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OVERVIEW	  OF	  GRADUATE	  SCHOOL	  COUNCIL	  ROLE	  IN	  REVIEWING	  
	  

NEW	  GRADUATE	  CERTIFICATE	  AND	  GRADUATE	  DEGREE	  PROGRAM	  PROPOSALS	  
(REVISED SEPTEMBER 23, 2013) 

	  
The	  Graduate	  Council	  plays	  an	  important	  role	  in	  the	  university’s	  process	  for	  designing	  and	  
implementing	  new	  graduate	  certificate	  and	  degree	  programs.	  Below	  is	  a	  brief	  description	  of	  the	  
Council’s	  role	  for	  each	  kind	  of	  program:	  	  
	  
New	  Graduate	  Certificate	  Programs	  	  
	  
A	  graduate	  certificate	  program	  is	  a	  linked	  series	  of	  credit	  bearing	  graduate	  courses	  that	  constitutes	  
a	  coherent	  body	  of	  study.	  It	  is	  designed	  to	  enhance	  the	  education	  of	  matriculated	  graduate	  students	  
and	  professional	  students	  or	  to	  provide	  continuing	  education	  to	  graduate	  non-‐matriculated	  (GNM)	  
students.	  Graduate	  certificate	  programs	  require	  a	  minimum	  of	  15	  quarter-‐credits,	  the	  successful	  
completion	  of	  which	  yields	  notation	  on	  the	  student’s	  transcript.	  	  
	  
Any	  proposal	  for	  a	  new	  graduate	  certificate	  will	  go	  through	  a	  proposal	  development	  process,	  
facilitated	  by	  staff	  in	  the	  Graduate	  School	  (as	  outlined	  in	  the	  document	  found	  at:	  
http://www.grad.washington.edu/fac-‐staff/programreviews/guidelines-‐certificates.shtml).	  This	  
process	  helps	  the	  proposing	  unit	  develop	  a	  proposal	  that	  will	  address	  issues	  such	  as	  demand/need	  
for	  the	  program,	  purpose	  of	  the	  program,	  curriculum	  and	  course	  evaluation/student	  assessment,	  
governance	  and	  structure,	  admissions	  and	  graduation	  standards,	  and	  budget.	  	  
	  
Once	  the	  proposal	  is	  fleshed	  out,	  it	  will	  be	  sent	  to	  internal	  and	  external	  constituents	  for	  comment.	  It	  
is	  after	  this	  10-‐day	  comment	  period	  that	  a	  revised	  proposal	  will	  be	  put	  before	  the	  Graduate	  School	  
Council,	  along	  with	  an	  oral	  presentation	  by	  the	  proposing	  unit,	  for	  review.	  	  
	  
The	  Council’s	  Role:	  	  
	  
1.	  	   The	  Council’s	  role	  is,	  fundamentally,	  to	  either:	  
	  

a.	  	   Provide	  the	  Dean	  of	  the	  Graduate	  School	  with	  a	  formal	  recommendation	  to	  advance	  
the	  proposal—pending	  the	  unit’s	  revisions	  according	  to	  the	  Council’s	  
recommendations—to	  the	  Board	  of	  Regents	  for	  formal	  approval;	  or	  	  

b.	   To	  provide	  the	  Graduate	  School	  with	  concrete	  feedback	  it	  can	  communicate	  back	  to	  
the	  proposing	  unit	  that	  outlines	  specific	  issues	  that	  must	  be	  addressed	  before	  the	  
Council	  can	  recommend	  advancement	  to	  the	  Board	  of	  Regents.	  	  

