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Introduction
The purpose of this article is to assess the condition of geography 
enrollments in the California State University (CSU) system from 
fall 1992 through fall 2004 in comparison with cognate disciplines. 
The timeframe chosen reflects the availability of data on the CSU 
Chancellor’s Office Web site, “Statistical Reports: CSU Student 
Enrollment in Degree Programs,” available at http://www.calstate.
edu/as/stat_reports/degree.shtml. After providing background about 
the state of geography and its cognate disciplines nationally, this 
paper reviews the situation of CSU undergraduate enrollments in ge-
ography in the study period and then compares geography with the 
cognate disciplines of geology, environmental studies and science, 
anthropology, and area studies/international studies/global studies. 
Consideration of graduate enrollments in these disciplines follows. 
After presentation of the data is a summary of informal e-mail dis-
cussions among the CSU geography chairs during March 2005 and 
among all interested geographers attending a special session at the 
California Geographical Society meeting in Yosemite during late 
April. A closer case study of CSU Long Beach will be examined in 
more detail, using data on ethnicity by major by year provided by 
the campus Office of Institutional Research. A few suggestions for 
increasing geography enrollments are presented as a result of these 
data and discussions.

National Background
Data on enrollment trends are available for the three traditional 
disciplines of geography, geology, and anthropology. I was unable 
to find comparable data on the newer interdisciplinary fields of 
environmental studies/science/systems or for area/international/
global studies.
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The enrollment health of geography has varied markedly over the 
past few decades in the United States. Bachelor degrees experienced 
explosive growth from 1960, when fewer than 1,000 were granted, 
to a peak of more than 4,000 in the early 1970s (Hardwick 2001) 
as the Baby Boom hit the academy. The downturn in the national 
economy following on the oil shocks, however, began to strangle 
budgets for institutions of higher learning, as geography and many 
other departments entered a decade or more of few to no tenure-track 
hires. Bachelor degrees in geography, for example, began a long slide 
until the late 1980s, declining about 25 percent to around 3,000 
degrees annually, as the Baby Boom passed through school and as 
departments hunkered down for hard times with an aging faculty 
mix. Enrollments in geography began to pick up in 1988, reaching 
a peak comparable to the early 1970s (around 4,000 degrees) in the 
early to mid 1990s. Speculatively, perhaps society began to appreci-
ate the power of GIS and other forms of geographical analysis and 
seek graduates trained in them. This time also saw the resumption 
of hiring in geography departments as the faculty hired in the 1960s 
to educate the Baby Boom began to retire, producing an influx of 
energetic younger faculty. Even so, however, enrollments nationally 
began to sag again after about the mid 1990s, reaching around 3,500 
degrees annually at the turn of the millennium. Master’s degrees 
followed a very similar trajectory, rising from about 200 in 1960–61 
to about 800 by 1972–73 and dropping more than 30 percent, to 
roughly 550, in 1988–89. As with bachelor’s degrees, master’s de-
grees increased to about 800 in 1994–95 and, again, dropped to 
some 650 in 1999–2000 (Hardwick 2001). Doctoral degrees show a 
similar bimodal distribution in time, but the second peak of little 
more than 150 around the mid 1990s is only about two-thirds of 
its early 1970s peak of about 225 (Hardwick 2001).

Nationally, the various geological sciences followed the same gen-
eral 1960s rise in degrees granted that geography did, with a trough 
hitting by the late 1980s, followed by a peak in the early 1990s and 
then a decline until 2000. Trends in geology parallel those in ge-
ography, though with a lag: Geography might be the canary in the 
mine for geology! Geology’s original national peak occurred about a 
decade later than geography’s, in 1982, when over 7,000 bachelor’s 
degrees were granted. With the decline in potential careers in the 
petroleum industry, geology degrees granted plummeted sharply 
in the 1980s, reaching a nadir of little more than 2,500 in 1991, a 
drop of 64 percent in nine years. Like geography, geology began to 
pick up again, rising 80 percent to a smaller second peak of over 
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4,600 in 1996. Again, like geography, geology slid in the late 1990s, 
falling to just over 2,000 in 2000, a drop of almost 60 percent in 
four years. Master’s degrees in geology peaked at just over 2,000 in 
1986 and have been declining unevenly since, hitting around 800 
(a 60 percent drop) in 2000. Doctoral degrees have held remarkably 
steady from 1973 to 2001, somewhere around 500 a year (American 
Geological Institute 2004). 

