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Getting a job after college in the fields of wildlife or fisheries science generally requires more experience than other fields
of study. Limited numbers of job openings and a surplus of
qualified and motivated applicants create a competitive market, which can demand extensive experience in order to attain
a desirable job. This is one reason why it is important for wildlife and fisheries science students to decide which path they
plan to pursue early on and start gaining experience as soon as
possible. However, decisions regarding career trajectories can
be challenging for students with little experience or knowledge
of wildlife or fisheries enterprises. In these cases, mentorship
and outreach by professionals already within respective fields
can help to foster interest and expand student perspectives on
career choices. Through a series of experiences, I witnessed
firsthand how mentorship by fisheries professionals helped
me focus my interests and gain relevant experience to help me
pursue a career in fisheries.
I am a senior at Texas A&M University majoring in wildlife and fisheries management. This means that I am taking
both wildlife classes and fisheries classes, which gives me the
option of entering either field after graduation, but I recently
discovered that fisheries science will be the focus of my career
path moving forward. This discovery was shaped by a number of experiences with family and friends, but most notably
through interactions with professors and supervisors during
study abroad trips, summer internships, and research technician positions. My childhood experiences started me on my
path with wildlife and fisheries science, but my college experiences are really what shaped my decisions. My arrival at Texas
A&M University was only the beginning of my personal and
professional development into the person I am today and the
scientist I hope to be in the future.
THE DOMINICAN EXPERIENCE

My first real field experience was in 2017 on a study
abroad trip to Dominica, a mountainous Caribbean island
(Figure 1A). Study abroad programs can be a great way to
gain field experience as well as learn about the process of research. I absolutely loved spending time in and on the water
and was in awe by the diversity of fish species. The cherished
memories from this trip have left a permanent impact on me.
I worked with some incredible professors and students. I left
this trip with not only some of my closest friends, but with
a greater professional network. The professors that led the
group created a remarkable learning environment and helped
us develop important skills such as experimental design, planning, and problem solving. Watching my professors plan and
conduct experiments during our trip, I could tell that they love
© 2019 American Fisheries Society
DOI: 10.1002/fsh.10275

what they do and that made me realize that this line of work
is always changing and keeps you engaged with your work.
One project I participated in focused on the progression of
coral bleaching in relation to changes in mean water temperature near the Champagne Bay and Scott’s Head Bay reefs
(Figure 1B). This project was the first step in my decision to
specialize in fisheries.
Coral bleaching is an international issue and is gaining
more recognition every day (Hughes et al. 2003). Scientists
have known for a long time that overfishing and pollution have
been major drivers of coral bleaching, causing widespread
changes in reef ecosystems (Hughes et al. 2003), and recent
evidence indicates that climate change is also playing a role in
reef die-off (Hughes et al. 2017). Regional-scale coral bleaching is strongly associated with elevated temperatures (Hughes
et al. 2018). When coral is stressed, they expel most of their
pigmented microalgal endosymbionts and become pale or
white (thus the term “bleaching”). If thermal stress is severe
and prolonged, there may be massive bleaching events on the
reef. A popular model derived from a proliferation of correlative studies for different parts of the world, shows an invariant
bleaching “threshold” at ~1°C above the mean summer maximum temperature (Hoegh-Guldberg 1999).
Our experiment looked at both the effects of increased
pollution and water temperature on coral reefs. For our
experiment, we took a picture through a 1 × 1-m quadrat
so that we could calculate the amount of live coral back
at the research facility (Figure 2). We sampled five different transects at each reef with five points along each transect. During analysis of the data, we marked each square
based on whether it contained live coral or not. We placed a
HOBO® temperature logger at both coral reefs to track water temperatures. We found that 44.6% of the sampled area
at Champagne Bay contained live coral, while only 16.7% of
the sampled area at Scott’s Head Bay contained live coral,
despite the close proximity of the sites (Figure 1B). We postulate that the cause of this discrepancy is primarily due to
runoff from the town of Scott’s Head, which comes right up
to the edge of Scott’s Head Bay, thus polluting the reef and
causing coral die-off (Akers, unpublished data). Further, we
compared the temperature data from 2015 to 2017, recorded
at the same time of year and the temperature difference was
~1°C increase over time. Our data will allow future study
abroad students to make comparisons as they collect additional data and test the hypotheses our observations raised.
The experience that I gained from this study abroad to
Dominica was advantageous. I learned how to conduct an experiment from the planning stages through the combining of my
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Figureb1. Map showing location of Dominica (top) within the Caribbean and Champagne and Scott’s Head bays (bottom).

