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Growing Arboriculture
and Urban Forestry:
One Student at a Time
By Rich Hauer, Jess Vogt, and Burnell C. Fischer
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If there were a nickel for every time that statement was
made, the annual tuition and housing for several students
could likely be met. This hypothetical serves to illustrate
a common problem employers have today: a lack of qualified and interested people to fill jobs in arboriculture and
urban forestry.
8IZEPFTUIJTDIBMMFOHFFYJTU 8IBUBSFTPNFBQQSPBDIFT
that can be taken to encourage both student and earlycareer professionals to explore arboriculture and urban
GPSFTUSZ 8IBUEPFTUIFGVUVSFIPMEGPSQFPQMFFOUFSJOH
UIJTëFME *GGPTUFSJOHUIFOFYUHFOFSBUJPOPGBSCPSJTUTBOE
greenspace managers is of interest to you, read on.

ISA Student Committee and Outcomes
Over the Past Four Years

Approximately four years ago, the International Society
PG"SCPSJDVMUVSF *4" GPSNFEBTUVEFOUTVCDPNNJUUFF
The committee is officially structured within the ISA
.FNCFSTIJQ $PNNJUUFF ɨF NJTTJPO JT TJNQMF HSPX

Figure 1. Growth of student membership in the International Society of
Arboriculture.
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arboriculture and urban forestry one student at a time.
:PVQSPCBCMZIBWFIFBSEUIF*4"NJTTJPOUIBU*4"&YFDVUJWF %JSFDUPS +JN 4LJFSB PGUFO BOE DMFBSMZ DPNNVOJcates: to make the world a better place one tree at a time.
Finding qualified people to make the ISA mission happen is needed now more than ever.
Several neat things have happened since October
 XIFOUIFTVCDPNNJUUFFëSTUNFU 4UVEFOUNFNCFSTIJQIBTNPSFUIBOEPVCMFEGSPNBQQSPYJNBUFMZ
UP 'JHVSF )PXEJEUIBUIBQQFO *OTJNQMFUFSNT 
we identified a huge barrier to student membership and
SFWFSTFEUIBUCBSSJFS+VTUBGFXZFBSTBHP TUVEFOUNFNbers joined ISA by filling out the membership form, getting an advisor signature, and sending a copy of a current
student registration or ID card. Sounds simple enough.
)PXFWFS NJTTPOFPGUIFSFRVJSFEEPDVNFOUTBOEUIF
ISA membership department would have to get in touch
with the student to collect any missing information. And
this happened too often. Some students would make it
through the process and eventually become an ISA stuEFOUNFNCFS.FNCFSTIJQUP*4"XBTBMTPCVOEMFEXJUI
membership to a local chapter. The one-stop shopping
idea made sense, but in practice, the logistics became burdensome to students and the verification requirements
costly for ISA to implement.
The student subcommittee “arborstormed” (aka brainTUPSNJOHUPNBLFUIFXPSMECFUUFSPOFUSFFBUBUJNF BOE
developed a new idea for student membership: join a
local chapter as a student member and become an ISA
NFNCFSBVUPNBUJDBMMZ"TPG TUVEFOUTDBOKPJOUIF
*4" 0IJP $IBQUFS  KPJO UIF *4" (FSNBOZ $IBQUFS 
CFDPNFBTUVEFOUNFNCFSPGUIF*4"/FX;FBMBOE$IBQUFS 
or any chapter for that matter, and also become an ISA
student member. Thus, rather than ISA students becoming
MPDBM DIBQUFS NFNCFST WJB *4" IFBERVBSUFSTXIJDI
involved staff sending notice of a new student member
BOEHJWJOHUIFDIBQUFS64%QFSTUVEFOUUIFQSPDFTTXBTSFWFSTFEBOETUSFBNMJOFE+PJOUIFMPDBMDIBQUFS
at the chapter membership rate and the information
moves upward to ISA headquarters. The idea was

Figure 2. Students,
mentors, and industry
leaders assemble at the
2013 ISA Annual International Conference &
Trade Show (Toronto,
Ontario, Canada).