	  
	  
2.	   The	  Council	  should	  use	  its	  discretion,	  as	  a	  multi-‐disciplinary	  body	  of	  duly	  elected	  faculty	  

members,	  in	  asking	  questions	  of	  the	  proposing	  unit	  that	  help	  make	  the	  case	  for	  the	  
proposed	  program’s	  positive	  impact	  on	  the	  intellectual	  life	  of	  graduate	  students	  at	  the	  
university.	  It	  should	  also	  consider	  the	  program’s	  ability	  to	  stimulate	  the	  intellectual	  work	  of	  
faculty	  and	  the	  proposing	  unit(s).	  	  
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3.	  A	  flowchart	  depicting	  the	  approval	  process	  is	  attached,	  but	  can	  also	  be	  found	  at:	  
http://www.grad.washington.edu/fac-‐staff/programreviews/new.shtml	  
	  
	  
New	  Graduate	  Degree	  Programs	  	  
	  
Designing,	  gaining	  university	  and	  state-‐level	  approval,	  and	  launching	  a	  new	  graduate	  degree	  
program	  is	  a	  major	  undertaking.	  The	  Graduate	  School	  has	  created	  a	  detailed	  process	  description,	  
which	  can	  be	  found	  at:	  http://www.grad.washington.edu/fac-‐staff/programreviews/guidelines-‐
new-‐degrees.shtml	  
	  
What’s	  important	  to	  keep	  in	  mind	  from	  the	  Council’s	  perspective	  is	  that	  proposals	  that	  come	  before	  
the	  Council	  for	  consideration	  will	  have	  already	  undergone	  an	  extensive	  array	  of	  steps,	  including	  an	  
initial	  design	  process	  with	  staff	  in	  the	  Graduate	  School,	  a	  10-‐day	  internal	  comment	  period,	  and	  peer	  
review	  by	  external	  experts.	  	  
	  
The	  Council’s	  Role:	  	  
	  
1.	  The	  Council’s	  role	  is,	  fundamentally,	  to	  either:	  a.	  Provide	  the	  Dean	  of	  the	  Graduate	  School	  with	  a	  
formal	  recommendation	  to	  advance	  the	  proposal—pending	  the	  unit’s	  revisions	  according	  to	  the	  
Council’s	  recommendations—to	  the	  Board	  of	  Regents	  for	  approval	  or	  	  
b.	  To	  provide	  the	  Graduate	  School	  with	  concrete	  feedback	  it	  can	  communicate	  back	  to	  the	  
proposing	  unit	  that	  outlines	  specific	  issues	  that	  must	  be	  addressed	  before	  the	  Council	  can	  
recommend	  advancement	  to	  the	  UW	  Board	  of	  Regents.	  	  
	  
	  
2.	  Like	  above,	  the	  Council	  should	  use	  its	  discretion,	  as	  a	  multi-‐disciplinary	  body	  of	  duly	  elected	  
faculty	  members,	  in	  asking	  questions	  of	  the	  proposing	  unit	  that	  help	  make	  the	  case	  for	  the	  proposed	  
program’s	  positive	  impact	  on	  the	  intellectual	  life	  of	  graduate	  students	  at	  the	  university.	  It	  should	  
also	  consider	  the	  program’s	  ability	  to	  stimulate	  the	  intellectual	  work	  of	  faculty	  and	  the	  proposing	  
unit(s).	  	  
	  
3.	  Attached	  (and	  also	  found	  at:	  http://www.grad.washington.edu/fac-‐
staff/programreviews/flowchart-‐newprogram.pdf)	  	  is	  a	  flow	  chart	  that	  depicts	  these	  steps.	  	  
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Here	  are	  some	  additional	  thoughts…	  	  
	  
The	  Graduate	  Council	  is	  the	  only	  elected	  body	  of	  faculty	  that	  comes	  together	  to	  provide	  a	  
comprehensive,	  three-‐campus,	  voice	  for	  graduate	  education	  at	  the	  University	  of	  Washington.	  The	  
Council	  has	  the	  benefit	  of	  seeing	  across	  the	  multitude	  of	  programs	  at	  the	  university,	  given	  its	  unique	  
composition	  of	  members.	  As	  such,	  it	  can	  give	  proposing	  units	  great	  insight	  into	  how	  their	  proposed	  
programs	  fit	  into	  the	  landscape	  of	  our	  university’s	  program	  offerings.	  The	  Council	  also	  has	  the	  
ability	  to	  offer	  proposing	  units	  insight	  into	  how	  their	  proposed	  new	  programs	  can	  collaborate	  with,	  
and	  even	  leverage,	  existing	  efforts	  within	  other	  departments,	  schools,	  or	  colleges.	  	  