data into a research paper. The trip also helped me realize which
path in the field of wildlife and fisheries science that I want to
follow. The professors that I had on the trip became more than
just professors, they became mentors to my future. They not
only taught me useful experience on our trip, but they continued
to help me after the trip with anything I brought to them.
FROM SOUTH TEXAS TO SOUTH DAKOTA

In the end, I would have to say that the experience that
solidified my decision to choose fisheries for my future career
came from my time working with South Dakota Game, Fish,
and Parks (GFP). In 2018, I was hired as an aquatic invasive species (AIS) intern, where I surveyed boat owners over
their knowledge of invasive species, specifically zebra mussels
Dreissena polymorpha. One of the most positive and beneficial
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aspects of the position was that the GFP staff allowed us to
work on our own research projects along with our assigned
jobs so that we could gain technical field experience as well as
research experience. My internship focused on informing the
public on what zebra mussels are, how to prevent their spread,
and determining which boats are considered higher risk because of their construction and where they came from.
Zebra mussels were first discovered in North America in
1988 and were believed to have been brought over in the ballast tank of a foreign freight ship (Herbert et al. 1989). Since
their arrival, they have quickly spread through connected waterways but also began spreading to inland waters that are not
directly connected by water (Griffiths et al. 1991). There are
multiple potential mechanisms to explain the spread of zebra
mussels across unconnected waters, but research has shown

that the overland transport of zebra mussels is primarily attributed to recreational boats (Carlton 1993).
An ongoing project that I began working on during that
summer was analyzing the information that we obtained
through AIS surveys of anglers using waterbodies in the Black
Hills region. With the help of my supervisor Greg Simpson,
we compiled the surveys into ArcGIS to create a map showing
where boaters were driving from to visit our lakes in the Black
Hills. We then cross-referenced the zip codes with lakes infested
with zebra mussels (Figure 3). This allowed us to determine the
probability that boats coming to launch at lakes in the Black
Hills have previously been launched in infested lakes. As more

boats that have been in contact with zebra mussel infested waters visit the Black Hills, the greater the chance that new waters
will become infested. The work I was involved with is necessary
to implement preventive measures to avoid infestation.
My time with GFP gave me significant experience with public interactions and fieldwork techniques. During AIS surveys,
I was able to interact with many diverse recreational users and
hear their complaints and recommendations over our current
regulations. This helped me better understand how the public
views the state agency and form ideas over what could be improved. The stream surveys that I assisted with helped me improve at many of the common sampling techniques, including
electrofishing, seining, and tagging fish. The principal theme
between both South Dakota GFP and my study abroad was
the mentorship. As I expressed about my professors becoming
mentors to me, my boss at GFP has also become someone I
can count on to give me advice and help when I need it. He has
helped me make connections in the fisheries world and goes out
of his way to teach me skills I will need for jobs in the future.
MY ANGLE

Figureb 2. Image of quadrat used in coral bleaching study.
Quadrat is 1b×b1bm made up of 100 equal 10b×b10-cm squares.

My motivation for sharing my experiences with other AFS
students is two-fold. First, this Student Angle represents an
effort to show students the value of hands-on experience. I
want to stress the importance of gaining experience early on in
your college career. Personally, my first experience in the field
of wildlife and fisheries was after my sophomore year of college. Beginning early allows you to explore your interests and
discover what you are passionate about, while also providing
you with important experience to secure your dream job. It
also allows you to discover areas of research that you might
not like, giving you time to switch to something else. It is also
important for upperclassmen to spread the word about possible experiences to new students so they have the best chance to
succeed. I learned about volunteer and research opportunities
that I otherwise would not have heard of from some of my

Figureb3. Map of the Midwest United States showing the Black Hills of South Dakota (black dashed ellipse), waters infested with
zebra mussels (light blue dots), home locations of anglers that traveled to waterbodies in the Black Hills, and 97-km (60bmi)
radiibaround angler home locations (thin black ellipses).

FISHERIES | www.fisheries.org

463

fellow classmates, such as opportunities with the AFS Texas
A&M University Student Subunit, for example. Second, this
Student Angle represents proof of concept for how important guidance from professionals can be in student decisions.
Without my professors and supervisors, I do not think I would
have come to the decision to work in the field of fisheries.
Their guidance and generosity throughout my college career
showed me that I am not just picking a job, I am picking a
career that I will still love 20 or 30 years down the road. So, for
myself, and students everywhere, thank you for all that you do
to guide us into our future.
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