Anthropology, too, has paralleled geography and geology nation-
ally. From 1966, when it granted about 1,500 bachelor’s degrees, 
anthropology rose to a peak of just over 6,000 by 1974. It declined 
55 percent to under 2,700 by 1985 and began to rise again in the 
late 1980s. Unlike the other two disciplines, however, anthropology 
enrollments have continued to rise nationally from that time to this, 
breaking the 7,000 mark for the first time in 2000 (a climb of over 
150 percent in fifteen years). Master’s degrees more than tripled from 
1966, when just under 300 were awarded, to 1975, when just over 
1,000 were. They followed undergraduate degrees to a low point 
in 1989, when only 725 were granted. Much like geography but 
lagging, master’s degree awards grew until 1997, when they broke 
past 1,100, and then dropped to 950 by 2000. At the doctoral level, 
anthropology grew from just over 100 in 1966 to a 1976 peak of 450, 
slumping unevenly to just under 350 by 1990. Doctorates increased 
from that point to just under 500 by 1999 (Doyle 2004).

Geography, geology, and anthropology have, then, followed some-
what similar paths in fortune through time, with two peak periods 
of enrollments. The first occurred in the early 1970s to early 1980s, 
followed by a trough in the late 1980s as the Baby Boom worked its 
way out of school, with growth resuming in the early 1990s with the 
Baby Boom Echo. Geography and geology had their second peaks in 
the early to mid 1990s and then declined, while anthropology has 
enjoyed sustained growth, not having peaked as late as 2000. With 
this national context as backdrop, the data and methods I used to 
reconstruct the history of fall enrollments in the California State 
Universities from fall 1992 through fall 2004 are discussed next.

Data and Methods
All data on enrollments within the CSU come from the CSU Chan-
cellor’s Office Web site: http://www.calstate.edu/as/stat_reports/. 
They are directly comparable to the data available from Web-pub-
lished institutional research office (IRO) data from each of the CSU 
campuses, rarely differing from these by more than one or two 
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students. I chose to use the Chancellor’s Office data, rather than 
the IRO data, for the sake of consistency and comparability, since 
not all IROs make their enrollment by department data available 
on the Web and, of those that do, there are great discrepancies in 
the duration of records published online.

There may be more inconsistencies with graduate student enroll-
ments. Each campus may have its own way of accounting for those 
graduate students who are still actively working on their theses but 
who have exhausted their thesis units. On my own campus, Long 
Beach, for example, such students are asked to maintain continuous 
enrollment through extension in a non-credited and non-graded 
“course” called Graduate School 700, which is not differentiated 
by major. These extension students are not reported by department 
in the Chancellor’s Office dataset, which thereby undercounts our 
graduate enrollment by twenty actively supervised graduate stu-
dents. Chico, Fullerton, and Los Angeles also require continuous 
enrollment be maintained through similar non-credit, non-graded 
units and, again, their graduate enrollment may be undercounted 
thereby. Other campuses, such as Northridge, do not require con-
tinuous enrollment: Leaves of absence of up to two semesters are 
automatically granted without application. How students on leave 
are counted in the Chancellor’s dataset on such a campus is not clear. 
Similarly, San Francisco, Hayward, and San Diego do not require the 
non-credit unit. San Jose’s Web page is silent on the issue. Readers 
should be aware that Chancellor’s Office data on graduate enroll-
ments may not be comparable among campuses.

The last part of this paper concentrates on my own campus, CSU 
Long Beach, where the three traditional disciplines enjoy an unusu-
ally positive relationship and collaborate to run the Environmental 
Science and Policy Program and various research partnerships. 
One of these collaborations was specifically designed to increase 
the diversity of students drawn to the four majors, the Geoscience 
Diversity Enhancement Project (NSF #GEO-0119891). I drew on 
ethnic diversity data by program and fall semester from F/97 to 
F/04 provided by the CSULB Institutional Research Office to evalu-
ate the success of GDEP in diversifying the major and to test the 
association between diversification trends and growth trends in the 
cooperating programs. 

