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Ecologist Susannah Lerman walks us through her career and life, from falling in love with birds in Israel, to
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SUSANNAH LERMAN: “l was working on a project—Bicknell's thrush—and looking for where they
were located, and then mapping their habitat. And, | remember, | was asked to do this field job on
my own, and the thing about Bicknell's thrush is, like a lot of these thrushes, is that they start
singing at like four o'clock in the morning. So, you have to either hike in at two o'clock in the
morning, or be there the night before. And, | remember, there was one day when | went, you
know, | was like all set up, and | was going into the field, and this was before everybody really
had cell phones, and | remember talking to my supervisor at the time, you know, ‘Do you want me
to call you before | get on the trail and before | get off the trail?” And, he was like, ‘Oh, whatever,
and | remember, like, going on that trail and | was on my own, | was about a mile in, and | just,
kind of, freaked out. And, | just didn't feel safe. And, | think it was a combination—not that | felt like
somebody was going to kill me—more that like, well, ‘What happens if | break my ankle, I'm on my
own, and [only] a few people know where I'm at’ And so, | turned around and | went back and |
talked to the organization and, you know, | thought | was pretty tough. And, | remember them just
being like, ‘Well, | guess we could have two people go and do the surveys, but then you know, if
two people go to this survey, that means half as much work gets done.’” And, | remember at the
end of the—and it was an internship, too—and | remember at the end of the internship, I'm sure
there's like a lot of the report said all this really nice, great, wonderful stuff about me, but the one
line | still remember—this is from 2003—that | ‘lacked the confidence of an outdoors woman.
And, that just, kind of, like—that stung, and it still does. But, | think, one of the things that I've
realized is that [in] the field of urban ecology, there are a lot of women who are amazing urban
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ecologists. And so, when | think back to my first experience with the Phoenix LTER [Long-Term
Ecological Research program], the lead PI [Principle Investigator] for the first 15 or so years was
Nancy Grimm. And so, to me it was like, ‘Oh, well, here's a woman in charge of this research
program, | guess this is just the way it is.” And then, | started seeing, like, when | would go to
conferences, and I'd find the urban ecosystem sections and go to those talks, I'm like, ‘Oh, well
there's a lot more women in these groups than some of the other talks.” And so, | think, for me it
was like feeling like, ‘Oh, I'm feeling comfortable, I'm feeling confident, and I'm feeling like |
belong here,’ because | was seeing a lot of women doing, maybe not necessarily the same exact
work that | was doing, but similar work that | was doing. And so, kind of, when | look back, I'm like,
maybe that was what really sealed the deal for me to really continue to focus in on urban
ecology, but, | think, that was a big thing, was just again, to see other women doing the science
that | was doing and realizing, okay, this is where | can shine.”

SUSANNAH: “So, | grew up in a pretty rural part of Massachusetts, and we lived on about two
acres of land, but it was this old farmhouse. My parents are both from the city. My dad grew up in
Brooklyn. My mom grew up in Boston. And, in the seventies they bought the farm. And then,
raised my brother and me at this landscape. And so, | spent my childhood outside playing in the
woods, in the backyard. We were tapping our maple trees. My dad had a big garden. So, just
being outside was just a big part of my childhood. But, | wasn’t—I didn't grow up thinking, ‘Oh, |
wanna be a wildlife biologist, | wanna be a scientist. | just didn't really think that way. And then,
actually, when | went to college | majored in psychology at first because | actually wanted to do
animal behavior. | was just really fascinated with the way that | interacted with my pets, and really
trying to understand how they, kind of, see the world. And so, that was really something that | got
really excited about. | didn't really have a great experience with the psychology department at the
university where | went. At the time, | was also taking an American history class, and | just really
loved my professor, and | really liked the way he taught—his style was really about not so much
memorizing facts, but really understanding what's the importance of it, why do we care?—and
really taught me how to do critical thinking. We had to do book reports and we could choose any
book. And, | don't know why | chose this book, but | chose Backlash by Susan Faludi. And, | got
so into this book. It was more of a recent historical perspective about women and how far they've
come, and then, with anything—with any progress—you see this backlash. And, | remember, |
took so many notes in the book, [and] on my notebook, and I just got so into it. And, the history
professor, | remember him being just a really tough grader. And, | remember | turned in my book
report and he was like handing them back out, and | remember when | was waiting for the book
report to come back with the grade on it, | was thinking, ‘If | got a C I'm gonna be so angry, and
then | was thinking, ‘Gosh, even if | got a B I'm gonna be really frustrated because | put so much
effort into this.” And so, then when he called my name and | went up to pick up my report, he told
me, he said, ‘This was an outstanding book report, if | had given A+s, | would've given this an A+, |
think this could be publishable.” And so, it was just kind of that way that he really believed in me,
and believed in my capabilities, and the way | was thinking, and my scholarship, it just was this—it
juxtaposed against this other professor in the psychology department who | had spoken with a



