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Earlier this year, the
University at Albany
(New York) moved to
terminate its under-
graduate and graduate
degree programs in the
geological sciences. Those
of us who know “UAl-
bany” as the former and
current base of some

notable Earth scientists look upon this decision
with bewilderment. Before passing judgment, how-
ever, we should note that the move was initiated
by academic staff in the Department of Earth and
Atmospheric Sciences and does not include elimi-
nation of the UAlbany Earth sciences curricula
altogether: courses and degree programs in atmos-
pheric and environmental sciences will continue.

UAlbany is not unique. About five years ago, the
University of Connecticut made a similar decision
to close the Department of Geology and Geophysics
and disperse the faculty to other departments.1

George Washington University also disbanded its
small but energetic Geology Department in 2003,
an action that left the District of Columbia with
no undergraduate program in the geosciences at
any college or university.

To those of us in the field, these decisions are
unsettling and seemingly counter to societal and
educational needs. Geoscientists are the only sci-
entists knowledgeable about the Earth and its key
systems, many of which “serve” humankind in
some manner and most of which are impacted by
human activities. Knowledge of Earth systems
carries with it the unique perspective of vast
timescales whose record informs us about our
planet’s history—key for predicting Earth’s short-
and long-term futures. The Earth systems per-
spective now permeates our educational programs
and much of the research we do, and this per-
spective is vital on college and university campuses
today. Our students will make decisions in their
lifetimes for which Earth systems knowledge is
fundamental and essential, whether in the fields
of resources (water, minerals, energy), global cli-
mate change, CO2 sequestration, disposal of
nuclear materials and other hazardous waste
products, or in the area of natural hazards such as
earthquakes and floods.

Perhaps we can benefit from the UAlbany example.
The developments on that campus resulted from
a series of administrative decisions made over a
20-year period that essentially predetermined
“failure” of the geological sciences. The number
of solid-Earth scientists was allowed to fall below
critical mass. This led to the diminution of the
graduate student population and the inability to
offer competitive degree programs at any level,
which had a negative feedback on enrollment. As
funds from the state government diminished,
deans and provosts at individual campuses in the

university system sought to augment existing,
academically strong programs where student
interest was high, while at the same time limiting
duplication of talent and expertise among the
four public university research centers in the
state: Stony Brook University is strong in the
Earth and environmental sciences—why dupli-
cate that strength at the Albany campus 250 kilo-
meters away? From the standpoint of New York
State taxpayers, this is a valid point. But from it
follows the next question of how well a non-
duplication policy fulfills the needs of the students
at any given campus—not necessarily within
their chosen degree field, but in terms of what
they need to know for their own lives and for
developing informed opinions on societal issues.
The non-duplication policy also leads to special-
ization of campuses, which makes them vulnera-
ble to shifts in student interest and societal needs.

Academic administrators face the challenge of
balancing the budget and responding to the per-
ceived immediate and “global” needs of their
institutions. This inevitably means that institu-
tional priorities do not coincide with those of all
academic departments. Interestingly, administra-
tive views of the Earth sciences vary enormously:
some major U.S. universities see our field as cen-
tral to addressing the human aspirations and
challenges of the 21st century and are building
vigorously. Many are taking a less aggressive
approach by maintaining a viable base in the
Earth sciences, appreciating the importance of
stability, and leaving open the possibility of future
growth. A few are taking the UAlbany route. Why
is there such a disparity of attitudes toward the
Earth sciences among administrators of institu-
tions of higher education? Part of the answer may
be rooted in the history, location, and culture of
the institution: for example, the importance of
the geosciences is taken for granted in places like
Texas and Alberta, whose economies run on oil
and gas. Other factors are more complex. Leading
technological universities like MIT preselect for
qualities in their undergraduate student popula-
tions that naturally lead to few students taking
degrees in the Earth sciences. Most Earth scien-
tists are consumers of technology—as opposed to
being leaders in the development of technology—
so in technological circles we are not perceived to
be positioned on any research frontier. This per-
ception misses the point, of course, but among
students it is exacerbated by a lack of exposure to
modern Earth science in secondary schools. If stu-
dent interest is the primary measure of the impor-
tance of a discipline, some geoscience depart-
ments will remain in a weak position no matter
how compelling the argument for the presence of
Earth systems awareness on campus.

Another factor that unquestionably affects the
attitudes of university administrators toward geo-
science departments is the limited availability of
external funds for research. In the present fund-
ing climate, even a strong geoscience department
does not have access to the research dollars that
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1 Interestingly, the UConn decision was reversed before it
was executed, when a newly appointed administrator
acted quickly to establish a Center for Integrative
Geosciences.




