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Geographers, while not an endangered species, do have a 
visibility problem in both the academic and business worlds. 
A recent issue of the Chronicle of Higher Education pointed 
out some of the problems faced by college geography programs 
and, indirectly, by geography graduates. 

During the early 1970s a booming teachers market, the 
rise of environmental awareness and the increase in all levels 
of government planning afforded geography graduates easy access 
t o job markets. From departments steeped in traditional 
geography emphasizing teaching degrees to those stressing non
teaching careers, graduates had little difficulty in finding 
employment with their geographic training. There was little 
perceived need on the part of departments to recruit students, 
and only a modest effort was expended in developing placement 
programs by geographers for geographers. 

The mid-1970s witnessed the first storm clouds as the 
teaching market became a buyer's rather than a seller's market. 
By the late 1970s geography teachers were often seeking employ
illent in other sec~ors of the economy. And the 1980s brought a 
decided downturn in both environmental and planning opportunities 
for geography graduates. 

How have undergraduate geography programs coped? The answer 
has depended upon many factors including, among others, support 
of university administration, staff diversity and vitality, 
a.ctive recruitment and placement programs and innovation and 
creativity of department staff. 

Recruitment 

Many departments have relied upon quality instruction to 
attract students from the department's General Studies offerings 
in~o taking more geography courses. This method may have been 
adequate during times of large student numbers, but as student 
enrollments decline during the 19805 thi s may not be a reliable 
source of majors and minors. This strategy also does not work 
~ficiently if the main objective of the large majority of 

st~dents in General Studies courses is to complete them as 
r apidly as possible and get on with a career-oriented major such 
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as engineering, management, computer science or forestry. If a 
geography department cannot recruit more than a dozen majors 
from five hundred or more freshmen in its General Studies classes, 
then it means its system is in need of re-evaluation. Eventually 
the department may be left with mostly service courses, few 
majors or minors, large General Studies classes, limited time to 
develop specialities and research interests and, potentially, a 
demoralized program. 

Considering the fact that the majority of schools in 
Wisconsin's public education system do not offer geography as 
part of their regular curricula, or if they do it is offered 
under the term social studies, usually with an emphasis upon 
historYi perhaps a good starting point for any geography 
department would be the "education" of school administrators and 
members of boards of education with respect to geography's role 
in education. This can b e accomplished through the active 
participation of the university geography staff members in 
several areas that make them and their disciplinary contribution 
visible. This activism could include participation in school 
board elections as either candidates or in support of candidates. 
If pclitical action groups can exert their influence on single 
i s sue items, certainly geography, a multifaceted discipline, can 
flex its parallels and meridians. 

While politics may strike some as a less than desirable 
manner in which fo promote geography, the involvement.of 
geographers in offering expertise at all levels of public 
education is a positive effort toward influencing teachers, 
administrators and school board members. Serving on school 
committees that deal with field trips, computer acquisitions and 
curricular changes afford geographers occasions to lobby for the 
inclusion or expansion of geographic offerings in the school 
curricula. 

Opportunities also exist for guest lectures at elementary 
and secondary school classes. Certainly the development of 
informative units on maps and globes, remote sensed material, 
weather phenomena or urban morphology could be part of the 
"education" role that should have a positive impact upon the 
staff and administration of a community's schools. Whether 
adapting part of the High School Geography Project or taking a 
leaf from the pages of the "travelling t'leather" shows offered by 
many television stations , thes e can be propitious occasions for 
geographers to offer their special experti s e to s tudent audiences 
and make administrators and educators more aware of g e ography' s 
r ole in today' s educational sys tem. 

Geo graphic vi s ibility can also be enhanced through 
prOfe ss i onal activity within the communi ty. Thi s might include 
e conomic, env ironmental, social~ hi s t orical and r e lated s patial 
i mpact stud ies a s sociated Vlith prob l em s generated , f or example, 
by solid wa s te dispo s al, development o f industrial parks or 
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shopping malls, development of historical districts, or evaluating 
alternatives for future community development. The role of 
geographic research and the geographic method of spatia l analysis 
along with the placement of geographers on local, regional and 
s tate study groups should enhance the pos ition of the discipline, 
es pecially if emphasis is placed upon the discipline r a ther than 
individuals . Marketing departments at many universities have 
developed a disciplinary visibility in local communities by 
becoming actively involved in community opinion surveys and 
economic studies. Certainly geographers are equally capable of 
un dertaking community projects s uch as these which tend to 
increa se the apparent societal value of the discipline, influence 
administrators and pOliticians and may lead to inclusion of 
courses at the public school level. Simply lamenting the fact 
that people are ignorant of places in the world does not 
trans late into larger offerings of geography in the public 
schools. But demonstrating the local or regional value of 
geography does influence those in positions to implement changes. 