	  
Moreover,	  because	  all	  new	  programs	  will	  eventually	  undergo	  an	  academic	  program	  review,	  the	  
Council	  should	  consider	  offering	  the	  proposing	  units	  with	  any	  and	  all	  feedback	  it	  believes	  the	  unit	  
should	  aim	  to	  address	  in	  the	  first	  years	  of	  the	  new	  program’s	  existence.	  The	  Council	  might	  consider	  
these	  issues	  five	  years	  later,	  when	  the	  program	  undergoes	  its	  first	  mandatory	  academic	  program	  
review.	  	  

	  
	  
 



Review of Master of Science in Geospatial Technologies Proposal 

Urban Studies Program, University of Washington-Tacoma  

By Daniel Sui 
Department of Geography 
The Ohio State University 

 
 

Guiding Questions for New Degree Proposals 

1) Does the program demonstrate a coherent design, reflecting appropriate depth and breadth, 
curriculum, sequencing of courses, synthesis of learning, and assessment of learning outcomes? 

The proposed program is a good start and its design still needs a bit more work to balance 
breadth vs. depth.  The sequencing of courses is pedagogically sound with built-in synthesis of 
learning at the interface of GIS and planning.  Assessment of learning outcomes is also 
reasonably well thought out at this stage, although I expect that further fine-tuning may be 
needed periodically according to students’ feedbacks.   

2) How does the program compare to other institutions' programs? Is it traditional? Is it 
innovative ("cutting edge") in some way(s)? 
 
The proposed program is not traditional, in the sense that it is significantly different from those 
programs currently offered by other institutions (i.e. those mentioned in the proposal).  The 
emphasis on web and mobile GIS is innovative– I need more detailed course materials to 
provide more substantive comments, but based upon the two syllabuses sent to me (for courses 
on Introduction to Geospatial Technology and GIS Customization and Automation), topics 
covered are quite up to date.  The only caveat I have is that “geospatial technology” is a much 
broader umbrella term, and the course syllabus sent to me seems to cover only portions of GIS 
technology.  If the course is titled “geospatial technology,” I suggest to broaden the topics a bit 
to include GPS, remote sensing, spatial statistics, etc.  
 

3) Does the program respond to current trends in the field? 
 
Yes, the proposed program in general reflects the trends in the field, but the proposal does not 
adequately define the market niche and potential customers it serves.  I think it is crucial for the 
faculty and staff involved in the program to clearly define the market and customers the 
proposed program serves at this stage.  Are they training GIS analysts for local planning and 
environmental agencies?  If so, what skills and knowledge are needed for those positions?  Are 
the proposed courses capable of meeting these demands?  I noticed that the initial plan is to 
enroll 20 students in the program, which seems to be reasonable according to the faculty and 
staff size, but I am unclear on how they come up with the number of 20?  Have they conducted 



any detailed market analysis?  Any backup plans for the program in case the enrollment is below 
20? 
 

4) Are student learning outcomes appropriate and clearly defined? 
 
In general, yes.  Perhaps there is not enough emphasis on issues related to database 
development and data quality assessment.  Coverage on the social and political dimensions of 
geospatial technologies can also be expanded.  
 

5) Is the student assessment system adequate, stellar, innovative? Why? 
 
According to the two syllabuses provided, the student assessment portion of the program is not 
adequately developed. This part of the proposal needs more work.  The student assessment 
system presented in the proposal is too general and vague, more detailed metrics for evaluating 
students need to be produced.    
 

