FAQs for Current Graduate Students at Geography and Geoinformation Science (GGS)
(draft for web testing; revised on 2/4/2026)

Please note that the university constantly changes the required forms and the processing procedure. If what said here is not valid any more, please let us (ryang@gmu.edu) know.

On Advisors:
1. [bookmark: _Hlk70359115][bookmark: _Hlk145276991][bookmark: _Hlk146187000][bookmark: _Hlk74054822]How can I find who is my advisor?
[bookmark: _Hlk111538996]Your advisor’s information should be included in your admission notice. You can also find it through Stellic (within PatriotWeb), the Mason Degree Audit system. Log in to Patriot Web (https://patriotweb.gmu.edu/) and click the Student Self-Service tab to open your student dashboard. Your advisor’s information will appear under the Advisors section on your student profile page. You can click on your advisor’s name to view their email address and contact them directly.

2. May I change my advisor?
The advisor listed on Stellic is a student’s initially assigned advisor (if you never changed it). Students can change their advisors at any time for any reason or no reason. 
3. How can I find a new advisor?
During your application, we encourage you to learn about our faculty to identify one or more faculty members with whom you would like to work. After you started your program, you may change your advisor by contacting individual faculty members to find common interest. The web site managed by College of Science is a good place to learn about GGS faculty. Graduate assistantship (GTA/GRA) or any other financial support is often associated with an advisor. Please be mindful of this if you are considering changing your advisor.
4. How do I change my advisor?
There is no formal procedure to change your advisor.  GGS considers the chair of your committee (MS exam, MS thesis, or PhD dissertation) as well as your MS Research Project instructor to be your advisor, and the advisor change is recorded with the corresponding committee formation form. 
5. What should I do if my advisor does not reply my email?
Unfortunately, this can happen from time to time. Due to the email volume that faculty receive, research travel, and other responsibilities, faculty may delay to or not respond to emails. In that case, please reach out to Liz Noyes at enoyes@gmu.edu. If your questions related to general academic information such as course selection and academic procedures, you should check this FAQ or ask the department Graduate Coordinator, Dr. Ruixin Yang at ryang@gmu.edu.

On Course Selection:
6. [bookmark: _Hlk74314975]How should I select my courses as a GGS graduate student? 
[bookmark: _Hlk74218846][bookmark: _Hlk71025068]Our general advice on course selection for all GGS graduate (certificate, MS, or PhD) students is to follow the core course requirements closely, and to consider completing the core courses first. After all the core courses are satisfied, one should select electives based on the requirements and personal interest. Please ask your advisor, other students, or the GGS department to ensure the courses you are interested in will be offered during a convenient time frame. Some core course may be offered only once a year or every other year.
Previously offered courses and their respective syllabi can be found here. You may use the lists to estimate the frequency of a particular course. The pattern on a particular course may change occasionally but the overall pattern should be the same.
If you are in the ESS MS program, the course syllabi by AOES can be found at
GEOL: https://science.gmu.edu/academics/departments-units/atmospheric-oceanic-earth-sciences/course-syllabi/geology
CLIM: https://science.gmu.edu/academics/departments-units/atmospheric-oceanic-earth-sciences/course-syllabi/climate-dynamics
7. How should I select my courses as an ESGS PhD Student?
In addition to the recommendation given above for core course first, we also strongly suggest any new PhD student complete Form SW - Program of Study (consulting with their advisor) as early as possible. Please download the form here.
Once the Program of Study is complete, you should have clear idea about what courses to transfer in from previous studies and what courses you will need to take at Mason. Please note that while this Program of Study is an important outline of your anticipated coursework, adjustments may be necessary due to changes in course offerings or personal interest. The completed form will be a guideline for your course work and schedule but does not need to be submitted to the department until after you successfully defend your dissertation proposal. In that case, the GGS 999 credit numbers and time are estimated based on your plan.
8. Where can I find the courses offered in the coming semester? 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Course offerings are typically available well before the start of a new semester. Log in to Patriot Web (https://patriotweb.gmu.edu/) and click the Registration Self-Service tab to open the registration dashboard. Select Browse Classes to view available courses. Choose the target semester and enter “GGS” in the Subject field to see all GGS course offerings. You can also apply filters such as campus location, instructor, and meeting days to refine your search.
9. [bookmark: _Hlk90216343]Can I substitute one course with another? 
[bookmark: _Hlk174822819]Graduate students can request course substitutions for core and elective requirements. The courses used for substituting must be graduate courses taken from Mason or another accredited university (defined by the university) with a grade earned of B- or better (or Pass or Satisfactory if graded in those ways). In case of the final semester (graduating semester), one may submit the substitution request without a grade. Please use the Stellic system to submit your request. If you have any problem for the submission process, please contact the GGS department (enoyes@gmu.edu) for help. Students may be asked to provide details on the courses (such as catalog description) and their transcripts for supporting the request. 

