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Dear Red and Members of the Search Committee: 

It is with sincere and buoyant enthusiasm that I submit this cover letter and my CV for 
consideration for the position of Chair in the Department of Wildlife Ecology and Conservation 
at the University of Florida. I’ve had the privilege of serving on the WEC faculty for the past 
22 years and most recently in the role of Interim Chair since August 15th of last year. I’m 
confident that I have the qualifications and experience to continue to lead WEC as permanent 
Chair and would be honored by the opportunity to do so.  

Below I provide a sketch of my career that summarizes my academic journey to Professor and 
Interim Chair in WEC. I highlight my experience and successes in teaching, research, 
Extension and service. I then describe prior leadership training that I’ve had and touch on some 
of the successes I’ve been part of as the WEC Interim Chair. My intent is to make it abundantly 
clear that I have the knowledge, skills and abilities to effectively lead the Department of 
Wildlife Ecology and Conservation. 

I earned my B.S. and M.S. degrees at the University of Central Florida and my Ph.D. at UF in 
the Department of Wildlife Ecology and Conservation. Prior to joining the WEC faculty I 
served as the State Sea Turtle Program Coordinator for the North Carolina Wildlife Resources 
Commission and as Research Wildlife Biologist for the U.S. Geological Survey. I began at UF 
in a tenure-track position as an Assistant Professor in July of 2004 and was subsequently 
promoted to Associate and then full Professor. I was hired to support a teaching program at the 
Plant City campus with students there majoring in Natural Resource Conservation (NRC). 
Initially, I was administered by the Mid-Florida Research and Education Center (REC) in 
Apoka, but several years later the Plant City teaching program was transferred to the Gulf 
Coast REC in Balm. Due to changes in the NRC course curriculum and departure of a faculty 
member in Plant City, the NRC program there ended I and was administratively transferred to 
main campus in 2011. Thus, I am quite familiar with UF, the Land-Grant system, and the 
organizational structure in IFAS. 

My formal assignment when hired was 60% Teaching / 40% Extension but following my 
transfer to main campus I took on an even heavier teaching load to support WEC’s 
undergraduate curriculum, and my teaching appointment was increased to 70%. During my UF 
career I’ve taught eight different courses, five of which I developed, including study abroad in 
Australia. Teaching modalities in my courses have included in person, face-to-face as well as 
asynchronous, online and hybrid delivery. I’m an effective teacher and my student evaluation 
scores consistently exceed unit, college and UF means. I received WEC’s Undergraduate 
Faculty of the Year Award six times since my transfer to main campus as well as the UF CALS 
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Undergraduate Teacher of the Year award. Additional recognition of my teaching includes the 
NACTA Educator Award, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Excellence in College and 
University Teaching in Food and Agricultural Science Regional Award, and the Excellence in 
Wildlife Education Award from The Wildlife Society. I’ve served on five peer-teaching 
evaluation committees, the CALS Curriculum Committee, WEC’s Undergrad Program 
Committee, and I was WEC’s Undergraduate Coordinator from 2018-2022. I’ve participated in 
several teaching improvement programs that include CALS Teachers College and the Roche 
Teaching Scholars Program, and I regularly attend the annual CALS Teaching Enhancement 
Symposium. I’ve advised countless WEC and NRC undergraduates and I’ve chaired or co-
chaired the committees of 26 grad students in WEC and SNRE. Thus, I’m exceptionally 
familiar with the department’s undergraduate and graduate curricula, can recognize teaching 
excellence, and I sincerely appreciate and value the teaching role of faculty in WEC. This puts 
me in an excellent position to effectively plan, develop and implement the department’s 
teaching programs as well as support, mentor and evaluate WEC faculty with teaching 
appointments. 

