District argues, is sustained engagement, 

particularly in the pre-teen years when there are 

fewer demands on children’s time: “Bringing [kids] 

out one time [to a park] is great, but for a lot of 

the kids I work with, that one time isn’t necessarily 

going to be enough. Multiple opportunities are really 

important…so that it becomes a relationship.”xi 

2.  Look after their physical comfort in the outdoors, 

especially during their first wilderness/open space 

experiences. If possible, provide access to “creature 

comforts” such as bathrooms, well-maintained 

camping equipment, plenty of food, and warmth to 

help to address the issue of “squeamishness.” While 

this is not always practical or necessarily in the 
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What things, if any, worry you about open space parks?   (% response)

Figure 3
n=195
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can be difficult for schools and youth organizations 

to provide enough individualized attention, hands-on 

learning, and recreational opportunities that inspire 

youth to engage deeply in the outdoor environment.  

Not surprisingly, perhaps, teens tend to wander off 

or get antsy without focused activities that are, in the 

words of Craig Gordon of ICO, “fun and cool.” 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  Create fun, hands-on activities. “Fun” is, of 

course, a subjective measurement, and may be, at 

times, an elusive compromise between teens and 

adults. Nevertheless, according to Steve Konakis, 

a teacher at Vintage High School in Napa County, 

and Fiona O’Kelly of the Clem Miller Center, fun and 

rewarding programming is experiential, allowing 

teens to touch things, test things, and to relate what 

they are doing outdoors to their lives at home and in 

school. In order to bring a 21st century sensibility to 

outdoor education, John Woodbury of Napa County 

is working with teens at local schools to produce 

digital interpretive guides that can be downloaded 

as podcasts on an iPod for use on the drive to a 

wilderness area and/or on a hike. Through this 

project, youth are learning about the open spaces 

around them while also having the opportunity to 

actually create media that they and their peers are 

more likely to engage with than static maps and 

space parks are “for adults” which leaves teenagers 

feeling, perhaps, that there is no place for them.

Concerts, movie nights, climbing, paint ball, 

biking, skate parks, and games such as “geocaching” 

were all mentioned as activities youth would like to 

see offered. One focus group participant said, “If 

parks could hold a monthly concert with local bands, 

that’d be super cool.”

In addition, youth feel that there are few people 

with whom to visit open space parks.  Fifty six 

percent of survey respondents said that having more 

people with whom to visit open space parks would 

encourage them to visit more often. Indeed, this 

desire for companionship is reflected in youths’ actual 

behavior.  Over 85% of young people go to parks with 

their family while less than 18% go by themselves.  

(see Figure 5) 

Many adults interviewed described the challenge 

of creating meaningful and engaging activities 

and outdoor curriculum for youth, especially large 

groups. Given limited volunteers and/or staffing, it 

Which TWO things would MOST encourage you to go to open space parks more often?   (% response)

Figure 4
n=199
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“I want to go hiking, but I can never  

find anyone to do it with me.” 
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sports and activities to develop a healthy lifestyle 

while building friendships with their peers  

Jessica Zuckerman, a teacher at Sequoia High 

School in Redwood City and the faculty advisor 

for HYPE, suggests that a perfect opportunity for 

building kids’ relationship with parks is when they are 

specifically looking for something to do: during spring 

and summer breaks. For many teens—particularly 

those without the means to attend summer camp, 

who are too young to work, or do not have many 

transit options—school breaks can be boring and 

restless. Spring and summer break programming are 

great times to connect young people to the outdoors.

BARRIER #3:  “My PARENTS DON’T CARE 

SO MUCH.”

Cultural relationships to the outdoors can vary 

widely across racial, ethnic, socio-economic, and 

geographic boundaries. For some of the young 

people we spoke with, there is a strong familial 

connection to the outdoors because they hike 

with their parents, younger siblings or other family 

members. Some discussed their regular BBQs at 

local parks with the extended family. For others the 

opposite is true. One focus group participant said, 

“My parents don’t care so much about going to the 

park. It’s not a big deal to them.”  

The survey results suggest that attitudes 

toward the outdoors do indeed vary somewhat 

by racial/ethnic identification. When asked to rate 

signs in a park. 

