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The faculty and staff of the University of South
Florida (USF) Master of Urban & Regional
Planning program (MURP) undertook a rigorous
strategic planning process to chart a new path
forward and to further excellence in all facets of
its curriculum, community engagement,
research, and practice. Led by the Florida
Institute of Government, this nearly year-long
process engaged a variety of stakeholders to
ascertain both the strengths of the program as it
exists and the opportunities for future growth
and transformation.
In order to understand the program’s past and
current contributions to the discipline of
planning, and how it can build from these to
become a key institution statewide and
nationally, data were collected and analyzed
through:
Surveys of students, alumni, and local
planning professionals
In-depth focus groups with key stakeholders
Discussion forums with current students and
recent graduates
Workshops with the MURP Advisory Board
MURP faculty workshops

This work enabled us to compose a new mission
statement, and to recognize and formally articulate our
strengths and opportunities for growth and progression.
In addition, the data collected from these steps organically
identified five major themes that define the key
components of our program and strategic plan:
I. Student Professional Development
II. Faculty Engagement
III. Community and Campus Collaboration
IV. Relevance of Curriculum
V. Identity and Culture
I. Student Professional Development
Throughout its short history, the MURP program has
maintained a keen focus on student achievement and
preparation for successful professional planning
careers. In our strategic plan, we will prioritize
enhancing the internship and mentor-a-planning
student programs, as well as developing strategies for
improving student readiness to enter professional
practice.

II. Faculty Engagement
An asset of the MURP faculty has been its historically
strong connection to both students and the local and
state-wide professional planning communities. A recent
enhancement to these connections has been the
establishment of a faculty mentor program, in which new
students are assigned to a faculty member for guidance
on curriculum choices, professional options, and other
aspects of preparation for careers in the field. Other
strategic priorities over the next several years include
efforts to increase high quality faculty scholarship,
professional involvement, and service and community
outreach.
III. Community and Campus Collaboration
Faculty and students in the MURP program have had
significant opportunities to engage with counterparts in
other fields, as well as with professionals and community
partners. To remain on a path of continuous
improvement, the strategic plan calls for establishing
formal agreements with local governments that provide
additional opportunities for faculty and students to
engage in research and practice projects. Likewise, the
MURP program has a unique “fellowship” program which
provides student assistantships with private sector firms
and government planning agencies. Adding new partners
will enable the program to attract and support more highquality students. A key, long-term goal is to establish a
planner-in-residence program, funding a practitioner who
can create studio courses that give students real-world
experience and stronger connections to the community.

IV. Relevance of Curriculum
Annual reviews of the MURP curriculum over the years
have resulted in strengthening its ability to graduate highquality students who have gone on to successful careers in
planning. Student success in the curriculum, as well as
retention and graduation rates, will continue to be closely
monitored for opportunities to improve these metrics. The
strategic plan also aims to improve the curriculum through
input from graduates and faculty, to identify opportunities
for curriculum expansion and improvement.
V. Identity and Culture
Establishing a stronger program identity and culture was
the final strategic area that emerged from the planning
process. Goals in this respect revolve around increased
consultation with the program’s Advisory Board, as well as
improved communication with the greater planning
community, using tools such as a strategic planning
dashboard on the School of Public Affairs website. This
also includes improved communication about the
program’s quality, its diversity, and its faculty and student
achievements.
These strategic areas provide a framework within which to
address the Planning Accreditation Board standards and
to build distinction in our degree program, creating a
process of continuous improvement that will further
excellence in all aspects.