6) Is the program assessment system adequate, stellar, innovative? Why? 
 
Similar to the student assessment, the overall program assessment is limited, it needs more 
work.  Instead of the solo thesis option, I suggest more options (e.g. professional projects) 
should be given to students.   I also noticed that graduation rates and student placements are 
really critical for the long-term success for programs like this.  From the proposal, I wasn’t clear 
on where students enrolled in this program will be placed.  A clear vision on student place issue 
will be extremely helping for marketing this program.  I also suggest student placement should 
be tracked annually as an integral part of the program assessment system once the program is 
in full operation.   
 

7) Are the resources (faculty, administrative, facility, equipment) appropriate? 
 
Yes, the resources (faculty, administrative, facility, equipment) seem to be adequate/sufficient, 
but for its long-term sustainable growth, the two temporary instructors should be upgraded to 
tenure-track positions. 
 

8) What are the program’s strengths and weaknesses? 
 
The proposed program could potentially make its trademark based upon its emphasis on web 
and mobile GIS, spatial/analytical, and cartographic skills.  For its actual implementation, the 
program needs to clearly define its market niche.  For successful GIS applications in urban and 
environmental planning, students enrolled in the program need to understand that it takes 
more than cutting edge technologies to succeed.  The proposed program is a bit too 
technocratic without any due attention to the social and political dimensions of geospatial 
technologies. 



 
9) What are your recommendations? 

 
Here are my suggestions to improve the proposed program: 

a. Beefing up both the student assessment and program assessment system, spelling out 
measurable metrics and milestones;      

b. Instead of all required courses, I suggest putting only 2-3 mandatory courses in the curriculum 
and making all other courses as electives so that students can have some choices according to 
their interests and professional development goals.  More specifically, I suggest you consider the 
following curriculum changes: 
1). One course on geo-design will serve the students well if they are interested in GIS and 
planning; 
2). In the web/mobile GIS courses, put more emphasis on open GIS and crowdsocuring, 
volunteered geographic information (VGI), and the growing importance of location-based social 
media;  
3). In collaboration with other programs on campus (i.e. statistics/computer science), develop 
an optional/general elective course on big spatial data and data analytics;    
4). To expose students to the complex social and political dimensions of geospatial technologies, 
one required course on alternative GIS (alt.gis), critical GIS, or GIS & Society will be very helpful.   



   

 

 
 

 

March 9, 2014 

 
Re: Review of the proposal for a new Master of Science in Geospatial Technologies 
program  
 
Reviewer:  
Anthony Stefanidis 
Acting Chair, Department of Geography and Geoinformation Science 
George Mason University 
Email: astefani@gmu.edu  
 
 
 
1) Does the program demonstrate a coherent design, reflecting appropriate depth and 
breadth, curriculum, sequencing of courses, synthesis of learning, and assessment of 
learning outcomes?  

The proposal is for the establishment of a MS degree in Geospatial Technologies at the 
University of Washington – Tacoma (UW-T). In order to provide it with a particular identity, the 
faculty behind this effort have identified location-based mobile applications, and the 
management of web-based geospatial data as the particular thematic focus of the program. I 
believe that selecting this thematic focus is a smart move, as it is both forward looking and 
academically exciting. 

According to Appendix I, the program requires 8 5-credit courses (including a two-part Capstone 
course), and it is expected that students will be able to complete the program within a year. 
Based on a quick search through the UW-T website it appears that the 40 credits is not 
uncommon for MS programs (e.g. the capstone-option MSCSS program).  

