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Black Hills State University 
 
Program Review by Dr. Mary Breckenridge, Associate Professor of Leadership at Mercyhurst 
University and Director of Academic Assessment.  May 28, 2014 

 
 

Introduction/Overview 

The Masters of Science in Strategic Leadership (MSSL) has been offered at Black Hills Statue University 
since the fall of 2008.  Without significantly impacting university resources, instructors were recruited to 
develop syllabi and teach the first cohort of students.  It was fiscally beneficial to deploy full-time faculty 
in the program launch, and critical that a program coordinator was tasked with the management of 
subsequent faculty hires, student recruitment, and course and program revisions.  It appears that the 
program is growing at a manageable rate, and that additional faculty and resources are necessary to 
maintain its viability.  

 

Program Evaluation 

Mission Centrality – The MSSL program highlights the following aspects of the Mission and Vision of 
BHSU:  provides innovative, graduate level education through a curriculum that focuses on leader 
development and growth; it serves both residents of South Dakota and other students from across the 
region and those who are stationed overseas, both in the military and in civilian roles;  and most 
importantly provides the advanced leadership education needed across our business, non-profits, and 
government agencies.    

The MSSL program does not have a formal mission, and I would encourage the development of a 
mission statement that supports the Mission and Vision of BHSU.   

Quality –  Program quality can be measured in multiple ways.  Before more formalized assessment 
requirements were put in place,  it was measured across higher education institutions by a quantitative 
analysis of bricks and mortar, number of faculty and their scholarly output, and student enrollment and 
retention.  More recent ways to measure quality focus on student learning outcomes and evidence of 
the future value of one’s education.  Are our students learning the skills necessary to be productive in a 
very complex environment?  

On the graduate level, faculty expertise, internship experiences, and student/faculty research are 
typically examined as quality indicators as are promotion opportunities or new positions for graduating 
students.  Unfortunately, student placement data was lost for the years 2010-2013 due to a snafu with a 
third party online survey tool.  Additionally, since many graduate students are ‘working adults’ 
placement is not always as high a priority for students as it is with undergraduates.  Anecdotal reports 
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do mention promotions and job offers with several identifying the graduate degree as a determining 
factor in their promotions.   

With respect to program quality, the interdisciplinary nature encourages students to explore diverse 
perspective.  The practicum and mentoring experiences are highly valuable as both cement the 
connection between theory and practice.  These innovative approaches are usually difficult to 
implement in online programs, but it appears that BHSU has discovered a viable way to offer these 
experiences.  Additionally, the contemporary and coherent curriculum is taught by faculty from a wide 
variety of disciplines, some of whom are also serving in professional roles which reflect the course 
content they are teaching.  As noted before, key to the success of the program is the program 
coordinator who ensures that appropriately credential faculty is hired, which includes skills and 
experience teaching in an online modality.   

Collaborative scholarly activities are not presently evident due to the challenge of the online 
environment.  With full-time on-site faculty participation, this could be addressed 

Costs –  As with many new programs, budgets are not always developed until after several years.  As this 
program is in year seven, it is clearly time to assign a budget to the coordinator/director.  On page 21 of 
the report, the following was stated: “Any additional revenue becomes self-support funds and are not 
available to the MSSL program.”  The reviewer assumes that means the revenues are deposited into a 
General Fund and used to cover other university expenses.  It would seem plausible that with some 
dedicated marketing this program could grow and become a viable source of revenue for the university.  
Perhaps some of the revenue could be dedicated to both marketing and the buying of institutional 
faculty time to support future growth.   

Program Productivity –  MSSL faculty are productive scholars who have secured grants; presented at 
local, regional, and national conferences; and  published in peer-reviewed journals, monographs, and 
books.  Scholarship could be enhanced by the addition of on-campus faculty to the program. 

Enrollment numbers decreased rather significantly after 2012, with only 14 new students in 2013 and 
five in 2014.  As discussed above, with some marketing and additional university faculty support, 
perhaps the decline in enrollments could be turned around.   

Assessment of Progress – The MSSL has become a self-sustaining and successful program for the 
University, offering the only strategic leadership degree in a public university in the state.  If future goals 
include increasing enrollment the present director could benefit from support from institutionally based 
faculty.  Quality programs need input from a range of stakeholders, but when those teaching are not 
based locally, their potential contribution can be overlooked.   

