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The Department of Geography & Environmental Science self-study provides an overview of the program’s past and 
current status, contributions, and commitment to the University of Hawai‘i at Hilo, it students, and the Hilo 
community.   The document recognizes and describes the challenges faced by the department in recent years and 
suggests some ideas that promise to promote and document greater student success in the Geography & 
Environmental Science program.   That the program is very important to the University’s strategic mission and that it 
is struggling with fewer faculty than its major numbers might recommend are significant themes throughout this self-
study.   
 
Assessment 
The undergraduate program in Geography & Environmental Science has been involved in core competency 
assessment since 2013, and the self-study provides examples of these efforts.  These assessments have focused on 
the capstone course, GEOG 495, and provide data that is followed by faculty responses designed to “close the loop” 
in the areas of written communication, information literacy, and oral communication.   The faculty have used these 
results to take positive action in coordinating, standardizing, and focusing their requirements across all courses, with 
special attention to key methods and capstone courses.  For instance, a revised rubric for written communication was 
developed by the department faculty and implemented in the assessment for GEOG 495 in the fall of 2021.   The 
results of this, more recent, assessment were used to implement a series of changes within the capstone course to 
address any identified issues.   This level of discussion, reflection, and active response by the department’s faculty 
promises to increase student performance and success throughout the program.     
 
Additional positive steps taken by the department with regard to assessment for written communication include 
meetings with the Department of English faculty to discuss the assignments and syllabi for ENG 225 – Writing for 
Science and Technology and ENG 287 – Introduction to Rhetoric.  This was part of an effort to better understand 
what Geography students have been exposed to with regard to formal scientific writing before they enroll in the 
capstone course.   A new departmental style guide is being created to provide majors with a unified document 
outlining expectations for formal writing assignments across all of their Geography classes.   The department has 
also undertaken the development of a new 200-level course focused on qualitative methods and designed to provide 
students with an opportunity to develop their writing and analytical skills before they enroll in GEOG 495.   
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The department has recently submitted program learning outcomes and curriculum matrices per program learning 
outcome (PLO), as well as program-specific rubrics for the program.  It plans to undertake a more regular schedule 
of assessment in its capstone course and also in lower-level courses such as GEOG 201, as it is a requirement for all 
majors.  The faculty plans to modify the rubric for capstone assessment and develop a new assessment rubric for 
GEOG 201.   This recent progress is commendable and should be encouraged to continue, with institutional support 
for these efforts wherever possible.   
 
 
Course Scheduling 
The Geography & Environmental Science Department contributes significantly to the General Education curriculum 
at UH Hilo.   As the self-study states, Geography & Environmental Science GE courses tend to enroll at or near their 
capacity and attract students from within and outside of the major.  Considering the reduction in the department’s 
faculty in recent years, the consistency of major counts over a decade is a positive indication of strong student 
demand for the program over time.  The department acknowledges a decrease in overall SSH during the same ten-
year period of declining UH Hilo enrollment.    
 
For several years, the program has been functioning with a reduced number of full-time faculty, and therefore, 
offering fewer courses than in the past.  The department notes that its courses attract students from outside the 
College in STEM majors and are also popular with many students in Hawaiian Studies.  Average class size is around 
20, with a slight decline in very recent years.  The student-faculty ratio has declined in recent years as well.  The 
department has made a concerted effort to offer more Writing Intensive (WI) courses designed to meet the need for 
additional student writing practice, and the data demonstrate this significant increase in the percentage FTE for WI 
courses.   
 
 
Financial 
As with all CAS departments, most of the expense in the Geography and Environmental Science program is 
personnel.  While the department was able to hire one tenure-track Assistant Professor in 2019 to replace several 
retirements in preceding years, the current System-wide faculty hiring restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 
budget crisis has made the hiring of additional full-time and tenure-track faculty significantly more difficult.    
 
The Department of Geography and Environmental Science’s cost per degree is one of the lowest in the College of 
Arts & Sciences.   As is the case with most CAS departments, spending has decreased in recent years, and 
fluctuations in spending are likely the result of both the variation in summer teaching revenue allocations and the 
increased distribution of College funding directly to departments and faculty for student success and faculty 
professional development initiatives since 2017.     
  
 
Faculty Productivity and Service 
The four full-time faculty with tenure-track appointments in the Department of Geography & Environmental Science 
are expected to engage in scholarly activity and service.   Based upon the information provided in the CVs included 
in the self-study, and considering the heavy teaching responsibilities they assume, the Geography & Environmental 
Science faculty are very productive in their research, publishing, and service contributions.   Scholarly activity on the 
part of the faculty is documented in the self-study’s appendices. 
 
