
By Guy Meilleur

We Don’t Need No Education
– Or Do We?

Do you feel like you’re spending
too much time in the bucket,
behind the chipper or in the

office? Take a look at what a little time in
college can do for you. 

Higher education can help us all climb
higher in the tree care business, whether
we’re branching out further into municipal,
utility, consulting or commercial tree care.
College education can help you reach new
heights of expertise and income – as Alex
Shigo once said, “Education and wages are
twins that grow and mature at the same
rate.” Just one course, targeted to fit your
curiosity and your needs, can open up new
worlds of knowledge. By finding the right
course of study to fit your goals, budget,
schedule and personality, you can take
charge of the trees that you work with and
leave your competitors behind.

A traditional path into the tree care busi-
ness is a degree in forestry from a four-year
university. Several programs (see the list
following this article) are starting to
address the needs of modern urban
forestry. North Carolina State University
recently decided to grow into this area, so
in 2004 they assembled dozens of experts,
including Dr. Bob Miller, architect of the
highly successful program at the
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point.
When asked what the core of a successful
urban forestry program should be, the
experts said one word: Arboriculture.
Which only makes sense: Before you can
understand how to manage many trees, you
must first understand how to manage one
tree. Biology, dendrology and soils are typ-

ically covered in the first two years, while
physiology, management and pathology
are taught in the final two years at Clemson
and Virginia Tech Universities, among
many others. 

For those universities that want to serve
working people working toward a master’s
degree without requiring a thesis, Virginia
Tech provides a highly successful model to
follow. Graduate instruction at the
Hampton Roads Agricultural Research
Extension Center began in 1992 with a pro-
gram leading to the M.S. in horticulture.
Taught in the evenings, courses are offered
in all departments represented at the center.
The faculty stays grounded in all phases of
the industry by balancing their time
between teaching, research and extension.
Working people who not only don’t care to
write a thesis but don’t care about a degree,
can take courses there, too. Dr. Bonnie
Appleton is the graduate coordinator. 

We don’t need no thought control…

Or maybe we do. Let’s face it; our abili-
ty to concentrate and control our thoughts
is not improved by our modern world’s
electronic gadgetry and real-time sensory
overload. Besides, a four-year university
degree and beyond does not fit everyone’s
needs, so there are many other ways to get
extra education in less time. Almost every-
one reading this grew up with a television
in the house, and much of the younger gen-
eration has experience fighting virtual
battles at a mile-a-millisecond in video
games. How can we tame all that technol-
ogy and train it toward learning that will
result in greater job growth and the satis-
faction of understanding more about trees?

Online college courses are one way, and
they are increasingly popular. Professor
Joseph Murray of Blue Ridge Community
College in Weyers Cave, Virginia, reports
that fingers tap quickly on the computer
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When asked what the core of a successful urban forestry program should be, the experts said one word: Arboriculture.
Which only makes sense – before you can understand how to manage many trees, you must first understand how to man-
age one tree. Photo by Nicholas Crawford.
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keyboards when it’s online registration
time for his online course in biology. That
offering typically fills to capacity in less
than three hours. A consulting arborist,
Certified Tree Worker and Certified
Arborist-Utility Specialist, Murray is one
of many college faculty around the country
with real-world work experience worth
seeking out. On the BRCC campus,
Murray has planted a living arboretum
with a rain garden, an assemblage of his-
toric trees, and several research plots
contrasting various pruning styles and
root-zone regulation regimens. Murray’s
arboriculture program offered on campus
has jump started its graduates to successful
careers as certified arborists in the com-
mercial, utility and municipal realms. 

Online education also can work for stu-
dents in states such as North Dakota where
there are long distances to cover. Minot
State University-Bottineau’s Urban
Forestry Technology program is led by
another arborist with considerable field
experience, Robert Underwood. Once
completed, its nine courses comprise a
one-year diploma, and the credits can
transfer to an on-campus AAS or higher
degree program. Underwood’s students
have ranged from a 61-yr old woman who
mailed him more than 100 samples of
herbaceous plants from Philadelphia to sat-
isfy a lab requirement, to a 16-year old
who tackled the Soils course – based on the
same comprehensive textbook, authored
by Philip Craul, as university courses use –
so he would not have to take that course on
campus. Underwood has received forestry
term papers from a student in India, and his
students on this North Dakota campus
were treated to an hour-long description of
the desperate state of forestry in the Sahara
desert, where a load of firewood can cost
half a year’s pay. 

“The huge diversity makes online edu-
cation fascinating,” Underwood says. 

Universities and community colleges
also offer other alternatives to the tradi-
tional semester-long courses. Some offer
credit for weekend courses that prepare for
certification testing. Others are built
around special events, such as a climbing
class. Some manage to cover three credits

of information in just one evening per
week. By connecting with your local
school, you may learn about courses that
work for you without a long-time commit-
ment. You may be able to sit in on a course
to see if it’s right for you. If you can make
the time, full-semester courses can feature
field trips and the chance to meet and learn
from other students in person, week in and
week out, while you are learning together.

No dark sarcasm in the classroom…

Or maybe there will be some light sar-
casm, flavoring of real-life experience in the
field. Not all college courses are dry as the
desert and boring as the emerald ash borer. 

