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Executive Summary:  Water resources are central to the well-being and economic development of Oregon, the U.S., 
and the world. The interdisciplinary Water Resources Graduate Program (WRGP) at Oregon State University has become 
one of the top 10 institutions in the U.S. for interdisciplinary graduate education in water resources1. Through the 
WRGP, OSU is building academic and professional capacity in these critically important fields. It has also been recognized 
as one of the top ten institutions in the world2 for water-related research based on faculty publications and rates of 
citation. The WRGP recruits exceptional graduate students from all over the world. Graduates of the WRGP are 
successfully employed, supporting a continuous search for new knowledge and solutions to water problems. The 
program maintains a focus on academic excellence; disciplinary rigor with interdisciplinary breadth. The program is also 
aligned  with  OSU’s  three  Signature  Areas:  Advancing  the  Science  of  Sustainable  Earth  Ecosystems;  Improving  Human  
Health and Wellness; and Promoting Economic Growth and Social Progress. 
 

Introduction 
In 2004, faculty and courses relevant to water at OSU were spread across multiple colleges and departments, with little 
coordination of curriculum. The strength of OSU in water-related research and education was not visible outside the 
institution. The WRGP brought together faculty and students from six colleges and multiple departments to build a 
coordinated curriculum that could deliver the coursework for interdisciplinary graduate degrees in Water Resources 
Engineering,  Water  Resources  Policy  and  Management,  and  Water  Resources  Science.  The  WRGP  now  showcases  OSU’s  
strength in interdisciplinary water resources research and education, facilitating faculty success in competing for major 
interdisciplinary research grants in programs (such as the NSF Biocomplexity in the Environment and Water 
Sustainability and Climate programs).  Here, we highlight program accomplishments, challenges, and future directions. 
 

Enrollment and diversity 
In the past five years, an average of 58 students have 
been enrolled each year in the WRE, WRPM, and WRS 
degree programs combined. In the WRE and WRS 
programs, which offer both the PhD and MS degrees, 
PhD students make up 35-50% of enrollment. The 
average proportion of females enrolled ranges from 
45% and 47% in WRS and WRE, respectively, to 76% in 
the WRPM degree program. International students 
make up 25% of enrollment in WRE, and 7% in WRPM 
and WRS, and average enrollment of minorities was 
16%, 19% and 14% for WRE, WRPM and WRS degree 
programs, respectively. Program graduates are from 
diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds and racial 
heritages (Native American, Hispanic, Black, Asian-
Pacific Islander, biracial, Caucasian), and include many first-generation college students. The program has awarded 100 
MS and 20 PhD degrees. We have a concurrent JD-MS and JD-PhD program with the Univ. of Oregon School of Law. 
 

Student performance, graduate outcomes, and satisfaction 
Students in the WRGP are among the most successful graduate students at OSU. The average graduate GPAs for MS and 
PhD students in the WRGP were 3.79 and 3.80, respectively; higher than those of graduates from the colleges of 
Agriculture, Engineering, CEOAS, and Forestry.  Average incoming GPA ranges from 3.5 to 3.6; this average has been 
                                                      
1 http://www.iwr.usace.army.mil/Missions/Training/WaterResourcesTraining/ProgramsbyDisciplineAreas.aspx, 

http://www.ucowr.org/, https://www.cuahsi.org/  
2 http://www.elsevier.com/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/171985/Water-and-Food-Nexus-SIWI-and-Elsevier.pdf  
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consistent over time and across programs. Average incoming GRE scores were in the 74th, 66th, and 59th percentiles for 
domestic MS graduates, and in the 78th, 64th, and 71st percentiles for PhD graduates in the V, Q, A sections, 
respectively. Many students in the WRGP have earned prestigious fellowships and scholarships, including NSF Graduate 
Fellowships (n=3), Dissertation Improvement Grants (n=2), NSF STEM Scholarships (n=9),  Provost’s Distinguished 
Fellowships (n=9). Others have assisted in preparation of successful grants to NSF, NASA, USFS, US EPA and NOAA. Over 
90% of WRE and WRS students, and over 70% of WRPM students have received financial support (not including loans), 
e.g., through assistantships, scholarships, fellowships, or hourly wages. About a quarter of our graduates go on to 
further graduate study, over 90% of the remaining graduates find employment in their field within 6-12 months of 
graduation. Of the alumni responding to our survey, 100% state that they would recommend the program to others. 
 