Plans for the Future – The need to increase faculty involvement on campus is imperative.  Outreach to 
non-profits and Native American populations can help.  The reviewer would caution the director on 
relying too heavily on non-profits for enrollment increases.  My experience has shown a dramatic 
decline in funding for education by non-profits.  This decline, coupled with the lower salaries these 
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professionals earn (which in turn means less disposable income), has affected many programs across the 
nation.  Remarks on assessment follow in the next sections. 

 

 

Overall Assessment of Progress – A portfolio, which will become the primary indicator of student and 
program progress, is planned for the next evaluation period (date a bit unclear).  The capstone project, 
which serves as the only direct assessment of the program, will be supplemented by this new portfolio.   

An Exit Survey will also provide valuable information to the program coordinator.  Employer surveys will 
also be distributed; such surveys should highlight the intersection of theory and practice, which will also 
be critical for the program coordinator.   

 

Recommendations 

Strengths:  The MSSL program has a dedicated coordinator, credentialed faculty, and courses that are 
appropriate to graduate level education.  The practicum and mentoring experiences are highly valuable 
as both cement the connection between theory and practice.  These innovative approaches are usually 
difficult to implement in online programs, but it appears that BHSU has discovered a viable way to offer 
these experiences.  Additionally, the contemporary and coherent curriculum is taught by faculty from a 
wide variety of disciplines, some of whom are also serving in professional roles which reflect the course 
content they are teaching. 

Limitations: The MSSL seems to be one of the many program examples across the higher ed landscape 
that was originally unfunded but now in need of financial support in order to continue its success.  It 
should be attached to a division/discipline/school and viewed as a legitimate educational offering.   

Although the Program Review indicates the lack of an assessment plan, course syllabi include course 
objectives, assessment measures, and rubrics for evaluation.  Assignments are meaningful.  Of note are 
the two practical courses, the Practicum and the Mentoring courses.   Missing from the syllabi is the 
connection to the overall Program Learning Outcomes, which helps the student understands how the 
course fits into the overall program goals.   

The assessment process needs much attention.  An unfunded program that does not seem attached to a 
specific discipline (Office of Educational Outreach) may be able to ‘fly under the HLC radar’ with regard 
to assessment, but it is a risk to continue without actual engaging in the gathering and interpreting of 
Student Learning Outcome data in the MSSL program.   

An assessment plan and a cycle (timeline) detailing the courses in which faculty will gather evidence of 
student learning is a positive step.  With all first steps, the challenge is in the details, and without 
additional faculty assistance from other full-time, engaged faculty colleagues, the plan that emerges is 
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not as robust, coherent, and potentially meaningful as it should be.  The program coordinator and his 
colleagues need to formalize program learning outcomes, which can easily emerge from the six key 
areas of leadership development described on page eight of the program review.  Upon approval, these 
six program learning outcomes (PLOs) should be included on all syllabi.  As an HLC university, the 
reviewer would assume that assessment policies, procedures and protocols are already in place.  The 
MSSL program should follow them.   

The capstone assignment, which has been serving as the singular assessment measure includes a 
strategic plan and an analytical paper.  Course outcomes are listed, but there is no evaluative measure 
included, such as a rubric.  Going forward, students will need to complete ‘signature assignments’ 
(required in all courses) which will be submitted as part of a portfolio requirement in the Capstone 
course.  While this plan appears feasible, work on developing all the facets will take some time.   

 

Recommendations: The reviewer recommends the following: 

 Program coordinator retain leadership role 
 Additional full time faculty be added 
 Financial resources be allocated for marketing, support, and hires 
 A thorough assessment process becomes a priority 
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I. Introduction 

This program review for Black Hills State University focuses on the Outdoor Education 

(OE) program with the College of Education and Behavioral Sciences. This review is 

based on a document study of materials provided by Dr. Chris McCart as follows: 

 BHSU OE Program Self-study Report - 2015 

 Program documents including: 

o Course syllabi 

o 2013 Program Manual 

o SBS Internship Manual 

 Program Review Report - 2007 

In accordance with the directives of the SD Board of Regents this report focuses 

primarily on program strengths and limitations with recommendations. This report also 

takes into extensive consideration the recommendations made by the previous reviewer in 

the more comprehensive program review conducted in 2007. 

