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Review of the B.A., B.S. in Geography 
45.0701 

 
Context and overview. The B.A., B.S. in Geography program is housed in the Department of Geography-Geology 
within the College of Arts and Sciences. The department also offers a B.S. in Geology, a M.S. in Hydrogeology, and 
minors in environmental studies, geography, and geology. The geography program at Illinois State is the second 
oldest in the United States. The program is designed to prepare students for work as cartographers, planners, location 
analysts, and geographic information specialists and for enrollment in graduate programs and professional schools. 
The program offers both a traditional, non-teaching sequence and a sequence that prepares students for licensing to 
teach geography in elementary and secondary schools. 
 
Self-study process. The self-study process was conducted by geography faculty and staff members over the course of 
the 2013-2014 academic year. Program review participants included tenured and tenure track geography faculty 
members, one part-time non-tenure track faculty member, the geography program advisor, and the department 
chairperson. Regular one-hour meetings were held monthly in the fall semester and then about every two weeks in the 
spring semester. Each meeting focused on a specific topic related to the program review process (e.g., program 
strengths and weaknesses, assessment, comparator and aspirational programs, future program initiatives). Students 
participated in the program review process indirectly through exit surveys administered to graduating seniors by the 
department and University Assessment Services on campus. 

Program curriculum. The curriculum of the B.A., B.S. in Geography program was significantly revised after the 
2006 program review. The curriculum is designed to take a liberal arts approach to the discipline and includes a 
traditional plan of study and a teacher education sequence. All majors are required to complete core courses that cover 
the breadth of the discipline and introduce methodological approaches commonly used by geographers. Traditional 
(non-teacher education) majors may select from among four optional concentrations. Teacher education majors 
follow a more prescriptive curriculum designed to meet teacher licensing requirements in the state. Fulfilling a long-
standing tradition in the department, field experiences are encouraged for all majors, and new courses with field 
components continue to be developed. Seminar in Geography (GEO 315) is the capstone course required of all 
geography majors. Requirements of this course include successful completion of a senior field problem that is an 
intensive research project that incorporates several tools of the geographer’s craft into a carefully prepared essay. 
Students complete another capstone experience appropriate to their sequence. Teacher education majors complete a 
student teaching experience, and traditional majors have, since the late 1980s, been required to complete an off-
campus internship. Few geography programs in the country require an internship, mainly because of the time required 
of faculty to monitor and personalize the experience for each student. Numerous out-of-class opportunities are 
available to students including activities of the Geography Club and the Alpha Chapter of the international geography 
honor society, Gamma Theta Upsilon. 

Program or unit faculty. Faculty of the B.A., B.S. in Geography program includes nine tenure-line professors and 
one non-tenure track faculty member. Faculty members are energetic about their research and discipline and are eager 
to convey to students the importance of geography in addressing challenges in a globalized world. Scholarly 
production by geography faculty members has increased since the last program review. The number of professional 
journal articles has increased 50 percent, and the number of grants has increased 70 percent. Teaching evaluation 
begins with student input through end-of-course questionnaires, continues with peer evaluations for most faculty 
members, and culminates with either a teaching portfolio or annual teaching agenda submitted to the department 
faculty status committee for evaluation. The teaching excellence of four different geography faculty members has 
been recognized through internal or external teaching awards. 
 
Program goals and quality indices. Goals of the B.A., B.S. in Geography program closely align with university 
goals articulated in Educating Illinois, the university strategic plan. Program goals include providing a supportive, 
student-centered educational experience, exposing students to diverse cultures and places, engaging students and 
faculty in collaborative research, and engaging students in communities. Indices of program quality include breadth 
and depth of the curriculum, faculty standing in the discipline through research and service, contributions to the state 
through applied research, and student-faculty collaboration in and outside the classroom. 
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Student learning outcomes assessment plan and process. Assessment of student learning outcomes in the B.A., 
B.S. in Geography program involves eight primary learning goals. Student achievement of those goals is measured 
using four metrics: course assignment grades, responses to the senior field problem, professional practice experiences, 
and participation in professional and cocurricular activities. An exit survey also is administered to students during 
their final semester of the program. 

Specialized accreditation. The discipline of geography does not have an accreditation or certification process for 
undergraduate geography programs. Thus, the traditional geography plan of study in the B.A., B.S. in Geography 
program does not participate in specialized accreditation. However, the teacher education sequence is part of the 
teacher education unit at Illinois State accredited by the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education 
(NCATE). The sequence is also subject to annual review and approval by the Illinois State Educator Preparation and 
Licensure Board. 
 