formulated in a proposal to the ISA Board of Directors who
voted to plant this seed and let the idea grow.
%JEJUXPSL 6TJOHUIFTUVEFOUOVNCFSTBTBHBVHF 
certainly. Student members more than doubled in less
UIBOGPVSZFBST 'JHVSF 
$PMMBCPSBUJPO XJUI BMM *4" 1SPGFTTJPOBM "ïMJBUJPOT
1"T GVSUIFSTUSFOHUIFOFETUVEFOUBDDFTTUPBSCPSJDVMUVSF
and urban forestry components and what to expect from
different sector jobs. The Arboricultural Research and
&EVDBUJPO"DBEFNZ "3&" XBTUIFëSTU1"UPEFWFMPQ
a policy that an ISA student member also automatically
CFDPNFT BO "3&" NFNCFS "MM 1"T FH  4PDJFUZ PG
$PNNFSDJBM"SCPSJDVMUVSF 6UJMJUZ"SCPSJTU"TTPDJBUJPO 
BOE4PDJFUZPG.VOJDJQBM"SCPSJTUT OPXEPUIFTBNF
Another metric is student attendance at the annual
conference and trade show. Did you know there were
zero undergraduates, and only a few graduate students,
XIPBUUFOEFEUIF*4""OOVBM$POGFSFODF (JWFO
that ISA is the professional society for our field, and students are important to the future of the field, this had to
change. As part of the formation of the student subcomNJUUFFJO BTFUPGTUVEFOUTQFDJëDFWFOUTXBTEFWFMPQFE GPS UIF  BOOVBM DPOGFSFODF JO 1PSUMBOE 
0SFHPO 64"DUJWJUJFTBUUIF*OUFSOBUJPOBM5SFF$MJNCJOH$IBNQJPOTIJQ *5$$ BQSFPQFOJOHSFDFQUJPO B
luncheon with mentors, a student networking session,
BOEHSFBUFEVDBUJPOBMTFTTJPOTMFEUPNPSFUIBOTUVEFOUTBUUFOEJOH"OBEEJUJPOBMDPIPSUPGIJHITDIPPM
students attended the field activities at the ITCC.
Student involvement and attendance at annual conGFSFODFTIBTDPOUJOVFEUPHSPX 'JHVSF ɨFNPTUSFDFOU 
 "OOVBM *OUFSOBUJPOBM $POGFSFODF 5SBEF 4IPX
0SMBOEP 'MPSJEB 64 JOWPMWFEB4UVEFOU"NCBTTBEPS
1SPHSBN'JWFTUVEFOUTPVUPGOFBSMZBQQMJDBOUTXFSF
selected to provide their insight into the student conference experience through interviews and a focus group.
They provided a student perspective on barriers to attendance, expectations of the conference experience, and

other key information, such as why students would come
UPBDPOGFSFODF/PUTVSQSJTJOHMZ XFMFBSOFEUIBUOFUXPSLing with peers and professionals, educational opportunities,
and finding jobs are key reasons to attend. Cost to attend
and lost summer employment earnings were barriers.

u

“FIFTEEN
YEARS IN,
I’M STILL
MOTIVATED TO
DO MY BEST
EVERY DAY.”
— TREVOR, ARBORIST REP,
HIRED 1999
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Science and Research Committee News (continued)
The excitement and optimism the Student Ambassadors
expressed about their field of study was gratifying to observe.

Arboricultural and Urban Forestry
Compensation

0OFRVFTUJPOFYQSFTTFECZUIF4UVEFOU"NCBTTBEPST
concerned was how much a person can earn in this
profession.
#VTJOFTTTBZTUIBUJGBDVTUPNFSEPFTOPULOPX
about your product, they are unlikely to be your customer.
Furthermore, if the message is incorrect or depicts an

Figure 3. Mean annual base pay for arborists in private and public sector jobs
(data from Bureau of Labor Statistics from 2014 and a study of municipal tree
care and management in 2014, by Hauer and Peterson 2015).