10.  Where can I get help on course registration?
Please note the department is responsible on academic issues only such as approvals of Individual Section, Probation removal, and thesis/dissertation registration. If you encounter general problems in course registration, you should visit https://registrar.gmu.edu for help first.

On Credit Transfer and/or Course Substitutions:
11. Can I use my undergraduate courses to cover the required course on the same topics?
We understand that some popular topics such as GIS and RS are covered in many courses, both undergraduate and graduate. However, the university policy is that undergraduate credits cannot be used toward graduate credits. Therefore, those undergraduate course cannot be used to cover the required core courses in the graduate programs. With that said, if you believe you have sufficient knowledge for certain fundamental courses (such as 500 level courses for RS and GIS), you are encouraged to take higher level, sometimes, more specifically focused courses. Generally, the credits achieved with higher level courses and satisfactory grades could be used to cover the required core courses. A substitution request is needed in this case. You are welcome to discuss this with your academic advisor or GGS Graduate Coordinator before taking your action.

12. Can I transfer credits from another institution to my GGS graduate program?
According to Mason catalog AP.6.5.2, one can transfer certain credits from other institutions. We strongly suggest student to read that catalog section (AP.6.5.2) for details. In summary, the transferred credits must be graduate credits earned “within ten years prior to first enrollment as an admitted student in the specific certificate or degree program” with a B- or better grade (or Pass or Satisfactory if graded in those ways). “The number of transferred credits earned at another institution cannot exceed one credit less than half of the maximum number of credits required by the doctoral or master’s degree or certificate program.” Please pay special attention on the time line for credit transferring. One should do that in one semester, one year, or two years after admission to the specific certificate, master’s, or doctoral program, respectively. Please also note another university policy: no credits can be used more than two times toward degrees including certificates.
13. What should I do to transfer Mason credits to my GGS graduate program?
If you transfer your Mason credits to one GGS graduate program as electives, no form or action is needed.
However, if you plan to use any credits to cover core requirements, you need to to first complete this GGS Transfer of Credit Worksheet (a .doc file) to identify the required course(s) you plan to cover. Please submit this worksheet to enoyes@gmu.edu. Once GGS has evaluated the courses on this worksheet, we will submit the corresponding online form on your behalf.
14. What should I do to transfer credits from another institution to my GGS graduate program?
To transfer credits from another institution, we need to work out a form together.
Based on Mason Catalog, AP.6.5.2 Transfer of Credit, students should provide corresponding transcripts with the credit transfer request. The department may check your student file for the transcripts. If the required transcript is not on file, you will be asked to provide one. If the course contents are not clear based on the course title for any course, you may be asked for course description.

George Mason has recently transitioned to online dynamic forms for Transfer of Credit form (via Stellic). We were told that the university requires the Mason equivalent course being identified for each course being transferred. We ask all MS or PhD students who plan to transfer credits from another institution to first complete this GGS Transfer of Credit Worksheet (a .doc file). Please submit this worksheet along with the corresponding transcripts to enoyes@gmu.edu. Once GGS has evaluated the courses on this worksheet, we will submit the official Transfer of Credit form on your behalf. Thank you in advance for your patience with this process.

15. What kind of courses can be transferred?
Generally, as long as a course is treated as a graduate course and could be used toward a graduate degree in the home school or department, GGS will honor the credits.
However, some non-STEM courses may not be approved for being carried to a STEM program. Please discuss this with your academic advisor.

16. How can I know the status of my transfer request?
Please note that most transfer and substitution requests require multiple levels of approval. After the request is approved at the department level, the request is then sent to COS Graduate Director and the University Registrar. This process can often take months. During this time, the student is responsible for checking their academic status via Stellic. Please send any inquiries to enoyes@gmu.edu. The GGS Graduate Coordinator is not notified of decisions by COS or the Registrar and cannot make inquiries on a student’s behalf.

17. Can credits I earned for a graduate certificate be used toward an MS degree?

The general answer is yes. Please note that the university policy does not allow any credits being used more than twice. If you were in BAM program, some credits used for both undergraduate degree and certificate cannot be used for your MS degree. If you plan to take PhD in future, there is also potential credit loss for the PhD program.

