
 
 

How did you get started in this field?   
I got interested in botany from a very 
young age.  When I was really young, 
maybe 6 or 7, a friend of my mom gave 
me a little plant press.  And because I 
spent a lot of time in the outdoors growing 
up—hanging out with my dad fishing, 
hanging out at my grandmother’s cabin—I 
would pick flowers.  Knowing what I 
know now, they were all weeds. But 
anyways, I would pick flowers, and I 
would stick them in my plant press and 
keep them in those photo albums with the 
plastic sheets.  
Unfortunately, in my household, being a 
biologist was not acceptable, and I was 
really shunned from going that direction.  
In college, I studied biochemistry and 
worked in a forensic lab for the California 
Department of Fish and Game.  Basically, 
I was going to be a wildlife geneticist.   

But on the weekends, I would take these outdoor classes where we would go camping in the 
Sierra Nevadas and learn about natural history.  Just to be able to get outside.  In my last year of 
college, I realized I didn’t want to work in a lab anymore.  
A guest speaker came to one of my classes and said, “Hey, we hire summer seasonals to come 
work out in the field.  As long as you’ve completed certain coursework, you can get a job.”  
That sounded great to me.  Up until that point, I hadn’t yet taken any botany courses.  When I 
did take my first botany course, and I got the top grades in the class, I realized, “Oh my gosh, 
I’m really, really good with plants.”  When you’re passionate, you excel.  It’s effortless.  And 
from that point forward, I switched my major.  I spent an extra year in college and took all my 
requirements to graduate in botany, with an emphasis in plant taxonomy.  Right after I 
graduated, I started working seasonally as a botany technician with the National Park Service.  I 
worked at Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Park for 2 years and Pinnacles National Park for 3 
years before taking my first job with the Forest Service. I’ve been working as a botanist on the 
Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie for 8 years. 
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What does your role as a 
botanist look like in the day-to-
day?  How has this changed as 
you’ve advanced in your career? 
When I started out as a GS 5-7 
botany technician, I worked 
primarily in the field, doing 
surveys for rare plants and 
invasive plants.  Sometimes 
those surveys were ten days in 
the wilderness, inventorying for 
invasive plants along existing 
trails.  Sometimes I’d camp out 

for 5 days and survey timber sale units for invasive plants and rare plants.  Some of the other 
field work I did was vegetation mapping projects–that again would be 10-day backpacking trips 
into the wilderness to map vegetation alliances and associations.  I did a lot of fire support–
invasive plant surveys, mitigation work to prevent weeds that were introduced from suppression 
actions from spreading. I also worked on a couple different research studies with universities.  I 
would go out and assist research professors with their field studies, installing and monitoring 
field plots, coring trees, monitoring flame length and height during prescribed burns.  
Right now, at the GS 11 level, I’m in the field about 20% of my time, in the office the other 
80%.  When I was a GS 9, it was about 50-50.  When I was a GS 7, it was 75-25, field.  
My job now is focused almost exclusively on environmental policy.  We call it NEPA, National 
Environmental Policy Act. I review proposed actions and projects on the forest for impacts to 
rare plants and invasive plants.  So the work that I do now is 100% compliance-based.  My field 
work is rare plant and invasive plant surveys for NEPA projects. 

What are the most enjoyable and/or rewarding aspects of your job?   
Field work is definitely the most enjoyable part.  I still remember when I worked on the Tongass 
National Forest in Alaska.  It was one of the most amazing experiences I’ve ever had. I’d get 
helicopter rides out to remote islands and just get dropped off (with the grizzly bears), take float 
planes or boat out to all my field sites.  It was so remote and so beautiful. 
In terms of a sense of accomplishment, invasive plant treatments are the most rewarding – when 
you can actually see the work that you’re doing have an effect. 
Do you have any advice for someone who is interested in pursuing a career in botany? What 
skillsets or strengths are valued in your field? 
If I were to hire a seasonal, I would look for a strong background in plant taxonomy. Being able 
to identify plants is key to doing survey work. Even if that plant identification isn’t for the area 
in which you’re applying, having that background is really important.  
In general, a strong desire to learn and a strong desire to work in the outdoors.  Computer 
savviness. One of the reasons I got my first permanent job was that I had really strong database 
skills and GIS skills.  

Shauna surveying plants on the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie. 


