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This report describes the highlights of MES activities during the first year of my tenure as MES Director, from September 15, 2005 to the present date.

Assessments

John Perkins and I organized two formal means of evaluating the MES program in the summer of 2005, in order to provide counsel to the new director.  A summer institute was conducted for two days, bringing together faculty, staff, students, alumni, and MES directors (John, myself and all the past directors except Richard Celarius, who was unable to come from Arizona).  We also invited Dr. Will Focht to perform an external evaluation of the program from his perspective as a specialist researching environmental studies and environmental science programs around the country.  Both of these evaluations provided useful insights and recommendations that allowed me, as the new director, to feel confident about setting a course to improve the program.  Extremely important assessments of the program were also obtained on a more informal basis from students throughout the past year.  There were periods in which considerable dissatisfaction was expressed by some students and the response from faculty and the director was to first listen carefully to complaints and concerns, then to devise immediate and long-term strategies to improve the program in ways that would address such concerns.  These concerns included dissatisfaction with the level of instruction (not enough rigor for some good students) and with the limited range of subjects offered in the curriculum.

While still a candidate for the MES directorship, I wrote that, “If I were to be honored with an invitation to direct the MES program, I would accept on the condition that the college would support my leading the program in new directions while maintaining the integrity of its existing strengths.”  That support has been ample during my first year – coming from college and program staff, MES students and faculty, and college administrators – enabling my assistant director and me to readily make the reforms described below.

Curricular Reform

It is helpful to compare what I wrote in February 2005, as a candidate for the director’s position, with the curricular reforms carried out during my first year, as a way to understand the analysis that informed many of the reforms undertaken so far.  Curricular reform was the centerpiece of that document, and thus the extensive excerpt below:

I have seen students consistently begin the program with a tremendous amount of enthusiasm about graduate-level environmental studies but, too often, this enthusiasm diminishes markedly as the students progress through the curriculum.  This needs to be changed and there are a number of ways in which that can be done.  How this happens should always be determined through a collective process involving past, present and potential MES faculty, with significant involvement of students, staff and college administrators.

My own view is that the existing curriculum does a good job of offering an interdisciplinary environmental education in its first two core courses and it also has a number of very high-quality electives.  On the other hand, the ways in which we teach research methods and case studies are overdue for reform and a number of improvements are needed in the content and consistency of our other offerings as well.  Instruction in research methods should be integrated into the entire sequence of required courses.  Relegating methods primarily to one course is untenable for the instructors and, historically, this practice has deprived many MES students of essential tools for their own thesis and professional research.  A logical sequence of instruction would be to begin with philosophy of science and epistemology in the first core program, continuing with introductions to both qualitative and quantitative methods, either in the first program or the second, and then expanding into a group of specialized offerings from which students would be required to choose to suit their thesis topics and their professional needs.  The case studies course does not play an essential, generic function and I would suggest that it be eliminated altogether, in the interest of expanding the rest of the curriculum.  If we were dedicated to teaching case study research methods, that could be rolled into the series of methodological offerings that would be built into the required sequence of courses.  The thesis writing process itself can be strengthened as well, for example by starting the process earlier and encouraging the use of the first summer for initial thesis research and earlier faculty advising.  Finally, the inconsistency of MES core program content and elective offerings is a problem for students, which needs to be addressed to the extent possible.  For example, basic knowledge of legal, regulatory and economic aspects of environmental problems and solutions should be consistently integrated into the required courses, as should a graduate level of environmental sciences.  Last, but certainly not least, I would like to mention here that I strongly believe that there should be more fieldwork throughout the curriculum and we need to come up with creative ways to make that possible.

The assessments of our program during the 2005 summer institute and from the report by Will Focht tended to confirm and reinforce this analysis of problems and needed reforms in the curriculum.  Consequently, a number of curricular reforms have been carried out.   Beginning with the Fall 2006 entering class, the core sequence has been changed and the teaching of methods has been distributed sequentially throughout the four core courses, through ongoing coordination between members of each core faculty team.  It is important to recognize that both the core sequence itself and the high degree of coordination between core faculty teams are new.