[bookmark: _Hlk112148121][bookmark: _Hlk71050434][bookmark: _Hlk74575290]On Special Course Arrangement:
18. [bookmark: _Hlk219905574]Are there any individually tailored courses?
Yes, there are mainly two individually tailored courses, GGS 698: Directed Readings and Research and GGS 695: Geography and Geoinformation Science Graduate Internship, for graduate students who have internship opportunities and like to earn credits for the internship. Those courses are also treated as individual sections (IS).

Recently, the COS elevated the requirements for IS approval in time and contents. So, please submit your IS form as soon as possible. It may be too late to add after a semester started already.

19.  How can I register for an individual section?
Many GGS courses (GGS 695, 698, 700, 798) are treated as individual sections (IS). For registering with an IS, you should identify an “instructor” (exam committee chair for 700), contact the instructor for a course title (GGS 698 only), and discuss the number of credits (1-6 credits) and the reporting requirements with the instructor. After that, you should fill the IS form with the GGS department. 
You should ask your instructor to notify the department for the consent of the IS. The department will have the chair to sign the form and process the form on your behalf. You will be notified the CRN when it is ready. You are also suggested to check you PatriotWeb often to see if the CRN is ready for you. After the CRN is ready, it is just like a regular class for registration and grading. 
20. Can I use IS for fulfilling a core requirement?
In rare cases, a needed core course may not be offered in a particular semester when you need it to complete the core requirements. You may take an individual section to fulfill the requirement with a substitution request. However, there is an up limit on the total number of IS in a program (better to know the limits for each program, MS and PhD from COS). If you have opportunities to take other courses to satisfy other course requirements (core or electives), you should not take an individual section.
21.  Where can I find the CRNs for GGS 799/998/999?
[bookmark: _Hlk92966815]The CRNs for GGS 799, 998 and 999 are assigned and sent to all GGS faculty serving as thesis/dissertation committee chairs. The CRNs are not available from the Patriotweb directly. Students should ask their advisors (the “instructor” of their 799, 998 or 998) for the CRNs. The registration procedure is the same as for other regular classes with the specific CRN except you may need to know the number of credits you like to enroll and how to choose the right number of credits (see the following entry).

Please note that students can register for GGS 799/999 only after their thesis/dissertation proposals are approved by the thesis/dissertation committees and the corresponding paperwork is approved by department/college/university administrators. 
Based on the Mason Catalog, the first 799 (AP.6.9.3 Master's Thesis) and 999 (AP.6.10.6 Dissertation Registration) must be at least three credits and students must continuously register (excluding summers) for at least one credit of 799/999 until graduation.
22. How can I choose the right number of credits while registering with an IS?
Log in to Patriot Web (https://patriotweb.gmu.edu/) and click the Registration Self-Service tab. Select Register for Classes and choose the target semester to view your planned schedule. Go to the Schedule and Options tab. Under the Hours column, click the number of hours and enter your desired number of credit hours. Click Submit to save your changes.

On ZREG 200:
What is ZREG 200?
ZREG 200 is a special registration designed by the university for special situations: Please see the details in the university web site.
a. ZREG 200 Registration for thesis and dissertation submission:
If a student files their thesis or dissertation when the university is not with any course sections (a brief time in early/mid-Dec to the start of spring semester, and some periods in May and August when summer sections are with gaps), the student is not required to enroll in 799/999. However, the student needs to register ZREG-200 for this filing in the following semester, and the graduation date will be the end of the following semester. With school in session (even in summer), a student must enroll at least one credit of 799 or 999 to file the thesis or dissertation.
b. ZREG 200 Registration for keeping your status:
If a student likes to remain the active status but does not intend to enroll in any courses in a semester, prior to the start of that term, the student can register with ZREG 200. 

Please note:
Students who started GGS 799 or 999 must register the same 799 or 999 until the thesis/dissertation is successfully defended, and therefore, cannot take any break with ZREG 200 in regular spring or fall semesters.

There is a limit that a student should not register with ZREG 200 in two consecutive semesters (RY: I am not sure about this. Better to ask registrar for sure.)  

23. How can I register with ZREG200?
You need to complete your section of this form: https://registrar.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/SR-Special-Registration-ZREG-200-022025.pdf and send the completed form to enoyes@gmu.edu.
In order for the form to be processed and sent to the University Registrar, please prepay the amount of $45.00.  This amount includes the cost of $45.00, plus any current balance due on your account. 
Any changes to your account, or delay in payment may result in additional fees and or charges.