The program is intended for students who have some work experience, and as such it is 
expected that they will already posses a base-level of understanding and knowledge in 
GIScience. However, given the focus of the program I expect that the program may also attract 
graduates from other programs. Currently, the proposed curriculum would make it impossible for 
such students to enter the program. Therefore, I would propose that some consideration is 
given on adding an Intro GIScience course (as an option) so that students with diverse 
backgrounds can take that course and raise to the level where they can pursue the rest of the 
program. My understanding is that ‘Intro to Geospatial technology’ is not this type of course, but 
of course I could be wrong as I do not have the course syllabus.   

 

Department of Geography and Geoinformation Science 
4400 University Drive, MS 6C3, Fairfax, Virginia 22030 
Phone: 703-993-1210, Fax: 703-993-9299 



   

 

 

 

Besides this issue the proposed layout of the program appears to be very reasonable and well 
thought. The plans to assess the program are rather generic, but this is to a certain extent 
expected given that this is a new program. There is a reference to a review of ‘applied thesis 
projects’ (Section VI) which I assume refers to the review of the Capstone projects. Involving the 
broader community in this assessment is not a bad idea, and presumable this will also include 
their involvement in the project definition stage. Furthermore, it seems to be implied that the 
projects may be performed in groups (rather than individually).     

2) How does the program compare to other institutions' programs? Is it traditional? Is it 
innovative ("cutting edge") in some way(s)?  

In Section III the proposal lists some other programs that may be considered comparable to this 
one. I could argue that this list is a bit arbitrary, as there are dozens (to say the least) GIScience 
programs that may be viewed as comparable to this effort. Nevertheless, the proposal makes a 
very smart choice to identify the program’s thematic focus to be location-based mobile 
applications, and the management of web-based geospatial data. This provides the program 
with a particular character that will help it attract students from other competitors.  

3) Does the program respond to current trends in the field?  

Yes, very much so. The thematic areas of the proposal reflect current trends in our field.  

While this is clearly a very strong point for the proposed program, it also imposes a challenge. 
Currently the program is staffed with 2 faculty, with 2 more additions planned for next academic 
year. Needless to say, these additions will be critical to the success of the program, and 
expecting to hire in such cutting-edge areas may prove to be slightly challenging. 

4) Are student learning outcomes appropriate and clearly defined?  

They are appropriate indeed, and they are adequately identified. The challenge again is that 
these courses are planned, and lacking particular syllabi and past performance metrics makes it 
difficult to assess them in more detail.  

5) Is the student assessment system adequate, stellar, innovative? Why?  

As I mentioned earlier, if there is a weakness to be found in this proposal, it is the assessment 
part. It can be considered adequate, but it lacks innovation.  

Regarding student assessment, other than standard in-course options, and a reference to 
‘faculty meeting quarterly to evaluate the evidence of student achievement’, we do not get much 
else. This is one part where the proposal could be improved. For example, the instructors could 
set tangible targets for the students to achieve (ranging from the development of new apps to 
publications for appropriate outlets) that could both set expectations of excellence for the 
students, and provide metrics for their assessment. 

 

 



   

 

 

 

6) Is the program assessment system adequate, stellar, innovative? Why?  

The above statement applies here too. Section VI provides a rather generic plan for program 
assessment (e.g. after 5 years), but it would be nice to set targets that will help evaluate the 
performance of the project (e.g. faculty employment data, graduation rates, etc.) 

7) Are the resources (faculty, administrative, facility, equipment) appropriate?  

The planned faculty resources (a total of four faculty, including two hires over the next few 
months) should be adequate to handle the program. The administrative and equipment requests 
appear adequate. 

8) What are the program’s strengths and weaknesses?  

The particular thematic focus of this program is its major strength. It is appropriate, forward-
looking, and has a level of uniqueness that will make it attractive.  
 
The major weakness is that we have to project when trying to assess its likely success, lacking 
syllabi and metrics of past performance.  
 
But I believe that the promise of success justifies the risk of proceeding with it. 
 
9) What are your recommendations?  

I believe that UW-T should support the faculty proposing this new program, and provide the 
support they need to make it a reality. 
 