Other examples of Open Space Council member 

organizations that are actively creating ‘fun’ activities 

for teenagers include:

• East Bay Regional Park District 

• County of Santa Clara Parks and Recreation

• Save the Redwoods 

2.  Provide opportunities to become leaders in the 

outdoors. Sonoma Ecology Center’s Enviro-Leaders 

program, LandPaths in Sonoma County, Watsonville 

Wetlands Watch (WWW) in Santa Cruz County, 

and the Crissy Field Center (CFC) in San Francisco 

all offer successful leadership programs based on a 

similar model. High school-age youth lead visiting 

middle school groups through outdoor inquiry-based 

activities such as biodiversity monitoring, thereby 

gaining expertise in local environmental stewardship 

projects and empowering them to learn new job-

oriented skills. Additionally, these teens become 

leaders and mentors to younger kids, who, according 

to Noelle Antolin, Education Director of WWW, often 

become inspired to apply to the WWW’s Wetlands 

Stewards program when they reach high school and 

are exposed to positive role models. 

3.  Provide organized social events in open space 

parks. Social outdoor experiences can provide 

opportunities for peer, familial, and community 

bonding. Livermore Area Recreation and Park 

District, for example, offers many programs for 

young people including a Children’s Fair in the fall. 

While there are many activities geared for young 

children, the fair also draws in teenagers with a 

bicycle rodeo and carnival games. The District also 

runs programs for just teenage boys and just teenage 

girls that “to have fun while building confidence 

and self esteem” and “introduce them to alternative 

I don’t think in general we speak to  

kids in the language they want, and in  

the medium they are expecting.” 

John Woodbury, General Manager of the Napa  

County Regional Park and Open Space District
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is to focus on what is important to their immediate 

lives—health and environmental justice. Similarly, 

Cynthia King, Education Manager at Sustainable 

Agriculture Education (SAGE), describes the goal of 

the organization’s programming at the Sunol AgPark 

as creating conceptual and physical connections for 

urban youth between urban and rural settings. This 

helps them understand where their food comes from 

and how the health of watersheds and open space 

areas affects the health of their home communities. 

By demonstrating to under-resourced youth that 

they have a stake in how open space parks are sited 

and managed, they will hopefully become more 

active users of those spaces. 

2.  Encourage mentors. The mentorship programs 

offered by East Bay Regional Park District, 

Watsonville Wetlands Watch, Crissy Field Center, and 

H.O.M.E.Y,2 a San Francisco-based youth organization 

working largely with at-risk Latino youth, are 

powerful examples of mentorship and leadership 

programs. Also, a component of the Sonoma 

Ecology Center’s Enviro-Leaders program includes 

mentorship by professionals in the environmental 

field. Craig Gordon of Sierra Club’s Inner City 

Outings suggests that recruiting outdoor mentors 

and leaders from diverse backgrounds, particularly 

from under-resourced communities, provides 

under-resourced youth with positive role models for 

how important spending time outside is to them, 

a majority of youth in all racial/ethnic groups 

responded that it was “very important.” However, the 

response rate varied considerably by group—66% 

among white participants and only around 50% 

among African American and Hispanic participants. 

Under-resourced communities are often under-

represented when it comes to leadership and 

mentorship roles in outdoor recreation. Craig Gordon 

of Sierra Club’s Inner City Outings (ICO), for example, 

notes that very few adult volunteers to the ICO 

program come from under-resourced communities. 

Even outside of leadership positions, survey results 

suggest that youth from racial and ethnic minorities 

are less likely than their white peers to see others 

from their communities in open space parks (see 

Figure 6), a fact which may contribute to a sense that 

outdoor recreation is not meant for them.

A language barrier might deter young people 

from visiting open space parks. Of the survey 

participants in this study, fully one half speak a 

language other than English at home and several 

required significant assistance in filling out the 

survey because they were not comfortable with the 

English language format. This language barrier can 

prove particularly challenging in an outdoor setting 

where specialized vocabulary is sometimes needed 

for practical and educational instruction.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  Create programs that start from youths’ 

experience. The Crissy Field Center (CFC) runs a 

program called “Parks to People, People to Parks,” 

which focuses on making parks interpretation in the 

Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA) 

culturally relevant and accessible to groups from 

diverse backgrounds by highlighting the stories of 

all people who have been a part of the parks’ history. 