With the caveats noted above, the data were processed in a spread-
sheet and then summarized in line graphs. These are, for the most 
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part, interpreted qualitatively and comparatively, though the CSULB 
diversity data underwent basic correlation and regression analysis of 
the association between diversity and growth trends in a major.

Undergraduate Enrollments
Undergraduate geography majors in the CSU System have been 
declining from their fall 1992 peak of 1,184, sagging to a low point 
of 829 in F/02 and stirring from there only to 854 last fall (Figure 
1). Geography has dropped 28 percent from the 1992 peak enroll-
ment. The timing of the peak and the slump reflects national trends 
(Hardwick 2001), but the decline was steeper in the CSU.

Perhaps misery loves company, but geology is in even worse straits 
than geography: The peak geology enrollment of 921 occurred in 
1994, plummeting to its low point of only 525 in fall 2004, repre-
senting a drop of fully 43 percent (Figure 2). Meanwhile, environ-
mental studies, environmental science, and environmental systems 
(ENVSSS) programs climbed from their low point of 976 in F/92 to 
their high point of 1,274 in F/00. Their major enrollments have 
dipped somewhat since then, showing 1,254 as of F/04 (Figure 3).

By adding together all earth- and environmentally oriented under-
graduate majors, peak enrollments among all three majors hit 3,084 
in F/93 and then slid down 14 percent to 2,636 by F/04, which is the 
trough in the data set so far. Within that generally slipping picture, 
environmental studies and science programs are growing, geogra-
phy is slipping at a rate roughly parallel with that of the whole, 
and geology is dropping like a rock as environmental studies and 
science take off (Figure 4).

Geography can be compared with the other earth and environmental 
fields, but it can also be compared with anthropology, a discipline 
with which it shares the natural science/social science split, as well 
as decades of interdisciplinary cross-fertilization between cultural 
geography and cultural anthropology and between archaeology 
and physical geography/geospatial techniques. Adding these two 
diverse fields’ enrollments together, the collective enrollments are 
pretty steady somewhere between 2,100 and 2,300. Within that 
collective, however, geography is declining and anthropology is, 
perforce, increasing (Figure 5).

Another group of programs overlapping geography’s human side 
is area studies, international studies, and the relatively new global 
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Figure 1. Undergraduate geography majors in the California State 
Universities (CSU).

Figure 2. Undergraduate geology majors in the CSU.
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Figure 3. Undergraduate ENVSSS (Environmental Studies, Environmental 
Science, and Environmental Systems) majors in the CSU.

Figure 4. Undergraduate earth/environmental majors in the CSU.
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Figure 6. Undergraduate area/international/global studies majors in the 
CSU.

Figure 5. Undergraduate anthropology majors in the CSU.
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studies (AIGS). These programs have almost exactly doubled from 
their low point of 295 in fall 1992 to their high point of 580 in F/04, 
experiencing a particularly fast-growing phase after F/00. Plotting 
these fields’ enrollments together with geography’s and anthropol-
ogy’s shows an overall pattern of slight growth from 2,571 in F/92 
to 2,772 by F/04. Anthropology and area/international/global (AIG) 
studies show nearly identical patterns of growth, while geography 
counters them with its decline over this time frame (Figure 6). 

The overall picture, then, is a little disheartening, with geography 
declining in comparison with environmental studies/science/sys-
tems and with anthropology and AIG. Only geology “feels our pain.” 
Disaggregating enrollments by campus, however, provides a little 
room for optimism. A few departments have experienced a little to 
a lot of growth in the past five years: The Long Beach department 
has grown 70 percent from F/00 to F/04 (and has actually more 
than doubled from S/01 to S/05, according to campus IRO data), 
while the Humboldt department has increased 12 percent, the Los 
Angeles department has grown by 9 percent, and Sacramento has 
inched up by 1 percent. All other departments are declining, most 
from 15 to 35 percent in the past 5 years (Figure 7). 

Graduate Enrollments
Nine geography departments offer graduate degrees. All of these 
offer master’s of arts degrees, except San Diego, which also offers a 
joint Ph.D. degree with its University of California partner, Santa 
Barbara. Fresno began the time period with an M.A. program but 
ended it by the late 1990s. No new graduate programs have been 
instituted in the study period.

