










Honors student 
Logan Whiles’s 
youthful fascination 
with big cats led him  
to an international  
zoo research project
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Whiles, a 21-year-old from Bristol, did consider other 
schools, but a place in the Honors College was too good 
to refuse. “After looking into all of the perks offered by the 
Honors College and the Buchanan Fellowship, including 
the support in developing independent research at an 
undergraduate level, I decided I couldn’t pass up the 
opportunities MTSU had to offer,” he said.

Whiles’s collaboration with the Nashville Zoo came 
about when he contacted Karen Rice, the zoo’s carnivore 
supervisor, to ask about possible research opportunities 
with his “favorite furballs,” as he calls them.

“Logan came into this process very prepared and well 
informed,” Rice said. “He had already done so much 
research and knew a lot about clouded leopards and the 
studies and research being done with the species.”

Because the clouded leopard is at high risk of extinction 
in the wild, zoos in several nations have begun to breed and 
raise them. Those efforts have been somewhat successful, 
but there are challenges. With captive breeding, the leopards 
have exhibited stress-related behavior such as pacing, hiding, 
tail biting, and fur plucking.

By studying stress hormones in the captive animals, 
Whiles and others in the field hope to not only provide 

the animals with a more comfortable environment and life 
experience but also to perfect breeding protocols in order 
to increase numbers and protect the species. 

Since the Nashville Zoo is a member of the Thailand 
Clouded Leopard Consortium (a program focused on 
saving the species through breeding programs at zoos), Rice 
saw the research project as a win-win-win opportunity—for 
Whiles, the zoo, and the leopards.

“We have found that hand-rearing clouded leopards 
is a very successful method to reduce mortality in cubs 
and stress in the species and allows us to do successful 
introductions without male aggression toward the females,” 
said Rice. “I was hoping that we could somehow document 
what we know. If we could then present this information, 
maybe others would not be as hesitant or critical of the 
hand-rearing method and get on board.”

The collaboration with Whiles also allows the zoo to 
fulfill an important part of its mission: to serve as a learning 
resource.

“By working with students, I hope that we can pass on 
our passion for the work while exposing students to the 
opportunities that exist in the zoo field,” said Rice.

The Perfect Setting

continued on next page
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Whiles completed an internship at the zoo this past 
summer, performing general work in the carnivore 
department and developing a survey for his project. The 
survey went out in May 2015 to 40 zoos, asking for data 
on their clouded leopard populations, including hormonal 
measures (if available) as well as cub survival rates and 
information on the general health of the animals. Whiles also 
hopes to collaborate with and obtain additional information 
on clouded leopard populations at Zoo Miami; Point 
Defiance Zoo and Aquarium in Tacoma, Wash.; and Lowry 
Park Zoo in Tampa, Fla.

“The more animals, the more data, the more reliable 
the results,” Whiles said. “I hope to present my results to 
the Clouded Leopard Species Survival Plan, a committee 
organized by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums to 
efficiently manage its captive clouded leopard population.” 

Though he is excited to be involved in the project, Whiles 
admits it’s challenging. “Right now, I feel in over my head—
but in a good way. It’s an experience I thought I might never 
have,” he said.

Whiles is on track to graduate in spring 2016. After that, he 
hopes to earn a year of funded research as a Fulbright Scholar.

He may well get that chance. For six consecutive years, 
MTSU has had two or more Fulbright winners (a total of 13) 
and was one of just 108 colleges and universities recognized by 
the Chronicle of Higher Education for producing Fulbright 
International Scholars in 2013, ranked alongside Duke, Harvard, 
and Yale. (No other Tennessee institution made that list.) 

If selected for the Fulbright, Whiles’s goal is to go to 
Thailand and continue his study of clouded leopards in their 
native habitat.

“I hope to get realistic experience in remote fieldwork 
before I pursue my education any further,” said Whiles, who 
has his sights set on earning a master’s and perhaps even a 
Ph.D. in wildlife ecology. 

Regarding his professional ambitions, Whiles said he simply 
wants to “balance being a scientist with being someone who 
just likes being around animals.”  MTSU

Producing Results
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For tickets, visit www.mtsu.edu/mtsuarts or call 1-888-71-TICKETS.
MTSU student tickets are FREE with student ID at the box office.

September 30–
October 9, 2015

7:30 p.m.

November 4–8, 2015
7:30 p.m.

November 19–21, 2015
7:30 p.m.

February 24–28, 2016
7:30 p.m.

March 31–April 2, 2016
7:30 p.m.

April 20–24, 2016
7:30 p.m.

TUCKER THEATRE EVENTS
Boutwell Dramatic Arts Building