couple days before who was very discouraging. And so, | realized for me, | do better when
people believe in me. And so, that kind of switched my career focus, or at least within undergrad,
to switch over. And, | feel like a lot of my work now is still, kind of, looking at the underdogs. And
so, when we think about biodiversity, when we think about birds and bees, like their populations,
they're tanking, they're in huge trouble. And so, again, trying to be that voice for wildlife, like | was
for women, | feel like that's a big part of the work that | do now.”

“l was trying to figure out what | wanted to do next, and | ended up in southern Israel for about
five years in the mid-90s, early 2000s, volunteering / working on a kibbutz—which is a small
village, sort of, collective type of community—and one of the things that | was there working on
was trying to help establish a bird reserve, and then also some organic farming. And so, back in
the mid-90s, the way of working the land for conservation for these other, like, less-intensive
types of agriculture was not really that popular. And so, this was kind of a really great opportunity
to really learn how to work the land for these multiple benefits: for food, and for birds, and
people. And so, it was in southern Israel that | just fell in love with birds. And, one of the really
amazing things about southern Israel—Israel in general—if you look at it on a map, it's this land
bridge between Africa, Europe, and Asia. And so, in the spring and fall migrations, the skies just
fill up with millions and millions and millions of birds going back and forth, from their breeding
grounds, down to the winter grounds, and back again. And so, there'd be times when you'd look
up and there'd be a flock of 10,000 storks just swirling around my head. There'd be days where
I'd see 15 different types of hawks and eagles just circling around—thermalling around—around
me. Every single bush—because this was a desert, and so there wasn't much vegetation—and so,
every single bush had a warbler, had wheatears, had something, these little feathered jewels.
And, it was just impossible not to get excited about birds. And so, that began my love of birds.
And, | started to lead birdwatching tours with, now my husband—back then he was just my
boyfriend back then—and so, | really got this opportunity to travel around the country, and then
travel around to other parts of the world, to just enjoy birds and to share this love with everybody
else.”

“The kibbutz experience was pretty unique. You know, we were all doing really hard physical
labor, so we were going up and we were slicing off the thorns of the [date] trees, we're tying them
up, we were driving tractors. There weren't these gender roles. Like, you had men and women
working in the dining room. You had men and women that were working in the baby house. You
had men and women that were working in the dairy. And so, | think, that was just a really great
experience to see that. But, | do remember, though, being a birder, and one time there was a
bunch of Irish birders—a couple people that were just pretty high up in the birding world—and
they were so impressed that | had a pair of Leica binoculars, which is, like, a top line pair of
binoculars and like, “Yeah, this girl has these Leica binoculars, instead of focusing on the fact that
| knew the rare bird that they had come to see, that | knew how to identify it, how to find it, they
really focused in on that, ‘Why does she have these really fancy binoculars?’ So that kind of stuck
with me, a little bit, of just kind of seeing how that world was different.”