Graduate enrollments in geography show a somewhat different and 
more optimistic pattern than undergraduate enrollments (Figure 8). 
They peaked in Fall 1994, a little later than undergraduate majors, 
reaching 311 among the ten then-existing graduate programs, which 
represented 23 percent of all geography enrollments. They then 
dropped to a nadir of 237 in F/01, or 22 percent of all enrollments. 
Unlike undergraduate enrollments, however, graduate enrollments 
have rebounded quite strongly, reaching 296 by F/04 and accounting 
for 26 percent of all geography enrollments. Geography enrollments 
remain essentially unchanged from the beginning of the study pe-
riod (294) to the end of the study period (296).
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Examining graduate enrollments by campus (recognizing that the 
data may not be fully comparable), the erratic pattern of “small 
sample effects” comes through. Nearly all programs show wildly 
swinging levels of graduate enrollment from one year to the next 
(Figure 9). San Diego is the largest graduate program and, although 
erratic, its overall pattern is neither growing nor shrinking. San 
Jose, a smaller program, is holding a level pattern, too. At the other 
extreme, Fresno dropped its graduate enrollment by the late 1990s. 
Some programs are showing strong growth: San Francisco, North-
ridge, and Los Angeles, while Long Beach is growing more mod-
estly. Other programs show declining enrollments overall: Chico, 
Hayward, and Fullerton. While there are data comparison problems 
from one campus to the next in counting graduate students, there 
should be consistency through time in the data for any one campus, 
so, presumably, the trends for each campus described here should 
be valid. Overall, the attractiveness of graduate study in geography 
seems to be rebounding, unlike undergraduate enrollments.

Geology shows a similar but more pronounced pattern of contrari-
ness between undergraduate and graduate enrollments. Geology 
graduate enrollments started the study period at only 133 in F/92 

Figure 8. Graduate geography majors in the CSU.
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and F/93 but have climbed steadily to 192 by F/04 (Figure 10), an 
expansion of fully 44 percent, virtually the obverse of the 43 percent 
decline in undergraduate enrollments. Graduate enrollments made 
up only 14 percent of total geology enrollments in F/02, but, by F/04, 
they comprised fully 27 percent of total enrollments.

Environmental studies/systems/science (ENVSSS) graduate enroll-
ments also run contrary to undergraduate patterns (Figure 11). In 
this case, however, while undergraduate enrollments have increased 
29 percent from F/92 through F/04, graduate enrollments have de-
clined 24 percent, from 212 (or 18 percent of total ENVSSS enroll-
ment) to 162 (which represent only 11 percent of the total). The 
worst semester was F/01, when they dropped to 147. ENVSSS seems 
to be a powerful draw for earth- and environmentally conscious 
undergraduates, but not for those wanting to do advanced work 
in these topics. It might be worth exploring whether the graduate 
programs in geography and geology have benefited from ENVSSS 
majors wanting to go on and deciding to pursue their interests in a 
traditional discipline. If so, why? Perhaps there are greater choices 
in geography, with ten graduate departments to choose from in the 
CSU, and in geology, with twelve (including three programs that 

Figure 10. Graduate geology majors in the CSU.
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debuted in the study period). In ENVSSS, there are only four gradu-
ate programs, including a new one in Chico.

Anthropology graduate enrollments sank from 287 in F/92 to their 
trough of 240 in F/94, or 18 percent of total enrollments (Figure 12). 
After that, they rose fairly steadily (except for a small dip in F/01) 
to 389 in F/04, at which point graduate enrollment constituted 23 
percent of total anthropology enrollments. Graduate enrollments, 
then, reinforce the growth trends in anthropology over the study 
period, amounting to a growth of 36 percent from the beginning 
of the study period (287) to the end (389). Undergraduate enroll-
ments increased 23 percent in that time frame. There are presently 
nine graduate programs available in the CSU, including one that 
was launched during the study period (Bakersfield).

Area/international/global studies (AIG) follows a very different pat-
tern from any of the other disciplines (Figure 13). It rose from 122 
graduate enrollments in Fall 1992 to 142 in F/97 and then plum-
meted to 115, its lowest point, in F/01. From that low point, it has 
rebounded strongly to 168. Over the study period, then, AIG has 
increased 38 percent, and graduate enrollment has dropped from 
29 percent of the total AIG enrollment to 23 percent during that 

Figure 11. Graduate environmental St/Sci/Sys majors in the CSU.
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Figure 12. Graduate anthropology majors in the CSU.

