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What is the benefit of knowing trends?  

1. It allows assessment of the past, current 

and possibly forecast the state of things. 

2. Trends serve as starting point of 

possible actions. 



Soil Science Society of America Membership 
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Data Source: SSSA 

There was a 

decline in 

number of 

student 

members 



The Decline Numbers …. 

Number of B.S. Soil Science degrees 

conferred in the U.S. 
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Some Reasons for Decline in Numbers 

• Decline in rural population– leading to 

decline in numbers of students graduating in 

rural high schools (Bard et al., 2005).  

   This likely contributed to decline in 

enrollment in traditional agricultural 

subjects such as soil science (McKenn and 

Brann, 1992).  



Some Reasons for Decline in Numbers 

• Increase student interest in fields related to 

the environment (Havlin et al., 2010) 

• A great majority of soil science researches 

focused on the relationship of soils and 

agriculture 

     Soil Science had been viewed as a 

branch of Agronomy rather than an 

independent field (Baveye et al., 2006) 



The Turn-around 
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Was this related 

to increase in 

student numbers?  

What has happened 

to student numbers 

since the 2006 report 

by Baveye et al.?  



Our Survey 

• Dickinson State University 

• Oklahoma State University 

• Washington State University 

• University of Wisconsin River Falls 

• North Dakota State University 

• North Carolina State University 

• Iowa State University 

• Alabama A&M University 

• University of California-Davis 

• Purdue University 

• Auburn University 

• University of Maryland 

• Texas Tech University 

Participants 



Our Survey 

Participants 



Information Gathered 

• Original Goal: collect enrollment data 

from soil science degree-granting 

programs from 2004-2005 through the 

2013-2014 SY 

• Individual institution analysis – for all 

years that data was submitted 

• Composite analysis - looks at combined 

enrollment of multiple universities; only  

covers 2007-2008 through 2013-2014 

Scatter Plot  

(with time) 

Trend Lines 



Undergraduate Enrollment –Individual School 

Criteria in determining trends –slope of trend line 

• > 0.5 = enrollment is growing 

• Between 0.5 and -0.5 = enrollment is stable 

• < -0.5 = enrollment is declining 

o 46% (6 schools) posted enrollment gains 

o 38% ( 5 schools) had stable enrollments 

o 8% (1 school) had a decline 

o One discontinued their undergrad program 



Undergraduate Enrollment -Composite 

• All schools that submitted data:  

o 2.2 to 239.5 students per year 

o Composite average: 46.6 students per 

year 

o Included a school that had ~240 

students 

 

2007-08 to 2013-14 



2007-08 to 2013-14 

123% increase in 

Undergraduate Enrollment 

• Including school with very large enrollment 

Undergraduate Enrollment -Composite 



2007-08 to 2013-14 

• 23% increase in 

Undergraduate Enrollment 

• 6.6 students per year 

 

• Except the school with very large enrollment 

compared to others 

Undergraduate Enrollment -Composite 



Graduate Enrollment –Individual School 

o 40% (4 schools) posted enrollment gains 

o 50% ( 5 schools) had stable enrollments 

o 10% (1 school) had a decline 

 

Criteria in determining trends –slope of trend line 

• > 0.5 = enrollment is growing 

• Between 0.5 and -0.5 = enrollment is stable 

• < -0.5 = enrollment is declining 



2007-08 to 2013-14 

Graduate Enrollment -Composite 

Slope: 12 students per year 



Other Evidence of Increased Interest 

• Increasing number of soil science 

publications, increase in impact factor of soil 

science journals and increased inclusion of 

soil science in major global studies (Hartermink 

and McBratney, 2008) 

• UN General Assembly –declared 2015 as 

the International Year of Soils 

• SSSA membership in 2013 was an all-time 

high (6,842 members) 



Take Home Point 

• Overall, interest in Soil Science as 

an Undergraduate and Graduate 

major field of study is increasing. 

This is a change in trend from the 

decline in undergraduate and graduate 

student numbers from 1994 to 2004.  



Thank You! 

the first modern soil science textbook used in 

the United States 



Reasons for Increasing Interest 

• food, water and energy security 

• ecosystem services, biodiversity protection 

• climate change  

• human health 

The widening realization that the soil 

plays a vital role in key issues such as: 

(Field et al. 2011; McBratney et al. 2014,Brevik and Sauer 2014) 