SUSANNAH: “So, my job now is a research ecologist, with the Northern Research Station, and my
research focus is on urban wildlife and biodiversity. Throughout all of this time, | feel like the work
that I've been doing is looking at how urban systems can provide habitat for wildlife, and | focus a
lot on the birds and the bees, but then also looking at how people interact with the birds and the
bees and other types of creatures within their neighborhoods, their parks, their backyards, and
trying to understand how these experiences really add to the quality of life. So, again, I'm
interested in the biodiversity perspective of really trying to create wildlife habitat in these urban
and suburban areas, and really understanding the importance that having biodiversity, having
these experiences with nature, have on people. And so, one of the things that | noticed studying
urban systems and, especially, residential landscapes/backyard habitats, is that lawns cover a
large part of these spaces. And so, | had a lot of colleagues that were saying, ‘Oh, we gotta get
rid of lawns, they're horrible, they're biological deserts.” And, | sort of agreed, but | also knew the
extent of lawns that, you know, there's a paper that came out in 2005 that estimated that it was
163,800 square kilometers [of lawn across the U.S.]. And so, that's roughly the size of Maine, New
Hampshire, Vermont, and Massachusetts. So, it's a huge amount of area, and so, [I] started
thinking, ‘Well, it's gonna be impossible to get rid of all these lawns, are there opportunities that
we can make them less bad through better management?’ And so, that was the study that |
looked at was looking at lawn mowing frequency to see how that behavior, if we mow our lawns
less frequently, would there be more flowers like dandelions and clover—these spontaneous
species that are growing in our lawns and our yards—and if we have more of these flowers, are
we gonna have more bees? And so, kind of, the short answer is yes, if we mow our lawns less,
there are more flowers, and there are more bees. And so, what my research found is that it's after
two weeks is really this sweet spot. And so, one of the things that | find really exciting about this
research is that it really provides this opportunity for everybody to get involved with biodiversity
conservation. And so, you know, there's all these different components, like, you can plant these
pollinator gardens and those are fantastic, however, you need a green thumb, you need some
extra time, and a lot of times, you need some extra money. And so, you know what I'm trying to
find with a lot of my research is these other opportunities for people to be a part of biodiversity
conservation—to be a part of the solution. And, we call this the ‘lazy lawnmower’ approach,
because you don't need all of these extra skills—it's pretty accessible. | think a lot of people, they
have a yard, they're mowing their lawn, they're really trying to be conscious about what they're
doing and trying to be a bit more green, and so, one of the things that | really like about this study
is that it gives people an opportunity to really help out with bees and to help out with other types
of wildlife habitat without really having to do much.”

JON YALES: “I mean, as | was kind of reading up on stuff that you have done recently, obviously,
especially in Women's History Month, what stands out is the ‘Juggling Parenthood and
Ornithology’ paper that you pulled together with a group of a variety of scientists. I'm curious to
hear more about that as well as, I'm really curious to hear like how that came together.”

SUSANNAH: “Sure. And, actually, | remember the exact moment. So, | was at a bird meeting in
Tucson and | met up with Liba Pejchar, who's my co-author on that publication. And, we've known



each other for a while. And, | think the first time | met her, she had come to UMass to give a
seminar for our department, and she just had a baby, and she needed a place to nurse, and |
think at that point my son was two years old, and so, | knew, like, how challenging that can be
because | didn't have a place where | could pump or where | could nurse my baby. So, | had to
take my baby with me out into the field. And so, | was like, ‘Go use my office, it's fine, like, how
can | help you?, and so, we've been friends ever since that time. And so, we would see each
other every once in a while, either at meetings or workshops, and | saw her and we were just
chatting and then, you know, we always go back to like, ‘How are your kids doing?’ And, she had
mentioned, she was like, “Yeah, | keep hearing from younger women who think, like, | can't have it
all, I can't have a baby and a family and kids and continue on this track.” And, she was like, ‘But,
you can.” And, | was like, ‘Yes, you can, but it takes a little bit more creativity, and it takes a little bit
more work, it takes this community.” And so, we started talking about that, you know, what we
were hearing, and just thought, well, you know, ‘Maybe we can put together a workshop at the
next meeting to just to kind of distill some of these fears that some women might have about,
kind of, deciding what career path they went might wanna go, and to let them know that it is
possible.’ And so, we put together a panel of women at all different stages in their careers—so,
their kids were, like, from newborns to they had grandkids—and then, also, different types of
family structures—so, we had same sex couple, we had a mom who’s a single mom. And so,
again, just to, like, to be able to share our experiences, and | think, for a lot of us, | think, having
this network, like, people that you could talk to, people that you could be like, ‘Oh, man, this is
really hard, and it's also so amazing to be able to do all of this. And so, | think having that
workshop, you know, we had so many people that came up to us afterwards and just told us how
helpful that was to be able to hear our stories and to—and also, we also talked about, what's
missing, like how can we make this better for the next generation? What are some of the
structures in place that make it really difficult? Like, if you're on the tenure track to have the
tenure clock stop? Or, even just right, like, for graduate students—like how | was when | had my
baby, having paid parental leave. So, | had six weeks off and that was it. And, | couldn't afford to
not work because | needed the health insurance that | got through my assistantship. And so, |
think, just, like, talking about some of these barriers in place | think was really helpful. And then,
we were circled back, we're like, ‘Let's write this down, let's put this in a publication so that more
people can see it And, it was just, you know, literally, like a labor of love. It was just a really
important paper to write. It's something that I'm incredibly proud of because...”