Mark
Hafen

Robin
Ersing

Elizabeth
Strom

MURP Program Director

School Director

Associate Professor

Peng
Chen

Steven
Fernandez

Evangeline
Linkous

Assistant Professor

Research Associate

Associate Professor

Introduction

1

Methodology

2

Kick-Off Meeting

3

Individual Stakeholder Interviews

4

Current Student Focus Group

6

Student Input Survey & Alumni Feedback Survey

7

Faculty Workshops

8

Alumni and Practitioner Focus Group

9

Goals

11

Student Professional Development

12

Faculty Engagement

14

Community and Campus Collaborations

16

Relevance of Curriculum

19

Identity and Culture

22

1

The Master of Urban & Regional Planning (MURP) program
at the University of South Florida resides within the School
of Public Affairs (SPA), one of more than 20 units within the
College of Arts & Sciences (CAS). SPA is part of the School
of Social Sciences cluster within CAS. The MURP program,
founded in 2009, is accredited by the Planning
Accreditation Board.
The faculty and staff of the University of South Florida.
(USF) Master of Urban & Regional Planning program
(MURP) undertook a rigorous strategic planning process to
chart a new path forward and to further excellence in all
facets of its curriculum, community engagement, research,
and practice. Led by the Florida Institute of Government,
this nearly year-long process engaged a variety of
stakeholders to ascertain both the strengths of the
program as it exists and the opportunities for future
growth and transformation.
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In order to understand the program’s past and current
contributions to the discipline of planning, and how it can
build from these to become a key institution statewide and
nationally, data were collected and analyzed through
surveys of students, alumni, and local planning
professionals; in-depth focus groups with key
stakeholders; discussion forums with current students and
recent graduates; workshops with the MURP Advisory
Board; and MURP faculty workshops.
The original timeline benchmarks for the strategic planning
process, as well as those for the action items within the
strategic plan, have been affected by the COVID-19
pandemic. Adjustments will be made for implementing
action items where necessary, in order to achieve
objectives and goals outlined in the strategic plan.
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Kick-Off Meeting
The Director of the Florida Institute of Government (FIOG)
met with MURP faculty on September 25, 2019 to review
and refine the work plan and timeline, identify key
stakeholders for initial interviews, and identify key
background information and relevant market trends for
the group to review. As a result, the following timeline was
agreed upon by all present:

Kick-Off and Work Plan Refinement

September 25, 2019

Communications and Outreach

September 19- (ongoing)

Student Input Survey

October 15-16, 2019

Individual Stakeholder Interviews

November 2019

Alumni Feedback Survey

November 2019

Alumni and Practitioners Focus Groups

January 22, 2020

Current Student and Recent Graduate
Discussion Forum

January 27, 2020

MURP Advisory Board Meeting

January 29, 2020

Faculty Workshop I

February 18, 2020

Faculty Workshop II

March 3, 2020

Final Strategic Plan Report

April 3, 2020

Final Review of Strategic Plan by
MURP Advisory Board, Faculty and
Departmental Leadership

April 29 and May 13, 2020
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Individual Stakeholder Interviews
On October 15th and 16th, 2020, the FIOG Director met
with 10 key students, alumni and practitioners identified
by MURP faculty and the MURP Advisory Board as having
particular insight into the program. From these interviews,
in which participants were presented with six questions in
total, emerged some major themes.
STAKEHOLDER