Having served as a State Extension Specialist my entire UF career, I’m also exceptionally 
familiar with UF/IFAS Extension as well as the programs of the 11 faculty currently in WEC 
with Extension appointments. My Extension program falls withing Priority Initiative 3—
Enhancing and Conserving Florida’s Natural Resources and Environmental Quality and 
focuses on mitigating conflicts between people and wildlife with an emphasis on venomous 
snakes and invasive vertebrates. I also educate the citizens of Florida and beyond about the 
natural history and identification of a diversity of terrestrial vertebrates, amphibians and 
reptiles in particular. In collaboration with students and colleagues I’ve developed numerous 
outreach products that include: field guides, posters, flyers, PowerPoint slide sets, newsletters, 
coloring books, etc. I’ve authored or co-authored 69 EDIS publications, many with students 
and several with County Extension Agents. Many of these are exceptionally popular and are 
consistently among the “Top 100 Ask IFAS” EDIS publications and I consistently have 1-2 in 
the “Top 10” (among more than 6,000 active EDIS). My current EDIS pubs generated almost 
195,000 views in 2025. My popular wildlife website has received more than 10 million visits in 
the past 15+ years. I’ve delivered more than 150 Extension presentations (most were invited), 
participated in numerous field days and In-service Trainings, and responded to 1,000s of emails 
and phone calls from Extension clients over the past 22 years. I’ve also consistently supported 
several IFAS flagship Extension programs that include the Florida Master Naturalist Program, 
Florida Master Gardener Program and 4H, as well as the individual programs of County 
Agents. While most people I’ve directly educated via my Extension program reside in Florida, 
I’ve also assisted people in almost every U.S. state and numerous countries beyond the U.S. 
The Extension programs and products that I’ve developed or supported have won 20 state and 
national awards, including recognition from ANREP, FANREP and the U.S. Department of the 
Interior’s Partners in Conservation Award. Thus, I have an in-depth understanding and 
appreciation for the Extension mission of IFAS, and WEC’s Extension programing specifically. 
Therefore, I’m uniquely qualified to continue to support the Extension mission in WEC as well 
as the individual programs of our Extension faculty.   
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Although I’ve never held a formal research appointment as a faculty member at UF, I’ve 
maintained a modest, yet productive research program via my graduate students and 
professional collaborations. My research program is integrated with and informs both my 
Extension and teaching missions. My research program is supported by two pillars of applied 
research: conservation/management of imperiled species and mitigating human-wildlife 
conflict (with an emphasis on invasive vertebrates). Most projects that my students, 
collaborators and I conduct have direct application to management and conservation of 
terrestrial vertebrates. Our research on invasive species is especially germane, since Florida has 
the dubious distinction as a global epicenter of animal invasions. During my 22 years at UF, my 
students, collaborators and I have published 52 peer-reviewed papers, including in numerous 
discipline-specific Q1 journals (e.g., Ecology, Conservation Biology, Urban Ecosystems, 
Journal of Animal Ecology, Biological Invasions) and generated ~ $1.5 million in grant 
support. I’ve served as Associate Editor or on the editorial board of four journals and have been 
a peer-reviewer for 32 journals and proposals submitted to NSF, National Geographic Society, 
and the Florida Fish & Wildlife Conservation Commission. From 2017-2018 I was a member 
of a National Academies of Science committee that evaluated a Habitat Conservation Plan for 
the Edwards Aquifer. I was also an appointed member of the UF IACUC from 2014-2017. I 
deeply understand how integral research is to the success of WEC faculty and our students. 
And I certainly recognize the importance that UF and IFAS place on grantsmanship and 
publishing in high-impact journals as well as engaging graduate and undergraduates in 
research. WEC is recognized among the best wildlife programs in the U.S. due in large part to 
strong and consistent funding support from a diversity of federal agencies and the top-tier 
research publications that result. Our faculty are also generously supported by state agencies, 
foundations and other funding sources—their diverse funding portfolios are key to WEC’s 
continued success in research. I’m a strong and committed supporter of the research enterprise 
at UF and as Chair I would continue to advocate for the research programs of our faculty and 
students. 

I’ve a longstanding interest in leadership and administration and have embraced the opportunity 
to serve as WEC’s Interim. My prior leadership training includes the Natural Resources 
Leadership Institute (NRLI, Class VI), LEAD (Leadership Enhancement & Administrative 
Development) IFAS, and most recently the New Chair/Director Orientation and Leadership 
Development Program delivered by UF’s Department of Human Resources. Additional 
trainings include short courses at UF such as Coaching for Success, Managing Conflict at 
Work, and Welcome to Relationship Strategies. I have had the opportunity to apply some of the 
skills I learned in these courses in my role as Interim Chair and feel I’ve been effective at 
mitigating occasional conflicts; mentoring faculty; and administering WEC’s programs in 
teaching, research and Extension. Some important accomplishments that I’ve helped facilitate 
as Interim Chair include defending the department against a grievance at a Faculty Senate 
hearing, mentoring a faculty member in the successful execution of a Performance 
Improvement Plan, and negotiating a retention package for a senior faculty member. Currently 
I’m working closely with IFAS HR and leadership to secure WEC’s new Assistant Professor in 
Conservation Genetics as well as a Research Assistant Professor as part of a Dual Career 
Support (spousal accommodation) hire in collaboration with the Department of Geography. 
And WEC is in the early stages of the hiring process of a new leader for the Florida Master 
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Naturalist Program to replace a faculty member who is retiring next year—I worked diligently 
the past 10 months to gain support from IFAS for this position. These accomplishments 
demonstrate my commitment to being an advocate for WEC and providing leadership in 
recruiting and fostering academic growth of our faculty. I also work closely on a weekly and 
sometimes daily basis with the WEC HR and fiscal teams to effectively administer the 
department’s human and financial resources. We are committed to help alleviate some of the 
administrative burden that faculty have to bear as well as enhancing communication among 
faculty and staff. 

I’ve done my best in my interim role to be an advocate for the department and our faculty, staff 
and students. Doing my part to contribute to the success of WEC and our people has been 
among my most fulfilling experiences as a unit leader and I have a strong desire to continue 
serving in this capacity. I’m committed to leading with a philosophy of shared governance and 
transparency, especially in the allocation of limited resources, and would continue to do so as 
the permanent chair. I’ve also made a concerted effort to build greater comradery, support, and 
mutual respect in WEC and am sincerely committed to leaning harder into strengthening a 
culture of bonhomie if selected to continue to lead the department.  

In past 10 months I’ve developed a much deeper understanding and sincere appreciation for 
WEC’s exceptional staff and faculty and the tremendous job they do supporting the department, 
CALS and UF. Additionally, I’m extremely grateful for the guidance, support and mentorship 
of the IFAS unit leaders as well as IFAS leadership and the other numerous personnel in 
McCarty Hall. Without reservation I can say that we have an outstanding team in WEC and 
CALS and that most of the accomplishments I note above are a collaborative effort. Primarily 
because of our people, it has been my pleasure to guide the department of Wildlife Ecology & 
Conservation since last August, and I would be humbled with the opportunity to do so on a 
permanent basis! 

Thank you so much for your time and commitment to reviewing my application materials and 
those of the other candidates for the Chair position. I do hope the candidate pool is strong and 
that I’m among the top candidates and am invited to interview for the position.  

Sincerely, 

Steve A. Johnson, Ph.D. 
Professor and Interim Chair  
Dept. of Wildlife Ecology and Conservation 
University of Florida 

mailto:tadpole@ufl.edu