“| feel like, when | was going through this juggling everything, so | was a little bit older than most
of the people in my grad program, and so, | was just, kind of, figuring it out on my own. And plus,
like, doing field work with an infant was fun and very challenging. There's, like, so many times
when we're both crying driving 65, 70 miles an hour throughout the, you know, the highways of
Phoenix. Because it was just, it was really isolating—like, | felt very isolated, | felt very alone. And
so, | think at first that was really challenging, and not having other moms that | could talk to, like,
‘What, what do | do?’ | mean, there were other moms around and everybody was like, ‘Oh, your
baby's so cute, when | would go into the office of where | was doing my field work. But, it wasn't



the same. And so, in the moment, it just seemed really hard. And, | think, as | mentioned, it was
really isolating. But, now I'm 15 years out and looking back at that time and realizing like, | made it
through, | made it work for me. And, | think that's—I think, again, that's kind of my
personality—where I've had so many things come in my way try to knock me down, and | just
find—maybe | don't have my people at that moment, but eventually | do find them. And so, |
persevere. I'm pretty stubborn. And, I think, that's really helped me to get through some of these,
like, really challenging times.”

“And so, | think finding other moms out there, | think, you know, | started finding this mom network
and that became really, really helpful for me to be able to, like, have this outlet—and so, because
it was different than, like, my friends who were moms that weren't in the same field that | was
doing or that weren't working, that took, years off or whatever—you know, to be able to find other
women where it's like, ‘We miss our kids when we go traveling, but also you're like, ‘Yes, I'm away
from my kid. This is great. I'm having fun because I'm back to being me.’ And so, to, like, be able
to find that group of people that it was, again, okay to, like—people that knew exactly what | was
going through and what | was feeling, like—we'd all have these similar experiences, and | think,
collectively, trying to figure out, well, what are these ways that we can make it easier for other
parents coming up behind us?”

“There’s three women who | have been in contact with throughout grad school, and then beyond,
we have this texting chain that goes on now. And so, these are people that we all do something
sort of different, and so, there's a bat biologist who studies mechanics, there's a bird song person
that's really about song learning, and then there's another person that's looking at
microorganisms and looking at gut bacteria and kelp forests and everything, and then there's the
work | do. So, we all come at science very differently. But, we meet up, like, either virtually or
physically, like, every couple of months. And, we just provide each other this great amount of
support, whether it's, something about like, ‘Oh, | can't get motivated to get my work going today,
or ‘I'm having this challenging issue with this colleague or with this student, or, ‘Hey, | just got this
amazing grant,” or ‘My manuscript finally got published.’ So, we all provide these opportunities to
provide support and to celebrate with each other. And so, I'd like to let everybody know, like, to
find your people, like, these are people that you can connect with work-wise, but also on a
personal level, too. So, we also share, like, when we get married, or when we have kids, or when
we are going through some really difficult, challenging times, like, with health issues or
relationships or whatever life throws at you. And so, I've kind of taken that throughout, like, my
career now and again—finding the people who | just really enjoy working with—because, | know
for me, if I'm working with people who | like, I'm my best self. And so, again, | feel like there's
something really important, and | took a leadership course last year and | remember one of the
modules was about different leadership styles and it talked about people, like, there's these three
different ways that we can focus our attention: one is on relationships, one is on the process, and
then the other one is on the results. And, what they were telling us is that we all have a little bit of
some of it, but mostly, like, we kind of focus in on one of those aspects. And, | realized that, like,
for me, I'm very much a relationships type of person, and | always thought that was a little bit of a,
like, maybe red flag that | wasn't as serious of a scientist as other ones that were, like, so focused