Figure 13. Graduate area/international/global studies majors in the CSU.
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time frame, reflecting the virtual doubling in undergraduate majors 
in these programs. Like ENVSSS, AIG may be hindered in graduate-
level growth by the paucity of graduate programs: There are only 
four in the CSU, and this may deflect potential graduate students 
into other fields, possibly including geography.

Discussions among CSU Geography Chairs and 
the CGS 2005 Attendees
These data were shared with the chairs of all CSU geography depart-
ments in March 2005 through e-mail and then with all interested 
California geographers at the Yosemite meeting of the California 
Geographical Society in April. Additionally, I asked the other de-
partments that have experienced any growth since fall 2000 (Long 
Beach, Humboldt, Los Angeles, and Sacramento in the undergraduate 
division; Los Angeles, Northridge, San Francisco, and Long Beach 
in the graduate division) to identify a few factors that they think 
may account for the turnaround. Of these, I received responses 
from Humboldt, Sacramento, and San Francisco. There were a lot 
of common elements. Everyone noted that their departments had 
several new faculty and, more importantly, that these faculty were 
very dynamic and active researchers who found ways to involve 
undergraduates in their research. 

Several people cited the critical role of excellent lower-division 
teaching, mentioning that they had at least one star instructor, 
who enjoyed a bit of a cult following through word-of-mouth. This 
reputation brought general education students into the department’s 
courses, which offered the opportunity to recruit majors.

Everyone commented that they enjoyed pretty good relations with 
their deans and the rest of their campus administrations. This helped 
the departments maintain their faculty lines following retirements 
and thus their enrollments and opportunity to recruit majors.

The chairs noted that they were a bit entrepreneurial, too. They see 
the role of the chair as noticing and publicizing the accomplishments 
of their faculty and their students, particularly through internal and 
alumni newsletters, conversations with their deans, participating in 
major fairs, and the occasional external press-release for a depart-
ment event.

The chairs all commented that their faculty got along with little to 
no factionalization among them. They could pull together as a unit 
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and avoid becoming a problem for the administration (and potential 
target during fiscal downturns).

Two of the departments (Humboldt and Sacramento) are bachelor’s 
granting departments, and they felt that perhaps the lack of a gradu-
ate program forced them to focus more on the undergraduates, who 
then responded to the attention and mentoring to become geog-
raphy majors. Two of the others, San Francisco and Long Beach, 
have graduate programs and thought that the presence of graduate 
students helped them maintain their programs. At Long Beach, the 
presence of graduate students in upper-division major courses (of 
which they may take twelve semester units) maintained enrollments 
above the dean’s minimum enrollment expectations, saving classes, 
so that the undergraduates could get through in a timely manner. 
San Francisco and Long Beach also feel that the graduate programs 
are intellectually stimulating to them and that this might have made 
their undergraduate programs more vital. In other words, the pres-
ence of a graduate program has unclear effects on the health of the 
undergraduate program.

I queried all department chairs again in June to find out what is 
happening in those programs that are having problems in main-
taining their enrollments, but there was no response, what with the 
summer begun or about to begin. It is possible that most or all of 
them are doing things no differently than the growing programs, 
to no avail, which would be useful information to have. This is a 
sobering possibility, given the degree to which the CSU enrollment 
trends as a whole roughly mirror national trends, a parallel seen 
with geography, geology, and anthropology. What, exactly, is the 
boundary between structure and agency, the limit to individual 
departmental initiative?

Case Study: Geography at “The Beach”
Given the many parallels among our cognate disciplines, both 
nationally and within the CSU, it seems that we might try making 
common cause with them to grow the number of students who are 
interested in the earth and its stewards. Cooperation may be chal-
lenging, however, given the rivalries built into the department and 
college structure of universities, especially in a time of competition 
for scarce resources. If we can find ways to collaborate with our col-
leagues in related programs, rather than compete with them, maybe 
joint activities could generate enough excitement on our campuses 
to attract enough new students to share around. 
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On our campus, the departments of Geography, Geology, and An-
thropology collaborate on a number of research and grant projects, 
which has substantially eroded the old rivalries among the programs 
to the point that I worry about the fate of geology! We have held 
common workshops on jobs in our fields for Earth Sciences Week. 
We have begun to coordinate our general education (GE) offerings 
to channel our students into one another’s GE classes. We also work 
together with three other departments (Biology, Economics, and 
Chemistry) to manage the new Environmental Science and Policy 
(ES&P) major, which on our campus is an interdisciplinary program 
rather than a department. ES&P debuted in F/03 and already has 
twenty-eight majors. With Geology, Anthropology, Biology, and 
Physics and Astronomy, we have begun participating in the Institute 
for Integrated Research in Materials, Environments, and Society 
(IIRMES), which manages high-end research equipment and coor-
dinates extramurally funded projects drawing on these facilities.