The first two core courses, PEEP and PER, remain the same overall but each one now includes methods components that reflect the coordination between core faculty teams, with the objective of providing essential preparation for student success in the third core course on data analysis.  The logical sequence described above is being implemented (e.g., PEEP now includes philosophy of science, epistemology, sociology of science, introductions to qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research, and an introductory Excel spreadsheet exercise; PER incorporates more advanced spreadsheet exercises and data analysis, along with an introduction to ethnographic methods).  The third course, called “Quantitative and Qualitative Data Analysis for Environmental Studies,” is brand new and it replaces what was the fourth core course, called “Quantitative Analysis and Research Methods for Environmental Studies,” which was basically a statistics course, supporting quantification and positivism to the exclusion other, necessary methodologies within the trans-disciplinary field of environmental studies.  Currently, the fourth core course is a modification of the old “Case Studies” course, to be called “Case Studies and Thesis Research Design.”  Although much of the original title has been retained, the new case studies course (to be offered for the first time in the fall of 2007) will differ in significant ways from the old, problematic course. Whereas the old course did not use teaching cases (just as it rarely taught case study research methods for that matter), the new course will be structured around teaching cases that will require student teams to implement analytical skills acquired in previous core courses, solidifying methodological knowledge through practice while, at the same time, exposing students to new environmental topics.  Simultaneously, this course will provide a peer-review system for each student to develop the thesis prospectus that will be needed before beginning thesis work in the following winter quarter.  This will build into the core sequence, as a culminating step, a supportive structure for earlier and better preparation for thesis work.

Other problems in the curriculum have not been satisfactorily addressed.  These are the following:

· There is a need to augment elective offerings in research methodology to provide more advanced material than can be provided in core courses.

· There is a need for the college to hire trans-disciplinary faculty who are experts in the use of both qualitative and quantitative research methods and data analysis.  Otherwise, it will be difficult for MES to staff a key component of its new core curriculum.  The Hiring Priorities DTF in the 2005-06 academic year recognized this as an important need but did not rank its importance high enough, in comparison with other hiring needs at the college, for it to be scheduled for hiring in the immediate future.

· There is a need to offer more field experience in course work, which is rarely done (the salmon ecology elective is one of the few exceptions).

· Elective offerings are inadequate to meet the needs of our students.  During the past year, I worked to create new electives while retaining popular and essential electives from the past.  The new electives for the 2006-07 academic year are “Gender and the Environment,” “Environmental Advocacy,” “Ecological Restoration: Native American Models and Sustainability,” “Global and Regional Climate Change,” “Eco-Informatics,” and “Environmental Justice.”  Nevertheless, we need electives that will augment our current strengths with more recurring electives that teach as many as possible of the following subjects, all of which are in high demand:

· Environmental impact assessment

· Pollution prevention

· Risk assessment and management

· Dispute resolution

· Computer skills for environmental management (e.g., advanced GIS; database management; computer graphics; and web-based environmental data, modeling and graphics systems)

· Environmentally sustainable and socially equitable political economic systems

· Introduction to environmental law

· Land use and community planning

· Urban ecology

· Environmental non-profit management and financing

· We need more careful coordination of electives with the core sequence.  To achieve this, I will institute a process for regular faculty review of potential elective offerings to evaluate how well they enhance the core curriculum.  This process began in a small way in the beginning of 2006, when MES faculty discussed their plans for the following year, but there needs to be more rigorous examination of the functions of electives with respect to the core.

· MES needs repeating elective offerings taught by trans-disciplinarians whenever possible.  Currently, the core courses are interdisciplinary by virtue of being team taught by faculty who are chosen for their disciplinary diversity.  However, the electives are not team-taught and tend to be taught from a strictly disciplinary perspective.

· The curriculum does not adequately prepare students for careers in the private and non-profit sectors.  The addition of a recurring elective on environmental advocacy was made with the intention of helping to solve this problem but more needs to be done.  One thing that can readily be done is to provide strong encouragement and support for student internships with environmental advocacy organizations and businesses interested in environmental sustainability. This can be done through a closer working relationship with the TESC Center for Community-Based Learning.

· In the long run, the solution to many of the shortcomings in the curriculum must be to secure more faculty positions for MES, through allocation of more faculty lines by the college and through an endowed professorship, if possible.

Finally, in terms of curricular changes, it should be recorded here that the details of a new joint-degree program were finalized during this past year.  The first two MES/MPA students were admitted from the MES student body and their joint degree activities will begin during the present academic year.  This will be an opportunity to test the system that was devised, to correct any problems before opening the program up to more students in the near future.  Initial interest was greater than expected, much of it being generated by word-of-mouth.  There is only one other joint degree program of this sort in the country, according to preliminary research done by MPA.  This suggests that, sometime in the future, Evergreen may need to examine the faculty assignments to these two graduate programs in comparison to growing student demand for a joint degree.