Although some of the foregoing suggestions may seem deja vu 
to many in the geographic profession, a "grass roots" effort to 
increase educator and administrator awareness should be a part 
of recruitment. While members of the marketing, computer science, 
art or public administration departments may not consider their 
off-campus community involvement as recruitment, it does increase 
their visibility to parents and influential people in the 
community. 

Since instructors at all levels of public education are 
interested in improving their educational backgrounds, three 
potential methods to enhance their perceptions of geography may 
be worthy of consideration. First, most school districts conduct 
in-service programs f or their facult~ which should afford 
geogra phers opportunities to present the geographic approach 
about subjects as diverse a s energy, urban morphological changes , 
r emote s ensing applications in land use and weather prediction, 
computer applications and land use problems. 

Second, offering traditional and non-traditional graduate 
courses through univer sity extension programs should r each both 
teacher s purs uing geography degrees as well as those interested 
in s pecific courses. Exposure to geographic methods could 
potentially result in expanded geography offer ings within public 
schools; sure l y knowl edge gained by teachers of social and 
?hysical s c i ence s should result in s ome inclusion of geograph ic 
materia l i n t heir cla sses. This i n turn should make more studenTS 
a·"a r e o~ geography and per haps inf luence them in the ir course 
selection when they reach t he university level. 

Third , the possibility of having modest interaction pr ograms 
beTwe en l ocal secondary s chool and university geography 
in s~ruc t or s merit s att ent i on. Department s at every s tat e 
uni~ers ity graduate ge ography teachers, but f ew s taff members 
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have taught in public schools, and very few have much contact 
with geography teachers at the public school level. While the 
levels of instruction may appear to present insurmountable 
barriers to fruitful exchanges, the opportunity, say, for a 
university professor to present a two to five week teaching unit 
for a class at the junior or senior high school level may be a 
valuable experience. The public school teacher could reciprocate 
by offering a similar short unit to a class at the university 
level, perhaps in map interpretation, environmental problems or 
world regional geography. It should be realized that many 
experienced secondary school teachers have graduate degrees, some 
with doctorates, therefore the educational difference should be 
minimal. While an exchange on a short term basis has many 
administrative p~oblems, the possibility of developing a rapport 
w~th staff and administrators could lead to strengthening public 
school geography offerings. This in turn could generate a core 
of students with increased exposure to the discipline who might 
be more likely to later enroll in university geography classes. 

In addition to the foregoing, tHO other public relations 
s trategies have been used by other disciplines: attendance at 
high school career days and development of summer camps for 
secondary school students. The former has generally been the 
domain of university admissions offices; howe ver, many 
departmental representatives now attend career days. An 
increasing number of schools in southeastern Wisconsin are 
offering specialties within their high school programs. Harold 
Vincent High School in MilHaukee, a good example, has two 
specialties: one in Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environ
mental Studies and the other in International Studies. The high 
school, moreover, has career days specifically for these programs 
and \'lelcomes university representation. Yet geographers rarely 
attend and, as a result, have been missing excellent recruitment 
opportunities. 

Summer camps f or secondary school students have been off ered 
for many years by a variety of departments, including Physics, 
l'iathematics, English, and more recently, Biology, at the University 
of Wisconsin-Whitewater. The enthusias tic continuation of these 
larse-enrollment summer camps indicates both their popularity and 
their public relations potential. l-.Thile attendance a t these camps 
may not directly translate into f ut ure ~nrollments in any s pec ific 
d~scipline a t t he university, certainly some of these s tudent s 
s~ould be sufficiently influenced by the experience to consider 
ma joring in that field. 

Preparation 

The preparation of college geography studen~ s varies f r om 
c amou s to campus depending upon his torical per spective, s taf f 
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longevity, interdepartmental relationships, role of the program in 
the university and educational background of the staff. The 
recent emphasis upon employability has been a major factor in the 
rapid growth of computer science and most business programs, and, 
of course, education departments have been career-oriented for 
decades. The social sciences and humanities,however, have 
generally tended to stress disciplinary competency rather than 
preparing students for specific jobs. Although this approach is 
sound from an educational viewpoint and in varying degrees is 
what every department is attempting to accomplish, it means little 
to geography students who find that with their traditional 
geographic preparation employment searches are exercises in 
frustration. While positions in banking, insurance and sales may 
be available to liberal arts graduates, after four years of college 
geography students may question the value of a geographic tducation 
when available positions actually use very little, if any, of 
their training. 

