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NEW PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT COORDINANTOR TO TAKE OVER LI 
By Laura Bies 
 
The Wildlife Society’s new Professional Development Coordinator will take over management of the Leadership 
Institute in the new year.  Jamila Blake grew up in Tampa, Florida and graduated from the University of Delaware 
with a Bachelor of Science degree in Wildlife Conservation and a minor in Sociology in May 2016. Prior to joining 
TWS as a Wildlife Policy Intern, she held a variety of positions at organizations like The Florida Aquarium, Naturalists 
for the Rehabilitation of Snakes and Birds, and American Bird Conservancy. In her new position, she will coordinate 
TWS' Wildlife Biologist Certification Program, develop diversity initiatives, and implement professional 
development activities, like the Leadership Institute.  

I have been privileged to work with the amazing Leadership Institute participants since the Institute’s inception in 
2006. It has been enormously gratifying to watch the program grow over the past ten years.  I have met so many 
wonderful wildlife professionals through the program who I now consider good friends. My time coordinating the 
Leadership Institute will come to an end at the end of December, when my current contract with TWS ends, but I 
look forward to watching where the program goes in the future.  

Thanks for making the LI such an amazing program for me to be a part of.   

WHERE ARE THEY NOW? AN INTERVIEW WITH JULIE CUNNINGHAM, CLASS OF 2008 

Read about what a Leadership Institute alum is up to now and what they have achieved since 
they participated. 

After attending the LI in 2008, Julie Cunningham stepped up her leadership involvement with The Wildlife Society 
and expanded her sphere of influence to students.  Julie served as the Montana State TWS president (2009-2011) 
and then as the Northwest Section president (2014-2016).  She also intentionally mentors wildlife students at 
Montana State University and gives them field experience. When Julie was a student, so many professors and 
wildlife professionals reached out to teach her, show her things, and support her.  Julie endeavors to do the same 
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for the next generation.  Students 
also keep her fresh and on her toes, 
as they are full of curiosity.  They 
keep Julie challenged and keep her 
thinking. 
 
The Leadership Institute assignments 
gave Julie starting points for her 
career vision within TWS at large and 
within Montana Fish, Wildlife and 
Parks (MFWP).  Julie works for MFWP 
as an area wildlife biologist focusing 
on game species management.  She 
researches many aspects of elk, 
bighorn sheep, mountain goat, 
moose, white-tailed deer, mule deer, and pronghorn ecology.  She is planning to work with MFWP’s disease 
laboratory on another project to evaluate survival, disease, habitat use, and home range of another bighorn sheep 
herd.  At her job with MFWP, her two proudest moments have included the bighorn sheep transplants and the 
addition of 631 acres of elk winter range into public ownership.  Both projects occurred with much collaboration, 
and she has met and worked with many wonderful individuals, agencies, and NGOs.  
  
A mid-career professional, Julie is happy in her current job.  She would like to someday obtain her PhD.  Julie 
respects the degree program, and would like to feel “finished,” to know that she pursued advanced education to 
the highest level in her field.  She often entertains the idea of moving forward within her agency to become a 
Regional Wildlife Manager.  This would have her working as a leader and supervisor in her state agency. 
  
Within The Wildlife Society, Julie aspires to hold a council position or executive board position.  She sees TWS as 
the premier organization for wildlife professionals to share and exchange scientific information, to receive support 
on challenging policy issues, and to grow with support from one’s peers.  She has enjoyed every position she has 
held within TWS, and she looks forward to continuing to contribute into the future. 
  
Julie’s main advice is to use the Leadership Institute assignments, readings, mentorship sessions, and meetings to 
every extent you can.  “You may be busy with life and work, but in all things, you get out of it what you put into it – 
don’t just do the bare minimum.  Give back within TWS through the Parent Society, a working group, your section, 
or your chapter.  Think about leadership whether or not you actively supervise people.  If you work with colleagues, 
you can be a leader.  You can show leadership traits, you can influence programs, directions, develop ideas, move 
a project forward.  All of this goes right back to the conservation efforts we are here for.  If we are effective in our 
jobs, in communicating, in working with others, the greater conservation picture will improve across North America 
and perhaps beyond.” 
 
WHERE ARE THEY NOW? AN INTERVIEW WITH KERRY NICHOLSON, CLASS OF 2009 

 Read about what a Leadership Institute alum is up to now and what they have achieved since 
they participated. 

Kerry Nicholson (LI Class of 2009) is currently the Furbearer/Carnivore research biologist for Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game in Fairbanks.  Her work focuses on management oriented questions regarding anything traditionally 
hunted or trapped for its fur, as well as grizzly bears and wolf research.  Currently she is leading an American marten 
project assessing carcasses for potential pregnancies.  She is relating potential pregnancies to body condition, 
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stomach parasite load, compositional analysis of the liver and diet using stable isotopes.  She is trying to determine 
if potential pregnancy rates can help predict future harvest success.  She also is starting a grizzly bear project on the 
north slope, using GPS collars to monitor bear movements in and around oil field infrastructures. 

