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Women of Research: Plots to Blocks with Sjana Schanning
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Ecologist Sjana Schanning’s fieldwork has taken her from the Rincon Mountains of Arizona, to the the
winter woods of Wisconsin, to the summer shores of Michigan’s Isle Royale. But, she’s recently shifted
away from the field towards data analysis, our cities’ trees and the Urban FIA Program.

Sjana collects field data and performs data analysis and reporting for the Forest Inventory and Analysis
(FIA) Program. FIA data provides critical status and trend information to resource managers, policy makers,
investors, and the public through a system of annual resource inventory that covers both public and private
forest lands across the United States.

Sjana Schanning, Ecologist, Forest Inventory and Analysis, Northern Research Station, Hayward, Wisconsin
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SJANA SCHANNING: “l got a bachelor's degree in natural resources from a really small liberal
arts, natural resources school—environmental education school—Northern College in northern
Wisconsin. And then, | graduated and immediately went the summer after that to a non-Forest
Service job, but one that lined me up directly for the job that | have now. That was a research
assistant for a graduate student and we were working in the Rincon Mountains in Arizona. It was
about a nine-mile hike from the trailhead and where we were working and camping. And so, we
would hike up there after dark because it was so hot that we didn't wanna hike during the day,
you know. So, this is all very new to me. | had backpacked once, | think, in college. Pretty much
spent the summer up at this off-the-grid camp. We had our groceries and mail and all, delivered
by mule, which was awesome. And, hiking up and down mountains all the time. | think | went
down off the mountain once (during the summer). And, we were in the Saguaro National Park in
the Saguaro Wilderness area, and so, we did interact with some rangers, and then of course,
groups of hikers that went through, which was fun—groups of boy scouts, you know, and they
would come up there and be like, ‘Whoa, what are you guys, what do you know, what's going on
up here?’ But, we would cook in a cabin, there was a little cabin up there at Manning Camp, and
we would cook the food that had come up by mule train on a propane stove, and we had a little
propane refrigerator and stuff that could help us keep our food cold. And, so we'd cook for one
another, and so on our off days, we would go hiking to other summits or, we all watched the
fireworks in like multiple towns at the bottom of the mountain on the 4th of July. It was an
excellent summer. During that | was looking at ground-nesting birds, and their reproductive
success based on ground fires, that kind of thing. We had to, like, sit still and move to different
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observation areas, and then sit and just, sort of, wait and see if we saw the yellow-eyed junco
hopping around trying to find a place to nest. And, you know, | honestly, | think, | felt like | was not
working hard enough if | just sat there long enough to actually let the birds settle back down. And
so, | think | just wasn't very good at, like, waiting long enough for the birds to get back into their
natural groove and find the nest. So, it was literally not until the end of the summer that | finally
discovered a yellow-eyed junco nest. They nest on the ground, and it had little chicks that had
hatched, and | was so excited, | finally found a nest, and | went back to camp to report it on our
nesting map, and another coworker had already found it. So, | think that's why she just put me on
the tree and vegetation crew to do some IDs. | wanted to move too much, | think. So, myself and
one other person were doing a bunch of tree ID and tree measurements, that kind of thing, and
that of course, led right into the position that | have now with the Forest Inventory and Analysis
with the Northern Research Station.”

SJANA: “So, after my summer in Arizona, | came back down the mountain and | came back here
to northern Wisconsin where | graduated from school and started looking around for a natural
resources job. And, a four-year term position opened up with the Northern Research Station
doing data collection for Forest Inventory and Analysis. And so, | was, literally, every day outside,
collecting measurements like tree diameters and heights, identifying tree species, you know,
looking at understory vegetation and down woody materials, all of those things that I'd just been
looking at in the mountains. Now, the difference, of course, was that | was coming from a
summertime job in the mountains in Arizona, and | started my term position in northern Wisconsin
on, like, November 10th—and there was a lot of snow, and it was really cold, and I'd been up here
for quite a few years, but I'd never, like, worked all day outside in the woods, so | didn't know how
to dress. That winter, we had, like, waist deep snow. Nobody at the time wore snowshoes, like,
that was, | don't know, wimpy. And so, we just, like, plowed through the snow up to our waists.
And so, | had a pretty steep learning curve there for how to deal with deep snow and cold days.
And, honestly, | remember walking into the office on the first day, and it was 7:30 in the morning,
everyone was getting ready to go in the field, and seven guys just, kind of, looked at me, and
then went back to it. Like, nobody said a word. | wondered if | was in the right place. And then,
eventually, the crew lead—who was, you know, not an official supervisor, but just someone there
to kind of organize everything—the crew lead, like, | think, handed me a field guide and said,
‘Here, read this, and, it took some getting used to for sure, to just enter into what felt like a very
different culture than | was used to, in terms of interacting with people. It was kind of a rough
start.”

