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Welcome

Welcome to the Master of Science (M.S.) Program in Environmental Science (ES) and Marine &
Estuarine Science (MESP).

This handbook outlines program requirements, expectations, thesis milestones, funding
opportunities, university policies, and graduation procedures. Students are responsible for
understanding and meeting all program and Graduate School requirements. The ESCI graduate
programs (ES and MESP M.S.) are designed as on-campus programs but may include field work,
meetings, or other in off-site locales. Students are generally supported through Teaching
Assistantships or Research Assistantships. While tuition and stipend are typically covered
through these appointments, students may be responsible for some fees and/or health insurance.
Information on fees and financial aid can be found at the WWU Graduate Program webpage.

Useful information on student support (academic and personal), Title IX and civil rights
compliance, conflict resolution, and the student union can be found with WWU Graduate School.

For questions at any stage of your program, consult your faculty adviser, Graduate Program
Adpviser, or Graduate Program Coordinator.


https://gradschool.wwu.edu/paying-graduate-school
https://gradschool.wwu.edu/resources

Quick Start Checklist

Complete the following during your first year:

First Quarter

L1 Meet with your faculty adviser

L1 Complete your Plan of Study in Degree Works

L1 Enroll in required coursework

[] Begin discussing possible thesis topics

Year One

O Select a thesis committee

O] Develop a Research Proposal

L] Submit Thesis Topic Approval form

L1 Complete at least 12 credits on your Plan of Study with a GPA of 3.0 or higher
Year Two

L1 Register for thesis credits (ESCI 690)

0 Complete 2™ year progress review (late January, scheduled by Graduate Program Committee)
[0 Complete research and data analysis

0] Write and revise thesis drafts

L1 Schedule public presentation and oral defense

L1 Submit Master's Degree Application

L] Submit final thesis

[ Complete Degree Recommendation



Beyond Year Two

While the MS program is designed to be completed in two years, some thesis research topics
may take longer to complete, given data collection timing, resource needs, and collaborations.
Discuss with your faculty adviser and the Graduate Program Adviser if you anticipate needing
extra time.

1. Degree Requirements

Degree Requirements at a Glance
Students must complete a minimum of 45 credits.

Required Coursework

Requirement Credits

ESCI 501 — Research in Environmental Science 3

ESCI 690 — Thesis Research Minimum 12

Specialization Courses Minimum 3 courses
Electives (Upon Advisement) As needed to reach 45 credits

Credit Limits/Restrictions

Category Maximum Credits

400-Level Coursework 10

Directed Independent Study (ESCI 500) 10

Transfer Credits 12 quarter credits (9 semester credits)

Note: Thesis credits beyond the required 12 credits do not count toward elective requirements.

Graduate Plan of Study (Required)

The Plan of Study is the official degree plan approved by the Graduate Program.
Deadline

Complete your Plan of Study during your first quarter.



Failure to complete the plan may result in a registration hold.

Process
1. Create your Plan of Study in DegreeWorks.
2. Review it with your faculty adviser.
3. Notify the Graduate Student Coordinator.
4. The Coordinator will approve and lock the plan.

Changes to Your Plan

If coursework changes after approval:
1. Contact the Graduate Student Coordinator.
2. Request access to edit the plan.

3. Submit revisions for approval.

The approved Plan of Study will be used during your final degree evaluation.

Independent Study (ESCI 500)

Independent Study allows students to pursue specialized learning experiences not offered
through regular graduate courses.

Requirements include:
e Approved Independent Study Contract

e Graduate Faculty supervised
e (Graduate School approval

Graduate School policies governing independent study apply.

Specialization Courses

Students must complete at least three courses in one of the following specializations:

e Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry

o Freshwater and Terrestrial Ecology

e Marine and Estuarine Science Program (MESP)
e Energy—Environmental Systems



https://esign.wwu.edu/forms/Grad_School/_dir_ind_study_and_contract_5.aspx
https://gradschool.wwu.edu/policies
https://catalog.wwu.edu/preview_program.php?catoid=23&poid=11377&returnto=7107
https://catalog.wwu.edu/preview_program.php?catoid=23&poid=11377&returnto=7107
https://catalog.wwu.edu/preview_program.php?catoid=23&poid=11175&returnto=7107
https://catalog.wwu.edu/preview_program.php?catoid=23&poid=11377&returnto=7107

All specialization courses must be listed on the Plan of Study.

