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Review of the M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics 
45.0601 

 
Context and overview. The M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics program is housed in the Department of Economics 
within the College of Arts and Sciences. The department also offers a B.A., B.S. in Economics and an economics 
minor. The M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics program emphasizes application of basic economic theory and 
statistical techniques to solve problems commonly faced by decision makers. Students completing the program are 
qualified to seek employment as research analysts, managers and management consultants, and professional 
economists. The program also prepares students interested in pursuing doctoral study in economics or allied 
disciplines. 
 
Self-study process. The program review self-study process for the M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics program was 
initiated by the department in spring 2013. The graduate program director, working in consultation with the graduate 
program review committee, was responsible for drafting the self-study report. Faculty members were consulted 
throughout the process for their input. Current students and alumni were surveyed in spring 2014 to measure their 
perceptions of and satisfaction with the overall program and several specific aspects of it, including the quality of 
instruction, program requirements, understanding career options after graduation, skill sets acquired through the 
program, and the quality of advising. Faculty members were asked to review and comment on drafts of the self-study 
report, and the final version was completed in early September 2014. 

Program curriculum. The M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics program offers a flexible, intellectually challenging, 
and professionally rewarding education opportunity. The program is built on three nationally-recognized principles: 
solid training in economic theory and its application to real-world problems, strong emphasis on quantitative and 
statistical methods and their applications to economics, and strong and effective verbal and written communication 
skills. Students may choose a concentration in applied economics, such as international trade or economic 
development, or one of three sequences. The electricity, natural gas, and telecommunications economics sequence 
combines training in basic economic theory and statistical methods with specialized training in the theory, history, 
and institutions pertaining to the economics of regulation. Students in this sequence have the opportunity to gain 
practical experience as an intern with an employer in the telecommunications, electricity, or natural gas industries or 
with an appropriate government agency. The sequence is associated with the Institute for Regulatory Policy Studies 
hosted by the Department of Economics. The applied community and economic development sequence is a 
multidisciplinary program offered in collaboration with the Adlai Stevenson II Center for Community and Economic 
Development at Illinois State. This sequence is designed for volunteers with either the Peace Corps or domestic non-
profit community development organizations who wish to acquire graduate-level training to complement their 
experiences. Students in this sequence complete an 11-month internship with a community development or non-profit 
organization during their second year in the program. Financial economics is the newest of the three sequences, 
having been established during this past program review cycle. This sequence is offered in collaboration with the 
Department of Finance, Insurance, and Law within the College of Business. In addition to core courses in economics, 
students take at least eight credit hours in finance-related courses. All plans of study require at least 34 credit hours. 
Both thesis and non-thesis options are available. 

Program or unit faculty. The Department of Economics has 13 tenure track faculty members with doctorates and 
five non-tenure track faculty members. All tenure track faculty members have significant and active research 
agendas, with their work published in peer-reviewed academic journals. Senior faculty members are nationally 
recognized in their respective areas of expertise based on their publication record, journal refereeing, and requests to 
organize sessions at professional conferences. Research efforts of junior faculty are quickly being recognized in the 
profession as well. Several faculty members have received university research grants as well external grants from 
such government agencies as the United States Department of Energy, United States Department of Labor, and the 
United States Department of Agriculture. Faculty members are actively engaged in outreach through contract 
projects with the Institute for Regulatory Policy Studies and the Adlai Stevenson II Center for Community and 
Economic Development. Faculty members are regular presenters and participants at professional conferences both 
domestically and internationally. The department embraces an international perspective through collaborative 
agreements with several universities and institutes abroad. The department also hosts a number of visiting scholars 
from around the globe in its workshop and seminar series. 
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Program goals and quality indices. The goals of the M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics program are to provide a 
rigorous program known nationally and internationally, to promote scholarship by faculty and students, and to 
contribute to the public mission of the University by providing services internally and externally. Faculty works to 
achieve program goals in ways that uphold university core values: pursuit of learning and scholarship, individualized 
attention, diversity, integrity, and civic engagement. Indicators used by faculty to assess program quality relative to 
peer and benchmark institutions include program demand, rigor of program admission requirements, diversity of the 
student population, curricula rigor, curricula depth, faculty credentials, and contributions by faculty and students to 
scholarship of the discipline. 