 

II. Program Evaluation 

 

a. Mission Centrality 

According to information provided in the self-study report the BHSU Mission 

Statement the university “promotes excellence in teaching and learning” and 

“provides service to the state, region, nation, and global community.” As the only 

comprehensive university in western South Dakota, and a master’s level 

university, BHSU is well positioned to tap into regional resources while 

functioning as a unique resource itself, especially with regard to the OE program. 

 

b. Program Quality 

i. Overview 

This aspect of the program is assessed in terms of the depth and breadth of 

experiences afforded to students in the program.  The self-study report 

emphasizes the strongly experiential and skills based nature of the 

program. This is well supported in the syllabi for both the Environmental 

Education & Interpretation Core Courses and the Adventure Education 

Core Courses. The experiential nature of the program offerings is not 

limited to technical skills development but includes academic skills as 

well. 

 

ii. Alignments and Assessments 

Program assessment, review, and updating are aligned with the 

appropriate professional organizations and their standards through a 

structure based on six major, overarching, student learning outcomes. 
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Monitoring of the Adventure Education area is guided by the standards of 

the Association for Experiential Education. The Interpretation Core 

courses are aligned with the professional standards of the National 

Association for Interpretation while Environmental Education is informed 

by the guidelines of the National Project for Excellence in Environmental 

Education of the North American Association for Environmental 

Education. Specific courses are also aligned with other, appropriate, 

specialized organizations. These alignments are well detailed and clearly 

presented in the narratives and matrices presented on pages 23-34 of the 

self-study report. 

 

According to the self-study and the OE program manual provided to this 

reviewer, the program appears to have sufficient feedback external to the 

faculty and staff which includes student evaluations of courses, evaluation 

of students by internship partners, and safety inspections (OE Program 

Manual). The self-study narrative indicates program changes and 

improvements are data driven and this is supported in the 2014 OE 

Assessment report provided in Appendix A of the 2015 self-study. 

 

c. Costs 

Analysis of the cost effectiveness of the program as evidenced on pages 44-46 of 

the self-study is largely problematic due to the fact that most of the funding comes 

from outside the program area and must be requested annually on an item by item 

basis and is therefore not represented in the self-study. 

 

The credit hour generation data is fairly typical of current trends in “bricks and 

mortar” institutions in this country. In other circumstances, the downward trend 

since 2010 would be highly concerning were it not for the facts that such trends 

are widespread in face to face higher education and the 2014 data show a slight 

reversal. Regardless, the fact remains that the present credit hour generation is 

well above the levels of 2006.     

 

d. Program Productivity 

The credit hour generation trend is generally repeated in the enrollment and 

graduation data. The curves of the annual enrollment data and the graduation rate 

correspond but a significant issue represented in the two data sets is that the 

numbers of OE majors from year to year are not reflected in the graduation 

numbers. This begs the question of where the non-completers go, and why they 

go. Tracking of graduates is well documented in the self-study but no such 

information is apparent with regard to non-completers. 
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e. Plans for the Future 

Some of the program problems and proposed solutions as summarized in the Self 

Study report amount to housekeeping issues while others are substantive. 

Adjustment of course titles to more accurately reflect content is always advisable 

and seems to be warranted here. For example, changing “OE Programs” to 

“Environmental Education: Theory and Practice” appears to be a valid move 

given that almost all of the course content deals with the environment and 

education about it, exclusive of an outdoor education component. The other 

proposed changes fit are, similarly, on target. 

 

The following table contains a summary of this reviewer’s assessment of 

proposed solutions to the program problems as listed in the self study. 

 

Problems Comments on Solutions 
Some PE 100s no longer filling after 128>120 credit 

reduction. 

Student perception is PE 100 is “recreational” & 

subsequent frustration with higher academic 

expectations. 

OE majors need more technical and instructional skills 

and field-based experience. 

A review of the content in the PE 100s indicates a 

credit our increase may be advisable. Maintaining 

or increasing the academic standards is appropriate 

and necessary. Outdoor and adventure education 

need to continually battle the “playing for credit” 

conception. 

“Bottle necks” in program require substitutions so 

students can graduate on time. 

Diverse interests and backgrounds and goals of 

students related to outdoor technical skills 

Allowing choice as indicated is not only equitable, 

it also strengthens the program itself by making it 

more “user friendly.” 