Academic Standing
Students must maintain:

e A minimum 3.0 GPA
o Satisfactory progress toward degree completion

Grade Policies

e S/U courses are permitted but are not included in GPA calculations.

e A maximum of 10 credits of C+ or U grades may count toward the degree.

e Required courses receiving a U grade must be repeated.

o Pass/No Pass grades may not be applied toward graduate degree requirements.
Incomplete Grades (K)
Most incomplete grades must be resolved within one calendar year.

If unresolved, the grade converts to a failing grade (Z).

Exception: Thesis credits are exempt from the one-year deadline.

2. Thesis Requirements

Overview

The thesis is the central academic requirement of the M.S. degree.
The thesis demonstrates your ability to:

e Develop an original research question

e Design and conduct independent research

e Analyze and interpret results

e Communicate findings in a professional scientific format

Students should begin discussing thesis ideas with their adviser as early as possible.



Research Compliance

Research involving:

e Human subjects
e Surveys
e Live vertebrate animals

requires university approval before research begins. HRPP Overview | Office of the Vice
Provost for Research | Western Washington University

Students are responsible for obtaining all necessary approvals.

Research Proposal

The Research Proposal is a key document in planning your research and will be presented to
your thesis committee as a study plan. It is suggested you begin work on your proposal early and
complete it by the end of your first year. Most faculty members require a written proposal before
agreeing to serve on a thesis committee. The proposal is also an opportunity to hone your writing
skills and to become comfortable with faculty edits and revisions. Most thesis proposals will
require several rounds of revisions as you hone your disciplinary understanding and your
research plan.

The proposal may also serve as the basis for research grant applications.
Recommended Proposal Contents

e Research question or hypothesis

o Literature review

o Scientific significance of research question
e Methods

o Expected outcomes

e Applications and importance

e References

e Project budget

The literature review will allow you to gain necessary knowledge of your field of study, its
methods, and the types of scientific questions being addressed, and will put your research
question in context. By articulating your methods, your committee will be able to offer
suggestions for improvement or advice.

The proposal is designed to articulate your plan before collecting data so that the purpose and
methods for data collection are clear. In some cases, students may collect data prior to a


https://vpr.wwu.edu/researchintegrity/hrpp-overview
https://vpr.wwu.edu/researchintegrity/hrpp-overview

completed proposal, but it is highly recommended that all students meet with their thesis
committee prior to collecting data.

Students who are struggling with the Research Proposal should seek writing help through the
Kitto Grad Hub Writing Studio.

Thesis Committee

The thesis committee provides guidance throughout the program and conducts the final oral
defense. It is suggested that students assemble a committee in Year 1 and meet with them every
6-9 months to update on research progress.

Committee Composition
Standard committee:
e Chair (Graduate Faculty, College of the Environment, typically the faculty adviser)
e Second member (Graduate Faculty, College of the Environment)
e Third member (College of the Environment, WWU, or professional community)
MESP committees may include:
e One College of the Environment Graduate Faculty member
e One Shannon Point Marine Center research professor

e One additional approved member

Graduate School approval is required for all Non-WWU committee members. Outside members
should submit a current CV to the Graduate Program Coordinator for review/approval.

Responsibilities
The committee:
e Reviews the proposal
e Approves the thesis topic
e Advises the student throughout the project
e Conducts the final oral defense

¢ Reviews the written thesis

All committee members must attend the oral defense.


https://library.wwu.edu/rws#rwsgrad

Selecting Committee Members

Consider:

Research expertise

Availability

Communication style

Ability to provide constructive feedback

Professional reputation

Potential for future mentorship and recommendations

Thesis Topic Approval (Required)

Before registering for thesis credits, students must submit an approved Thesis Topic Approval
form.

This confirms:

e Thesis committee membership
o Research topic approval

Committee review of the proposal generally occurs before this form is submitted.

Thesis Credits (ESCI 690)

Students may register for thesis credits after completion of their Thesis Topic Approval ESIGN
Form.

Requirements for Registration

Students must:

Have an approved Plan of Study

Complete at least 12 credits listed on the Plan of Study

Maintain a minimum 3.0 GPA
Submit an approved Thesis Topic Approval

Credit Requirements

e Minimum required: 12 credits


https://esign.wwu.edu/forms/Grad_School/_thesis_topic_apprroval_2.aspx
https://esign.wwu.edu/forms/Grad_School/_thesis_topic_apprroval_2.aspx

e Maximum eligible for financial aid purposes: 36 credits

Thesis credits receive an incomplete grade (K) until degree completion.

3. Progress Reviews and Degree Timeline

Annual Progress Review

The Graduate Program Committee (GPC) conducts annual reviews of student progress, typically
in late January of Year 2 and after. At the end of the first year, students will submit a
questionnaire to indicate where they are with respect to expected milestones.

