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Building Strong Geoscience 
Programs at Two-Year Colleges
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Norlene Emerson, University of Wisconsin – Richland

Heather Macdonald, College of William & Mary

This work is supported by the National Science Foundation 
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Workshop Goals
• Reflect on the strengths of your program and opportunities for 

growth

• Consider strategies for building a strong geoscience program in a 

community college

• Share your expertise and experience and learn from the research 

base and from others at the workshop

• Develop and receive feedback on a plan to strengthen one or more 

aspects of your geoscience program



Workshop Overview
1:00 – Welcome, introductions, workshop goals

1:10-2:00 – SWOT analysis of your geoscience program

2:00-3:00 – Strategies for strengthening your program

3:00-3:10 - Break 

3:10-3:45 - Action plans & feedback

3:45-3:55 - Closing remarks and evaluations

https://serc.carleton.edu/dev/sage2yc/workshops/strong_programs18/index.html
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A SWOT Analysis of Your Geoscience Program

Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats



Planning and working for change
• What are your goals for your program? 

• What changes do you want to see?  

• Increase enrollments
• Strengthen program for benefit of students 

• Add field trip courses and undergraduate research opportunities
• Help, encourage, & inspire 
• Increase diversity and interest of students going on in 

geoscience
• Increase enrollments, retention, majors, degree completion

• Support faculty 
• To use active learning approaches
• Do more to engage part-time faculty
• Create a cohesive and thriving geoscience faculty community

• Develop program in context of institution
• Get resources, develop partnerships, increase visibility and 

respect, institutional support



SWOT Analysis

• A way to examine the internal (inside your 
geoscience program) and external factors 
(beyond your geoscience program) that help or 
hinder your program in achieving its goals.  

• Keys to a successful SWOT analysis

– Use it in the context of a particular objective

– Get input from a wide variety of perspectives  

http://serc.carleton.edu/NAGTWorkshops/departments/degree_programs/swot.html



Adapted from http://rapidbi.com/created/SWOTanalysis.html

OVERVIEW

MATRIX

POSITIVE / 

HELPFUL

in achieving the goal

NEGATIVE / 

HARMFUL

to achieving the goal

INTERNAL 

facts / factors within  

your program

Strengths

Things that are good 

now.  Maintain them, 

build on them, and use 

them as leverage.

Weaknesses

Things that are 

challenges now.  

Address or mitigate 

them.

EXTERNAL 

facts / factors of the 

environment in which 

your program operates

Opportunities

Things that are good for 

the future.  Recognize, 

capture, and build on 

them.

Threats

Things that are 

challenges for the 

future.  Plan to manage 

or counter them.



Do a SWOT analysis of your geoscience program …
…. considering your goals

IN SILENCE

• Consider the strengths and weaknesses of your geoscience 
program as well as the external opportunities and threats.  

• Write ONE point per sticky note.

• Place each sticky note into the appropriate SWOT space on 
your group’s big post-it notes. 

• Then group  and rearrange notes into themes.

TALKING

• Discuss and refine the groupings, then construct 
statements that summarize the various themes for your 
set of quadrants.

ALL GROUP SESSION

• Report findings (details on next slide)

All four quadrants are equally important 



SWOT Debriefing

–Group 1 reports out Strengths, followed by additions by others

–Group 2 reports out Weaknesses, followed by additions by others

–Group 3 reports out Opportunities, followed by additions by 
others

–Group 4 reports out Threats, followed by additions by others



Strategies for Strengthening 
Your Program

This work is supported by the National Science Foundation through grants 1525593, 
1524605, 1524623 & 1524800.



Overview of session

SESSION GOAL 
• Develop ideas for implementation of strategies for strengthening 

your program

FORMAT
• Gallery Tour - Explore & Discuss Strategies 
• Table Discussions
• Whole Group Sharing 



Strategies for Strengthening Your Program

1. Attract students to your program

2. Support the academic success of all students through course and program 

design and assessment

3. Broaden participation in the geosciences: Supporting diversity, equity, 

inclusion, and foster a sense of belonging

4. Facilitate students’ career pathways into the geosciences

5. Support students’ transfer to four-year colleges and universities

6. Build a strong department / program environment and work effectively in the 

context of your institution



Gallery Tour - Exploring topics and strategies
Six posters sets – General topic and potential strategies

Groups of 4: Go to the poster, read example strategies, answer the 
following questions 

*feel free to add other strategies to the poster lists.

What strikes you as particularly promising / 
effective?

What data would you collect to determine the 
effectiveness of the strategies you plan to use?

Which strategies have you tried? (Check) 
What have you found most effective? (Star)



Poster Groups
1

• Pete Berquist
• Lynsey LeMay
• Jennifer Martin

2
• Dave Mrofta
• Sadie Kingsbury
• Nicole Iwaz
• Elena Tolkova

3
• Alan Cutler
• Diane McDaniel
• Debra Woodall
• Kristin Simunac

4
• Joy Branlund
• Debra Krumm
• Kristie Bradford
• Rachelle Kernen

5
• Beth Wisely
• Marissa Wald
• Melanie Will-Cole
• Sian Proctor 

6
• Seth Miller
• Anthony Santorelli
• Catherine Etter
• Megan Jones



Reflection and Action Planning

This work is supported by the National Science Foundation through grants 1525593, 
1524605, 1524623 & 1524800.



Reflections and Action Plans 
and Sharing

• What ideas from today are potentially useful for you?  

• What are possible ways you could use these ideas in your 
department, program, and/or institution? 

-Quiet Reflection time & writing
-Work in groups of three, each person gets 8 min – talk about your action 
plans and get feedback

describe your plan ~3 min, get feedback from others ~5 min, rotate to 
next person



Evaluation

This work is supported by the National Science Foundation through grants 1525593, 
1524605, 1524623 & 1524800.

https://serc.carleton.edu/216036