Figure 4. Mean annual base pay for various municipal government tree care
positions. (BLS is the Bureau of Labor Statistics; National All Occupations
includes all job in the U.S.; Other includes various self-reported jobs, such as
assistant city forester, supervisor, horticulture manager, tree inspector, utility
forester, and district foreman.)
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VOEFTJSBCMFPVUDPNFHPPEMVDLPONBLJOHUIFTBMF
An unfortunate perception exists that working with
trees and urban forests is a low-paying field. This notion,
inaccurate and often repeated, needs to change. As you
likely know, this is not the case. As in any field, there is a
wide range of income and career potential in arboriculture
and urban forestry, especially as a person gains knowledge, skills, and abilities, and further climbs the tree-care
job ladder. It is quite possible for a person to make a sixfigure income in this profession as a consulting sales
arborist or urban forestry manager. In some extreme cases,
seven figure incomes are earned for select, high-achieving
people in key locations. Become the best, learn how to
DPNNVOJDBUF BOEQSPWJEFQFPQMFBTFSWJDFCZNBSLFUJOH
managing tree work to meet a client’s needs, and you can
make an excellent living.
For a student or other person interested in entering
arboriculture and urban forestry, what level pay can you
FYQFDUJOFJUIFSUIFQVCMJDPSQSJWBUFTFDUPS "SFDFOUTUVEZ
CZUIFBVUIPST )BVFSBOE1FUFSTPO GPVOEUIBUBT
you climb the career ladder of arboricultural and urban
GPSFTUSZKPCTJOUIF6OJUFE4UBUFT UIFQBZTPPOFRVBMTBOE
FYDFFETUIFOBUJPOBMBWFSBHFGPSBMMPDDVQBUJPOT 'JHVSF 
i.FFUBOEFYDFFEUIFOBUJPOBMJODPNFBWFSBHFGPSBMM
KPCTBTEPDVNFOUFECZUIF#VSFBVPG-BCPS4UBUJTUJDTw
should be the tagline we market to anyone considering
FOUFSJOH PVS ëFME *O UIF 64  QFSTPOT FNQMPZFE BT
municipal arborists make on average $47,837 annually,
DPNQBSFEUPUIFOBUJPOBMBWFSBHFPG GPSBMMPDDVQBUJPOT 'JHVSF ɨFPDDVQBUJPOTBOETBMBSJFTMJTUFEJO
'JHVSFJMMVTUSBUFUIBUBXPSLJOHëSFëHIUFS   
VSCBOGPSFTUSZJOTQFDUPS   BDJUZGPSFTUFSVSCBOGPSFTUSZ NBOBHFS    BOE PUIFS BSCPSJDVMUVSF BOE
urban forestry occupations are more than merely endsNFFUKPCTUIFTFBSFDBSFFSTXJUIDPNGPSUBCMFTBMBSJFT
8PSLJOHBTBWPMVOUFFSDPPSEJOBUPS BQSPEVDUJPOBSCPSJTU 
utility vegetation manager, forestry operations inspector,
consulting arborist, technical services coordinator, regional
NBOBHFS BOENPSFBSFBMMSFXBSEJOHDBSFFSTUIBUBTUVdent and early-career professional can look forward to
TFDVSJOH&OUSZMFWFMQBZJTTPPOCVJMUVQPOXJUIEFNPOstrated knowledge and credentials earned: ISA Certified
"SCPSJTU¥  $PNNFSDJBM %SJWFST -JDFOTF  PS 1FTUJDJEF
"QQMJDBUPST-JDFOTF5PHFUIFS UIFTFUISFFDSFEFOUJBMTDBO
FBTJMZCFUSBOTMBUFEJOUPB UP BOOVBMQBZ
increase at a private firm. Bonuses for reaching and
exceeding production goals also add to the annual baselevel compensation. But perhaps most importantly, jobs
in arboriculture and urban forestry are careers we can be
happy in, and are fields that offer meaningful work that
contributes to a better, greener world.

What Does the Future Hold?

(PPEUIJOHTBSFIBQQFOJOHBOEBMMJOEJDBUJPOTQPJOUUPB
vibrant future for people who foster the urban forest,

whether one tree at a time or at the population level.
)PXFWFS UIFëFMEOFFETDPNNJUUFEQFPQMF.BOZFEVcators report that there are not enough interested students entering urban forestry and arboriculture programs
at places of higher education, and some programs are
even closing. Some traditional forestry and horticulture
programs are reshaping their degrees and concentrations
in urban forestry and arboriculture. For example, some
traditional schools of forestry have rebranded as a school
of environmental science. The challenge for the tree care
profession will be to connect to these reorganized traditional schools, as well as to broader, more interdisciplinary educational programs that might not be connected to
ISA or to local chapters.
A recent survey of educational institutions by the
BVUIPSTJOEJDBUFEUIBUPWFSPOFUIJSE  PGSFTQPOEing institutions have only a single course in arboriculture
BOEPSVSCBOGPSFTUSZ BOEPGUIPTFTVSWFZFEIBEOP
OBNFEEFHSFFPSDPODFOUSBUJPOSFMBUJOHUPUIFëFME 7PHU
FUBM 4UVEFOUTXJUIPVUBOBNFEEFHSFFPSDPODFOtration in arboriculture or urban forestry might be lacking
key classes, maybe in arboriculture, greenspace management, plant selection and identification, pest manageNFOU BOEPSTPNFPUIFSLFZBCJMJUZ
One strategy enabling greater student engagement is in
finding ways to overcome what might be a limited deficiency and educate students about the endless possibilities
PGUIJTQSPGFTTJPO-FUTUPHFUIFSFEVDBUPSTBOEQSPGFTTJPOBMTPWFSDPNFBOZDIBMMFOHFTBOEFïDJFOUMZFOHBHF
students in ISA activities and recruit large populations of
students into the field. For instance, local ISA Chapters
should reach out to local university and technical college
students and invite them to meetings and events so they
can engage with professionals at a local level.
+PJOUIFFYDJUJOHëFMEPGBSCPSJDVMUVSFBOEVSCBOGPSFTUSZ
There are many different jobs, and the employee pay for
many early-career jobs soon meet (and mid-career jobs
FYDFFE UIFOBUJPOBMBWFSBHFGPSBMMPDDVQBUJPOT4FMMJOH
these taglines and welcoming in new students and earlycareer professionals is what the future holds. The present
is gratifying. The future holds promise of even better
things to come. But it will require more creative means of
engagement between students, their educational programs, and the profession.
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