Program budget and finances 
These major achievements have come at a very low cost to 
OSU. The WRGP awards more than 15 MS and 4 PhD degrees 
each year. Enrollment in core courses generates about 200 
graduate student credit hours (SCH) per year. Other WRE, 
WRP, and WRS electives and thesis credits generate another 
300 SCH per year. Average program income and expenses in 
the first and past five years are shown in Table 2.  Net returned 
tuition from extended campus funds all instructor and TA 
salaries. Most of the travel, services and supplies budget is 
used to deliver seminar series each term that bring nationally- 
and internationally-known speakers to OSU to interact with 
students and faculty, and showcase our own outstanding 
faculty. Program administrative costs consist of an OS2 shared 
40%-60% with BEE, and the Director (at 0.5 FTE since FY 2012).  
 

Faculty productivity 
The graduate faculty members who are actively involved in the WRGP and responded to our survey (87% of those 
approved to serve as advisors and committee members responded) have been productive in the past decade, publishing 
more than 1740 scholarly publications and generating a total of $152,298,002 in grants and contracts. This is an 
average of over 29 publications (13 of which include a graduate student as co-author) and $2.5 M in grants and 
contracts (~10 grants) per faculty member.  Members of the WRGP faculty are editors and associate editors on 
prestigious journals such as Water Resources Research, and have won many awards and professional honors (e.g., 
Fellows of American Geophysical Union and Darcy Lecturers for the National Groundwater Association).  
 

Challenges and future directions 
Many institutions are now investing in group hires of faculty in the engineering, hydrologic, and human dimensions of 
water resources; trying to build interdisciplinary programs similar to the WRGP (i.e., Virginia Tech, University of 
Saskatchewan, University of Utah). Others have reduced institutional support, moved interdisciplinary programs to 
disciplinary colleges, or both. What should OSU do? The top 3 reasons that WRGP students apply to and attend OSU are: 
(1) program focus on water, (2) offers of support, and (3) the interdisciplinary nature of the program. Interdisciplinarity 
and a prominent focus on water are thus critical elements of the continued success of the program. The WRGP builds 
capacity and collegiality among the faculty, fosters water-related collaborative research, and plays a role in recruitment 
and retention of exceptional faculty members. Firm, renewed commitment of institutional support for the WRGP and its 
administration as an inherently interdisciplinary program are critical in maintaining its prominence and enhancing 
growth. New developments in FY 2015 are Peace Corps Masters International degrees in WRE and WRP, a water- MBA, 
MEng in WRE, and a WRPM degree with a concentration in Water Security and Peace, delivered through a Joint 
Educational Programme with Delft University and the University of Peace in Costa Rica. With continued institutional 
support we see strong potential for growth. 
 
Recommendations: To retain our place as a top ten interdisciplinary water program, the WRGP must continue to build 
on and invest in existing programs, and maintain the interdisciplinary nature of the program through an administrative 
structure and institutional reward structures that provide incentives for faculty participation. Funding for students and 
investment in facilities and faculty will be integral to the continued excellence of the WRGP at OSU. 

Table 1. Annual Program Budget:  5 year averages 
 INCOME 2005-09 2010-14 
Average carry-over $7,000 $9,000 
Centrally Allocated Funds $65,000 $96,000 
GTA Remission budget $0 $23,000 
Net returned tuition $2,000 $37,000 
TOTAL INCOME $74,000 $165,000 
EXPENSES   
Director & Admin. Asst.  $44,000 $83,000 
Instructors $1,000 $19,000 
GTAs $2,000 $42,000 
Travel, Services and Supplies $13,000 $13,000 
TOTAL EXPENSES $60,000 $158,000 
INCOME-EXPENSES $14,000 $7,000 