Need for more experiential opportunities 

OE 376 no longer filling one section due to decrease in 

Exercise Science management track 

Demand for non-academic service programs and lack 

of time for service. 

Demand for gear rental services 

Need for diverse program incomes. 

The current market for higher education and the 

present financial issues in the field demand greater 

program flexibility and innovation. The proposed 

solution appears to meet the needs expressed here 

and in other parts of this report. OE Coordinators 

teaching, advising, and service loads are addressed 

in the Recommendations section. 

Some courses not on current list of options or listed 

differently than catalogue 
Maximum program clarity is a necessity both for 

advising and for program marketing. 

Current informal “campus to careers” tracks 

For Nature: Interpretation/Environmental 

Education track 

For Profit: Outdoor Business Track 

For People: Adventure Education track 

Most students not selecting electives with competence 

in mind; they are selecting what’s easiest. 

Difficulties communicating and coordinating with 

science department 

Option 1 seems the most feasible and advisable at 

this time. Slight adjustments to course, program, 

and track descriptions can go a long way to 

improving this situation. 

 

Option 2 includes alterations that amount to catalog 

changes and will be more cumbersome to 

implement, or from which to backtrack. 

Difficulties in communicating with the science 

department might be dealt with administratively.  

 

Option 3 could remain a possibility but might be 

more viable in concert with Option 2, or parts 

thereof. 

 

Option 4 is too vague. 

Reputation of program (Some call it “Camping for 

Credit” although once in the program realize there is 

rigor). 

Improved marketing and including outreach from 

graduates in recruitment. Emphasis should be on 

the degree as a means to a professional career. 

ATTACHMENT II     14



 

 4 

NAAEE EE certification, along with the NAI CIG 

training will go a long way toward image 

improvement. Minimum GPA for entrance 

requirements, as well as program continuation,  is 

feasible and common in other professional 

programs, e.g.; teacher education, nursing 

professions. 

Broad survey interests of many OE majors in conflict 

with “post-hole” upper-level courses in science core. 
The solutions listed should be taken under 

advisement but with the caveat that allowing too 

much breadth can hamper a program by making it 

too diffuse resulting in a degree program with no 

real identity. 

Lack of OE-dedicated funding hampers equipment 

purchase and maintenance as well as materials, which 

are often funded out-of-pocket. 

All solutions listed are viable options. A dedicated 

funding source not-with-standing, additional 

sources should always be considered and it is 

advisable to exercise all possibilities. Lab and 

course activity fees are necessary not only for the 

replacement of consumables but for the repair and 

replacement of durable goods. 

RECR 242 Outdoor Skills contains too much content 

(1/3 ropes course, 1/3 outdoor leadership, 1/3 theory) 

Given the intent of RECR 242, which is obviously 

outdoor skills, keeping its content more broad in 

keeping with that theme means creating a ropes 

course class which can much more specific and as 

technical as necessary. 

Expertise for more/higher level technical skills classes The breadth of skill based courses in the OE 

Program seems to make a fully in-house staff 

problematic. Adjuncts and qualified contractors are 

the logical option although care must be taken to 

avoid drowning the program in adjuncts. Heavily 

adjunct dependent programs often tend to be spotty 

in course offerings or develop a lack of rigor unless 

there is strong oversight from program 

administrators.  

BHSU Retention, Grit, Social Support, Academic Skills 

as well as providing leadership experience for OE 

students 

Setting student expectations through pre-

orientation is advisable but the disparity between 

number of majors in the program from year to year 

and the annual number of graduating majors begs 

the question of where a lot of students go and more 

importantly, why. 

Many OE courses only offered every-other year Is this a staffing issue or an enrollment issue? If 

enrollment not much can be done unless numbers 

are increased to fill the seats. If it is a staffing issue 

it seems that it is time for a position to be added. 

This is again in the Recommendations section but 

all indications in this self study report is that 

another tenure line in the OE program area is at 

least advisable if not necessary.  

Some class titles a little “off” Adjust as necessary with maximum clarity the 

goal. 

Declining student numbers and shifting jobs market This is a current problem in all higher education. 

Maintaining a visible program presence throughout 

the university service region via print, broadcast, 

and social media is mandatory today. Additionally, 

it is highly advisable for the program to be well 

represented at conferences hosted by relevant 

agencies: NAI, NAAEE, AEE, etc., for recruitment 

and networking purposes.   