The most intense interaction among Geography, Geology, and An-
thropology involves the NSF-funded Geoscience Diversity Enhance-
ment Project, which ran from summer 2001 through summer 2004. 
GDEP was an eight-week research immersion program designed to 
increase the interest of underrepresented students in the geosci-
ences. Each summer, roughly ten students from local community 
colleges and high schools worked on research projects with CSULB 
faculty and with the faculty at their home institutions who had 
nominated them.

I’d like to spend a little time looking at the state of the three GDEP 
partner departments on my own campus, because I think there 
may be portents there for every department in California. Both 
Geography and Geology at Long Beach experienced a drop in ma-
jors since 1992. The Geology decline was slower and less variable, 
while Geography skidded fairly steeply from 1992 to 2000. At that 
point, Geography began to grow, while Geology began what looks 
like a decline (Figure 14).

With respect to Geography and Anthropology, the totals for majors 
in both fields increased erratically from 1992 to the present. Ge-
ography, however, was declining fairly steeply from 1992 to 2000, 
at which point it began to take off and nearly catch up with the 
more slowly growing Anthropology (Figure 15). I had thought that 
Geography’s growth might have had something to do with GDEP, 
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Figure 14. Geography and geology majors at CSULB.

Figure 15. Geography and anthropology majors at CSULB.
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but that idea foundered by examination of Geology’s fate at CSULB 
during and after GDEP. 

I then looked into the diversity of the three majors, which, after 
all, was the whole point of GDEP. I examined the relationship be-
tween the percentage of majors who were non-Hispanic white and 
the number of majors in each of the three departments. I had data 
from the campus Institutional Research Office from F/97 to F/04 
(2005). In all three cases—Geography (Figure 16), Geology (Figure 
17), and Anthropology (Figure 18)—there is an inverse relationship 
between the percentage of majors who are non-Hispanic white and 
the number of majors. I then combined data from all three depart-
ments and the two years of data from our new Environmental Sci-
ence and Policy major. To make the data suitable for comparison, I 
represented each program’s enrollments in terms of the percentage of 
their maximum enrollment over the eight years of data. Whichever 
semester saw the program’s peak enrollment was set to 100. I then 
combined the data on percentage of majors who are non-Hispanic 
white and this index of enrollment size relative to peak enrollments 
(Figure 19). With twenty-six data points in the combined data set, 
the inverse relationship between the dominance of white students 
and the relative numbers of majors emerges as a significant factor 
driving the number of majors (Figure 20), with a correlation co-ef-
ficient of 0.50 and a regression co-efficient of 0.25, a relationship 
significant at the 0.01 level (that is, random selection could have 
created an association as strong as this in fewer than 1 percent of 
samples that could have been drawn). 

Conclusions
One take-away message is that geography and its cognate fields need 
to work on diversifying their majors and appealing to new kinds 
of students. Geography and geology, especially, tend to be dispro-
portionately white, even on minority-dominated campuses, such 
as Long Beach. Potential majors may have picked up an interest in 
the earth on middle-class family vacations to Yosemite or Grand 
Canyon, an interest further piqued in college general education 
classes. The demographics of California are changing dramatically, 
however, and the earth and environmental sciences are likely to 
continue declining as long as they are driven by a declining demo-
graphic: The non-Hispanic white portion of the state population is 
now only 47 percent (U.S. Census 2005). 



80 The California Geographer ■ Volume 45, 2005

Figure 16. Geography majors as a function of ethnicity at CSULB, F/97–
F/04.

Figure 17. Geology majors as a function of ethnicity at CSULB, F/97–F/04.
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Figure 18. Anthropology majors as a function of ethnicity at CSULB, 
F/97–F/04.