How departments maintain a balanced role between traditional 
geography and more career-oriented geography--applied geography-
depends upon their staffs' perceptions of the role of geography in 
the university and in the community at large. Whether departments 
underscore research and publication or place primary focus upon 
teaching will surely have impact on course offerings and 
philosophical direction of their programs. 

Perhaps the "name growth" of some departments reflects the 
increasing emphasis upon applied geography at some institutions: 
geography and urban studies, geography and planning, geography and 
environmentalstudies,for instance. Others have become associated 
with related departments to perpetuate the applied, inter
disciplinary nature of geography: Geoscience, regional studies, 
community and area development, and regional and environmental studies 
are examples. A few programs have allied themselves with colleges, 
primarily business~ other than the traditional liberal arts 
umbrella. 

It has been reported in various AAG publications and news
letters that growth in technique and applied courses has been 
accompanied by a decline of more traditional physical and cultural 
geography courses. Commensurate with this trend has been the 
increase in employment opportunities, both private and public, 
found in the technique areas such as cartography, com~uter 
ap~lications, quantitative analysis and remote sensing. The role 
0:: applied geographe:L's in land use analysis, environmental impact 
ST d ies and urban and regional planning is reflected by the 
increased COUl'se offerings within these specialties in many 
geoglaphy programs. 

The preparation of geography students must reflect both the 
hilosophy of the de partmenT, state-of-the-art program development 

and the realities of the job market . An excellent example of thi s 
viewpoint has been t he introduction of microcomputers as 
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supplementary teaching tools into public schools, and their use 
in planning agencies, travel agencies and other places of 
emp loyment that traditionally have been receptive to students of 
geography. The use of microcomputers, plotters and large 
mainframe computer systems adapted to on-line programs c a n e xp and 
the instructional scope in many geography courses. The use o f 
computers is not an end in itself but an addition to our present 
tools and can oft en perform the mundane tasks that allow in-depth 
geographic analysis of a given topic. The availability of such 
software programs as SAS Graph and GMAP allow student~ of urban, 
economic, environmental, regional analysis and other courses 
op portunities to delve deeper into data analysis and to spend 
more time rese arching problems versus making maps, manipUlating 
data by hand or performing other graphic and statistical 
compilations by traditional methods. 

Teaching geography as an applied science broadens the s cope 
of geography and incorporates the traditional disciplinary 
approach in a manner that reflects the trend to more career
oriented college programs. 

Within the past decade more geography majors have bee n 
encouraged to consider somewhat non-traditional minors, including 
marketing, management, public administration, environmental 
science, computer s cience and communications. These have enhanced 
the attractiveness of geography majors to insura~, banking, 
merchandise marketing, transportation services and public service 
employers in roles that a f ford geography graduates,opportunities 
to participate in market, management, program development and 
system analysis decisions. In addition, the cross~listing of 
courses in these related disciplines is becoming somewhat more 
common; however, the limit in credits that may be applied to a 
geography major from other departments generally must be 
fonnalized through appropriate univers ity offices. This cros s 
listing of courses and increase in minor options can also lead to 
a better understanding of geography by 
the ir majors may then be encouraged to 
courses . 

other disciplines, 
take additional geography 

and 

Placement 

The successful placement of graduates invariably generate s 
additional majors. Good examples would be computer science, 
eng ineering and bu s iness programs on state campus es. Re lying on 
the placement center to bring geograp hy recruiters to camp u s may 
be like waiting f or a tidal wave to strike the shores of Lake 
I-l ichigan! Th e majority of r e cruiters '",ho visit the campus at t he 
Unive r s ity of Wisconsin-Whitewat e r are as s ociated with companie s 
seeking student s f rom bus iness pro gram s . A rec ent li s ting of 
s i xty-five potentia l intervie',olers contained over f i f ty-five from 
compani e s lik e Northwe s t Mutual Li f e Insur a n c e, Sentry In s uranc e , 
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Data Control Corporation and Wisconsin Electric, with most of the 
positions involving management, marketing, finance, sales or 
banking backgrounds. We may all concur with the statement that 
liberal arts students have a well-rounded education, but this 
concensus does not mean they will necessarily be competitive in 
the areas noted above. Liberal arts faculty may scoff at the 
"robot-like" graduates produced by business and engineering. 
programs and decry the lack of a well-rounded education in the 
graduates from these areas, but, when compared to liberal arts 
graduates, it is hard to argue with their placement records and 
starting salaries. Many public and private employers do not have 
the vaguest idea what geographers can do, and with only a small 
group of geography graduates each semester it is difficult for the 
placement offices to place "geographic" employers high on their 
priority lists. 