Year One Expectations
Students should have:

Completed at least 12 credits
Maintained a GPA of 3.0 or higher
Completed the Plan of Study
Completed a Research Proposal
Established a thesis committee
Submitted Thesis Topic Approval form

Years Two Through Five
Progress is evaluated based on committee assessments and research advancement.

Students receive verbal and/or written feedback following each review.

Unsatisfactory Progress

Students receiving unsatisfactory evaluations will be notified of deficiencies and expected
corrective actions.

Students who fail to make satisfactory progress for two consecutive years may be dismissed from
the program.

Appeal procedures are available through:

1. Graduate Program Committee



2. Dean of the College of the Environment
3. Dean of the Graduate School

Time Limit for Degree Completion
A general timeline is based on a 2-year completion for the program (Attachment 2), but the
Graduate School will allow up to 5-years to complete the program if you are progressing

satisfactorily.

All degree requirements must be completed within five years, unless an extension has been
granted.

Extension beyond the 5-yr limit requires approval of Thesis Chair, ESCI Graduate Program
Committee and the Graduate School Dean. Work with the Graduate Program Coordinator to

make this request, if needed.

Students who have not completed the degree within three years must submit a written completion
plan. (Attachment 1)

Continuous Enrollment

Students must maintain continuous enrollment until graduation.

This generally means registration every academic quarter (excluding summer).

Students not enrolled in coursework must register for Continuous Enrollment (GRAD 699).
Failure to maintain continuous enrollment may result in program disenrollment.

GRAD 699 is not an option if you have any form of student employment

4. Graduation Requirements
To graduate, students must complete all of the following:
[ Public Presentation of Thesis

O Successful Oral Defense of Thesis



0] Final Thesis Submission
L1 Master's Degree Application

] Degree Recommendation

Thesis

The thesis serves as the culminating scholarly document of the Master’s degree. It is designed to
communicate the student’s knowledge and research skills to the committee and have relevance to
the greater field of scholarship.

Theses vary in length and form depending on field, subject matter, and research question. Theses
generally include an Introduction, Methods, Results, and Discussion, although some disciplines
have other standards. General information about thesis writing can be found on the Graduate
School thesis information page including required elements and styles and a Word template
students can use.

Students should work with their faculty adviser to determine the best format for the thesis.
Examples are also available from the graduate program.

Public Presentation

Students must present their thesis research to a College of the Environment audience.

Presentations typically occur immediately before the oral defense.

Oral Defense

The oral defense is conducted by the thesis committee.
The defense may address:

e Thesis research

e Methods

e Results
e Broader disciplinary knowledge

Recommended Timeline


https://gradschool.wwu.edu/thesis-information
https://gradschool.wwu.edu/thesis-information

Two weeks before defense:

e Schedule defense
o All Committee Members must be available
o Coordinate with the Graduate Program Coordinator to secure a venue and
advertise
e Submit Oral Defense Schedule ESIGN
o Distribute thesis to committee

One week before defense:

e Submit thesis draft to Graduate School (if requested)
e Submit latest draft to thesis chair

Following defense:
e Complete revisions

e Submit final thesis when approved by your Thesis Chair.
e Complete Degree Recommendation ESIGN

Master's Degree Application

Submit the Master's Degree Application ESIGN by the final day of classes in the quarter before
graduation.

Applications submitted after deadlines may require reapplication.

Thesis Submission

After your defense and approval of your final document by your committee, you will submit it to
the Graduate School and Western Libraries via the online submission portal.

Before you begin, make sure you have:
1. Your final document in PDF format (required), and any supplemental files (optional)
2. Your abstract and keywords
3. The name and WWU email of your primary advisor/committee chair

After successful upload:

e Your advisor will receive a notification email


https://esign.wwu.edu/forms/Grad_School/_oral_defense_schedule_1.aspx
https://esign.wwu.edu/forms/Grad_School/_degree_rec_thesis_2.aspx
https://esign.wwu.edu/forms/Grad_School/_masters_degree_app_4.aspx
https://forms.cloud.microsoft/r/94DHuT3tSN

e (Graduate School staff will check your document and may communicate with you about
any necessary format revisions before sending to the dean

o After the Graduate Dean has reviewed and approved, you will receive an approval letter
and instructions for ordering your required hard copy

e Your document will then go to the library team for cataloging and publishing to CEDAR

The Graduate School publishes submission deadlines each quarter.

Students are responsible for ensuring all revisions are completed before final submission.

