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Ryerson students helping Nepal quake relief and learning about relevance of Open-
StreetMap, geospatial data modeling, & remote sensing.

Readers who are familiar with Ryerson’s Geography de-
partment (or the former School of Applied Geography) will 
notice the recent addition of “Environmental Studies” to our 
name. In fact, the chairs/heads of both Ontario and American 
Geography departments have been discussing department 
name changes over the last few months, since I joined their 
respective email lists. The most common addition is “Envi-
ronment” or “Environmental Studies”, despite the often 
criticized tautology with the discipline of Geography. Why 
did we change our name? Like several other departments, 
we felt that the explicit reference to the environment will 
resonate with prospective students. In addition, no other 
unit at Ryerson had claimed the term “Environment” yet, 
with the exception of the graduate programs in Environ-
mental Applied Science and Management, in which we are 
heavily invested anyway. We also had just started a second 
BA degree in Environment and Urban Sustainability, which 
is now fully reflected in the expanded department name. 

Geography departments across the Anglo-Saxon academia 
are feeling a pressure to reinvent themselves or restructure. 
The title of this article is borrowed from Finlayson 1, who 
discusses major restructuring of departments in Australia, 
including the formation of his own division as a new School 
of Geography at the University of Melbourne, while the 
former Geography unit at Monash University, also in Mel-
bourne, had just been split, sending its physical geographers 
to the Science Faculty and keeping human geographers in 
the Arts Faculty in a “centre” rather than department. While 
Finlayson’s observations stem from external pressures on 
departments, often under the guise of fiscal constraints and 
needed “efficiencies”, the question “Whither Geography?” 
was previously posed by Harman 2, who argues that the 
relevance of a discipline (such as Geography) ultimately 
rests upon the perceived value of the research that indi-
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vidual scholars pursue. However, 
my impression is that the main 
challenge that Ontario’s Geography 
departments are facing is not a lack 
of exciting and relevant research; 
it is the lack of student interest in 
pursuing a degree in Geography. 

As a faculty member, I knew of, 
but had limited involvement in, 
the department’s liaison and stu-
dent recruitment activities. Being 
thrust into the role of department 
chair, I have to pay much closer 
attention to the recruitment and 
admissions calendar, which repre-
sents a year-long series of events 
and activities. For example, in 
August, department representa-
tives met with the “road warriors”, 
a group of liaison officers who 
spend the fall traveling to schools 
nationally and internationally to 
advertise all of Ryerson’s programs. Our job is to give these 
officers key information about our programs and provide 
tangible examples of student experiences and successes that 
they can pass along to high school students and teachers. I 
also sent program posters and a letter to Toronto-area high 
school principals, in which I emphasized that our BA in 
Geographic Analysis program should be of interest not only 
to students in Canadian and World Studies, but also those 
interested more broadly in the natural and social sciences, 
business, computing, and technology, and I am hoping 
to reach teachers across all of these fields. I also wrote a 
guest post for the Why Ryerson blog about that “secure, 

laid-back, and meaningful job 
in a growing field” 3, for which 
our career-focused programs 
prepare our graduates. I believe 
there are three good reasons 
to fetch high school students 
into University Geography: fun, 
engagement, and jobs. 

We are regularly inviting 
classes of high school students 
for a preview of the fun aspects 
of our programs, when teachers 
sign up for our hands-on GIS 
lab sessions. Given the right 
question and the right data, it 
is amazing how fast students 
can create effective maps, not 
only with desktop Geographic 

Information System (GIS) soft-
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For Ryerson Geography students happiness is when you 
get to homework in a forest in the fall. (Photo courtesy 
of Fatima Towfeq)

Ryerson GEO131 students tour the Credit River watershed, ending up at the shoreline 
of Lake Ontario. (Photo courtesy of David Atkinson)

ware, but also with cloud-based mapping services such as 
ArcGIS Online, CartoDB, or MapBox. Going beyond the 
quick-and-clean online maps, some students are developing 
a knack for advanced geovisual design, such as the BA in 
Geographic Analysis student whose global flight path maps 
garnered more than one million views and 15,000 “likes” 
on the BBC Web site. Or the two Master of Spatial Analysis 
students who finished as runner-up in the global competition 
for the National Geographic student map award in recent 
years. The fun aspect in the 
BA in Environment and Urban 
Sustainability is often found 
in field work and field trips. 
Select faculty members and 
students have been posting 
photos from the field on Twit-
ter, according to the motto “do 
good and tweet about it”. We 
also are fortunate to have a 
couple of very active student 
associations, who organize fun 
activities on campus and help 
with high school outreach. 