Responses to recommendation resulting from the previous program review. Numerous changes have been made 
to the B.A., B.S. in Geography program since the 2006 program review. The first priority after that review was 
strengthening the quality of geography faculty. Over the past seven years, the department has hired five geography 
tenure-line faculty members.  Publications, grants, and other scholarly productivity have increased substantially since 
those faculty members were hired, while the quality of teaching has remained strong and has even improved by some 
measures. Strengthening and enhancing the student experience by attracting a greater number of capable students and 
by improving curricular and cocurricular activities was a second priority from the previous program review. The 
program continues to recruit, mentor, and graduate high-quality students. The third priority involved plans to enhance 
the role of the B.A., B.S. in Geography program in advancing the university mission of teaching, research, and service 
and by continuing to develop the Geographic Information Systems and Cartographic Services Laboratory. The 
geography program continues to play an integral role in the General Education program at Illinois State by 
consistently offering courses that serve hundreds of students across campus each semester. Geographic Information 
Systems and Cartographic Services have evolved into the Institute for Geospatial Analysis and Mapping, or 
GEOMAP, with dedicated space and equipment and with affiliated faculty and staff. During the past eight years, 
GEOMAP has assisted clients across campus, in the community, and across the state while generating approximately 
$850,000 in grants and contracts and providing hands-on research and project training for students. 
 
Changes in the academic discipline, field, societal need, and program demand. Employment projections and 
career trends are favorable for geographers. The United States Department of Labor projects 29 percent growth in 
jobs for geographers from 2012 to 2022, a rate significantly higher than the average across all careers. Much of this 
growth is expected in the areas of geospatial technologies and geographic information systems. Like many 
academic disciplines, geography continues to evolve at a rapid pace. Change in the discipline continually 
challenges faculty and staff of the B.A., B.S. in Geography program to adapt the curriculum and how it is taught. 
Since the 2006 program review, faculty has designed optional concentrations in the major subfields of geography 
based on current career demands. 

Major findings of this program review self-study. Through the program review process, faculty of the B.A., B.S. in 
Geography program has identified program strengths as well as opportunities for improvement and growth. Strengths 
include scholarly productivity of faculty and students, a strong sense of community within the program, professional 
development opportunities for students, ample research and field trip experiences, breadth and diversity of the 
curriculum, research opportunities available through the Institute for Geospatial Analysis and Mapping, an extensive 
colloquium series, and collaboration with the Illinois Geographic Alliance, an organization dedicated to the teaching 
of geography in Illinois. Graduates of the B.A., B.S. in Geography program overwhelmingly view the program 
favorably. All respondents to exit surveys in summer and fall 2013 and spring 2014 reported being satisfied or very 
satisfied with their experiences in the program. Eighty-six percent of the respondents felt that the program prepared 
them very well or extremely well for their careers. Aspects of the program targeted by faculty for improvement or 
growth as a result of this program review include participation by students in “high impact” practices such as study 
abroad and the Honors program; education of students about graduate school opportunities, student advisement and 
mentoring opportunities; support for students in the teacher education sequence; coherence in the curriculum; and 
geographic information systems research and education. In addition, faculty and staff plan to explore feasibility of 
offering a master’s program in geography. 
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Initiatives and plans for the next program review cycle. Faculty and staff of the B.A., B.S. in Geography program 
will continue to explore ways to develop identified areas of growth while maintaining program strengths. During the 
next review cycle, faculty and staff will work to expand the number of “high impact” practices such as study abroad, 
field experiences, and Honors program opportunities as well as the number of students who participate in such 
activities; develop and implement recruiting strategies intended to increase the number and racial/ethnic diversity of 
geography majors; enhance the scholarly reputation of the program and its faculty members; and improve advising, 
mentoring, and curriculum development. 

Review Outcome. The Academic Planning Committee, as a result of this review process, finds the B.A., B.S. in 
Geography program to be in Good Standing. 

The Academic Planning Committee thanks the program for an inclusive, participatory self-study process resulting in 
a well-researched, well-written, critical, and forward-looking self-study report. 

The committee recognizes the program for its emphasis on quality individualized student experiences. Program 
faculty continues to modify the curriculum to ensure its currency with developments in the discipline, with recent 
examples including expanded emphasis on geographic information systems, remote sensing, economic geography, 
and quantitative reasoning. The program offers students the choice of a pursuing a broad geography education or a 
specialization through one of four concentrations or the geography teacher education sequence. The program offers 
many out-of-classroom experiences through field work in many courses, cocurricular activities including a robust 
colloquium series, career and post-baccalaureate education counseling, and study abroad. Particularly noteworthy is 
the required capstone field experience unique to undergraduate geography programs in Illinois and one of the few in 
the United States. 