5. Funding and Employment

Graduate students may receive support through:
e Teaching Assistantships (TA)
e Research Assistantships (RA)
e College of the Environment Small Grants
e Research and Sponsored Programs (RSP) Grants
e Ross Travel Grants

TA and RA appointments are typically 20-hours per week, with duties assigned in conjunction
with the course instructor (TA) or faculty adviser (RA).

Students should consult current Graduate School policies for eligibility and enrollment
requirements.

6. Safety and Travel

Students conducting laboratory or field research must complete required safety training.
For Lab Safety, please coordinate with Scott Wilkinson.

For Field Course Safety, Field Course Safety | Risk Management | Western Washington
University.

Training may include:

e Chemical safety
e Hazard communication
o Laboratory safety


https://gradschool.wwu.edu/degree-completion
https://risk.wwu.edu/field-course-safety
https://risk.wwu.edu/field-course-safety

o Field safety
e Vehicle operation (Contact the ESCI Admin Office)

Travel related to research or university activities must follow university travel procedures and
receive appropriate approval before departure. The approvals needed and process to obtain them
varies by travel purpose. Work with your faculty adviser and department staff to assure you
obtain the correct approvals.

7. Important Contacts

Position Name Primary Responsibilities

ESIGN Forms, registration, deadlines,
Graduate Program TA assignments, thesis processing, all
. Ed Weber L e : ”
Coordinator university issues (basically, anything
that says “Graduate School”)

ESCI Department

Manager Ridley Williams Travel and purchasing
Scientific Lab Technician Scott Wilkinson Laboratory support and safety
ig&i?::;e Program Dr. Kathryn Sobocinski Academic approvals, faculty issues

Students are encouraged to maintain regular communication with their faculty adviser
throughout the program. Work with your adviser to determine the best communication strategies
and meeting schedule.



ATTACHMENT 1 - Timeline for Completion of Degree

Required after 3™ Year in Program

ACTION DATE/QUARTER COMPLETED/PROJECTED
Completed All Remaining Coursework on
Plan of Study
Submission of Thesis Topic Approval
Completion of Research
Completion of Literature Review
Completion of Analysis
Submission of First Thesis Draft
Submission of Subsequent Drafts
Anticipated Quarter of Graduation
Submission of Oral Defense Schedule
ESIGN
Submission of Master’s Application
Submission of defended thesis to Grad
School

Submission of Deiree-Recommendation

Student’s Signature/Date

Thesis Chair’s Signature/Date




Attachment 2

Ideal Timeline (Assumes 2 Year Degree Completion)

Year 1

Fall Winter Spring Summer
Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb March April May June July Aug
( | | | | | | | ] >
I I I I I I | I
Cla

*Required by th

*Plan of Study
(due at the
end of the 13¢
Quarter)

e Graduate School

Determine Thesis
Committee

Thesis Committee Meeting
(send copy of proposal to
committee members 2
weeks in advance) Submit
*Thesis Topic Approval (to
register for Thesis 630
credits)

Thesis Proposal —
draft to advisor

E-forms are in italics

It is suggested that graduate students meet monthly (MM) with their
advisors for continuous communication

Many of the requirements listed above (Year 1) are suggested timeframes. with
flexibility in the due dates.

Sept

Fall

Oct Nov Dec

Year 2***

Winter

Jan Feb March

April

Work on thesis —
field work or
research

June

<€

Finish Cla

("Register for

thesis credits-
need 12 to
graduate)

*Required by the

Work on Thesis:
-Analyze samples
-Statistics
-Results

Write Thesis

*Master's Degree
Application

(deadline:

Discuss thesis editing

process with your advisor
(e.g.first draft deadline,

Graduate School.

E-forms are in italics

format, etc.)

Itis suggested that graduate students meet monthly (MM) with their advisors for continuous

communication

***If you plan on graduating in the Summer, Fall, or Winter Quarter, usethe timeline as a template and

l

*Schedule Oral *Degree
Defense (2 weeks Recommendation
before Defense) (deadline: }

(deadline: )
Submit Thesis to
Committee
Members (2-3
weeks before

defense)

*Submit Final Thesis to
Graduate School
(deadline: )

Commencement

Thesis Public Presentation &
Defense

(deadline: )]
-Take 4 -7 copies of signature
pages (cover sheet) to defense
for committee members to sign

addthe correct dates into the deadlines above. Deadlines are published on the graduate school website:
hitp-ffwww wwu edu/gradschool/graduation. shtml. For all graduate students: the last two quarters are the
mostimpaortantinterms of meeting deadlines and completing e-sign forms


Kathryn Sobocinski
Want to add: First Year Progress Survey in June

Kathryn Sobocinski
Want to add: Annual Progress Review (students in their 2nd year or greater)
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