on the results and the outcomes and the methods and what you do and everything. But, the more
I'm in this science gig, I'm realizing how key that aspect is of my personality and the way that | do
science, how important that is to really create, like, really robust and meaningful science.”

JON: “Did you have mentors—either going through college and, you know, as you were going to
northern California and Israel and beyond—did you have anybody you were, kind of like, chasing
from a role model standpoint, or people when you kind of look back at that chunk of time, that
really stand out as like instrumental in getting you to where you, kind of, are today?”

SUSANNAH: “Yeah, actually, if you don't mind, actually, I'm thinking of three people, and this kind
of spans the past 20 years, | think, in these three different components. And so, when | decided
that | wanted to go back to school in 2001, | was still in Israel and | met up with an Israeli birder
who was on his way to go do a postdoc at Arizona State University to go study urban ecology.
And, | had no idea what that was. And, | was like, ‘Why would anybody wanna study cities? Like,
we're all trying to get away from cities to enjoy nature.’ A couple months later, | was in Phoenix,
with my husband and we met up with this person, Eyal Shochat, and he was just so excited about
the work that he was doing, and he was part of the Central Arizona-Phoenix Long-Term
Ecological Research project—the CAP LTER, and this is one of two urban LTERs that's funded by
the National Science Foundation, and it had just been established in 1998—and he had just
started up a project and he was looking for a field technician and | was looking for experience,
and so, that was my introduction—the beginning of my urban ecology career. Throughout that
year that | worked with Eyal, he really, like, took me under his wing and really started teaching me
all kinds of ecological principles, and we read papers together, and so, really had this really great
opportunity to learn about ecology because | never took any ecology courses in undergrad,
because | was an American history major—I think | took a biology class and | took a bunch of
math classes, but that was it—I| mainly focused on arts and humanities. And so, | was able to, kind
of, take my experience being in the field and apply that to what Eyal was teaching me. But, he
also let me be a part of a publication, and so, | got to learn that aspect of science, like, how do
you write a paper—the whole process of it, going through the peer review process and getting
published—so, | really like to think of him as, kind of like, my first mentor in urban ecology.”

“But, during my year and a half working in Phoenix as part of the CAP LTER project, there were
two other postdocs at the time who were also studying urban wildlife, urban birds. So, there's
Madhu Katti, who was just, also, was able to teach me a lot that was going on. But then, the other
person was Paige Warren. And so, | worked on a project with her, but | want to, kind of, fast
forward three years later. So, after | got my master's degree at Antioch University, | decided |
wanted to keep going on for a PhD. And so, | had contacted Eyal and was like, ‘Hey, do you have
any ideas? Can you take on PhD students?’ And, he wasn't in that position. And then, he just
mentioned, ‘Oh, well, Paige Warren just got a faculty position at UMass. Why don't you get in
touch with her?” And, | remembered enjoying working with her in the past, and so, | contacted
her. She was looking for a student, | was looking for an advisor. And so, | joined her lab in 2005.
And, she was the perfect advisor for me. | think we just had the same type of style—the same
type of science style, and learning style, and just relationship style. And, she just believed in me



throughout my whole PhD. | had a baby during that time. Never once did she ever doubt that |
could complete my PhD. She was 100% supportive of me trying to juggle parenthood and getting
a PhD done even when | had a newborn—driving through Phoenix, trying to do my dissertation
research—she was always behind me, just like, letting me let go of some things, and pushing me
when she thought she needed to, but letting go when she also could see that. And so, to this day,
she is still one of my favorite colleagues that | get to work with. We continue to work in Phoenix
together on our research there, and so, again, | feel incredibly lucky that | met her back in 2001,
and that we've been able to continue working and researching together throughout all these
years.”