The committee commends faculty members for their attention to quality teaching, as evidenced by annual peer 
review of probationary faculty teaching, incorporation of a teaching self-assessment portfolio in the promotion and 
tenure process, and campus and external teaching awards earned by half of the tenure line faculty members. The 
committee also commends the faculty for its attention to scholarship as evidenced by increases in scholarly 
productivity since the 2006 program review and funding of start-up packages for all new faculty members. The 
number of published research articles by faculty in the program increased 50 percent from 2006 to 2014, while the 
number of grants and contracts increased 73 percent. One of the most significant grant-funded research initiatives 
since 2006 has been establishment of the Institute for Geospatial Analysis and Mapping (GEOMAP). The institute 
supports research by faculty in numerous programs at the University in addition to geography and provides practical 
research and applied training experience to geography students. The committee also recognizes faculty members for 
their service to the discipline, university, and community through community outreach projects, contributions to the 
General Education program including the recent program revision process, and participation on numerous 
professional boards and associations. 

The committee recognizes the program for its ongoing commitment to meaningful and effective student learning 
outcomes assessment through its 2007 rewrite of the assessment plan and subsequent revisions. Continuing work 
with University Assessment Services to streamline the plan, fine tune rubrics, and incorporate assessment of out-of-
class experiences will further the effectiveness and sustainability of program assessment. 

The self-study report recognizes the need to further diversify the student body with respect to gender and 
race/ethnicity. The committee commends the program for its continuing efforts to do so, through its participation in 
the Association of American Geographers ALIGNED Project, development of a diversity plan through that project, 
and contributions to the Expanding Your Horizons conference for girls interested in mathematics or science. 

Six-year graduation rates for students entering the program as first-time-in-college students consistently exceed the 
rate across all undergraduate programs at the University. However, of first-time-in-college students graduating from 
the program during the last five fiscal years, the percentage graduating in four years or less has consistently been 
lower than the university-wide average (e.g., 40.0 percent in 2012 versus 63.9 percent, 25.0 percent in 2013 versus 
60.5 percent, and 9.1 percent in 2014 versus 64.3 percent). These differences merit further analysis. Potential 
reasons for the differences may include the small number of first-time-in-college students entering the program 
(perhaps skewing the percentages) and the high number of internal transfer students served by the program. The 
Academic Planning Committee asks program faculty to further investigate time-to-degree and to  
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report its findings in a report submitted by the Department of Geography-Geology to the Office of the Provost by 
December 1, 2015. 

Recommendations. The Academic Planning Committee makes the following recommendations to be addressed 
within the next regularly scheduled review cycle. In the next program review self-study, tentatively due October 1, 
2022, the committee asks the program to describe actions taken and results achieved for each recommendation. 

 Continue periodic, systematic review of the curriculum, informed by results of student learning outcomes 
assessment, and promote coherence across the curriculum by implementing strategies for faculty members to 
share information regarding course content. 

 Develop and implement a process for systematic assessment of the geography and environmental studies 
minors. 

 Develop and implement strategies to encourage participation of all students in the numerous out-of-class 
experiences offered by the program intended to help students develop professionally; among the approaches to 
pursue is expanding study abroad opportunities and increasing student participation in them. 

 Examine possible reasons for low pass rates by geography teacher education students on state licensing 
examinations, including curricular factors; then develop and implement strategies for increasing those rates. 

 Explore feasibility of increasing enrollment in the environmental studies minor and establishing an 
environmental studies major. 

 Explore feasibility of establishing a master’s program in geography or environmental studies. 

 Work collaboratively with the Milner Library geography specialist to further integrate library resources and 
services into the curriculum, including formally integrating information literacy instruction in core courses; in 
making this recommendation, the committee recognizes past challenges the program may have had 
collaborating with the library due to turnover in library faculty serving the program. 

 Continue to look to aspirational programs regionally and nationally for guidance in addressing program 
concerns and initiatives such as student recruitment, diversity of the student body, curriculum design, student 
participation in cocurricular activities, and consideration of a graduate program in geography or environmental 
studies. 

 Continue to utilize data collected through program assessment to make program improvements and document 
how that has been addressed. 
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