“But, you get your stuff, you're out in the field, you're on your way to a plot by 7:45 in the morning,
and then you're out there until you get it, and maybe more, done. Maybe a couple plots if you
have the time, that kind of thing. And so, | think there was really just an expectation, ‘Here's your
work, you're a field employee, go out in the field and get the work done.” And, | mean, | can say
that it created a very productive crew. | mean, we got a lot of work done, for sure. But, yeah, there
really wasn't at the time, a lot of talk about expectations, in general, for the job, what it was gonna



look like. Discussions about how to prepare for the day. Or, even day-to-day, what the day was
gonna look like. So, just, kind of, dive in and, | mean, | remember too, | remember, | am somebody
who needs to eat during the day or else, like, | pass out, you know?.”

JON: “So does everybody else”
SJANA: “Well... [laughs]”
JON: “But, | know what you're gonna say.”

SJANA: “Yeah. | mean, | was somebody, like, | need to eat or | just collapse quickly, and | don't
know, | don't know how these guys did it, but they never ate. And so, we would be out, like,
trudging through the woods and, | eventually, well we're not gonna stop to eat. And so, | would
carry, like, you know, back—this was about 2000, so then there was, like, those gooey, really hard
power bars that were pretty terrible, and then, they would freeze too in northern Wisconsin—and
so. | would learn to, like, put it in my shirt so that it would stay thawed enough so | just could, kind
of, like, shovel it down while we were moving and collecting data and stuff like that. So, yeah,
even just, like, the pause to chat about life or the woods or what the day was gonna look like or
eat a lunch or anything. It was just, like, ‘We're going, we're going and you better keep up.”

SJANA: “Like | said, we got a lot of work done, and that was the goal. But, | came to a place
where | felt, safety-wise, like, | was safer by myself, because | did feel more free to change my
decisions for the day, to change my mind about where | should be, whether or not | should cross
a river, whether or not | should drive a road, that kind of thing. | just felt much more free without
those expectations of another field crew. And, | think, you know, conversation was kind of
minimal, so | mean, discussions about whether or not it was an option, whether or not we should
turn back, like, you don't just turn back, you know, you already drove an hour, you just go and do
it. And also, | mean, to be fair, we all were just learning those lessons, too. You know, like, you
don't realize that you just shouldn't drive that two track because it's just gonna keep deteriorating
until you've done it a few times. You don't realize that you shouldn't cross that river because it's a
little too deep and swift until you've done it a time or two. And so, we were all learning too, and
that was part of it. But, | really did get to the point where | just felt like in my situation, in my case, |
just felt safer, more free to make decisions about how the day should look, when | needed to stop
and eat and set my mind straight, and all of that. | do think that production-oriented focus, like |
said, got a lot of work done and a lot of people thrive in it, | mean, that's what they want, but |
definitely felt a change in myself in terms of how | operated in the field was really when | was no
longer in a term position—when | got a permanent job, when | had a position as a crew lead,
again not a supervisor, but some say over what the days were gonna look like. That felt really
different to me, and it felt like | had a little bit more say in how the day would go. And then, we
certainly—through the safety journey that the Forest Service had, and a greater focus on safety,
and more discussions about safety—we definitely began to really feel the support of supervisors.



Safety was more emphasized, and we felt really supported in making decisions about our work
based on what the weather was like, what the conditions were like. And so, that was a really
powerful shift over the years, and that switch from term to a permanent to having that, sort of,
less concern about my position, was important. And, | think about that a lot as we bring in new
employees and what we need to provide to them, the mentorship and the support we need to
provide to them so that they feel confident making decisions that are safe.”

JON: “Yeah, and did you have anyone through those early years to, kind of, talk about this? Either
other people going through the program, or someone just to, like, talk about the nuances or the
complexities of just, you know, going out alone or with small groups of people. Was there anyone
in the Forest Service, or or outside—you know, friends or family—that you remember talking to
back then?”

SJANA: “No. No, not really. Not really. | mean, it was—no. It was tough, but...”

JON: “And were there other women who were doing this at that time, either in your group, or
even, like. in the region?”

