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REQUEST FOR NEW PROGRAM AT THE UNIVERSITY OF IOWA: BACHELOR OF ARTS 
AND BACHELOR OF SCIENCE IN GEOGRAPHICAL AND SUSTAINABILITY SCIENCES 

 
 
Action Requested:  Consider approval of the request by the University of Iowa for a Bachelor of 
Arts and Bachelor of Science in Geographical and Sustainability Sciences. 

The Council of Provosts and Board office support approval of this program.  
 
Description of proposed program. The proposed BS and BA degrees in Geographical and 
Sustainability Sciences (GSS) are a reimagining of several currently offered majors in the College 
of Liberal Arts and Sciences: Geography (BA and BS degrees) and Sustainability Sciences (BS 
degree).  
 
Students in the GSS program will explore the environment from the perspective of human 
use/influence and human systems from the perspective of environmental influence/change.  
Topics in the GSS BA degree program include climatology (the interaction between humans and 
climate) and population geography (how environments influence human settlement patterns and 
health outcomes). GSS BS degree students may further specialize in spatial analytical methods 
or gain a deeper understanding of the science behind sustainability. 
 
A strength of our reimagined curriculum will be its sharing of introductory-level courses for the 
proposed GSS BA and BS degrees with the existing BA and BS in Earth and Environmental 
Sciences and the existing BA in Environmental Policy and Planning. This intersection will provide 
opportunities for students who are interested in working on these significant environmental and 
sustainability challenges to participate in integrated, interdisciplinary research and education 
opportunities instead of a distributed set of related academic programs split across different 
academic departments. 
 
Academic objectives. The academic objectives of the Geographical and Sustainability Sciences 
BA and BS degree programs are as follows:  

• Students will understand the complex processes that connect humans to natural systems 
and environmental activities across space and time.  

• Students will learn to analyze the potential impact of decisions on complex social and 
environmental challenges given competing information, perspectives and goals.  

• Students will be able to communicate complex concepts related to the study of 
geographical and sustainability sciences using an appropriate vocabulary to a broad 
spectrum of audiences. 

 
Need for program. The proposed new GSS BA and BS degrees are part of a restructuring of two 
departments in the college to create a single administrative unit called the School of Earth, 
Environment, and Sustainability (SEES).  
 
Enrollment patterns and student learning outcomes were reviewed, and it was determined that 
the proposed BA and BS degrees in GSS will be attractive to prospective students and will provide 
a wide range of career paths. 
 
Relationship to existing programs at the institution. The proposed GSS BA and BS degree 
programs will continue to attract students from other undergraduate colleges who are interested 
in double majoring (such as, Tippie College of Business, College of Public Health and College of 
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Engineering). Discussions between CLAS and these colleges about the reimagined curriculum 
have already occurred. 
 
Relationship to existing programs at other colleges and universities. There are similar programs 
at other colleges and universities in Iowa.  
 

• Iowa State University (Sustainability Studies, Geographic Information Science and 
Cartography, bachelor’s degrees) 

• University of Northern Iowa (Geographic Information Science and Cartography, 
Geography, bachelor’s degrees) 

• Cornell College (Environmental Science and Sustainability, bachelor’s degree) 
• Graceland University (Sustainability Studies, bachelor’s degree) 
• Maharishi International University (Sustainability Studies, bachelor’s degree) 

 
CLAS representatives reached out to ISU and UNI colleagues regarding this proposal. The 
feedback on the proposed program (as well as the reimagined curriculum in the SEES) from the 
two Regents universities was very supportive, with all communications expressing great 
enthusiasm for the planned new major and the curricular reorganization. In particular, colleagues 
at UNI noted that the attention to the GIS-focused curriculum in the Geographical and 
Sustainability BS is very important as this area is critical for career-readiness in these fields, with 
many jobs available that require the use of GIS techniques. Colleagues at ISU were supportive 
of the restructuring of the curricular choices for students, and shared that the program(s) offered 
in the proposed SEES will complement their offerings and that they expect student interest to 
grow with the streamlined programs being housed in the proposed school. 
 
While there are similarities among programs at different institutions across the state with the 
proposed new program, few other programs integrate the natural and social systems with tracks 
that allow students pathways through the program. Additionally, since this is a growing area of 
student interest and employment opportunities, students across Iowa need multiple options for 
pursuing studies in these areas. 
 
Resources to establish a high-quality program. The personnel, facilities and equipment necessary 
to establish and maintain the proposed high-quality program are already in place since this new 
program will share core curriculum with other existing majors, and the termination of other majors 
opens faculty time and resources for this reimagined program. 
 
Student demand. As part of the restructuring, this new proposed major will be one of three 
programs from which students who are interested in these areas of study may choose.  Given the 
increased interest in sustainability and the integration of these areas into one school it is 
anticipated these actions will elevate the visibility of these majors and, in turn, increase student 
enrollment. 
 
Workforce need/demand. Students who graduate with degrees in Geographical and Sustainability 
Sciences pursue a wide range of career paths. From academia to private firms, from nonprofit 
organizations and NGOs, to state, local and federal government agencies, there are an increasing 
number of jobs available in these fields. Based on data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and 
presented for the fields of environmental and sustainability sciences at https://www.aag.org/jobs-
careers/, there is significant projected growth (40-80%) in careers such as Geographic Information 
Systems Technicians, Climate Change Analysts, Remote Sensing Technicians and 
Environmental Restoration Planners expected during the period of 2018-2028. 
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Funding and Cost. The personnel, facilities and equipment necessary to establish and maintain 
a high-quality program are already in place in CLAS. 
 
Projected student enrollment.   
 

Undergraduate Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 

Majors 75 100 125 150 150 
Non-Majors 600-800 600-800 600-800 600-800 600-800 

 
Accreditation. There is no requirement for accreditation of this program at the state or federal 
level. The program will remain in compliance with HLC standards. 
 
Date of implementation. Fall 2025. 
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Letter of Support 
 

 
 
 
 


