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WHAT IS A HERPETOLOGIST AND HOW CAN I BECOME ONE?

Few valid reasons can be given for why any profes-
sional herpetologist has not answered the question 
“How can I become a herpetologist?” at least once and 
maybe dozens of times. Perhaps he escapes to the field 
or his laboratory virtually all the time, eschewing peo-
ple the way a leopard frog does a gartersnake, making 
sure no one has opportunity to ask. Or maybe she does 
not make herpetology look like a very fun profession, 
so that the question is more likely to be, “How can 
I avoid doing what you do?” Or more likely the her-
petologist has heard such an inquiry many times but 
because no succinct answer was apparent, the letter, 
email, or in-person question was not answered. If you 
are a herpetologist and any of these are your reasons 
for not inspiring the question from youngsters, or even 
oldsters, about how they could become a herpetolo-
gist, and then giving them an answer, shame on you. 
If you are not a herpetologist and would like to know 
about how to become one, read on.

The first step in addressing the question is to make 
sure the questioner and the answerer have the same 
definition of what herpetology is. The literal definition 
is that herpetology is the study of reptiles and amphib-
ians, but many people asking the question really sim-
ply mean, “How can I be involved with reptiles and am-
phibians,” rather than necessarily wanting to know how 
to plan for a research career in herpetology. Taking the 
issue one step further, some herpetologists even argue 
about what a reptile is as both turtles and crocodil-
ians, based on modern evolutionary biology, have been 
excluded from the class by some authorities and re-
tained by others. Arguments have even been made by 
some professional herpetologists that phylogenetically 
all snakes are really lizards and that some lizards are 
more closely related to what most people call snakes 
than they are to other lizards.
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Taxonomic issues of this nature, which are often rep-
resented by strong opinions of particular individuals, 
can be very confusing to the novice and are unlike-
ly to make someone enthusiastic about becoming a 
herpetologist. So let’s face it. The classic groups most 
people think of as falling under the term herpetology 
are the old-fashioned reptiles (snakes, lizards, amphis-
baenians, turtles, tuatara, and crocodilians) and am-
phibians (frogs, salamanders, and caecilians). We will 
stick to that terminology for now in considering how to 
respond to someone who wants to be a herpetologist.

When people ask the question, “How can I become a 
herpetologist?” some may have in mind working with 
reptiles and amphibians at a nature center or zoo, be-
ing a state or federal wildlife manager, or simply hav-
ing herpetology as a hobby. Many, however, are think-
ing in terms of pursuing a professional career which 
almost invariably requires a college degree of some 
sort. The steps of getting a college degree for people 
who like herpetology usually involve majoring in col-
lege in biology, zoology, ecology, or some other broad 
field of science and then specializing in the study of 
reptiles or amphibians. College requirements in the 
field of herpetology are a strong background in ecology 
and zoology with an array of additional courses in ge-
netics, mathematics, wildlife ecology, animal behavior, 
conservation biology, and other special areas that are 
of interest. Most herpetologists get degrees in the life 
sciences (e.g., Biology, Zoology, Ecology) but special-
ize in reptiles and amphibians in some way. 

Whatever field you go into, making good grades in 
high school and college is always important. In looking 
at the academic background of a variety of individu-
als who would be considered to be the best herpetol-
ogists today, some have obtained their undergraduate 
degrees from state universities and some from elite 
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private universities and colleges. People attend a par-
ticular college for a variety of reasons, with financial 
considerations often being a deciding factor. At this 
academic stage any standard accredited college that 
meets your financial needs for undergraduate study 
should provide you opportunity to excel academically, 
an important consideration for graduate studies. How-
ever, some small colleges and larger universities are 
noted for having undergraduate programs that offer 
students experiences in herpetological research and 
training, usually because of the presence of particular 
faculty members interested in reptiles and amphibians. 
A specific choice of universities is especially important 
for graduate school where you will want to focus on a 
particular topic and be certain that a professor is avail-
able to serve as a mentor in your area of interest. How-
ever, if you can become involved in an undergraduate 
program that offers students opportunities to become 
involved in herpetological research at an early stage, 
this can be an invaluable asset for one’s career. Thor-
ough internet searches and talking to established her-
petologists about recommendations for colleges and 
professors with whom to work are strongly advised for 
both graduate and undergraduate degrees.

In our experience, one of the most important steps 
that anyone interested in being a herpetologist can 
take is to make contacts with individuals who can serve 
as mentors. Most successful herpetologists today have 
had people who encouraged them at various stages 
and provided advice and guidance. The old adage of 
“it’s not what you know, it’s who you know” holds for 
herpetology as well as it does for politics, sports, or 
business. Mentors cannot guarantee success, but they 
can often provide opportunities that someone with the 
proper drive and talents can turn into successful ven-
tures. Luck is always a haphazard part of the formula 
for all of life’s pathways, but having a good counselor 
at an early stage can shift the odds in your favor.

Finding a mentor who is a professional herpetologist 
may be a difficult task on a local scale under certain 
circumstances. So meanwhile try developing personal 
contacts with other people who have similar interests 
in reptiles and amphibians and who are at approxi-
mately the same stage as you. This can be a positive 
step. Before becoming involved with true mentors both 
of us found neighborhood friends who wanted to go 
into the field to collect reptiles and amphibians. Even 
a trip to a zoo or nature park that has reptiles and 
amphibians can be enhanced if someone equally in-
terested accompanies you. Joining one of the amateur 
herp clubs that are now in many parts of the country 
is always a good way to acquire new friends interested 
in herpetology and often can lead the way to finding a 
more experienced adviser. 

In addition to acquiring mentors and like-minded col-
leagues, we advise anyone thinking about a profes-
sional career in herpetology, especially in an academic 
or museum setting, to read as many books and scien-
tific papers on reptiles and amphibians as possible and 
excel while getting a broad-based college education. 
Spend endless hours outdoors observing reptiles and 

amphibians and their interactions with other animals 
and plants. Learn about their feeding, breeding, and 
other habits through observations of captive speci-
mens. Try to volunteer at local zoos, museums, and 
colleges that conduct research on amphibians and rep-
tiles. Once you have gone as far academically as you 
care to, find out who will hire you for a job working 
with or around reptiles and amphibians based on your 
level of training and area of expertise. If you can’t find 
a paying job as a herpetologist, make a living some 
other way and volunteer in your spare time. Many peo-
ple who have other careers become excellent herpetol-
ogists by reading, getting together with other people 
interested in herpetology (such as a local, regional, 
or state herp societies), and having experiences with 
herps in the field or as pets.

In addition to the generic question answered above 
of how someone goes about becoming a professional 
herpetologist, a series of more specific questions can 
be asked, and have been, by people ranging in age 
from early grade school to later-life adults. No single 
answer will fit everyone as circumstances vary consid-
erably. But all have in common that the person asking 
the question was intrigued with reptiles, amphibians, 
or both and wanted to be involved with them in some 
way. The following FAQs are examples derived from 
some of the essay topics in the book “How To Be A Her-
petologist.” Each of these and other topics related to 
“What Is a Herpetologist and How Can I Become One?” 
will be addressed in future issues of JNAH: 
Q.  What courses in high school are important for 

someone who wants to become a professional her-
petologist at an academic institution?

Q. What are the opportunities for personal advance-
ment if you are a herpetologist in an academic or 
museum job?

Q. What are your most and least favorite times as a 
herpetologist?

Q. How much money do herpetologists make?
Q. What training do I need to become a herpetolo-

gist and what types of organizations would be most 
likely to hire me? 

Q. What are the best websites to find out about her-
petology (jobs, identification of species, university 
programs, etc.)?
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