Then to bring it more recently, the third person is Keith Nislow. So, he's my current supervisor.
And, again, having this conversation with him back in 2011 when | was thinking about what am |
gonna do next? And, it was him who kind of planted this seed of, like, ‘Well, let's see what we can
find out about you participating and contributing to some of the work that we're doing here in the
Forest Service. And, he's just been a fantastic mentor, supervisor, and friend throughout all of the
past 10, 12, 13 years. And, especially, this past year, he's been incredibly supportive, and just really
guiding me in terms of providing some opportunities for me to really continue to shine in terms of
the work that | do. Pushing me, again, just enough knowing how much to push me, but also
standing back when he knows that | just need to, kind of, figure things out on my own. So, | feel,
like, there's plenty of other people as well, but | feel like the three of them over the years have
been able to provide me with the type of mentorship that | think has really enabled me to really
excel at the job that | do.”

JON: “Yeah, and | guess, what do you think of the concept of Women's History Month? Like, how
does that sort of sit with you being a historian, but also just as a person in the world, on this
planet? What do you think of Women's History Month as just a general concept?”

SUSANNAH: “I think it's an opportunity for us just to really celebrate what women have done for
hundreds and thousands of years. And, you know, finally having a voice and where—or, | mean, |
feel like we've had our voice for forever, but for people to, now, listen to our voice. So, you know,
| hope we get to the stage where it's, again, ‘Like no big deal, that is like, ‘Oh, of course, women
are doing this, ‘Of course we have a woman president’. Again, | do think it's having these
different months where we're celebrating different cultures and different people and their
accomplishments, | think it just really provides this visibility and, again, for all the girls and
women—young women—out there, just like, ‘Can | be a scientist?” And, seeing women or seeing
people that look like them, whether it's, whatever, however people identify, | think that's so
important. And so, to me, | like it. | think it's a great way to reflect on how far we've come, but then
also to look ahead to be like, ‘Okay, well, how much further do we have to go?’ So, yeah, so |
think as a, putting on my historian hat, | think it's, it's always, | always like to put things into context
because | think sometimes, when there are these hard moments, we just think, ‘Ah, nothing has
changed. It's always so hard. But then you do look back in this arc of history and you just realize
like, ‘Oh, well now it's not acceptable for certain things that were acceptable 10, 15, 20 years ago,
and that now we do have a lot more women, a lot more people of color, that are taking on these



leadership roles, either within the Forest Service or some of these scientific societies, or just
within our field groups and our field teams. We're starting to see this shift, and | think having this
month of March to be able to sit back and reflect on it, | think it's really important because
sometimes it does feel like it's a slog and that we're stuck in these moments. But then to really
take stock and to see where we've been and where we're going, | think, it's just a really important
way to celebrate all that women have done.”

WE’LL BE BACK NEXT WEEK WITH TWO MORE SCIENTISTS:

THANKS FOR LISTENING.

THIS EPISODE WAS PRODUCED AND EDITED BY ME, JON YALES. MY EDITORS AT THE
NORTHERN RESEARCH STATION WERE SHARON HOBRLA, KRISTIE THOMPSON AND
SUZANNE FLORY. MY EDITOR AT THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN RESEARCH STATION WAS JESSICA
BREWEN.

A VERY SPECIAL THANK YOU TO SUSANNAH LERMAN OF THE NORTHERN RESEARCH
STATION FOR SHARING HER TIME, AND HER STORIES.

ALL THE MUSIC THIS EPISODE WAS BY BLUE DOT SESSIONS.

AND, THIS PODCAST IS PRODUCED BY THE FOREST SERVICE, AN AGENCY OF THE U.S.
DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, WHICH IS AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY PROVIDER,
EMPLOYER, AND LENDER.

THANKS FOR LISTENING.