OE 350 and RECR 420 are the most content-intense and 

challenging courses in the major – and they are offered 

in the same semester. This leads to depression and 

hopelessness in OE students 

In reviewing the syllabi for these courses it the 

reviewer agrees that these two courses should not 

be offered concurrently.  
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f. Assessment of Progress 

The comprehensive 2015 Self Study Report is ample evidence of a commitment 

to continuous improvement and reflects some of the changes recommended in the 

2007 Program Review although a number of those recommendations, not adopted, 

remain valid possibilities. As necessary improvements are, to a degree, a moving 

target it this reviewer’s assessment that the program is progressing well in 

difficult times for academia but needs additional support from the university. 

 

III. Overall Assessment 

This overall assessment summarizes the strengths and limitations of the OE Program as 

represented in the Self Study Report, the sample syllabi, and the Program Manual.  

a. Strengths 

Across the spectra of adventure education, environmental education, outdoor 

education and general education, the program displays a great deal of breadth. 

Aligning the program with professional organizations such as the North American 

Association for Environmental Education, the National Association for 

Interpretation, and the Association for Experiential Education is also a plus of the 

program. The program’s placement and the fact that it is the only program of its 

kind in the state are also important but this uniqueness is not being utilized to its 

potential. An especially important strength of the program is the dedicated OE 

faculty. The  

 

b. Limitations 

One of the program challenges identified in the 2007 review is the definitional 

problem of outdoor education. However, substituting a name for the program that 

reflects the current diversity of the academic knowledge and technical skills may 

be problematic, but an attempt is recommended. There is no focused strategic plan 

in place and BHSU does not seem to be taking advantage of the unique nature of 

the program. The program seems to be teetering on the edge of an identity crisis.  

 

The on-line presence is almost non-existent. In practice, this somewhat isolates 

the program from the larger world. A majority of the courses in the program 

cannot be delivered electronically which further exacerbates the issue. 

 

Ethnic diversity is lacking in the program but that is true of the fields of 

outdoor/adventure/environmental education in general. As a state institution, 

BHSU, with its defined service area from which to recruit, is not likely to remedy 

the situation without expanding its reach.  
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Lack of staff is another issue. At present, the program is achieving a lot with 

minimal dedicated personnel. 

 

IV. Recommendations 

a. Development of a strategic plan 

 

b. Increase alignment with all four of the BHSU Strategic Goals: 

i. Goal One: Technology to go beyond classroom and field use. 

 

ii. Goal Two: Increase outreach of the program to go beyond the region to 

the nation and world. Technology (Goal One) and diversity (Goal Three) 

strongly contribute to that. 

 

iii. Goal Three: Pursue diversification of student population. 

 

iv. Goal Four: Develop innovative funding sources. 

 

c. Improve and/or implement student recruitment, retention, and tracking, especially 

of non-completers in order to assess who well the program is meeting student 

needs. Tracking placed graduates alone is inadequate.   

 

d. Form a specific concept of what the program should be. 

i. Review the program mission (2015 Self Study, p. 18). That statement does 

focus on front line non-formal educators but does not preclude additional 

tracks in the program. 

ii. Consider “focus tracks” within the major as recommended in the 2007 

Review or; 

iii. Narrow the focus. This may mean a trimming of some of the science 

courses in favor of other OE/EE/AE offerings. The science selections 

listed under the “Environmental Literacy” category do not really fit with 

that descriptor. 

 

e. Determine the geographic range of BHSU’s degree authority with regard to the 

OE Program major. Determine if there are opportunities for expansion. 

 

f. Develop an on-line presence. The highly experiential and site based nature of the 

program does not lend itself well to on-line offerings but more academic courses 

and the academic elements of other courses might be considered. Empirical 

research is still lacking with regard to on-line versus face-to-face courses but the 

anecdotal evidence suggests that while the opportunities afforded by virtual 

ATTACHMENT II     17



 

 7 

classes do attract students there is still a large contingent that prefers the personal 

interaction of face-to-face settings. Courses need not be wholly on-line but can be 

blended, or hybrid, as required for content delivery. A stronger on-line presence 

also makes wider recruitment possible (Item c, above). 

 

g. Attain Environmental Education program certification through the North 

American Association for Environmental Education. 