INTERVIEW

THEMES

Strengths for Student Success
Participants were asked to provide their opinion on the
program’s greatest strengths concerning student success.
They were also subsequently questioned on its perceived
weaknesses and limitations to success and growth. And
while responses varied, generally, participants found that
the program’s greatest strengths lie in its connection to
the local planning community and ability to offer students
“real world” learning experiences, internships, and job
placement after graduation. Additionally, participants felt
the program provides students with a flexible curriculum
to explore different interests and is aided by the strength
and diversity of the faculty.
Limitations to Success and Growth
Despite highlighting the program’s community connections
and its exposure of students to diversified areas of study,
participants felt that the program is limited by its small size
and ability to leverage community partnership and campus
resources, especially as it competes with similar
departments at USF. Additionally, some expressed that the
program lacks a clear vision and defined metrics for
success.
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Program Opportunities
Participants felt that the alumni network is critical to future
success and helps provide connections and resources.
Another theme identified was that USF’s location within
the urban corridor provides a robust environment for
students to learn and partake in projects to build their
experiences.
Future Threats to Success
While participants were asked previously about the
weaknesses of the program, they were also asked about
what threats might prevent the program from flourishing
in the future. Their responses were similar in nature, with
increased competition, limited funding, and a lack of
community partnerships being identified as potential
threats.
Primary Issue
To conclude the interview, participants responded with
what they thought to be the main issue affecting the
program. Once again, participants noted that the program
was affected by a lack of resources and funding, a lack of a
clear vision, and had a limited reputation outside of the
Tampa Bay Region.
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Current Student Focus Group
The Current Student Focus Group was held on January 27th,
2020 with 25 students participating from 5-7 pm. Students first
participated in an individual activity in which they were asked
about what they thought the treasures of the MURP program
were. This was followed by a group activity that required
students to envision the future of the program. The meeting
was concluded by reviewing the key themes previously
identified in stakeholder interviews and having current
students provide their feedback.
Six key themes emerged from the individual activity. These
themes are networking/mentoring, internships/job placement,
great faculty, strength of curriculum, community partnerships
and qualitative culture.
The FUTURES exercise really brought to light the dedication
and commitment current students have to the program. The
students created headlines envisioning the USF MURP
program that breaks barriers and shapes future leaders, allows
students to find great success across disciplines, and to
partake in the development of historic legislation.
Current students were then asked for their feedback on the
key themes that emerged from the individual stakeholder
interviews. Students felt that the greatest strengths of the
program are its ability to provide internship opportunities and
job placement after graduation, a flexible curriculum, and its
strong ties to the local planning community. As for weaknesses,
students thought the program’s lack of a clear vision and
limited reputation to be among the greatest limitations to
success. They also felt that integrated campus collaboration
and the program’s ability to leverage community partnerships
and resources proved to be just as limiting.
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Student Input Survey & Alumni
Feedback Survey
Two web-based surveys were developed: the Student
Input Survey and the Alumni Feedback Survey. The
Student Input Survey focused on the relevancy of
curriculum, faculty engagement with students, student
advising, and student services and support. Whereas, the
Alumni Feedback Survey presented questions focusing on
graduate satisfaction, graduate service to the community,
graduate employment, and AICP certification.
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Faculty Workshops
At the first faculty workshop, a presentation and report of
the Student Input Survey, Alumni Feedback Survey, Focus
Groups and Current Student and Recent Graduate
Discussion Forums were made to the faculty. The
presentation outlined activities and conclusions, solicited
comment on the overarching results and solicited faculty
approval to proceed with developing the goals and
objectives for the program.
At the second faculty workshop the program mission,
values, and strategic SMART+C goals from the first faculty
meeting were reviewed and finalized. Faculty also
developed champions, objectives, implementation plans
and timelines for each goal, as well as a schedule for
monitoring these goals.
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Alumni and Practitioner Focus Group
The Focus Group invited a representative sampling of
alumni who have been out for over four years,
practitioners and MURP Advisory Board members. The
forum included:
• A SWOT analysis utilizing some of the results from both
surveys
• Perceptions of existing goals and objectives as identified
by faculty
• A validation of the mission statement
• Input on future vision and future objectives
The USF MURP Mission Statement and Diversity Statement
were reviewed and were finalized:
USF MURP Mission Statement
As a part of the School of Public Affairs, a group of diverse,
interdisciplinary scholars and practitioners, the Master of
Urban and Regional Planning program has a strong
commitment to community engaged scholarship and to
making positive differences in the Tampa Bay metropolitan
region.
As part of a Carnegie Research I institution, the MURP
program engages in innovative applied research; recruits and
delivers quality education to a diverse student population;
and provides public service to the surrounding community.
We prepare leaders in the field of urban and regional
planning to meet the community, national and global needs
of a diverse society.
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USF MURP Diversity Statement
In a world that is increasingly interconnected, and in a
department devoted to envisioning just communities, the USF
MURP program is committed to diversity and inclusivity in
both faculty and student initiatives.
We define diversity as acceptance, respect, and celebration of
differences—including diverse cultures, races and ethnicities,
genders, sexual orientations and gender identities,
socioeconomic backgrounds, political and religious beliefs,
and physical and learning differences.
We strive to ensure an inclusive and hospitable climate for
education, engagement, research, and employment to ensure
choice and opportunity for all persons. We are especially
attentive to this commitment for those who are historically
underrepresented in the planning profession and in higher
education.
Our commitment to diversity is reflected in the way we recruit
and admit students; in our recruitment of faculty; in our
