
ABSTRACT

In a recent survey, alumni of a Bachelor of Science
program in geology expressed strong support for a
required summer Field Geology course and for related
field and laboratory learning experiences in the
undergraduate geology curriculum. On a 4-point scale
(4=essential; 1=unimportant and unnecessary), geology
alumni rated "summer Field Geology course" 3.77,
higher than any of the ancillary requirements
(mathematics, chemistry, physics, biology, computer
skills) or independent study. When asked about possible
options for cutting the costs of the B.S. program in
geology, only 1.8% of the alumni favored reducing the
ratio of laboratory experiences to lecture contact hours
and only 2.3% favored reducing the number of field trips
and other out-of-classroom experiences.

INTRODUCTION
As with most public universities across the country,
Southwest Missouri State University (SMSU) has
experienced a dramatic decrease in state support in
recent years. In response, our institution's administration 
initiated a comprehensive review of all academic
programs. Small undergraduate programs, especially
those with fluctuating enrollments such as most typical
Bachelor of Science (B.S.) programs in geology, are
especially vulnerable in such reviews (Rockaway et al.,
2000).

The geology B.S. program at SMSU is one of six
academic programs housed within a large, academically
diverse department of Geography, Geology, and
Planning. Of the twenty-two full-time faculty members
in this department, eight are geologists. In addition to
providing the course work and academic advisement for
the undergraduate program in geology, these eight
geology faculty members provide support to both an
undergraduate and a master's program in earth science
education, a master's program in geospatial science, and
the university's General Education program. Over the
past ten years, our geology B.S. program has graduated,
on average, 8.5 students per year, with a high of nineteen
and a low of two.

METHOD
In preparation for the administration's review of our
geology B.S. program, the SMSU geology faculty

designed a survey to solicit feedback from the alumni of
our program. We distributed this survey to all 350
individuals who graduated from our program from its
inception in 1971 through 2000. We received 104
responses (29.7%). Nearly three-fourths (73.8%) of the
responding graduates indicated that they are currently
employed full-time as geologists or in related
professional or technical fields.

RESULTS

The en tire sur vey and the re sponses of our alumni can be
found on our de part men tal web site at http://geosci -
ences.smsu.edu/Geology/GeologyAlumniSurveyRe-
sults.pdf. Most of the ques tions in our sur vey dealt with
spe cific as pects of our par tic u lar ge ol ogy pro gram at
SMSU and would there fore be of lim ited in ter est to the
geoscience ed u ca tion com mu nity as a whole. How ever,
two of our ques tions (ques tions #7 and #8) have broader
im pli ca tions for ge ol ogy B.S. pro grams in gen eral.
(Note-On the sur vey, the po ten tial choices for each ques -
tion were listed in al pha bet i cal or der; we have
rearranged them here to il lus trate the re sponse from our
alumni.)

Question #7 - Indicate your opinion concerning the
importance of each of the following items in an
undergraduate geology program: essential=4; important
but not essential=3; nice to have, but not necessary=2;
unimportant and unnecessary=1

(average response)

summer Field Geology course 3.77
at least one year of college-level chemistry 3.71
computer operating systems and 3.45

applications software
at least one year of college-level physics 3.44
introduction to geographic information 3.17

systems (GIS) and digital cartography
statistics and data analysis 3.03
independent study project 2.98

(research, internship, etc.)
mathematics through at least 2.97

second-semester calculus
college-level biology 2.57
computer programming languages 2.06

Plymate et al. - Support for Field Geology 215

Alumni of Geology B.S. Program Express Strong Support for
Field Geology and Related Field and Laboratory Experiences
Thomas G. Plymate Department of Geography, Geology, and Planning, Southwest Missouri State

University, Springfield Missouri 65804, tgp438f@smsu.edu

Kevin R. Evans Department of Geography, Geology, and Planning, Southwest Missouri State
University, Springfield Missouri 65804

Melida Gutierrez Department of Geography, Geology, and Planning, Southwest Missouri State
University, Springfield Missouri 65804

Erwin J. Mantei Department of Geography, Geology, and Planning, Southwest Missouri State
University, Springfield Missouri 65804



Question #8 - In light of the significant reduction in state
support for higher education in recent years, we are
under increasing pressure to reduce the cost of our
program. Which of the following cost-cutting options do
you feel would do the least harm to the SMSU geology
program?

(% agreement)

make more extensive use of graduate 59%
teaching assistants in laboratory sections

increase class size 32.5%
(increase student-to-teacher ratio)

reduce the number of optional upper- 4.4%
division geology courses offered

reduce the number of field trips 2.3%
and other out-of-classroom experiences

reduce the ratio of laboratory 1.8%
experiences to lecture contact hours

The cur ric u lum of our pro gram has evolved some -
what over the past three de cades, at least in part in re -
sponse to feed back from our alumni and pro spec tive
em ploy ers of our grad u ates. How ever, one fun da men tal
fea ture of our pro gram has not changed: our strong com -
mit ment to hands-on, ex pe ri en tial learn ing through ex -
ten sive geo logic field and lab o ra tory ex pe ri ences.
Vir tu ally all of our up per-division courses in clude a sig -
nif i cant lab o ra tory com po nent, and we re quire field trips 
and/or field-oriented re search pro jects in most of those
courses as well. Kern and Car pen ter (1986) and
Drummond (2003) have em pha sized the im por tance of
field-based ex pe ri en tial learn ing in the mod ern ge ol ogy
cur ric u lum, and our alumni strongly agree. When asked
to choose be tween var i ous op tions for re duc ing the cost
of our pro gram (Ques tion #8), our alumni over whelm -
ingly re jected re duc ing lab o ra tory ex pe ri ences (1.8%) or
re duc ing field trips and other out-of-classroom ex pe ri -
ences (2.3%). 

We require all our comprehensive geology majors to
complete a traditional summer Field Geology course of
six credit hours or more. For the first fifteen years of our
program we ran our own Field Geology course. In the
mid-1980's that option became prohibitively expensive,
and since that time we have required our comprehensive
geology majors to take a summer Field Geology course
offered by another institution. Most of our students elect
to take the six-week Field Geology course offered by the
University of Missouri-Columbia at their geologic field
station in Lander, Wyoming. However, we also accept
(upon pre-approval) summer courses offered by other
institutions, so long as they conform to the traditional
mapping-intensive Field Geology curriculum.

Kirchner (1994, 1996) and Drummond (2001) stress
the importance of Field Geology in the development of

well-trained geoscience professionals, and our alumni
strongly agree. Of all the items offered as choices in
Question #7, our alumni rated "summer Field Geology
course" as being the most essential, with an average
rating of 3.77 on our 4-point scale. The only other item
rated above 3.5 (the midpoint between "essential" and
"important but not essential") was "at least one year of
college level chemistry." All other choices listed in
Question #7 were rated as "important but not essential"
(average rating between 2.5 and 3.5) with the exception
of "computer programming languages," which was rated 
only "nice to have, but not necessary."

CONCLUSION

The institution-wide review of academic programs at
SMSU was recently completed, and our B.S. program in
geology was recommended for continuation. We do not
know the extent to which the strong support shown by
our alumni on this survey influenced that outcome, but
we assume it played a positive role. We offer our alumni
survey as a starting point for other geology B.S.
programs facing institutional review.
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