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UTM Wildlife Biology Tip Sheet

What?

Several dozen universities across the nation offer graduate programs in Wildlife Science and related fields.  Most of these programs award Master of Science (M.S.) Degrees, and many also award Doctorate of Philosophy (Ph.D.) Degrees.  Most M.S. Degree programs take 2-3 years to complete, and most Ph.D. Degrees take 3-5 years to complete.  Most graduate degrees require roughly 30 hours of coursework, and completion of a thesis (for a M.S.) or dissertation (for a Ph.D.) project, which typically involves forming and conducting a research project, and analyzing, writing, and distributing the results.  Some (very few) wildlife graduate programs offer “non-thesis options.”  Also, some programs occasionally allow exceptional B.S. graduates to bypass M.S. degrees and enroll directly into Ph.D. programs.  

Why?

Why attend graduate school?  Well, some jobs in the wildlife profession require advanced degrees.  For example, although the entry level “Wildlife Officer” position in TN Wildlife Resources Agency only requires a B.S. degree, most “Biologist” positions in that agency require M.S. degrees.  Likewise, most research positions, especially with federal agencies and educational institutions, require Ph.D.’s.  Also, although some wildlife-related jobs only require B.S. degrees, many of these positions are quite competitive, and a graduate degree often increases likelihood of landing one of these positions.  Finally, many agencies base salary partially on educational level achieved.  A M.S. degree could increase a salary up to several thousand dollars per year (over a 30-year career, that’s not bad for a 2-3 year investment!).  

How?

How do you get into a wildlife graduate program?  First, you must realize that entry into wildlife graduate programs is much more difficult than undergraduate programs.  Most programs require a minimum undergraduate grade point average (GPA) of 3.0, and 3.2 is really a more realistic goal to be competitive.  So getting into a graduate program begins with your coursework here at UTM!  

Next, most graduate programs require a minimum score of 1000 on the Graduate Records Exam (GRE).  The GRE has 2 parts: the general test and the subject test–the subject test is not required by most wildlife graduate programs.  The general test has 3 parts: verbal, quantitative, and analytical.  Most schools only look at the verbal and quantitative sections; the minimum score of 1000 is for those 2 sections combined (most require a score of at least 500 points for each section).  Some schools also look at the analytical section; those schools often require a score of at least 1500 (500 for each of these 3 sections).  You should consider taking the test from the UTM testing office in Clement Hall the semester before you graduate.  If you’re graduating in May, take the test by November.  If you’re graduating in December, take the test by May.  Get a study guide a couple of months before you take the test, and familiarize yourself with the format.  Also, take 2 or 3 practice tests to get your timing down.  The GRE Web site provides tips and samples.  
Finally, learn a magic phrase: Graduate Research Assistantship (GRA).  Here is how graduate studies in wildlife usually work: A graduate professor applies for grants from “funding” entities (state or federal agencies, industries, non-profit groups, etc.) to conduct studies to answer questions of interest to those entities (for example, Dr. Smith, at U.T. Knoxville, might apply for a $40,000 grant from the U. S. Forest Service to study ways of reducing damage to forests by exotic boars in the Cherokee National Forest.  If a grant is awarded to the professor, he/she looks/advertises for a GRA.  You apply for it just like for any job.  Most GRA’s are 2-3 year contracts that include a stipend (paycheck) of around $800-$1400/month, a full tuition waiver (you still have to pay for books, parking, tech/activity fees, etc., but that is nominal), and specify that you work 20 hours per week (½ time, but you’ll probably work much, much more).  That work involves carrying out the research specified in the professor’s grant contract.  You write a study plan, carry out the research (collect the data), analyze & interpret the results with statistical analyses on a computer, and write it all up in your thesis.  You probably will also present and/or publish your results in scientific outlets.  All of this is overseen by your boss (“Major Professor”) and a committee of 3-5 other faculty, who will also give you written and/or oral preliminary and/or final exams.  The other ½ of your time is spent on classes.  When you graduate, you’re debt free, having been paid to do what was required for the degree.  Other options are also available, such as Graduate Teaching Assistantships, general departmental Graduate Assistantships, Fellowships, or graduate school funding from employers; these options each have advantages and disadvantages, and more than one may be used concurrently or consecutively.  The vast majority of wildlife graduate students, however, get through on GRA’s.  Indeed, many wildlife departments don’t even admit graduate students until they have been accepted by one of the departmental faculty.  

When?

Should you go in right out of undergraduate school, or get a job for a while first?  There are advantages and disadvantages of each.  If you want to start right out of your B.S. program, then go for it!  But be sure you want to–grad school will absolutely consume your life, and you won’t make it if you don’t want it badly.  Some people want to get some financial stability first; the majority of these never make it back to school.  It’s very difficult to live on $1000/month with car and house payments, much less with a family to support.  An advantage of waiting is that the responsibilities of a regular wildlife-related job and the experiences of life will likely make you a better candidate, and a better graduate student.  Perhaps a useful question is whether you want to get a job to prepare yourself for grad school, or go to grad school to prepare yourself for a job.  

Where?

Depends on your desired career.  Want to stay in Tennessee?  Look at UTK, TN Tech, or U. Memphis.  Want to work with mammals in the Southeast?  Learn from the Southeastern Wildlife Conference, Journal of Wildlife Management, etc., what professors are doing the mammal research you’re interested in.  Often, it’s better to look for Major Professors than programs.  If you’re really flexible or undecided about career options, then you might consider looking at programs rather than individual professors.  The Wildlife Society web site lists wildlife programs in North America:  http://www.wildlife.org/professional/university.htm.  Consider programs that have USGS National Biological Service (NBS) Cooperative Wildlife and/or Fisheries Research Units.  These are usually well-funded, well-staffed, and conduct respectable, often cutting-edge research.  The NBS web page shows locations of their “Co-op” units:  http://biology.usgs.gov/coop/cru_map.html.  

A final note about applying to wildlife graduate programs.  It is often a timely and expensive process to fill out graduate applications to multiple schools, and the chance of getting a research assistantship to a particular school may not be high.  An alternative approach is to apply for assistantships from individual professors; when you make a professor’s short-list of applicants, then apply to the program.  As long as you meet the minimum requirements of the graduate school, you will be accepted.  There might also be departmental criteria to meet.  Then it’s just a matter of waiting on final acceptance to the assistantship.  