Since being in LI, Kerry did a Fulbright 
fellowship in India looking at what might 
be the causes for leopards attacking and 
eating humans in Puri Garwhal region of 
India.  She did a post doc in Idaho 
describing caribou migration patterns in 
Alaska. She also completed a post doc in 
Sweden looking at moose and their 
behavioral responses to the 
recolonization of wolves.  In 2016 Kerry 
ran tarsier primate surveys in Indonesia in 
collaboration with the Alliance for 
Tompotika Conservation (AlTo), an 
organization out of Washington that is 
doing great work trying to conserve the 
Maleo bird and other wildlife of 

Indoneisa.  Kerry would like to continue to explore international conservation work in places like Mongolia, Papua 
New Guinea, or Madagascar.  There is so much of this planet she has yet to explore! 

One of the things she learned from LI is having a clear vision, writing this vision down and refining it over time.  In 
working on projects that have a defined vision, she finds that she is more efficient and productive.  A vision is also 
a beacon to hone in on to avoid getting caught in the multitude of rabbit trails that inevitably pop up.  She found 
having a vision also benefited her personal life. She realized that a vision does not have to be a tangible objective, 
but it can be a philosophy under which one generates objectives. She heard of mission statements and goals before 
and even was on a committee to evaluate mission statements, but LI put the idea of a vision into a perspective that 
clicked with her.   

Kerry has a refreshing perspective on life after facing challenges that many people can relate to.  “For the longest 
time and even still today, I feel guilty when I am not working.  It was harder when I was working towards becoming 
a faculty member at a university.  I realized that though I love, love, love my work, for me to be fulfilled and not go 
crazy, I need to have experiences that were not work related.  Work will always be there; it will never stop.  So, I 
need to find a balance and be OK with it - just because I am not working does not mean I am failing at my job.” 

BOOK REVIEW: Weaponized Lies: How to Think Critically in the Post-Truth Era by Daniel J. 
Levitin (Reviewed by Krysten Zummo-Strong (’13)) 

I first learned about Weaponized Lies while listening to an NPR broadcast discussing the importance of thinking 
critically about news, as opposed to taking it at face value. As someone who is interested in melding science and 
communications, naturally I was intrigued by the guest speaker, neuroscientist Daniel J. Levitin, and his book. My 
hope in reading “Weaponized Lies” was to add to my skill set ways to effectively communicate with non-scientists 
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by providing accurate and interesting information while teaching them how to evaluate the information presented 
to them on a daily basis.  

Weaponized Lies is presented in three main sections: evaluating numbers, evaluating words, and evaluating the 
world. As a scientist, I was looking for a little more out of this book than what it provided and, at times, the author’s 
obvious political views, shown through his chosen examples, made it difficult to focus on the book’s purpose. 
However, for the lay-person who doesn’t sit through statistics courses, it offers a fantastic background and base set 
of questions on how to critically consider thoughts and "facts" provided to us in our everyday lives. From a 
leadership perspective, reading this book took me out of my own frame of reference and grounded me to how 
someone without a STEM background comprehends and interprets information, and how they should be thinking 
about information. As private lands biologist, I believe reading Weaponized Lies has made me more empathetic to 
the mindset of those I work with. 

Even though most of the information provided in this book was not new to me, I must admit that I do find myself 
considering things in my everyday life that I previously would have brushed over/ignored. Thinking critically about 
everyday "informational offerings" has always been important, but after reading this book I find that I catch myself 
listening more intently to what is being said, and putting real effort into looking into supporting information and 
considering the realistic nature of what I hear or read.  

Overall, whether you are interested in strengthening your own critical thinking skills as a scientist or lay-person, 
want to understand the thought processes of the non-STEM public, or just want to refresh your already honed 
critical thinking skills, Weaponized Lies is a good and thought-provoking read. 

ALUMNI NEWS 

Sarah Bullock (’13) currently working as the wildlife biologist for Desert National Wildlife Refuge, but has recently 
taken a detail as the Wildlife & Botany Program Manager of the Lolo National Forest, out of Missoula, MT.  This is 
a 120-day detail that will run December into early April, with her main task being to serve as the Forest wildlife 
representative and provide overall leadership, coordination, planning, and implementation of the Wildlife, 
Threatened, and Endangered Species (TES), and Botany programs. She is excited for lots of new opportunities and 
to learn about the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem.  Also, she plans to upgrade her AWB to CWB within 
the next month or 2, and is very excited for the accomplishment! 

 Melissa Merrick (’17) recently began serving on the Arizona TWS Chapter's Joint Annual Meeting Planning 
Committee and is chairing the student paper competition subcommittee for the 2018 meeting, in addition to her 
service on working groups and in the Southwest Section.  She also put her name in the hat to run for Board of 
Directors of the Arizona TWS Chapter and secretary of the TWS Southwest Section.  
  
Erin Patrick (‘06) has been accepted into the 2017-2018 USDA-APHIS Individual Leadership Development Program, 
which is a 9-month program to develop leaders within USDA-APHIS. 
 


