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While at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 

where he majored in Natural Resources and 

Environmental Sciences, Michael Baranski, Saint Joseph 

High School Class of ’95 and recent inductee into the 

school’s Sports Hall of Fame, had priorities. 

 

“I volunteered and interned wherever I could. I was looking for as much experience as possible 

in my field.” 

 

One of those experiences took him to the McHenry County Conservation District, where he 

assisted a scientist surveying wetland birds. 

 

“We sat in a canoe in the middle of Elizabeth Lake wetlands, and as the sun rose over the cattails 

the birds started to sing. As inexperienced as I was with birds, I watched in amazement as she 

wrote down the names of all the species she heard.  My paper was blank.   

 

“Sensing my frustration, the next day she handed me a tape of bird songs. I listened to the tape 

over and over and I became obsessed with familiarizing myself with every sound birds make.”  

 

That obsession acted as wings for Baranski’s career as he has flown around the country, finally 

landing him in the Florida Everglades, where he works for the South Florida Water Management 

District. Michael’s job is to study wading birds.  

 

Before his current job, he worked for the 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 

Commission for seven years, studying the 

endangered red-cockaded woodpecker.  

Part of his duties enabled him to become a 

wildland firefighter to conduct prescribed 

burns for habitat improvement. 

 

Close to completing his seventh year in 

the Everglades, Baranski has found his 

passion, working hard to manage and 

protect the local ecosystem. 

 

“One of the areas for which I’m responsible for is Lake Okeechobee. While I do a lot of my 

observations from a helicopter, I’m often dropped into remote areas to study the nesting habits of 

wading birds such as herons, egrets, spoonbills, and storks.  

 



“My job is to study how birds respond to a variety of changes in environmental conditions.  We 

use them as an indicator of ecosystem health and as a guide to management and restoration 

efforts.” 

 

What was once a spectacle of avian life, the Everglades’ wading bird population has decreased 

substantially since the early 1900s due to overhunting for the plume trade and alterations to the 

landscape.  Other pressures on ecosystems in the area include urban development, exploitation of 

natural resources, climate change, and pollution. 

 

“Overdevelopment has taken a toll on many ecosystems. My job is to analyze these changes and 

recommend proper management and conservation strategies for the preservation of wildlife and 

their habitats.” 

 

Baranski said that he needed experience to get to where he is today. 

 

“I took a number of temporary and seasonal jobs to build up my resume.” 

 

After graduating from the University of Illinois, Baranski worked for the Michigan Natural 

Features Inventory, studying threatened and endangered species, and then in north suburban 

Gurnee for a consulting firm whose focus was on lake ecosystems. More was needed besides the 

work experience, however. 

 

“I decided I needed an advanced degree as well. I researched and found that the University of 

Louisiana at Monroe was offering research assistantships to help pay tuition as well as funding to 

manage my own project. There I studied the effects of the logging industry on neo-tropical 

migratory birds, with the goal being to discover the least destructive effects on the environment 

the industry could use.” 

 

Another discovery Baranski made in graduate school was his soon-to-be wife, Rebekah Gibble, 

who was working on her doctorate in environmental toxicology.  

 

After completing his master’s degree in biology, with an emphasis on ornithology in 2005, 

Baranski stayed in the area while Gibble finished her degree. There he became involved in a 

project with the Nature Conservancy, attempting to rediscover the ivory-billed woodpecker, 

which was thought to be extinct.          

 

Not long after that experience, Baranski worked at Fort Hood, a U. S. Army post in Texas, where 

he studied the effects of military operations on two endangered species of songbirds. 

 

From there Baranski and his wife moved to Florida, where 

Gibble now works for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

Gibble is a supervisory biologist who oversees a national 

wildlife refuge and helps coordinate management activities 

for the Greater Everglades ecosystem. 

 

 Meanwhile, Baranski continues to get wet and dirty among 

those he’s trying to protect.  

 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way. I am very lucky in that I love what I do.” 



 

Baranski is also an adjunct professor at Palm Beach State College, and for the past nine years has 

been teaching environmental science and mentoring young biologists.   

 

Michael and Rebekah have three budding biologists of their own: Oliver, Ramona, and Delia.   

 

Congratulations, Michael, on following your passion and holding on to your dream! 

 