Student learning outcomes assessment plan and process. The student learning outcomes assessment plan for the 
M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics program envisions that, by the time of graduation, students are able to effectively 
access existing knowledge, evaluate current economic thought and its policy implications, critically evaluate scholarly 
research in economics and allied fields, articulate a research agenda, and create/advance knowledge in economics. 
Assessment data regarding student learning are collected by faculty through course examinations and projects, a 
semester-long capstone or thesis project, employer satisfaction with student interns, , and surveys of students and 
alumni. Assessment results are used to guide program revisions. 

Specialized accreditation. There is no accreditation for the economics graduate program. 
 
Responses to recommendation resulting from the previous program review. The 2006 program review resulted 
in five recommendations by the Academic Planning Committee for program improvement: continue efforts to recruit 
a more diverse student population, continue efforts to enhance the cultural and gender diversity of faculty, continue to 
develop strategic planning processes linked to department and program goals and that involve all faculty members, 
continue efforts to identify benchmark programs and program qualities to which the M.A., M.S. in Applied 
Economics program can aspire beyond qualities related to curriculum, and continue efforts to establish closer 
relationships with industry to enhance student awareness of career opportunities. Since the 2006 program review, 
department efforts to increase diversity among students have succeeded. Among fall 2013 students, 52 percent were 
female, 38 percent were East or Southeast Asian, and 14 percent were Black/African American. The department has 
also expanded efforts to attract more domestic students but has had limited success. New faculty hires since the last 
program review have included two women and one of Hispanic background. Furthermore, more than half of current 
faculty members have international backgrounds, representing China, Greece, Honduras, India, Iran, and Turkey. The 
department will consider further diversification of faculty in future hiring. With regard to planning, the department 
has developed processes that link to department and program goals and that allow involvement by all faculty 
members. Changes resulting from implementation of those processes include incorporating a research project in all 
graduate courses and encouraging participation of faculty in supervising capstone or thesis projects and internships. 
One component of the program review self-study during this cycle involved extensive analyses of comparator and 
aspirational programs, as recommended by the Academic Planning Committee in 2006. The analyses will inform 
program modifications in the coming years. Regarding external relations, program faculty has been particularly 
successful in establishing closer relationships with industry to benefit students in the electricity, natural gas, and 
telecommunications economics sequence and with government agencies to the benefit of students in the applied 
community and economic development sequence. 
 
Changes in the academic discipline, field, societal need, and program demand. According to the United States 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, demand for economists is expected to increase 14 percent from 2012 to 2022. That 
growth rate is higher than the rate for other social sciences. Businesses and organizations across many industries 
are relying more on economic analysis and quantitative methods to analyze and forecast business, sales, and other 
economic trends. While demand for economists is expected to grow in the private sector, demand is expected to 
decline in the public sector, especially with the federal government. With regard to educating future economists, 
the discipline has moved toward greater emphasis on quantitative methods and communication skills, shorter 
time-to-degree, and more concentrations. There has also been an increase in the number of terminal master’s 
degree programs at Ph.D.-granting institutions. Most of the new programs are designed to be completed within 12 
months and require advanced courses in calculus and statistics. 

Major findings of this program review self-study. Student demand for the M.A., M.S. in Applied Economics 
program has remained strong since the 2006 program review. Fall enrollment has consistently been at or near 40 
students. The student population has been diverse with respect to gender and nationality. More than 50 percent of 
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students are female. Seventy percent of students are from other countries. Some have received financial support from 
their government, employer, the Fulbright Association, or some other international organization. Employment 
opportunities for program graduates are expected to remain strong for the near future. Regarding program 
enhancements, the department may consider further improvements to quantitative aspects of the curriculum by adding 
mathematical economics to the core requirements. The department may also revisit its arrangements with the 
Department of Finance, Insurance, and Law with regard to courses in the financial economics sequence. 

