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A room full of early-career professionals and students gathered for this interactive 
workshop, hosted at the North American Congress for Conservation and Restoration 
(NACCR) 2026. What followed was two hours of honest stories, practical advice, and 
conversations that remind you you're not alone in this work. 
 
The agenda was designed to be mentor- and mentee-led, with short presentations from 
experienced practitioners followed by small-group discussions. The goal was to offer early-
career professionals and students insights into building careers in conservation and 
restoration and provide a space to ask questions and build new connections across 
experience levels. 
 
Eight mentors, with experiences spanning academia, consulting, government, non-profits, 
and international work, hosted a table. After brief introductions from each mentor, 
attendees chose where to sit based on who they most wanted to learn from.  
 
As I walked among the tables during the breakout session, there was a steady hum of 
discussion, occasionally interrupted by laughter. Mentors shared honest, sometimes 
vulnerable stories about their own career detours and obstacles and attendees posed 
articulate, brave questions about how to position themselves in a field shaped by shifting 
governmental and institutional pressures. 
 
When the whole group reconvened, each table shared key takeaways, advice, and 
resources they'd discussed. 
 
Three phrases kept surfacing throughout the session: be human, be strategic, be brave. In a 
field that can feel transactional, attendees were reminded to sincerely value themselves, to 
identify their passion, build practical competencies (e.g., authentic writing and clear 
communication, translating science to policy and management, time/project 
management, etc.), take risks by making new connections even when it feels nerve-
wracking, and to understand that each opportunity – no matter how “small” or “unrelated” 
the role may seem – builds you as a person and prepares you for the next experience. 
 
A summarized list of other practical strategies shared among the group is below: 
Job Search 

• If you can do it, be flexible on either a specific role or location in your search. 
• Network as many opportunities come through connections, not cold applications. 



• Stay connected to your desired field through volunteering, social media, webinars, 
and society involvement. 

• Use job boards: Ecolog, Ecoevo-deer, TWS, Facebook Wildlife Career Network, 
Texas A&M, SCBNA/SER society boards. 

 
Applications & Interviews 

• Tailor your CV & cover letter to each job, using keywords from job postings 
• Discuss skills earned in your CV/resumes, not just tasks completed. 
• Address skill gaps proactively by talking about your plan to acquire these skills. 
• Prepare behavioural examples for interview questions (e.g., conflict, leadership, 

adaptation). 
• Ask questions in interviews: onboarding, evaluation, supervision, team dynamics. 
• Know your rights around salary questions; justify your pay requests confidently. 

 
Skill-Building 

• Collect certifications: GIS, coding, first-aid, chainsaw, prescribed burning, grant 
writing, public speaking and other communications, project management. 

• Having diverse experiences makes you adaptable and resilient. 
• Join societies, boards, and professional groups to expand visibility and build 

professional experiences by learning from others. 
 
Networking 

• Use social media strategically by curating feeds with people in your field and 
engaging meaningfully. 

• Be brave and be safe: reach out for informational interviews and attend events even 
if you don't know anyone (while not compromising personal safety). 
 

The strong turnout for this session reflected a shared recognition that this is a challenging 
time to enter or advance in conservation and restoration. A shared anxiety about long-term 
stability in work was discussed, as were strategies for navigating it. These strategies were to 
build diverse experiences and relationships, stay visible in professional communities, and 
advocate for yourself. The room full of newly connected people left carrying forward 
strategies and the reassurance that they're not navigating this (likely non-linear) path alone.  