Christy Rocca, Executive Director of CFC, suggests 

that another way to engage under-resourced youth 

50% – 60% of youth from every  

ethnic group stated that spending  

time outside is “very” important
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personal and institutional relationships throughout 

the Bay Area that share the goal of connecting 

young people to open space. These relationships 

range from personal friendships to formalized 

partnerships and vary in ways that match the 

particular situation of that community. Some 

examples of best practices include:

• The Sonoma Ecology Center in Sonoma County  

 runs a K-12 Watershed Education program which  

 brings hands-on science modules to Sonoma  

 Valley classrooms and facilitates outdoor  

 exploration and stewardship. These modules are  

 offered in English and Spanish at no cost to local  

 schools and serve over 1,000 students per year.

• The Crissy Field Center in San Francisco has a  

 partnership with Galileo High School in San  

 Francisco in which weekly visits to CFC are an  

 integral part of the science curriculum.

• Watsonville Wetlands Watch administers the  

 Fitz Wetlands Educational Resource Center on  

 the campus of the Pajaro Valley High School  

 (PVHS) in Santa Cruz County in cooperation  

 with the City of Watsonville and the Pajaro  

 Valley Unifed School District (PVUSD). 

2.  Design programs that map to California state 

education standards. This practice does double duty 

by exposing youth to the outdoors and providing 

them with required curricular material. Examples 

of Bay Area organizations that have worked with 

their local schools include East Bay Regional Park 

District, Save the Redwoods League, Crissy Field 

Center, Watsonville Wetlands Watch, and LandPaths.  

For example, the Save the Redwoods League has 

outdoor engagement. When youth can relate closely 

to those who are acting as interpreters of their 

outdoor experiences, they are more likely to become 

actively engaged and imagine themselves in a similar 

role in the future. 

3.  Provide multi-lingual interpretation. According 

to Kyle Macdonald of Bay Area Wilderness Training 

(BAWT), part of making teens feel comfortable in an 

unknown environment is to describe what they are 

seeing and experiencing in terms that are familiar. 

That means making sure that wilderness interpreters 

are prepared with the language skills to bring 

outdoor experiences to life for all teens, including 

those who are less comfortable with English. Parks 

like the East Bay Regional Park District, County of 

Santa Clara, Golden Gate National Recreation Area, 

California State Parks, and others all provide some 

degree of multilingual signs or information. 

BARRIER #4:  “WE MISS fIELD TRIPS!”

Naturally when we talk about teenagers we need 

to address how schools are involved in connecting 

them to nature. As one focus group participant 

said, “We miss field trips! You get to know people 

who you wouldn’t otherwise get to know.” In focus 

groups there were long discussions among youth 

about particular field trips, the activities in which 

they participated, and what they learned. In each of 

the focus groups there was nostalgia for elementary 

school and the field trips they went on then. As 

one participant said, “They do all these field trips in 

elementary school but we don’t go much.”

There are three key barriers that relate to schools:

• Administrative and logistical challenges  

 including time constraints and paperwork

• Lack of funding especially for transportation to  

 and from open space parks

• Pressures to “teach to the test” in order to meet  

 education standards such as “No Child Left  

 Behind”

BEST PRACTICES 

1.  Establish close, institutional relationships 

between parks agencies/outdoor education 

organizations and school districts. There are 
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People to the Great Outdoors, also funded by 

the Stewardship Council and written by the Great 

Valley Center, is an excellent overview of the 

various transportation options. As one focus group 

participant said, “I wish there were more shuttles to 

parks.  It’d make it so easy to get there.”  

Our primary finding related to transportation is 

that young people get outside by car. (see Figure 7) 

Sixty-seven percent either drive themselves or get 

a ride from a family member or friend, while only 

21% walk or bike and 9% take public transit. Of those 

respondents who get to open space parks primarily 

by auto, 44% say they do so because it is the fastest 

way to get there, while 39% say it is their only option. 

