
 

   

College Students Plant Career Seeds in National Parks  
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GATLINBURG — Most of them had never before been to Great Smoky Mountains National 

Park. For some, it was their very first hike. 

The fog and the hemlock forest reminded 

Jimena Diaz of her hometown of Seattle, 

Wash.  A student at Dartmouth College in 

New Hampshire, Diaz hopes to find a job 

in conservation biology. Last Tuesday, she 

witnessed firsthand how biologists at the 

most visited national park in the country 

use their training. For Diaz and the rest of 

the group, the short hike to Grotto Falls 

helped demonstrate what the National 

Park Service has to offer in terms of a 

career. 

 

Ranger Joshua Albritton leads NPS Academy 

students on a hike on the Trillium Gap Trail in 

Great Smoky Mountains National Park. 

This past week 24 college students from a wide range of backgrounds spent their spring break 

at the Smokies with a program called NPS Academy that’s aimed at creating a younger and 

more diverse workforce for the National Park Service. 

 



 

 

The Student Conservation Association (SCA) created the program four years ago. This year, 

122 students from across the country are participating in the NPS Academy at four national 

parks: Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming, Kenai Fjords National Park in Alaska, National 

Parks of New York Harbor, and the Smokies. 

The Smokies’ students stayed at the Arrowmont School of Arts and Crafts in Gatlinburg. They 

arrived at the Knoxville airport on Sunday, March 16, and their schedule was nonstop 

throughout. They met with Pedro Ramos, Smokies’ acting superintendent, as well as Stan 

Austin, the southeast regional director of the National Park Service. Local artisans and a 

Cherokee storyteller demonstrated the connection between parks and place, and they took 

numerous field trips led by park biologists and cultural history specialists. 

The students also will serve SCA internships this summer at various national parks to gain the 

skills and experience needed to be eligible for employment with the National Park Service. 

Following their summer internships, they’ll be expected to return to their schools and share their 

training and experiences with their peers through classroom presentations, blogging and other 

media. 

Since 1957, the SCA has been providing high school and college students with conservation 

service opportunities on public lands. Kevin Hamilton, vice president of communications for the 

SCA, said the NPS Academy targets the need to develop a workforce throughout the national 

parks system that more accurately reflects the ethnic and racial diversity of the U.S. 

“Our national park system is extraordinarily diverse with over 400 units,” Hamilton said. “I’ve 

spoken to these students, and — almost to an individual — they didn’t realize the spectacular 

array of natural sites and monuments and battlefields that make up the system. This program 

lets them see themselves and their own narrative in the natural and cultural history of this 

country. They naturally become apostles for the parks.” 

The SCA recruits students online and on site at historically black colleges and at universities 

that are largely Hispanic. Through field trips, orientation sessions and hands-on workshops the 

students are introduced to a range of park service careers. 

 



 

 

“More than two-thirds of our SCA alumni remain active in the conservation field as a 

professional or a volunteer,” said Hamilton. “With the growth of the NPS Academy, that’s bound 

to increase.” 

One of the NPS Academy students making the three-mile round trip hike to Grotto Falls last 

week was 23-year-old Jamal Chapman of Brooklyn, N.Y. A self-described urbanite, Chapman 

never gave national parks much thought until he recently visited Everglades National Park in 

South Florida as part of a Partners In The Parks program. Standing knee deep in marsh, 

Chapman listened as a park ranger named Sabrina Diaz described the various career paths 

available in the National Park Service. 

Being a computer science major, Chapman wasn’t particularly interested until Diaz mentioned 

the growing need for Information Technology (IT) specialists in national parks. He said he 

signed up for the NPS Academy because he wants to catch a glimpse of all of the work that 

goes on behind a national park, and to experience the mountains for himself. 

“The outdoors has been the missing link in my life,” Chapman said. “My parents always told me 

to do what my heart calls me to do. I love New York, but it’s time to explore.” 
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