Grant activity by members of the department total millions of dollars and contribute significantly to the range of 
academic opportunities available to our students and to student success in general.   Few other departments in the 
College approach this level of professional development and extramural grant funding.   Virtually all full-time 
faculty members are also actively engaged in University service and in community service as well.  This is 
exceptionally beneficial for the College and the University, considering the program’s importance within the local 
community and the unique connection and interaction it provides between the University and members of the 
Hawai‘i Island community in particular.   The College and the University benefit significantly from the department’s 
interaction and engagement with various communities, agencies, and groups located on Hawai‘i Island, throughout 
the state, and across the Pacific.   
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Virtually all full-time faculty members are also actively engaged in University service and community service as 
well.  Particular areas of service include sustainability and Earth Day coordination and events.  The faculty regularly 
plan and organize excursions, field trips, and events focused on their students, classes, and the unique geography of 
Hawai‘i.  These student-centered opportunities include collaboration with community groups, nonprofits, and 
government agencies, providing high-impact experiences for Geography and Environmental Science majors.   
 
Student Success 
Students majoring in Geography and Environmental Science are most often passionate about their program and 
strongly support the faculty and courses that make up their major.  While the number of undergraduate degrees 
conferred in recent years has declined slightly, the department graduated a record thirty-eight students during the 
2019-2020 academic year.         
 
The self-study indicates that the Geography and Environmental Science program generally enrolls higher rates of 
Native Hawaiian and Pell Grant recipient students than the UH Hilo campus as a whole, demonstrating that the 
department is leading the way toward the goals of the new campus strategic plan.   The focus on student success 
among the faculty is demonstrated in the many ways in which they create enhanced learning opportunities for their 
students by advocating for support, leading academic groups, and creating outstanding field experiences in many 
classes.       
 
The recently revised curriculum matrices and program-specific rubrics will help significantly with programmatic 
assessment and the documentation of student success going forward.  In addition, this unification of student learning 
outcomes should encourage even greater collaboration across the Department in the future, resulting in an even more 
cohesive and stronger program overall.    
 
 
Recommendations 
The Department of Geography & Environmental Science has identified many of the issues that have potentially been 
affecting student performance and success in certain areas and has held discussions and taken steps that should help 
to improve student enrollment and success going forward.   The current pandemic has compounded the challenges 
faced by the program, as is true of most other programs in the College, yet the average class size in the program’s 
courses has held steady.  Steps already taken with regard to programmatic assessment demonstrate a commitment to 
student success and a path toward a more assessable major.   
 
Significant progress has been made with regard to reviving and reinvigorating assessment within the program, and 
the key moving forward will be continued and energetic attention to the stated assessment plan as a foundation for 
collective work among the faculty.   The recent creation of matrices and a rubric for program learning outcomes will 
serve as the basis for programmatic assessment in a variety of Geography courses, and has already engaged all of the 
faculty in productive interaction around student success.    
 
The description of future goals included in the self-study represents a positive outlook on the part of the program 
faculty and should aid in encouraging more students to consider a major, minor, or certificate in Geography & 
Environmental Science.   As the self-study suggests, a return to more face-to-face classes and reinstituting field trips 
as a regular component of the department’s curriculum are a goal of the faculty moving forward and will help the 
program to focus on experiential learning.    
   
In general, the use of quantitative data for programs would be much more valuable to departments and reviewers if it 
were readily available in a standardized form that the institution could certify was correct and uniform across all 
units of the University.   References within several self-studies to disparities within the data, as well as some 
seemingly incorrect information noticed by this reviewer, call into question all reviews and conclusions based upon 
it.  Greater efforts should be made to provide an agreed upon set of quantitative measures for each program as a 
starting point for self-studies and all subsequent reviews.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
In addition, and with regard specifically to assessment, I recommend that the institution provide a centralized 
mechanism for collecting student artifacts and assessment information for each department and program.   It is clear 
that assessment at UH Hilo has been progressing slowly, in part due to the fact that each small department is 
expected to maintain and move its process forward on its own and, essentially, without much institutional support.  
This decentralized, do-it-yourself mechanism for programmatic assessment has been slow to create a culture of 
assessment on the UH Hilo campus.   Greater institutional support in the form of a centralized mechanism to collect, 
schedule, interpret, and archive assessment artifacts and results for all programs would help to create this culture on 
campus and move all programs forward in their assessment engagement and activities.   