If you’d like to pay online, please do so using the Bill & Payment System.  A link has been provided below for your convenience.  You will not see the total amount due online, since you are required to prepay before the Special Registration to Retain Active Status Form can be processed.  Once you have logged into the Bill & Payment System, click on “Make a Payment”.  The system will prompt to select “Make a Payment” again.  Then on the following page choose “Current account balance” bubble on the left hand side and you will be given the opportunity to enter the dollar amount you need to pay in the box on the right-hand side.

https://secure.touchnet.com/C20788_tsa/web/login.jsp
On GGS Graduate Programs:
24. [bookmark: _Hlk77845620]What are the differences among the 3 MS programs?
[bookmark: _Hlk118123282]The MS in Earth Systems Science (ESS, offered jointly with the Department of Atmospheric, Oceanic and Earth Sciences) provides a global systems approach to the study of the atmosphere, hydrosphere and lithosphere. The degree emphasis is on the observation and quantitative analysis of earth systems. The MS in Geographic and Cartographic Sciences (GECA) focuses on techniques to compile, display and analyze spatial data. The MS in Geoinformatics and Geospatial Intelligence (GeoI) focuses primarily on computational approaches that support the synthesis and analysis of diverse spatial data types in order to identify and monitor complex events and phenomena that manifest themselves over space and time.
25.  May I change from one MS program to another MS program in GGS? among the 3 MS programs?
Yes, you can change from one GGS MS program to another GGS MS program by filing a form (https://registrar.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/GCP-Graduate-Change-of-Program-0421.pdf). Please send the filled form to enoyes@gmu.edu. The university policy does not allow a student to graduate at the same semester for making any program change. In addition, the core course requirements among the three MS programs are different. Therefore, one should take this change as early as possible.
26.  May I apply for a GGS graduate certificate while studying for a graduate degree? 
If you wish to add the graduate certificate to your MS or PhD degree within COS, you need to fill out the “GRADUATE SECONDARY CERTIFICATE PROGRAM APPLICATION” form (go to https://registrar.gmu.edu/forms/graduate/: and search for “secondary” to find the right form), Please send the filled form to Ms. Elizabeth Noyes (enoyes@gmu.edu).

If you are not in College of Science, you must apply to our certificate program while you are study toward a graduate degree in another college.

Please note that the department does not enforce any additional policy on this and we follow the university/college policy only. Please read the bullet entries in the form (and/or Mason Catalog AP.6.8.1).

Here are a few things to keep in mind with adding a certificate based on our understanding and interpretation:
a. The form instruction is misleading. Please fill the second part although the direction says “(To be completed by Certificate Program Director or Advisor).
b. The tuition will increase slightly. See GMU’s page on the tuition costs and fees. Unless you want the certificate early, you should wait until you finish all the required courses to avoid the extra fees (see below).
c. You cannot graduate the certificate in the same semester you add it. For example, if you were to add the certificate for Fall 2026, you would not be able to get the certificate until Spring 2027, even if you have completed all requirements.
d. One cannot use this form to get their certificate after they graduate with their degree already. In other words, one must get their secondary graduate certificate before or at the same time with their degree graduation.
e. The university catalog says “No credits can be applied to more than two certificates and/or degrees.” That means that you cannot use the same credits for a certificate, an MS degree and finally a PhD, just two of them are allowed.
f. There are unique credit requirements, 6 credits for an MS and 24 for a PhD.

27. May I enroll in multiple programs?
AP 6.8.1: Students may be enrolled in one graduate certificate program at a time while they pursue a master's or doctoral degree. Students may share coursework between their primary degree program (master's or doctorate) and secondary graduate certificate.  No credits can be triply counted. 
Students not admitted to any graduate degree program (master's or doctoral) may be admitted to two graduate certificate programs at the same time. The graduation application for each graduate certificate must include a minimum of 12 credits that apply only to that certificate and not to another. 
Please note that GGS did not enforce any policy on multiple programs. We simply follow the policies set by the university and/or college.

On Student Status:
28. How do I determine my student status?
Graduate students are considered full-time if they are enrolled in at least 9 graduate credits per semester or hold a full-time assistantship (total 20 hours a week) and are enrolled in at least 6 graduate credits per semester. Graduate students are considered half-time if they are enrolled in at least 4.5 graduate credits per semester. For details, please visit the University Catalog, AP 6.2. 
29. How can I remove my provision status?
As long as you satisfied the provision condition, you should apply the provision removal as soon as possible by … Failing to do so may delay the processing of other procedures such as credit transferring and graduation.
30. How can I re-enroll to a program after a break?
Based on the University Catalog, AP 1.7, “Graduate and Non-Degree students who have missed two or more consecutive semesters must re-enroll.” In this case, summer would be counted. A graduate student can take one semester off at a time without doing anything before the system will switch you to inactive. If you become inactive, we have to do re-enrollment paperwork. Please visit https://registrar.gmu.edu/forms/ and search for “Re-enrollment Application” to find the current form. Please submit your form to GGS department, enoyes@gmu.edu.