In terms of engagement 
in the community, studying 
Geography is a great basis for 
meaningful contributions. 
When a major earthquake 
struck in Nepal in the spring 
of 2015, an alumnus contacted 
us about hosting a Nepal map-
ping session. We ended up 
making a small contribution 

to the international crisis mapping efforts organized by the 
Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team. Undergraduate and 
graduate students, faculty, alumni, and members of the 
professional community came together in two mapping 
sessions to put remote settlements and roads and paths on 
the map to support emergency response teams in Nepal. 
Another alumnus of our Master’s program has recently 
volunteered under the Urban and Regional Information 
Systems Association (URISA) GIS Corps to teach GIS and 

Remote Sensing at a university in Uganda. Closer to home, 
one of our 4th-year Geography Analysis students conducted 
an estimate of the Toronto property values that could be at 
risk if an oil train derailment happened on the CN or CP 
lines crossing the City, supporting the efforts of grassroots 
rail safety organizations to achieve better regulation of 
hazardous material transports. A group of students in the 
Environment and Urban Sustainability program is prepar-
ing instructional material on urban watersheds, while other 
students from the same program have founded projects in 
Ryerson’s SocialVentures Zone dealing with urban agriculture 
and food security as well as environmental volunteering 
and composting on campus. These examples illustrate how 
a professional education in Geography and Environmental 
Studies prepares students to give back to the community at 
a very high level of proficiency. 

Finally, a major attraction to Geography at Ryerson has 
always been the thorough preparation for careers as, e.g., 
GIS specialist, geospatial analyst, mapping technologist, 
environmental analyst, market research analyst, real-estate 
analyst, or crime analyst. At our recent “TDSB Geography 
Day”, students heard from the manager of the Toronto 
Police Service’s business intelligence unit as well as the na-
tional director of McDonald’s Canada’s corporate support 
services and spatial research unit (both Ryerson Geography 
graduates) about how sought-after our students’ skills are, 
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Ryerson’s GIS Day Cake was actually a “WE LOVE MAPS” 
Cake this year!!!

and what an entry-level salary can look like. In fact, one 
of the typical entry-level jobs (mapping technologist) was 
included in the list of ten best jobs in Canada by Canadian 
Business magazine in April 2015 4! In the US, similar jobs 
were highly ranked in recent years, including for low stress 
levels at work. 

Wither Ontario Geography? With the many engaged 
teachers and counsellors I met at OAGEE and at Ryerson’s 
guidance counsellor day, I am not concerned about the 
discipline vanishing. Other good news comes from the 
UK, where enrolments in Geography in both high school 
and undergraduate courses have increased significantly, 

owing to a concerted effort by educational institutions and 
professional organizations 5. The inherent relevance of the 
discipline for tackling many of the World’s major threats, 
from climate change to terrorism, is also a factor. Further, 
the same source points to technical skills in GIS as an at-
traction, an emphasis that Ryerson’s approach to Geography 
has long established. Thus, the answer to the second variant 
of the title question, “Whither Ontario Geography?”, may 
very well include a keeping up with, and starting to lead on 
some of the technological trends affecting the discipline, 
such as geospatial big data, ubiquitous location informa-
tion, spatially aware sensors, and crowdmapping. These 
trends could benefit from the critical-analytical minds of 
well-rounded Geographers. 
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Mapping Technologist Among Canada’s Top 10 Jobs

Rank Job Title Median Salary 5-Year Wage 
Growth

5-Year Employ-
ment Growth

Job Demand*

1 Mining & Forestry Manager  $ 108 805 25% 37%  

2 Oil & Gas Drilling Supervisor  $ 79 040 23% 30%  

3 Air Traffic Controller  $ 87 360 26% 28%  

4 Statistician & Actuaries  $ 89 606 38% 48%

5 Engineering Manager  $ 94 994 11% 15%  

6 Public Administration Director  $ 99 195 21% 16%

7 Power Systems Operator  $ 84 198 20% -5%
 

8 Health & Community Service Manager  $ 100 006 37% 5%  

9 Mapping Technologist  $ 68 640 25% 20%  

10 Senior Business Manager  $ 97 136 119 -16%  

Source: Canadian Business

• Demand outlook is the estimated demand for employees in that category by 2022

 = more than 1 job per job seeker  = about 1 job per job seeker  
= less than 1 job per job seeker