  

h. Increase of BHSU financial support for  

i. professional travel for faculty 

ii. professional travel for students 

iii. durable program materials 

 

i. Consider alternative/new sources of revenue within the program or juxtaposed 

with it.  

i. Equipment rentals 

ii. Course materials fees 

 

j. Add a FTE tenure line to the OE Program area. 
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To:  Dr. Chris McCart 
  Department of Outdoor Education 
  Black Hills State University 
 
  Dr. Patricia Simpson 
  Dean, School of Behavioral Sciences 
  Black Hills State University 
 
  Dr. Pamela Carriveau 
  University Assessment Coordinator 
  Black Hills State University 
 
From:  Ken Gilbertson, Ph.D. 
  Professor 
  Environmental and Outdoor Education Program 
  Department of Applied Human Sciences 
  University of Minnesota Duluth 
 
Dear Dr. McCart, 
 
It is with great pleasure that I am submitting this external review of the BHSU 
Outdoor Education Program (OEP). I have followed your program growth as well as 
your professional development over the past years and am very impressed with 
how you have guided your program over the past decade. Your own professional 
development combined with your vision for your program and your management of 
the program has yielded some impressive results. 
 
I am going to present my findings of your program strengths along with 
recommendations on how you might further strengthen the OEP so that it continues 
its trajectory of being a significant educational program for pre-service outdoor 
educators in our profession. 
 
All of my comments are based upon national standards influencing our profession as 
well as your 2015 self-study. I am also taking into account the 2007 external review 
by Dr. Brenda Lackey as a foundation on how you have responded to the prior 
external review. Since I have not made any direct site visits nor interviews with you 
or your students, the entire basis of my review are based upon the above criteria. 
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Introduction 
 
This academic program review for the Outdoor Education Program at the Black Hills 
State University (BHSU), Spearfish, South Dakota is a 7-year follow-up from the last 
external review. Dr. Brenda Lackey, professor in the College of Natural Resources at 
the University of Wisconsin – Stevens Point, conducted the 2007 external review. 
Further, The Outdoor Education Program conducted a comprehensive self-study 
early in 2015. 
 
Unlike Dr. Lackey’s report, no site visit was made to the BHSU and my findings are 
based upon written materials such as course syllabi, the Outdoor Education 
Program (OEP) overview and the 2015 Self-Study. The primary bases used in 
guiding this review are: 
 

A. The Association of Experiential Education Adventure Education Programs 
Standards, 6th edition (AEE) 

B. The professional standards of the North American Association for 
Environmental Education (NAAEE) 

C. The standards of the National Association of Interpreters (NAI) 
D. Finally, I am also basing my review in context to Dr. Lackey’s 2007 report and 

the 2015 OEP Self-Study.  
 

This review will therefore focus on an overall assessment of the OEP. Academic 
program strengths, limitations, and recommendations will be presented 
 
Anecdotally, I am familiar with the BHSU OEP, as I have met its coordinator, Dr. 
Chris McCart, when she initially began her employment in the program. We have 
conferred occasionally and I have watched the OEP grow over the past decade. Thus, 
the Outdoor Education Program has become well established by having a mature 
curriculum, a steady enrollment of students, and established relationships with 
outside agencies to serve as internship sites as well as sources for employment upon 
graduation. 
 
Self Study (2015) 
 
The OEP has undergone one comprehensive external review (Lackey, 2007), and 
two comprehensive internal (self) reviews (McCart, 2007 & 2015). To have 
conducted comprehensive reviews with this frequency is exceptional and is 
indicative of a healthy program. Program reviews, whether they are internal or 
external are expensive and time-intensive. It is clear that they are worth the effort, 
yet it is unusual for a program to seek review for improvement so consistently and 
frequently. I see this as a strong positive attribute of the OEP. 
 
Finally, the 2015 self-review is very well written. It is thorough and presented in an 
exemplary fashion. It is through this lens that my review is being presented. Both 
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Dr. McCart and Dr. Lackey have set the stage for my review, which is considerably 
more limited in it’s scope than theirs was. 
 
Mission, Strategic Goals, and Student Outcomes 
 
The OEP has clearly worked to have its mission and student outcomes 
complementary to those of the BHSU. This is not only mandatory, but also wise to 
match the mission and goals of the parent institution. 
 
Strengths 
 
The strengths of the OEP mission are positive for the reasons given above.  
 