These variables far outweighed safety or expense as 

motivating factors. 

When we look at transportation and how often 

teenagers are visiting the park, we find that the more 

often they go, the more likely they are to walk or 

ride a bike. (see figure 8). Seventy eight percent of 

young people who go to open space parks once a 

year say they drive there. It appears that the closer 

one lives to an open space park, the more often one 

visits. This means that easy to navigate and inexpen-

sive transportation options are necessary to increase 

young people’s number of visits to open space parks.   

Innovative solutions to the transportation problem 

are emerging in the Bay Area that could serve as 

models for the future.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  Provide simplified, easy-to-read public transit 

maps and navigation materials. The maps can 

highlight memorable landmarks which might not 

only improve youths’ way-finding skills, it would 

also give them a better understanding of their 

environment and make them more comfortable 

getting around their neighborhoods and beyond. 

A program of the Bay Area Open Space Council 

called Transit and Trails (www.transitandtrails.org) 

allows users to choose a Bay Area open space 

destination, including trailheads and camping sites, 

and map a route to get there by public transit, 

bicycle, foot, car or any combination thereof. With 

the increasing availability of internet-enabled mobile 

devices, this is a powerful tool that offers nearly all 

Bay Area residents increased access to open space 

developed curriculum that maps to education 

standards and can be downloaded from their 

website for free. Their website provides information, 

examples of others’ work to teach young people 

about redwoods, and opportunities to get printed 

materials for their classrooms. 

3.  Teach the teachers. There is an abundant amount 

of information available to teachers about our Bay 

Area parks, some of which can count toward teachers’ 

California Teaching Credential renewal.  Examples 

of Open Space Council member organizations that 

provide information and trainings for teachers include: 

• County of Santa Clara Park and Recreation 

• East Bay Regional Park District

• Marin Agricultural Land Trust

• Save the Redwoods League

BARRIER #5:  “ I  WISH THERE WERE MORE 

SHUTTLES TO PARKS.”

Transportation to open space is a cross-cutting and 

complex issue. Schools and youth programs face 

cost, administrative, and availability hurdles that are 

difficult to overcome. A report titled Transportation 

Challenges and Opportunities: Connecting Young 
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generally puts the cost of transit within reach for 

most organizations, but its popularity—more than 

20,000 were served in 2009—demonstrates the fact 

that even more transportation funding is needed. 

In 2009, all Parks Express funding for the calendar 

year had been allocated by October, likely leaving 

groups who made requests after October unable to 

participate until 2010.

Bay Area Wilderness Training’s BAWTMobile is 

another promising model.  BAWT has teamed up 

with CityCarshare, the Bay Area-based car sharing 

non-profit, to provide two mini-vans for youth 

organizations that take teens to open space parks. 

The vans are owned by BAWT and maintained by 

CityCarshare as part of their normal fleet. However, 

youth leaders who participate in a BAWT training 

program and become CityCarshare members are 

provided with priority access to the BAWTMobiles 

with insurance and at a discounted rate when 

they lead youth trips. The program has been 

tremendously successful and Kyle Macdonald, CEO 

of BAWT, would like to expand it with larger vehicles 

if funding can be secured. 

parks. Another example is www.parkinfo.org, which 

connects people to parks around the state. 

2.  Promote the transit lines that directly serve open 

space parks. As John Woodbury of Napa County 

points out, many transit connections to open space 

already exist, but information on how to utilize them 

is often not communicated well to the public. An 

example of a best practice is BART and its discount 

passes for school groups who go on a field trip. 

Having park and transit agencies offer staff and 

material support to teachers and youth leaders could 

benefit both parks and transit by increasing visitors 

and ridership. 

3. Create partnerships between transit companies 

and agencies and outdoor education programs. 