Initiatives and plans for the next program review cycle. Through work done on the program review self-study, 
the Department of Economics has identified several initiatives that require further attention during the next program 
review cycle. Program faculty will need to review the financial economics sequence, particularly arrangements with 
the College of Business for providing finance courses to students in the sequence. Given emphasis in aspirational 
programs on quantitative methods, faculty needs to explore the advantages and disadvantages of offering an 
additional three-hour course in mathematical economics. While total enrollment has been stable, the department 
needs to pursue initiatives to address recent decline in the enrollment of domestic students. The latest survey of 
students and alumni suggests satisfaction with course offerings; quality of instruction; course requirements; 
intellectual challenge; development of writing, quantitative, communication, decision-making, and technological 
skills; understanding of other cultures; preparation for graduate study and employment; and the program overall. 
There is, however, some dissatisfaction with awareness of careers and employment opportunities and with 
cocurricular opportunities including internships. The department intends to study new initiatives for establishing 
closer relationships and developing internship opportunities with numerous industries including banking and 
finance. 

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

The Academic Planning Committee thanks the program for its critical and analytical approach to program review. 
Particularly noteworthy is the extensive analysis of comparator and aspirational programs. 

The committee commends program faculty for developing and maintaining a curriculum with numerous plans of 
study, including the new sequence in financial economics. As a result, the program is more flexible than comparator 
programs in Illinois in its ability to accommodate student interests and career goals. Plans of study are 
multidisciplinary and incorporate opportunities for active participation in research and field experiences. Through 
the electricity, natural gas, and telecommunications economics sequence, students have opportunities to gain 
valuable experience working with the Institute for Regulatory Policy Studies at Illinois State, industry partners, and 
government agencies. Through the applied community and economic development sequence, students complete a 
year-long internship in the non-profit sector or an assignment with the Peace Corps. Illinois State consistently ranks 
among the top ten Peace Corps Master’s International schools nationwide based on enrollment in the sequence. The 
new sequence in financial economics provides students with the opportunity to prepare for careers as economic 
analysts in banking and financial markets. Students in all plans of study complete a thesis or capstone project. 
Despite the rigor of the program, students routinely complete the program within two years. 

The committee recognizes program faculty members for their contributions to the discipline nationally and 
internationally through their research and service. The committee commends faculty members for their research 
productivity and for their success obtaining external funding to support their research and outreach initiatives. From 
Fiscal 2009 to Fiscal 2013, economics faculty received nearly $1 million annually in new grant funding. Through a 
variety of sources, including grant funding, every faculty member is able to retain a graduate assistant, benefitting 
both faculty and students. 

The committee thanks the program for its outreach and service to the community, the state, and industry partners 
through its Institute for Regulatory Policy Studies. The committee recognizes program faculty for their commitment 
to sustainable communities through their co-sponsorship of the Center for Renewable Energy at Illinois State. The 
committee also recognizes contributions of the program to internationalizing the University by building a diverse 
faculty with representation from ten foreign countries and by recruiting international students to the program. 

The committee acknowledges the program for its work to develop a structure for a methodologically-sound student 
learning outcomes assessment plan. The committee asks faculty to work with University Assessment Services to  
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continue refining the plan by identifying methods of direct assessment (e.g., assignments in core courses) and of 
tracking alumni and then establishing a structure and process for systematic review, analysis, and use of assessment 
data by the department. The committee asks the Department of Economics to submit a refined student learning 
outcomes assessment plan for the program to the Office of the Provost by December 1, 2015. The committee further 
asks program faculty to implement its refined assessment plan during the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 academic years 
and to document results of its efforts in a second assessment follow-up report to the Office of the Provost. The 
committee asks the department to submit the second assessment report by October 1, 2018. 

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. 

 Develop and implement a plan for enrolling more domestic students in the program, including students self-
identifying with groups traditionally underrepresented at the University and in the discipline; one strategy 
faculty might explore is expanding recruitment of outstanding undergraduate students in economics and allied 
disciplines at the University and at other Illinois universities interested in the master’s as their terminal degree. 

 Continue efforts to refine the curriculum to meet student needs and address changes in the discipline by 
collaborating with the College of Business to improve access to required courses offered by the Department of 
Finance, Insurance, and Law and by exploring the advantages and disadvantages of fortifying quantitative 
aspects of the program. 

 Collaborate with the new economics subject specialist at Milner Library to ensure availability of sufficient and 
appropriate resources and services to support the curriculum and faculty research. 

 Build on successful efforts to expand racial/ethnic diversity among faculty members by continuing to recruit for 
gender diversity. 

 Devise and implement strategies for developing continuity in administrative roles within the program and 
department. 

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

 Building on elements of the program review self-study, follow-up report, and actions taken to address these 
program review recommendations, compile a new strategic plan for the department and its programs. 
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