The strategic goals are indicated as “not developed”. That is, they are not presented 
in writing. It appears evident that strategic goals exist, at least in the program 
director’s mind simply because of the growth, development, and strength of the 
OEP, in addition to the consistency and frequency of the programmatic reviews it 
has had. 
 
The student learning outcomes are quite strong. They are clearly presented in a 
logical and sequential manner. They are also presented in an exceptionally concise, 
thorough, and clear manner in each course syllabus. The learning outcomes are very 
strongly aligned with the appropriate national standard (e.g. AEE, NAI, and/or 
NAAEE). For the small size of the OEP, these student learning outcomes are 
comprehensive and complete to the extent that they are a model for other outdoor 
educational higher education programs around the U.S. to follow. 
 
Limitations 
 
My recommendations for the mission, strategic goals, vision, and program 
significance are as follows: 

1. The OEP mission appears to be somewhat limited in the following ways: 
a. It is limited to non-formal education settings. I recommend that it not 

be limited to only non-formal settings, but to all education settings 
whether they be non-formal, formal (P-12), or informal. For example, 
self guided interpretive trails or while environmental literacy has a place 
in any kind of outdoor education, the way it is communicated in the self-
study (2015) implies that the most common audience for achieving this 
would be P-12 students. 

b. The program components and curriculum indicate a wide range of 
settings through its course offerings and primary programmatic aspects 
of environmental education, interpretation, environmental literacy, and 
adventure education. Student experiences and graduation placement 
can easily be inclusive these other areas, if they are not already doing 
so. 
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c. Including such attributes as preparing a student to be confident and 
caring are admirable, it is difficult to claim that the program can provide 
these. Instead, the OEP can teach competency, philosophical 
comprehension, diverse skill sets, and/or methodology for diverse 
audiences that meet professional standards and should thus be a 
stronger part of the mission statement. 
 

My recommendation is to strengthen the OEP mission statement. 
 

2. The OEP does not have a written strategic plan. Nor does it have a written 
vision statement or significance statement. Yet, the program implies that it 
does have these simply through the strength and quality of its self-review. 
The self-review is one form of a strategic plan because the program 
management intends to follow the reviewers’ recommendations. As such, I 
am recommending the following: 
a. Develop a strategic plan. This plan should be in line with the strategic 

plan of the BHSU, but also be aligned with professional standards and 
how it will be meeting student outcomes. For example, teaching students 
how to address a diverse target audience is increasingly important and is 
expressed professionally within the outdoor education profession. 
Further, sustainability of natural resources from impacts of tourism is a 
growing problem for natural resource agencies. Both diversity and 
sustainability are examples of what can be built into a strategic plan so 
they are deliberately incorporated into learning outcomes. For all 
practical purposes pages 48-50 of the 2015 self-study is the strategic plan 
for the program. 

b. Develop a clear vision. It appears evident that Dr. McCart has had a clear 
vision of what the OEP program should be comprised of and whom it 
should serve. This is evident by the kind of programmatic development 
that has occurred since Dr. McCart began her tenure at BHSU. I 
recommend that the program vision be presented in writing to help serve 
a consistent programmatic goal for the future as well as a metric for it’s 
development. 

c. Develop a statement of significance. This is beneficial for the BHSU and 
the South Dakota State University system. It is also beneficial for 
employees of the program, whether they are faculty, staff, or student 
volunteers. A significance statement also helps to direct what kinds of 
students are attracted to and accepted into the program and it also helps 
to attract outside agencies that can benefit from the program. Again, it 
seems clear that the OEP is very significant for South Dakota and the 
surrounding area just by the depth and breadth of the agencies that it 
serves and where students are placed in once they graduate. 
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Academic Program  
 
Strengths 
 

a. The academic program is state-of-art. While it is not unusual for 
Higher education academic programs to be limited to only adventure 
education, environmental education, or interpretation, it is more beneficial to 
the student to be trained across all aspects of our field. As is evident in the 
list of cooperating agencies of the OEP as well as job placements upon 
graduation, students use skills and knowledge across the entire academic 
program spectrum of the OEP. Further, by its nature, outdoor education is a 
broad field that is inclusive of all these areas and is rarely limited to only one 
aspect of the field such as adventure education. 
 