One successful model in Alameda and Contra Costa 

Counties is run by the East Bay Regional Park District 

(EBRPD). Called “Parks Express,” this grant-funded 

program heavily subsidizes charter buses for schools 

and non-profits that serve low income communities, 

seniors, and individuals with disabilities so that they 

can go on field trips to EBRPD parks. The program 
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The ways to address the five barriers identified 

here vary by location, community, program, funding 

opportunities, and timing. There are many ways to 

connect young people to the outdoors, but through 

our research we know that this work requires 

collaboration and creative thinking. We need to 

work across organizational, geographic and cultural 

boundaries to leverage the right resources We also 

need to utilize new technologies, the arts, and young 

people themselves to help design programs that 

are meaningful to them.  It can be a complex task to 

connect young people to open space, but clearly one 

that needs to be undertaken. 

Connecting young people to nature also requires 

a will and interest to do so. One of the strategic 

initiatives of the Open Space Council is to bring 

nature within reach of all Bay Area residents. We 

know that this is important for the myriad of reasons 

described above and are committed to doing what 

we can to make it happen. We will take the findings 

of this report and formulate programs with, for and 

by our members. There is a lot of work to be done 

and we look forward to partnering with our member 

organizations as well as the community at large to 

connect young people to the outdoors.

We invite you to visit us online to:

• Learn about our members who are doing this  

 work

• Get ideas about what you can do 

• Join us at an upcoming meeting where the land  

 conservation community discusses issues like this.

www.openspacecouncil.org

THERE ARE many reasons why it is important 

to connect young people to the outdoors. There 

are benefits for their physical and mental health, 

performance in school, and relationships with others. 

The earth benefits also, in that future environmental 

leaders are created. Most of all, we believe that it is 

our sense of wonder about the world that we live 

in that is the most crucial reason. It is our curiosity 

and a sense of connection to something bigger than 

ourselves that grounds and inspires us.  

The barriers described in this report are well 

known. For those working in land conservation, 

schools, and youth programs these are barriers that 

we have witnessed and/or personally experienced.  

This report provides, perhaps for the first time, a 

broad survey of the wide range of physical, social, 

cultural, and economic factors that affect youth 

access to Bay Area open space park. We hope that 

our empirical data and findings assist stakeholders 

in communicating about these barriers, in building 

programs to address them, and generating funding 

to support improved access.  

This report is unique, also, in that it represents 

the young people themselves. We listened to 271 

young people about their experiences and ideas 

with the outdoors. They shared their frustrations 

and hopes, their challenges and dreams. We want 

to broadcast their voices so that they can be heard 

and their perspectives included in our members’ 

programming designs and decisions.  
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“I want to hear more about the 
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appendIx a

CoMPLETE LIST oF RESEARCH SuBJECTS 

Name Title Organization County Interview Survey focus Group

AC Transit Nathan Landau Transportation Planner Alameda x

Ano Nuevo State Park Terry Kiser Ranger San Mateo x

Armijo High Solano x

Bay Area Wilderness  
Training, Presidio Trust,  
and National Park Service 
(BAWTmobile)

Kyle Macdonald Founder / CEO San Francisco

X

Boys and Girls Club of  
St Helena and Calistoga

x

Clem Miller Environmental 
Education Center - Pt. Reyes 
National Seashore

Fiona O'Kelly Education Director Marin
x

Conservation Corps  
North Bay

Will Becker Recycling & AmeriCorps 
Manager

Marin
x

Crissy Field Center Christy Rocca Executive Director San Francisco x

East Bay Regional Park 
District

Elizabeth Hales Community Outreach 
Coordinator

Alameda,  
Contra Costa

x

Elkus Ranch
Kathi Baxter Environmental Science 

Educator
San Mateo

x

Galileo High San Francisco x

LandPaths Bree Benton Education Director Sonoma x

Literacy for Environmental 
Justice

Myla Ablog Heron's Head Park 
Ecologist

San Francisco
x

Los Gatos High School Cathy Messenger Teacher Santa Clara x

Napa County Regional Park 
and Open Space District

John Woodbury General Manager Napa
x

Oakland Envision Academy Daniel McDonnell Teacher Alameda x

Orinda Academy Ben Lavender Teacher Contra Costa x

Pajaro Valley High Santa Cruz x

Redwood City 2020 -HYPE
Beth Ross Climate Protection 

Specialist
San Mateo

x

San Rafael High Marin x x

Sequoia High San Mateo x x

Sierra Club Inner City  
Connections

Craig Gordon Volunteer Coordinator San Francisco
x

Skyline High Alameda x

Sustainable Agriculture  
Education (SAGE)