Research

Beyond a solid curriculum of core courses, electives, independent learning contracts, and internships, high quality graduate education demands high-quality research opportunities.  Graduate students seek schools with research opportunities that match their interests, both for educational and financial reasons.  Naturally, graduate student research opportunities on our campus are more limited and inconsistent, compared to graduate schools at major research universities.  But there are things we can do to improve what is available here.  One step that was taken this year has made it easier for students to know what opportunities they do have at Evergreen.  We contacted environmental studies and scientific inquiry faculty members about ongoing research opportunities they could provide for MES students and a number of exciting options emerged.  These were made available to current and prospective students via our web pages (see http://www.evergreen.edu/mes/facultyresearch.htm).  But more needs to be done to facilitate the establishment of ongoing research relationships between MES students and faculty working in such research areas as the following:
· Ecological agriculture, fostering the use of Evergreen’s organic farm as a center for both undergraduate education and graduate research

· International Canopy Network and future canopy walkway

· Marine biology research

· Expansion of Evergreen’s natural history collections and research

· Establishment of a greenhouse and arboretum

· Long-term biophysical research and data archive on Evergreen campus

Recruitment

Although the entering class of 2005 was 38 students, the entering class of 2006 will be 28, as far as we know at this moment.  This is within the historic range of fluctuations for the MES program but it is not satisfactory.  Beyond addressing the quantity of applicants from year to year, quality and diversity are equally important.  It is my goal to generate an applicant pool that is larger, more diverse and of higher caliber on the average than MES has enjoyed in the past.  In order to achieve this, the program itself must improve, to attract more high-quality applicants.  Measures such as the reforms described above are expected to result in partial achievement of that goal.  Another important approach, of course, is to more effectively portray the program to potential students and to reach a wider audience.  This has also been a primary focus of the activities of the MES director and assistant director during the past year.

One very small step that has been taken in this regard was the change in our name from “Graduate Program in Environmental Studies” to “Graduate Program on the Environment” to avoid misrepresenting the program as having a primarily social science/humanities focus.  The degree will remain an “MES” degree but the acronym now stands for “Master of Environmental Study,” instead of using “studies.”

A much more important tool for accurately representing our program to prospective students has been the web.  After reviewing information filled out by applicants this year about how they learned of MES, it became obvious that the Internet is our principal and most cost-effective medium for publicizing the program.  Our office has worked continually over the past year with college web designers to make the MES web pages more attractive, informative, and easy to use by current and prospective students.  We made this an urgent priority last academic year when it became apparent that we had insufficient applications for the entering class of 2006 and this seems to have paid off with a continuing stream of late applicants for this fall.  We are also experiencing a level of inquiry about our program from prospective 2007 students that is uncommonly high for this time of year, according to the MES Assistant Director.  We believe that this is also largely due to the improvements in the web pages.


There is much more that needs to be done to improve recruitment success, however.  If we had a larger budget for publicity, we would conduct a targeted advertising campaign in environmental periodicals, as other schools do.  We also need more financial support for the best applicants.  What we currently have available is very helpful and much appreciated.  These take the form of tuition waivers, support for an MES student to coordinate the Sustainability Task Force, the Sara Bilezikian Memorial Fellowship, and the Studebaker Fellowship.  But, to achieve the goal of a larger, more diverse and higher caliber student body in the face of the growing number of more well-endowed environmental studies graduate programs around the country, we need the following:

· Continued tuition waivers

· Regular research and teaching assistantships

· Facilitation of paid internships for students

· Wider array of MES student scholarships from donors

· More support for student scholarship, fellowship, and grant seeking (This will start to happen in October, 2006, through the good graces of John McLain.)

· Expanded international fellowship programs

· Better publicity and expanded recruitment activities, such as the following:

· Creative promotion of MES through the college public relations office

· Faculty promotion of MES when engaged in community service, public speaking, presentation of research papers, etc.

· Well informed TESC administrators and MES Advisory Board members, with suggested activities to assist with publicity and (in case of Advisory Board) fund-raising on regular basis

· Recruitment of minority and international students in Northwest community colleges

· Close ties with TESC Tacoma campus and with Reservation and Community-Based Program to facilitate continual stream of undergraduates to MES Program, through faculty exchanges, joint programs, field trips, research opportunities for Tacoma and Reservation students, etc.

· Continual improvement of MES web pages

In summary, much has been done in the past year to improve the MES program but much remains to be done.  I believe that we are on the right track and MES faculty members are fully supportive of the directions the program is taking.  Student response has been positive as well and the enthusiasm of applicants for the fall of 2007 is notable.  MES faculty members are working together as a well-coordinated team, to provide a logical, coherent, and high-quality education.  The 2006 – 07 academic year will be highly instructive as we implement these reforms, allowing us to make further improvements as we go along.
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