Figure 19. Percentage of maximum enrollment in a program by percentage 
non-Hispanic white, CSULB, F/97–F/04.
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Our campus tried to remedy this demographic mismatch by partner-
ing with local community colleges and high schools and collabo-
rating to create summer research internships for underrepresented 
students in these feeder schools, thereby creating a seamless pathway 
for them from high school, through community college, and into 
CSULB. This partnership was the Geoscience Diversity Enhance-
ment Project, which Suzanne Wechsler described at the Yosemite 
meeting of the CGS (2005) and which was characterized in a re-
cent article (Wechsler, et al. 2005). GDEP has built a community of 
trust, respect, friendships, and ongoing research among the three 
departments and their partners and created an exciting and often 
life-transforming experience for the approximately thirty student 
research assistants. It was hoped that intense summer interaction 
with the underrepresented student research assistants would affect 
the way CSULB faculty present geoscience information to students 
already in their regular classes, making the fields more appealing to 
underrepresented students. 

For Geography, it may really have borne fruit: Our majors went 
from 76 percent non-Hispanic white in F/97 to 74 percent in F/00 
(just before GDEP began) to 67 percent in F/04 at the conclusion of 
GDEP. For Anthropology, those numbers went from 59 percent in 
F/97 to 54 percent in F/00 to 50 percent in F/04. Geology, however, 
for some reason showed an opposite trend, going from 78 percent 
in F/97 to 60 percent in F/00 and then back up to 77 percent in 
F/04. None of us know quite what to make of this, but I think we 

Figure 20. Percentage of a CSULB program’s maximum enrollment (F/97–
F/04) as a function of percentage non-Hispanic white.
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may be seeing statistical small-sample effects here. At CSULB, Ge-
ology has only one-third of the majors that Geography does and 
only one-fourth the majors in Anthropology, so the recruitment or 
graduation of a small number of students produces marked change 
in the percentages reported. 

So, cautiously interpreting the GDEP outcomes, it would seem a 
good investment of energy for geography departments to work on 
diversifying their major base, concentrating on their lower-division 
GE courses and, if feasible, the local community colleges, where a 
disproportionate number of underrepresented and poorer students 
start their college careers. Getting kids in the field and working in 
our labs and actually participating meaningfully in some kind of 
research project can give minority students the “Yosemite” experi-
ence that may not have been part of their childhood experiences. 
Informing them (and their parents) of the jobs available to geogra-
phy majors is also critical, and GDEP made “Jobs in Geoscience” a 
key part of the program. Many of the new demographics in college 
are the first generation through college in their families, and they 
often report parental pressure to major in something that will get 
them a good job after graduation, and parents and students may see 
geography as a frivolous and unemployable major. We are working 
hard to confront that misperception, and a GDEP-type program gives 
faculty several weeks to break through that conditioning. Many of 
the GDEP research assistants did go on to major in one of the par-
ticipating majors, and we’ve had a couple who continued to major 
in engineering or business but minored in geography. The GDEP 
Web page, http://www.csulb.edu/geography/gdep/, includes links 
to assessment materials presented in various conferences. 

With or without a formal research partnership, it is rewarding for 
CSU faculty to reach out to community college faculty and deepen 
ties with the institutions that are so important in the recruitment 
of geography majors. Supporting their programs with guest speakers 
and inviting them to participate in CSU campus events with their 
students are good ways to build a local geography community and 
create a ready path for students from the community colleges to 
the CSU. CSU retirees or FERPs (Faculty Early Retirement Program 
participants) might be invited to take on some of this liaison role 
on behalf of their departments. This kind of deepened interaction, 
alone, can increase the diversity of the geography majors in the CSU, 
given the importance of the community college system as a gateway 
to college for underrepresented groups in California.
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A few other ideas on developing a plan for a department to grow can 
be found in the Association of American Geographers 1998 brochure, 
Everyone Likes a Winner. The CSULB Department of Geography has 
been following this template unconsciously for a few years now, and 
it seems from discussions among several chairs that other growing 
departments in the CSU are implementing many of its recommen-
dations. The brochure both validates these efforts and deserves 
exploration as a possible template for the departments experiencing 
problems in sustaining or expanding their enrollments.
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