Cynthia King Sunol AgPark Farm and 
Education Manager

Alameda
x

Transform
Carli Paine Transportation Program 

Director, Safe Routes to 
Transit Program

Alameda
x

Vacaville Neighborhood Boys 
and Girls Club

Montoya Graham Executive Director Solano
x

Vintage High School Steve Konakis Teacher Napa x

Watsonville Wetlands Watch Noelle Antolin Education Director Santa Cruz x

Windsor High School Stefan Klakovich Teacher Sonoma x

Youth Enrichment Strategies Eric Aaholm Executive Director Alameda x

Youth Uprising x



School County % reduced/
free meals

% English 
Learners

% African 
American

% Asian/
Pacific 
Islander

% Hispanic % White % Other Enrollment

Armijo High Solano 44 12 21 17 35 27 1 2,473

Galileo High San  
Francisco

58 21 6 79 10 4 2 2,030

Pajaro Valley 
High

Santa Cruz 77 35 1 2 94 4 0 1,576

San Rafael 
High

Marin 33 14 2 9 40 45 3 2,132

Sequoia High San  
Mateo

55 27 3 7 65 24 1 1,708

Skyline High Alameda 51 11 38 23 25 10 2 2,011

CALIFORNIA 52 24 7 12 49 28 3 6,252,011

Table 2   Demographic Characteristics by High School  (2008-2009)

Source: Ed-Data, www.ed-data.k12.ca.us     Note: Percentages do not add to 100% due to rounding

County Population 
2008

% Asian/ 
Pacific  
Islander

% African-
American

% Hispanic % white % other Low Income 
Threshold * 
 ($)

% households 
low income

Very Low  
Income ** 
Threshold ($)

% households 
very low 
income

Alameda 1,457,169 25 13 21 37 10 56,063 40 35,040 26

Contra Costa 1,016,696 14 9 22 51 11 62,895 38 39,310 25

Marin 246,985 6 3 14 75 7 70,481 40 44,051 26

Napa 132,027 6 2 29 59 7 53,987 40 33,742 25

San  
francisco

798,176 32 7 14 46 4 57,566 43 35,979 27

San Mateo 703,730 25 3 23 45 7 67,747 41 42,342 23

Santa Clara 1,734,756 31 3 26 38 11 69,830 40 43,644 26

Santa Cruz 251,145 4 1 29 63 5 53,656 41 33,535 26

Solano 407,214 15 15 22 44 13 54,882 39 34,302 22

Sonoma 463,326 4 1 23 68 11 51,014 39 31,884 24

TOTAL 7,211,224 22 7 22 58 9 40 25

Table 1   San Francisco Bay Area Race/Ethnicity and Low Income Status by County

*low income defined as households earning 80% or less of area median income 

**very low income defined as households earning 50% or less of area median income

appendIx B

Note: Percentages do not add to 100% due to rounding

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006-2008 American  

Community Survey, Tables B02001, B03001, B19001 and B19013
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“When I go to the park I sit under the tree and just hang out.”
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*not equal to total research sample of 238 because participants can choose multiple responses.

**not equal to 100% because participants can choose multiple responses.

***Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006-2008 American Community Survey, Tables B02001 and B0300

Total  
Survey  
Participants*

% of  
Participants**

10 County 
Population***

% of 10 
County 
Pop.**

African  
American

29 14 479,194 7

Asian or  
Pacific Islander

47 23 1,582,591 22

Hispanic 112 54 1,598,053 22

White 43 21 4,197,403 58

Other 20 8 684,146 9

Two or more 
races

36 17 267,890 4

appendIx B
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“I don’t get into the dirt 

much and so it was  

cool to learn about the  

plants and stuff.”

1
 Examples of blue-collar occupations from surveys include housekeeping, construction work, landscaping, secretarial work, food preparation, etc.

2
 A handful of survey participants were 19 years old. A few focus group participants were 19-23 years old.

3
 Homies Organizing the Mission to Empower Youth, www.homeysf.org