SJANA: “Yeah, | think there were other women over my years in the field crew. | think, throughout
my career in FIA, within our field crew at meetings, that kind of thing. I've noticed it seems, like,
almost every count—and | wouldn't be counting this, except that my husband's a sociologist, so
he asked the question—but he asked the question one day and | started paying attention. | think
we're about like a one-to-eight ratio, probably, in terms of, you know, whether it's a large meeting
with all field crew and supervisors and contractors and partners, that kind of thing, or whether it's
a smaller group just from a state or something like that, it seems pretty consistent. It's about a
one-to-eight ratio. But we did have, you know, we had throughout my years just working in the
field, | think there were two, two other women, two other women that | worked with, in northern
Wisconsin doing data collection.”

SJANA: “One thing that was really interesting, you know, we have some very remote research
plots that require overnight camping and work out on Isle Royale that's usually, like, a four-to-nine
day backpacking trip, something like that. And, that was really interesting. Again, | mean, there
were so many male field employees that, | think, it was fairly easy, to some degree, to just pair up
a couple male employees and send them off backpacking on Isle Royale, and then, eventually, |
started saying, like, ‘Well, well, | wanna go, you know, can | go?’ And, there was definitely an
interesting shifting point there when it was like, ‘Okay, you can go, but we're gonna have to find
another female who also wants to go backpacking on Isle Royale before you can go.’” So, the first
year | went, it was myself and one other female, and we went and we got the work done. And
then, eventually, we did, kind of, make a shift and it was, like, ‘Okay, you work together in the field
all the time, | guess there's no reason we can't send a male and a female out backpacking on an
extended trip on Isle Royale to do field data collection.’” So, that was an interesting shift, and an



interesting dynamic, too. And, the other interesting thing is a lot of people, like, don't have an
interest in that, kind of, work, you know, that extended backpacking, hauling all your stuff. And so,
eventually, it got to the point where | was, kind of, a go-to to go work with the field employee from
up there. And, the two of us have now done many, many years together backpacking on Isle
Royale to get the field work done.”

SJANA: “What's been interesting to me is that, since about 2015, I've really been, kind of, shifting
more away from the field and having the opportunity to do some data analysis—looking at the
data that | collected all those years—and do some analysis and investigate that. And, that's been
really interesting to feel the shift in the gender dynamics, from the field to more research data
analysis, that kind of thing. And, | haven't actually—can't really tell you offhand, you know, what
the ratio is in terms of research and analysts—but, as much as | enjoyed all those years in the
field, and working by myself, and feeling—like, taking a step with snowshoes, and you'd see the
whole crust around you just kind of shift, and then all the branches would kind of like sway, you
know, with the shifting snow, | mean, just incredible days: tamarack swamps in the fall, like, all of
that, so incredible—but then, also, like, after 20 years of that, | was ready to be doing some new
and challenging stuff. So, | think it was about 2015, | started shifting away from the field and
getting involved with help from- who | would really consider a mentor—and | had a hard, | don't
feel like | had strong mentorship at the beginning of my career—but, about 2015, Mark
Majewski—who is the lead of the Urban FIA program—I would say, kind of, took me under his
wing and helped me to find some new and challenging tasks to take on within the Urban FIA
program. And, that's been just so exciting because A) it's given me the opportunity to look at all of
that data, how we use all of that data that | collected for all those years in the field because | have
been doing some of the reporting and analysis with that core data where, you know, | collected
northern Wisconsin tree data for about 20 years, and so, all that data from up here, that's me, you
know? And so, now to see it, and see how states use it, and see what kind of information it can
provide has just been really exciting. And then, developing the urban FIA program, working with
Mark Majewski, and having that opportunity to just really build a program pretty much from the
ground up, being involved in that is both exciting and terrifying and frustrating and all of that, but
it's presented so many challenges and so many opportunities for growth and that's just been
really, really exciting. | think, as far as I'm aware, it's the first, nationwide urban forestry research
program across the world, you know. There's certainly lots of really good urban forestry
programs, but | don't know that a country has instituted something with uniform protocol across
the entire nation—and, seeing how cities are using that data, and being an integral part of training
new employees to collect this data and having that opportunity that | feel like | would've liked
more of as a field employee, to really see how this data is getting used, to have it emphasized
how important that data is for cities and for understanding how trees impact people in the cities
and, how environmental justice plays into all of this—that's been just such an exciting new part of
my job and development in my career that that's been really, really great. But, that development
and having, you know, having a mentor and seeing inspirational, just really smart people working
to develop a program together, it just hasn't been done like this before. It's, it's been really cool.”



JON: “And, what is the program exactly? Like, what is its goal? What is it trying to collect?”