governance and working environment; in our identification of
mentors for our students; in the development of our
curriculum; and in our selection of projects in which students
take part.
Just as the planning discipline strives toward articulation of an
encompassing community vision, we believe that defining and
establishing our commitment to diversity and inclusion best
prepares us for progress and excellence.
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It was these surveys, focus groups, discussion forums,
workshops and the data collected from them that led to
the identification of 16 goals which were then used to
identify five major themes that define the key components
of the USF MURP program and strategic plan. The top five
priority goals have been identified as Goal A.2, B.1, C.2, C.4,
and D.2.
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Student Professional Development
Goal A.1: Enhance the internship program to best serve
students and employers
Objective A.1.1: Create a student internship guide to
clarify opportunities, procedures, and requirements
A.1.1.1: Develop guide and disseminate during annual
student orientation by Fall 2021
A.1.1.2: Gather data on the internship challenges faced
by minority students, international students, full-time
working students, and other students who struggle
with internship placement
A.1.1.3: Develop a strategy for addressing internship
challenges faced by minority students, international
students, full-time working students, and other
students who struggle with internship placement
Objective A.1.2: Conduct an annual survey of internship
participants
A.1.2.1: Develop and disseminate survey of student
interns beginning in 2022-2023 academic year,
achieving 90% satisfaction
A.1.2.2: Develop and disseminate survey of internship
employers beginning in 2022-2023 academic year,
achieving 90% satisfaction
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Goal A.2: Ensure student readiness for professional practice
Objective A.2.1: Support alumni success in taking AICP
exam
A.2.1.1: Develop a strategy to support student
awareness of and readiness for AICP exam, along with
alumni continuing education to support AICP exam
success
A.2.1.2: Implement the strategy created under A.2.1.1
with current students and alumni
Objective A.2.2: Offer career readiness training annually
A.2.2.1: Develop a Professional Practice course and
address its fit within the program curriculum
Objective A.2.3: Engage professional community to
support student career readiness
A.2.3.1: Continue Student Planning Organization
events of “Dine-and-Learn” and “Careers in Planning”
panel discussions with area professionals
A.2.3.2: Engage MURP Advisory Committee about
curriculum relevance and emerging issues related to
student career readiness
Goal A.3: Foster a strong Mentor A Planning Student (MAPS)
program
Objective A.3.1: Increase student participation in MAPS
A.3.1.1: Incorporate MAPS into the Professional
Practice course (refer to A.2.2.1)
Objective A.3.2: Conduct an annual survey of MAPS
participants
A.3.2.1: Continue to conduct an annual survey of MAPS
mentee participants, achieving 90% satisfaction
A.3.2.2: Continue to conduct an annual survey of MAPS
mentor participants, achieving 90% satisfaction
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Faculty Engagement
Goal B.1: High-quality faculty scholarship
Objective B.1.1: Increase faculty publications/reports per
year
B.1.1.1: Increase faculty publications/reports to two per
year for each faculty member
B.1.1.2: Collect data from each individual faculty member
via the annual performance review by the department
Objective B.1.2: Increase faculty grant submissions
B.1.2.1: 50% of faculty submit 2 grant applications per
year
B.1.2.2: Collect grant submissions from the USF Office of
Research and Innovation and report data in the Annual
Departmental Report to the Dean’s Office
Goal B.2: Faculty professional involvement, service and
community outreach
Objective B.2.1: Maintain the number of engaged learning
(studio, field research and service learning) classes offered
each year.
B.2.1.1: Determine engaged learning courses one year in
advance for coordination with electives
B.2.1.2: Encourage faculty to get training in and
recognition for engaged learning, with at least one faculty
member participating in a workshop each year and one
applying for an engaged teaching award every other year
B.2.1.3: Collect data from CANVAS (student database) on
courses identified as service learning courses and collect
data from faculty annual performance review to report
statistics in the PAB Annual Report
Objective B.2.2: Provide opportunities for faculty to give
public lectures and serve on community boards
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B.2.2.1: Determine best way to collect data on faculty
public lectures and service on boards
B.2.2.2: Increase faculty community public speaking and
volunteer participation by 20%
B.2.2.3: Collect data in faculty annual performance review
under the service component and include in
Departmental Report to Dean’s Office and PAB Report
Goal B.3: Teaching excellence and responsiveness to student needs
Objective B.3.1: Establish internal annual review process
using the student course evaluations and faculty course peer
review with guidance from an established review committee
B.3.1.1: Develop an annual program process for using
university course evaluations and faculty peer course
review to modify course delivery, as deemed appropriate
B.3.1.2: Engage the Student Planning Organization to
review relevancy of course curriculum
B.3.1.3: Encourage faculty to take advantage of teaching
enhancement training opportunities
B.3.1.4: At least one faculty member will participate in
teaching enhancement training opportunities available
through the university each year
Objective B.3.2: Annually evaluate current on-line course
offerings with USF innovative education
B.3.2.1: Increase on-line course offerings to 3 per year as
deemed appropriate by faculty and innovative education
B.3.2.2: Work with innovative education using the quality
control process for the Quality Matters Report
Objective B.3.3: Create a faculty-student advising program
for advising on specific areas of interest
B.3.3.1: Assign students to faculty advisors in their field of
interest
B.3.3.2: Survey current students to determine value of
the new advising process
B.3.3.3: Based on survey results modify faculty-student
advising program, as appropriate
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Community & Campus Collaborations
Goal C.1: Engagement with local community partners in the
Tampa Bay Region
Objective C.1.1: Develop two real world case studies for
students per semester with local community partners
C.1.1.1: Identify and secure the local community
partner at least one semester in advance for the
following semester
C.1.1.2: Determine best course offering for inclusion of
case studies and work with faculty members to
incorporate
Objective C.1.2: Participate in two student projects per
year with local community partners
C.1.2.1: Provide real world work opportunities for
students to gain experience on project management,
analysis and presentation and research
C.1.2.2: Secure local community partner projects one
year in advance for planning purposes
C.1.2.3: Faculty to report monthly at faculty meetings
on status of projects for inclusion in meeting minutes
and Annual Departmental Report

