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Are you thinking about getting a 
master’s degree in science?

The following talk was presented to graduate students in the 
Vredenburg Lab

at San Francisco State University, but is relevant to anyone 
considering a future in the field of ecology 

By Tina Cheng, PhD
(Edited by Vance Vredenburg, PhD)

What is Professional Development?

a.k.a. jobs
a.k.a. careers

a.k.a. the future
a.k.a. $$$
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What do ecologists do?
“ Ecologists work in interesting places, both near 
and afar, questioning, investigating, finding 
answers… The knowledge you help build will be 
valued by other scientists, teachers, policy 
makers, citizens, and managers – for you will be 
helping society make sound decisions and 
contribute to our understanding of how nature 
works.”

-Ecological Society of America (ESA)
www.esa.org

Ecology & Conservation

EducationResearch Management Applied Science

What do ecologists do?
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Ecology & Conservation

Education Management Applied Science

conduct research outdoors & the lab;
ask theoretical and practical Q’s 

investigated using scientific techniques

Research

What do ecologists do?

Ecology & Conservation

Education Management Applied Science

teach students & 
interpret science to the general public;

educate students @ many levels, 
communicate science as a science 

writer, illustrator, film-maker

Research

What do ecologists do?
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Ecology & Conservation
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manage natural resources;
monitoring, managing, restoring 

populations & ecosystems, enforcing 
environmental laws & regulations

What do ecologists do?

Ecology & Conservation

Education Research Management Applied Science

apply scientific skills to solve environmental 
problems & answer other practical Q’s;

investigate ecological issues, write envtl. impact 
statements, design sustainable practices, apply 

scientific skills to answer Q’s outside science

What do ecologists do?
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Where do ecologists work?

Research 
Universities

Ecology & Conservation

EducationResearch Management Applied Science

Where do ecologists work?

Research 
Universities

- Colleges, High Schools
- State & Federal Parks
(National Parks)
- Non-profit orgs
(e.g. Museums, conservation orgs)
- Media orgs
(e.g. mags, interwebs)
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Ecology & Conservation
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Where do ecologists work?

Research 
Universities

- Colleges, High Schools
- State & Federal Parks
(National Parks)
- Non-profit orgs
(e.g. Museums, conservation orgs)
- Media orgs
(e.g. mags, interwebs)

- Private companies
(e.g. consulting firms, industry)
- Government agencies
(e.g. US Fish & Wildlife Service, US 
Geological Service, State & Federal 
Parks, City orgs – SFO)
- Non-profit orgs
(e.g. Conservation orgs)

Ecological Society of America
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Going down your career path

Step one: Find your passion.
Look at job descriptions and gauge your excitement level.

Conservation Job Board
EcoEmploy.com
Ecological Society of America (ESA) Job Board
EnvironmentalCareer.com
Orion Magazine Grassroots Jobsource
Internships.com (you need to do a relevant search)

Where?
(1) Job boards

(2) List serves – Ecolog-L (ESA)
https://www.esa.org/membership/ecolog/

(3) Talk to people

This listerv might be the best 
place to find out about paid and 
volunteer positons

Going down your career path

Step one: Find your passion.
Look at job descriptions and gauge your excitement level.

Step two: Explore & Get Experience.
Volunteer, do internships; train, build, hone your skills/qualifications.

How?
(1) Apply for positions

• Inside your university
• Outside university

(1) Make your own position
• Research professors – what do they work on? 

Email them and/or their grad students

(3) Networking

(4) Continue your education (get a master’s degree or a Phd)

https://www.mail-archive.com/ecolog-l@listserv.umd.edu/
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Going down your career path
Step one: Find your passion.
Look at job descriptions and gauge your excitement level.

Step two: Explore & Get Experience.
Volunteer, do internships; train, build, hone your skills/qualifications.
Get more education.

How to get into grad school

(1) Get experience
(2) Make yourself a competitive candidate
- Apply for grants 
• Undergrad scholarships
• NSF Graduate Student Research Fellowship, ESA STAR, National Geo. 

Young Explorers Program
- Do research & be intellectually engaged (lab meetings, contribute to 

papers)
(3) Network (go to conferences/meetings)

Or consider attending attending a scientific meeting:
Ecological Society of America

American Society of Ichthyology and Herpetology
EcoHealth

Society for Conservation Biology
The Wildlife Society

Consider joining a scientific society, you can get 
help deciding what to do in your career

https://ugr.ue.ucsc.edu/
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Going down your career path

Step one: Find your passion.
Look at job descriptions and gauge your excitement level.

Step two: Explore & Get Experience.
Volunteer, do internships; train, build, hone your skills/qualifications.
Get more education.

How to get into grad school

(1) Get experience
(2) Make yourself a competitive candidate
- Apply for grants 
• Undergrad scholarships
- Do research & be intellectually engaged (lab meetings, contribute to papers)
(3) Network (go to conferences/meetings)
(4) Apply for graduate programs

Going down your career path
How to get into grad school

Notes:
• GRE’s are not that important (many programs no longer require).
• Grades are not that important (they still count of course!).
• Experience & recommendations will get you everywhere.

1. Apply for positions
(1) Look for profs and labs you are interested in & write to them.
(2) Look up postings for grad positions (e.g. Ecolog-L) and apply for them.

2. Apply for grants
NSF Graduate Student Research Fellowship, ESA STAR, National Geo. 
Young Explorers Program, Ford Foundation, Fulbright Scholarships

3. Try and try again

https://ugr.ue.ucsc.edu/
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Don’t be afraid of failure.

Imposter syndrome – fake it ‘til you make it.
Amy Cuddy – Ted Talk (body language matters, 
look it up)

Going down your career path

Step one: Find your passion.
Look at job descriptions and gauge your excitement level.

Step two: Explore & Get Experience.
Volunteer, do internships; train, build, hone your skills/qualifications.
Get more education.

Step three: Follow your heart.
Depending on what path you choose, there are different steps to get 
to where you’d like to go.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RVmMeMcGc0Y
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Step three: Follow your heart.
Depending on what path you choose, there are different steps to get 
to where you’d like to go.

Ecology & Conservation

EducationResearch Management Applied Science

Research 
Universities

- Colleges, High Schools
- State & Federal Parks
(National Parks)
- Non-profit orgs
(e.g. Museums, conservation orgs)
- Media orgs
(e.g. mags, interwebs)

- Private companies
(e.g. consulting firms, industry)
- Government agencies
(e.g. US Fish & Wildlife Service, US 
Geological Service, State & Federal 
Parks, City orgs – SFO)
- Non-profit orgs
(e.g. Conservation orgs)

US Fish & Wildlife Service
https://www.fws.gov/refuges/about/employment.html
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Going down your career path

Research 
Universities

- Colleges, High Schools
- State & Federal Parks
(National Parks)
- Non-profit orgs
(e.g. Museums, conservation orgs)
- Media orgs
(e.g. mags, interwebs)

- Private companies
(e.g. consulting firms, industry)
- Government agencies
(e.g. US Fish & Wildlife Service, US 
Geological Service, State & Federal 
Parks, City orgs – SFO)
- Non-profit orgs
(e.g. Conservation orgs)

Non-profits!  There are many

Check out: A guide for Environmental non-profits (Mother Jones magazine article)

https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2006/03/guide-environmental-non-profits/
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Do you like analyzing data?
Have you considered becoming a data scientist?