SJANA: “Yeah, so, we have, of course, since, like 1930, collected forest inventory data on trees
across the U.S. in forested areas—and that gives us ideas about carbon sequestration, the forest
products that can come out of our forests, the number of trees, all of those things—but, it began
to be very clear that we've got 80% of the population, or more, living in cities, in urban areas.
And, the trees in those urban areas are really at the forefront of a lot of benefits provided to the
general public in those cities. And so, in 2014, Congress asked us to create an inventory in urban
areas, and so, what that allows us to do [is] we partner with a program called i-Tree, and with their
incredible modeling of ecosystem services, we collect all the data that we do for the forested
areas. And then, we also can use additional data that we collect to calculate pollution removal,
carbon sequestration, impacts on heat islands in cities, runoff change—Ilike rainfall
interception—that kind of thing, that trees provide in cities, and we can look at how those trees
impact different parts of the population within the city, how equitable their services are across the
city. And so, the goal is to really take in all of that really vital information about the services that
trees provide that we were missing before when we were only looking at our forests across the
U.S. And so, it's a really impactful service, and it's a lot of tree volume, it's a lot of change that
directly impacts a large percent of our population in the U.S. So, that's what the aim of the
program [is], and it's still growing. | mean, cities, we're adding cities all the time. And, there's some
statewide [urban areas], now, the entire Northern Research Station is all statewide urban areas,
trees are being collected in those areas, and so, it's growing and developing, and it's a really
exciting project to be a part of”

JON: “And, is there, like, a delineation between the, like, the wild forest people who are in FIA,
and then the urban [people]? Like, are they completely separate sort of groups, or do you utilize
crews that kind of go into both [areas]?”

SJANA: “Yeah, the work, and the procedures, are very tightly knit together. But, it's very
interesting that you ask that question, because, of course, people that go into forestry, typically,
are interested in working in quiet forested areas. And so, we do use a lot of the same
people—the federal crews, the contractors—do both the regular forest inventory that we've had
for almost a hundred years, so they are out in very remote areas collecting data. And then, we
also ask those same people, frequently, to go into the urban areas into big cities: New York City,
Chicago, and do urban forestry data collection. And, that is a challenge, you know, that's a
different set of skills, it's a different set of interests. And so, honestly, | think one of the things that
| would love to be a part of, that I'd love to help move us towards, is finding those people who are
interested in arboriculture, in urban forestry. And, eventually, although the procedures and the
protocol have to be the same, I'd really love to see people being able to fulfill their strong
interests, you know, so those people who wanna be out in remote areas and only worry about,
you know, bears or snakes or whatever it might be, I'd love to see them be able to spend their
time in deep in the woods. And then, | think, that there's people that already live in cities that
have a deep interest in these kind of social issues and ecosystem services and all of that, and I'd



love to help us find those people, because, | think, thus far, you know, it's a new enough program
that we haven't entirely figured out how to connect with that group of people, that has a different
education, different set of knowledge and experience and interests.”

SJANA: “The only thing | would really wanna emphasize is just how exciting it's been, again, to
move into the research aspect, and to meet so many smart researchers in the Forest Service. It's
kind of an aspect that when | was working in the field we had such a distance, such a disconnect,
that it's been really cool to see just how much research is occurring in the Northern Research
Station. How many cool, smart women/partners doing amazing work. We work with, and, | just
feel really inspired. Um, if |, if | can, just, like: Tonya Lister, Nancy Sonti, and Suzanne Owen, and
Rebekah Zehnder and Alexis Ellis. So many people, | just, | see the work that they're doing, and
I'm just really inspired by what they do and by just how smart they are, and how much research
and what a difference they're making. So, that's been just really exciting and encouraging.”

JON: “Yeah, and is there anyone you're kind of, sort of chasing in that sense? Like, is there
anyone you're trying to—like, what's kind of your goal for your, kind of, next phase of your career?
Like, where do you want to just see the next couple years or decade, kind of, take you?”

SJANA: “Yeah. What's interesting, a lot of the people that inspire me and that are doing really
exciting research, what | see from them and what really inspires me is the broad variety of work
that they're doing, their continued interest in new fields. And so, | think that even if | don't decide
at this point in my career to go with a master's or PhD, you know, to do additional education, I'm
really loving learning from them. And, I'd really love to move into full-time data analysis, data
visualizations—helping communicate to people why it is that we collect the data, what it can be
used for—drawing out the details. | think my many years of field data collection helped me really,
intimately, understand the data, and what it means, and understand the various aspects of what
we collect. And so, | think that that allows me to bring to analysis, even more ideas about ways to
use the data, and the different stories that can be told. So, that's what | really hope will come in
the next five years, 10 years, perhaps, is just the opportunity to communicate to the general
public and to land managers, ways that they can use our data, and the different stories that our
data can tell.”

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
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AND, ALL THE MUSIC THIS EPISODE WAS BY BLUE DOT SESSIONS.
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