On Graduation
31. What should I do if I intend to graduate?
Students should apply for graduation for all degrees and certificates in the graduating semester. Details including the timeline and graduation process could be found at: https://registrar.gmu.edu/students/graduation/. Please note that “Students who have filed their intent to graduate have only six weeks from the date of degree conferral to resolve any incomplete grades and have the final grades recorded by the University Registrar’s office.” If you know that you cannot graduate as planned after filing the graduation intention form, you should withdraw that application to avoid any potential issues.  
32. What should I do if the Stellic system shows unsatisfactory condition incorrectly? 

Stellic sometimes will show incorrect information about your record. Often, this is caused by the processing delay of the credit transfer and course substitution requests. GGS approves these requests as quickly as possible, but processing by COS and the University Registrar often takes months. Therefore, we recommend you submit your transfer of credit and substitution waiver request as soon as possible. If you are close to graduation, please work with Ms. Elizabeth Noyes (enoyes@gmu.edu) on this issue. 

For BAM Students:
33. What are the special recommendations on course selection for BAM students?

 BAM students should take the recommended graduate courses first. If for any reason, a student wants to take other graduate courses before finishing the recommended courses (which are all required core courses for the MS degree), the permission will be given on case-by-case purpose for the course selection. Please contact the department or the Graduate Coordinator for an approval. Usually, 700+ level courses for BAM students would not be supported.
The recommended courses to be taken as a BAM student can be found here depending on degree: https://catalog.gmu.edu/colleges-schools/science/geography-geoinformation-science/geographic-cartographic-sciences-ms/#acceleratedmasterstext
https://catalog.gmu.edu/colleges-schools/science/geography-geoinformation-science/geoinformatics-geospatial-intelligence-ms/#acceleratedmasterstext

34.  What should I know about my BAM graduate credits?

The graduate credits earned while you are in BAM will not show up in the PatriotWeb before you graduate from the undergraduate program.

Advanced standing coursework will be posted to the graduate transcript around the beginning to mid-October for anyone that was in the BAM program and graduated Spring and Summer from an undergraduate program.

If you graduate in a fall semester, it may take some time for your graduate credits to show up in your graduate transcript and the Stellic, possibly in middle of the following spring semester.

The BAM graduate credits earned as undergraduate are treated as transferred courses. The only difference from the regular courses is transferred courses will not be included in the GPA calculation. However, if the transferred courses are for core requirements, a substitution request should be filled.
For More Information:
35. Where can I find more information for my graduate studies at Mason?
Mason Graduate Division provides extensive information for prospective students, newly admitted students and international students. Please check the Student Resources for the university level information. One may also find a current version of the Mason Graduate Student Handbook. COS posts a not-current version of PhD Student/Faculty Handbook which contain many detailed information on PhD dissertation and dissertation proposal, defense, leave of absence, re-enrollment, etc. The handbook can be found via the COS Graduate Student Resources page.

36. Where can I find information and forms for GGS graduate programs?
All GGS graduate forms and some guidelines on MS Exam, MS thesis, and PhD dissertation are available at GGS web site. Please visit GGS Student Resources page or the GGS student Forms page to select your program level and see all the relevant materials. More program related information, especially that on MS exams, MS thesis and PhD dissertation are described in the corresponding guidelines. 

37.  What are the guidelines for the MS Research Project?

If you choose the non-thesis option for the ESS MS or GeoInt MS, you need to take an MS Research Project (GGS798) and the Comprehensive Exam (GGS 700). Both should be individual sections.
For the project, you need an advisor (instructor). The requirements for passing the course will be determined by the instructor. Most common style is a research project report. The major difference between a research project report and an MS thesis is that the latter should be openly defensed in front of a thesis committee with at least 3 members, and the thesis itself will be archived by the university for open access. In addition, before you can take GGS 799 for thesis credits, you must have your thesis proposal approved by your committee.
38. Where Can I find information on financial support beyond GGS?

Both the university and the college provide some kind of financial support to graduate students. Please visit COS Graduate Funding and Financial Support by Mason Graduate Education.
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