b. The BHSU OEP is explicit about its primary programmatic components of  
environmental literacy, environmental education, interpretation, and 
adventure education. It also provides a clear map on how students achieve 
their education in all areas. The student learning outcomes are thorough, 
explicit, easy to follow, appropriately sequential, and reflect current national 
standards of the AEE, NAAEE, and NAI. This tells me that the program is very 
efficient in how it provides instruction given the small size of the faculty 
team, the program size, and the size of the BHSU. Indeed, there are many tier 
1 institutions that do not have the scope and depth of course offerings, as 
does the OEP. 
 

c. The OEP is physically located in the heart of a plethora of opportunities for  
student learning and professional placement within the Black Hills as well as 
its proximity to agencies and sites in Wyoming, North Dakota, and Montana. 
Few other higher education programs in the local region can match the 
resources combined with the academic offerings of the OEP. 

 
d. The extent that the OEP collaborates with other departments is also a 

strength. Beyond being efficient in the management of the program, it is also 
providing cross-disciplinary learning and cooperation. Both are valuable 
programmatically and for student learning. 

 
e. Instructors are appropriately certified in areas of instructional expertise. 

For example, safety certifications; skills (canoeing & kayaking) certifications; 
etc. 

 
 

Limitations 
 
While I do not know the intent and purpose of institutional and programmatic 
growth at the BHSU OEP, it seems that given the potential of the program, it could be 
considerably larger. The budget is quite minimal. Essentially, it covers one faculty 
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member, some equipment, and support personnel. On one hand, the size of the 
educational team is likely at capacity for what it can offer academically while 
maintaining the quality of delivery that it provides. Yet, one purpose of a public 
university is to serve the needs and demands of the community and student 
population of the state. Thus my recommendations for growth are stated carefully 
simply because few higher education institutions enjoy unlimited budgets. Yet 
programmatic growth does occur where there is a need and/or demand. My 
recommendations are as follows: 
 

a. The number of students enrolled in the major is quite impressive.  Having 58 
majors, 15 minors, plus a much higher number in lower level courses (e.g. 
100 in lower level science-based courses) matches the student size of many 
major universities around the country. Further, the OEP has been stable for 
the past seven years (range of 57 – 81 majors, 2008-2014). Although student 
enrollment is down 23 students from the high of 81 in in 2011, this appears 
to be a common trend in higher education nationwide. In spite of these 
numbers, I have two recommendations to make: 
1. Determine the optimal number of students (more is not better) and 

then strive to recruit to maintain that number. 
 

2. As emphasized below, managing a program of the size of the OEP with 
only one primary faculty member is unrealistic. Advising will likely suffer. 
Program/course assessment will suffer. And, instructional integrity can 
be at risk simply because the workload is too much. This puts the OEP at 
risk of being unsustainable. My recommendation is increase advising 
and instructional staff to allow Dr. McCart to effectively manage the 
program. 

 
b. Accompanying a large student body of majors, it seems that Dr. McCart is 

working at or above her capacity. To be able to provide the range and depth 
of course offerings is truly impressive. However, she can also be on a path to 
burnout (which would seem a major error in program management to lose 
such an innovative person). Secondarily, the time demands on Dr. McCart 
may inhibit her professional development, such as publishing and/or 
attending conferences, even if these things are not required for her tenure. 
Yet, this type of professional development is good for her and it clearly 
benefits the OEP because you have faculty who are teaching current topics. 
My recommendation is to consider strengthening the financial resources 
for the program, including dedicating another faculty member to help 
teach the program offerings. 

 
Conclusion 
 
While I would have liked to conduct a site visit and talk with students on their 
perspectives of the Outdoor Education Program quality, I can tell from the written 
materials that South Dakota has a gem of a program in outdoor education. To have 
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faculty who are driven to improve constantly and who succeed in implementing a 
systematic quality program is as good as it can get (as evidenced by the quality and 
depth of all the reviews). To have a cadre of faculty who collaborate across 
disciplines says much for the leadership at BHSU as well as the quality of the faculty 
team. It seems to me that the OEP leadership is well aware of who they are and what 
they want to be. It seems that I am only restating what you already know. There 
were no glaring missteps in what I have seen about the OEP. The few 
recommendations I have made are indicative of a healthy program. I hope that my 
recommendations are constructive for the university, the school, and the program. 
Just by the depth and quality of it’s academic offerings combined with student 
placements, this is a program that is among the leaders of outdoor and 
environmental educational programs nation-wide. 
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