 
Respectfully, 

  

 

 
 
Dr. Anthony Stefanidis 
Acting Chair, Dept. of Geography and Geoinformation Science 
Director, Center for Geospatial Intelligence 
astefani@gmu.edu 



 

 

 

To:  APCC 
From:  Ali Modarres, Urban Studies  
CC:  Ginger McDonald and Augustine McCaffery 
Date:  March 10, 2014 
 
Re:  Response to External Reviewers 
 

 

We are grateful for the positive and informative comments made by external reviewers on this 
proposal. As indicated below, their comments and suggestions do not require any changes in the latest 
version of the proposal sent to Ms. McCaffery. Therefore, I will provide our response in the form of a 
memo.  

Response to External Reviewers: 

• We do plan to conduct annual assessments of the courses and the program, at least during the 
first few years. Each summer, the proposed graduate faculty will evaluate learning outcomes 
and programmatic outcomes. For the latter (as mentioned in the proposal), we will be using 
the capstone courses as a major tool. Annual assessments will occur during summer 2015 and 
2016, and any necessary fine-tuning will be implemented in the following academic years. As 
indicated by one of the reviewers, we will be looking at student projects and products (e.g., 
new apps) to assess the quality of each course. We will also use graduation rates and 
employment placement to monitor the quantitative outcome of the MS program. 

• GPS, remote sensing and statistics are incorporated in the proposed courses. We do not need 
to offer separate courses in these subjects. 

• We have worked closely with various employers in this region. As our letters of support 
suggest, they are fully aware of what we have been teaching and are enthusiastic about the 
implementation of this MS program. We are confident not only that this program will be well-
received by local and regional employers, but also that our graduates will be competitive 
nationally.  

• The choice of 20 students as our initial target is by necessity and choice. At this 
point, we are offering a certificate in GIS. Our current GIS lab and computational 
facilities do not allow us to accept more students. However, this works perfectly for 
our assessment and the plan for fine-tuning the program. By Fall 2016, we will be 
ready to respond to the market, expand our computational resources, and grow the 
program (to annual cohorts of 40). Please note that we will be providing students 
with mobile technologies and should have little difficulty expanding the number of 
majors by Fall 2016. 

• Students enrolled in this program will largely come from our certificate program, 
but also will be recruited regionally and nationally. We will be hiring a Program 
Advisor who will also have the job of recruiting students for this MS program.  

• Social and political issues are interwoven into the proposed program. After all, we 
already teach courses on critical GIS. As a program dedicated to social justice issues, 



 

we consider sociopolitical dynamics an important component of our ecology of 
knowledge. 

• Database development, data quality assessment, and geo-design are also 
interwoven into the proposed courses. Open GIS and crowdsourcing, volunteered 
geographic information (VGI), and location-based social media are fully 
incorporated as well. In fact, both of our faculty hires specialize in these topics.  

• Please note that we have already recruited two faculty members who will join us in 
Autumn 2014.  

• Big Data is a part of the Institute of Technology. We will be working with their 
mobile technology faculty members, as needed, to address any needed/specialized 
training in this area.    

• As indicated in our proposal, we are not hiring temporary faculty members. Both 
positions are tenure-track.  

• Since we are following the cohort model, the program cannot provide the suggested 
model of two or three mandatory courses and having the rest as electives. This is a 
one-year MS program. We need to make sure that the necessary knowledge 
transfer and training occurs within the span of four quarters.  

• Intro to Geospatial Technologies does include Intro to GIScience. However, if the 
reviewer’s suggestion is that students without a GIS background be admitted to this 
program, it would be impossible to do so. As a one-year program, students need to 
have a sufficient background (as described in the proposal) to handle the proposed 
eight courses.  In special cases, however, we will admit a student with deficiencies. 
Such students will first finish our GIS certificate and then begin the MS program in 
the autumn quarter after the completion of the certificate program.  
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