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Practicum Reaction

My practicum, Field Research on the Humpback Whale, was an amazing experience.  The purpose of this internship was to research the effects of boat noise on the humpback whales in their Hawaiian breeding grounds.  From an overlook point in Maui, Hawaii, I observed whale behavior for two weeks.  I spent four-hour shifts each day with a small group of student-interns observing the humpback whale behavior before, during, and after boats came within ½ mile radius of a targeted whale pod.  


In the beginning of my freshman year, I found this internship through the Lifelink email listserv.  The Lifelink listserv is a University of Maryland College of Chemical and Life Sciences listserv that promotes many activities around campus as well as provides information on local and worldwide internship opportunities.  I decided this would be a good opportunity for me to get first-hand experience working in the field and also it would be a nice vacation over winter break.  I contacted the site supervisor, Dr. Marsha Green, through the information provided from the listserv and applied for the internship. To apply for this internship go to http://www.oceanmammalinst.com/internship.html.


The internship in Maui spanned two weeks.  I worked in a group of four interns.  Our job was to observe humpback whale behavior from a specified overlook-point for four hours per day.  We would alternate taking the morning and afternoon shift.  During our observation periods, we all were required to find a pod of humpback whales and follow their behavior until we lost sight of the pod. 

During the observation periods, we each had specific duties, which were rotated among us every day.  Two members of the group used binoculars to locate a pod of whales, follow it, and report the specific behaviors of the pod.  Another member of the group used an instrument called a theodolite.  This instrument is used to determine the precise coordinates of the pod of whales and incoming boats.  The final member of the group recorded the down-time (the amount of time the whale(s) spent underwater), the coordinates, and the behavior of each member of the pod.  

After our observation periods, we would plot the coordinates of specific pods and boats.  We determined specific periods (before, during, and after boat impact) when one or more boats came within ½ mile of the targeted pod.  During each of these periods, we compared the down-times of the whales in the pods.  We later wrote a research paper describing the overall effect of boat-noise impacts on humpback whales.  

During my practicum, I learned extensive amounts of information regarding marine biology, animal-social behavior, and governmental policies.  After our observation periods, we had a two-hour lecture each night, which were supplemented by readings that focused on the topic of the night.  The lectures were separated into three-sections.  The first part of our lectures focused on the biology and anatomy of the humpback whale.  This section also focused on why the whales have a problem with the noise emitted from the boat engines as well as why prolonged down-time has negative effects on their population.  The second part of our lectures focused on how humpback whales and other whale species interact with each other socially in pods.  We had very long discussions debating the reasons that humpback whales sing during mating season.  The last part of our class focused on the policies that have been implemented that either help or hinder the growth of many whale species.  I also learned many beneficial techniques in observational field studies of animals.

During my practicum presentation, I learned to be aware of certain printing issues when creating posters.  When I created the background for my poster on my computer, it was very transparent and the words on my poster were clearly visible.  I learned that even if the poster looks great on your computer, it might not turn out that way when it is printed and some things are out of your control.  The poster background appeared much darker than it had on my computer screen.

Overall, my practicum was a life-changing experience.  I gained a greater appreciation for the world around me as well as what I can do as an individual to help protect our oceans and especially our planet.  I also have learned to be more skeptical of the information I am provided via news stations, newspapers, and other media.  People are unaware of the many activities they do that harm the environment.  I was able to gain a better grasp on these human problems and their effect on nature.

When I left for my internship in Hawaii, I was majoring in Neurobiology and Physiology with the hopes of applying to medical school someday.  After my internship, I changed my major to Environmental Science and Policy with a concentration in Biodiversity and Conservation.  As a child, I was extremely interested in the ocean.  Through my practicum, I was able to rediscover my affinity for the ocean and now my future goal is to become a marine biologist.  I am hoping to pursue a PhD in specialized area in marine biology and contribute to the scientific community by helping conserve and protect the remaining species in the oceans.  If it were not for my practicum, I would not be in my current major and thoroughly enjoying the classes I am presently taking.  