While geography majors certainly can, and do, use their own 
initiative in seeking employment, geography departments can, and 
should, assist graduates in several ways. Perhaps the simplest 
form of assistance would be to maintain directories of local, 
state and federal governmental agencies. This practice could be 
supplemented by business directories obtainable from various 
private-sector trade associations both within the state and from 
surrounding states. These-directories would allow graduating 
seniors opportunities to review a variety of potential employment 
addresses and request information pertinent to specific agencies 
or businesses. Although this material may be available elsewhere 
on campus, department availability may encourage students to 
browse through the material more conveniently and may convey the 
impression that the department is interested in students beyond 
initial recruitment and preparation--a small dose of public 
relations that engenders good will and enhances a department's 
profile among current and potential majors. 

furthermore, the contacts maintained by departments with 
past graduates, either through personal faculty communication or 
via departmental newsletters sent to alumni, represent a large 
job reference pool. former students can be invaluable sources o~ 
employment information, not to mention .that fact that if strong 
department and university relations are maintained, they also 
could become objective evaluators of a geography program. Annual 
department alumni days, either in conjunction with university 
events such as homecoming or as separate fall or spring depart
ment sponsored gatherings, maintain bonds between former students 
and their departments. This continued association is also an 
excellent opportunity for current geography students to meet 
f ormer students and be apprised of "the things geographers are 
doing" after graduation. 

Drawing upon the geography alumni, departments can further 
assist students in seeking employment opportunities by sponsorin 
their O~~ career days. Such programs should bring former students 



back to their campuses as well as attract members of private and 

public organizations with whom faculty have established 

professional rapport for se~sions devoted to career opportunities 

for geographers. In this manner appropriate persons from such 

organizations as the Department of Natural Resources, Milwaukee 

Department of City Development, First Wisconsin National Bank or 

Wisconsin Physicians Serviceco~ld present the needs and expect

ations of their agencies and at the same time become aware of the 

roles geographers can play within their organizations. 


These care~r days should be preceded by a series of briefings 

in which senior geography majors learn how to prepare for an 

interview and draft a resume as well as be exposed to hints on 


. personal appearance. Most logically this instruction could be 
conducted through university placement centers. 

Placement of students should not be left solely to placement 
centers, nor should. departments assume it is the sole responsibility· 
of students to. search out employment opportunities. The important 
impression conveyed by departments to their graduating students 
remains with those students as alumni. Departmental efforts and 
attitudes also ripple through the ranks of juniors and sophomores, 
and those departments exerting even minimal efforts in placement 
are known to many.students on campus. No department lives by its 
placement record alone, but it is logical to assume that excellent 
placement records also indrcate that students have been well 
prepared. 

Summary 

The recruitment, preparation and placement of geographers in 
the 1980s then will require efforts beyond those of the 1970s, or 
more departments will face reduced student numbers and high staff 
attrition. Active participation by staff members in public school 
care'er days, development of in-service and workshop/graduate 
offerings, introduction of summer camps and guest lecture exchanges 
will increase geographic visibility at the public school level. 

The changing employment scene and dynamic aspect of the 

discipline makes it imperative that academic geographers display 

flexibility in developing new courses, revamping traditional ones 

and seeking broadening programs through interdisciplinary 

cooperation. Introduction of new technology and development of 

additional applied geography courses to complement existing ones 

will attract more majors and increase their competitive market

ability. Moreover, departments can assist in job placement in a 

variety of ways, from making directories available to sponsoring 

in-house career days. 


The goal of every undergraduate department is to provide 

excellent instruction. To continue to maintain strong, growing 

programs with professional integrity Hill require a commitment to 

recruitment, placement and .preparation of geography students 
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enrolled in public and private institutions. This commitment will 
be especially important during this decade of predicted declining 
enrollments and difficult employment markets. Reliance on 
traditional teaching excellence must be augmented by new approaches 
i f the discipline ' s undergraduate programs are to remain visible 
and viable. 