For instance, the Landscape
Design/Build curriculum at Columbus
State Community College in Ohio was
designed with the help of 30 professionals
in the landscape industry. Professionals are
also instructors, to ensure that the material
stays fresh and graduates have skills that
are needed in today’s job market. CSCC
lives up to its motto of offering,
“Education that WORKS.” All graduates
take the full curriculum, so no matter
which of the three they choose to special-
ize in, later they are grounded in Design,
Construction and Plant Health Care. 

The material evidently holds the stu-
dents’ attention – 78 percent of students
who enter the program graduate in the
allotted time, compared to 27 percent of
those entering studies at a nearby universi-
ty. This hybridized, interdisciplinary
approach has several advantages for both

the school – steadier numbers of students
to keep the program running smoothly –
and the student – a broader understanding
of the field, and diversified skills to boost
employability. Combining arboriculture
with nursery, turf maintenance or environ-
mental science has worked for other
schools. Diversification seems to work.

Community colleges that offer special-
ized arboriculture programs often try to
recruit students in high schools, but they
run into two problems. First, the students,
faculty, administrators and counselors are
not always aware of arboriculture, and they
may not have the time to learn about it.
Second, commercial tree care companies
and municipalities continue to hire young
people, show them the basics, and put
them to work. Paying bills right now may
mean more to a potential employee than a
better job later, especially to students who
are not aware of all the money that is avail-
able to them through grants and loans.

Every student should know about
Federal Student Aid, an office of the U.S.
Department of Education that gives
money to students. Federal Student Aid’s
mission is to ensure that all eligible
Americans benefit from federal financial
assistance – grants, loans and work-
study programs – for education beyond
high school. They are the nation’s largest
source of student aid: during the 2005-06
school year alone, they gave about $78
billion in new aid to nearly 10 million
post-secondary students and their fami-
lies. It looks like there is plenty of
money to go around!

For those with a disdain for traditional classroom learning, there are more and more online classes available.



The first step in getting this money is to
go to www.fafsa.ed.gov and fill out the
Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA), the fundamental qualifying form
used for all federal and government-guar-
anteed commercial lenders’ programs – as
well as for many state, regional and private
student aid programs. By filling out the
online or paper FAFSA, applicants start the
process of qualifying for aid. Each year,
approximately 14 million FAFSAs are
processed. With a little help, you can enter
the tree business with more options if you
have some learning under your belt. It’s
like joining the Army – if you go to West
Point first, you have a lot more choices
than if you enlist.

Hey, teacher, leave those kids alone!

Or, maybe teachers can stand back a lit-
tle and watch over students teaching
themselves, as long as they are ready.
Colleges offer independent study and spe-
cial topics options for students who want to
study “outside the box” by looking into a
particular question that is not covered in a
course. Some recent examples of inde-
pendent study topics that arborists have
undertaken: “What is the nature of wood
decay, and can it be managed?”; “How do

sprouts grow from the end of a broken
branch, and can they be trained into safe
branches?”; and, “What are the most
important insect pests in our state, and how
can we control them?” 

There are only two ingredients needed
for successful projects: a motivated student
with a plan, and a faculty member (often a
former professor of the student) who is
willing to guide it. These projects can be
very rewarding, leading to journal publica-
tions and qualifying the student for grants
from the TREE Fund and other sources.

All in all, its just another brick in the

wall…

Or maybe it’s a load of CEU bricks that
help build the wall that holds up your cer-
tification. College courses are often worth
several CEUs per credit hour rather than
per course, so one college course could sat-
isfy years of certification requirements.
And, of course, you can never earn too
many CEUs. 

Human capital works to increase growth
and enable enrichment for the employee,
just as equipment capital such as trucks and
tools work for the employer. Today, we

consider human capital as the sum of edu-
cation, natural talent, training, and
experience. These fundamental assets fill
the fountain from which future fortunes
flow. Adding to our education is like
depositing money in the bank. This process
of training the brain and accumulating
knowledge can be envisioned as stacking
bricks of gold in our own personal Fort
Knox. Shigo again: “Remember, ‘learn’
has ‘earn’ in it. The more you learn, the
more you earn.” Education earns interest as
it’s called upon to help us deal with new
job challenges, and unlike trucks and tools
and other forms of capital, it keeps increas-
ing in value.

All in all, you’re just another brick in

the wall.

But that doesn’t mean there are bricks
in your head. Climbing trees and other
physical aspects of arboriculture can be
fun and profitable, but if you start exercis-
ing your mental muscles early in your
career, you can continue to experience
upward mobility even after your body
tells you to hang up the saddle. This arti-
cle has highlighted just a few of the many
types of programs of higher education that
are available to those who want to grow
into the business of tree care. Shop around
for different higher education opportuni-
ties before you register. Be sure you’re
barking up the right tree, or you may wind
up on the dark side of the moon!

Training and education are the “meat” of
any career, providing the protein that fur-
nishes the strength to advance. We in the
tree business are envied for our ability to
enjoy what we are doing, but we know that
enjoyment is just the icing on the cake, or
chocolate pudding, after we have prepared
and eaten a hearty and nutritious meal.

How can you have your pudding if

you don’t eat your meat?

Guy Philip Meilleur is a consulting
arborist with Better Tree Care in Apex,
N.C., and a lecturer and curator at North
Carolina State University. He was an
instructor in tree physiology at Duke
University and staff arborist at the
University of North Carolina.
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