17
Goal C.2: Fellowship program to provide stipends for student as
a way to provide additional resources to students through
community partnerships
Objective C.2.1: Research criteria for fellowship partners
and develop a formalized process
C.2.1.1: Maintain existing offerings of the MURP
Fellowship Program for students
C.2.1.2: Increase fellowship program partners by one
additional partner annually
C.2.1.3: Establish a formalized process that is
communicated to community partners and students
for maximum collaboration
Goal C.3: Cross campus collaboration
Objective C.3.1: Develop a collaboration with Center for
Urban Transportation and Research & Civil Engineering
department
C.3.1.1: Establish class projects and research
opportunities for MURP students specifically with CUTR
and Civil Engineering
C.3.1.2: Partner with faculty to provide internship and
part time positions for students across academic
disciplines
C.3.1.3: Develop a communication plan to notify
current students of opportunities and celebrate the
collaboration success via the website and social media
Objective C.3.2: Develop a collaboration with the Florida
Center for Community Design and Research (FCCDR)
C.3.2.1: Collaborate on at least one grant submission
and/or contract project with local partners per year
C.3.2.2: Promote MURP electives to architecture
graduate students
C.3.2.3: Establish a design studio with MURP students
and the center bi-annually
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Objective C.3.3: Develop a collaboration with the USF
Access 3D Lab
C.3.3.1: Provide internship opportunities in
Geospatial/Urban Planning Applications
Objective C.3.4: Identify potential partners on the USF St.
Petersburg and USF Sarasota-Manatee campuses
C.3.4.1: Strategize about ways to collaborate across the
branch campuses within the new university
consolidated structure
C.3.4.2: Collaborate on grants and presentations with
other faculty on the branch campuses such as the
Initiative on Coastal Adaption and Resilience (iCAR) at
least once a year
C.3.4.3: Report on partnership through faculty annual
performance review and Departmental Report
Goal C.4: Planner-in-Residence program
Objective C.4.1: Develop a Studio Course for a plannerin-residence program
C.4.1.1: Seek Advisory Committee support to develop a
plan to offer and implement a planner-in-residence
program
C.4.1.2: Identify possible funding opportunities with the
College of Arts and Sciences Development Office for
revenue sources
C.4.1.3: Submit plan to establish planner-in-residence
program to School of Public Affairs and College of Arts
and Sciences for approval
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Relevance of Curriculum
Goal D.1: Annual Graduate Program Survey disseminated each
Spring semester for students and Fall for alumni
Objective D.1.1: Establish Graduate Satisfaction
benchmarking data from the initial 2020 survey
D.1.1.1: (80%) of students satisfied with courses and
teaching
D.1.1.2: (80%) of graduating students are satisfied with
the MURP program
D.1.1.3: (80%) of graduating students satisfied with
their advisory experience
D.1.1.4: (90%) of alumni that are satisfied with their
MURP degree experience
D.1.1.5: (90%) of employers satisfied with their MURP
employees
Objective D.1.2: Gather employment, service to
community and professional service data from graduates
using benchmarking data from the 2020 survey
D.1.2.1: (75%) of graduates who find internships at
local, state and federal scales
D.1.2.2: (80%) of graduates find jobs in their chosen
field within 6 months of graduation
D.1.2.3: (50%) of graduates that serve on various
boards and professional organizations
D.1.2.4: (60%) of graduates have impact on their
professional roles and services
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Goal D.2: Student success, retention and graduation rate
Objective D.2.1: Access MURP student competencies
D.2.1.1: 100% passage rate on the comprehensive
exam
D.2.1.2: Assess curriculum each semester to ensure a
strong basis for general planning knowledge, planning
skills, planning ethics and practical experience such as
studio courses or capstone projects (refer to Objective
B.3.1)
D.2.1.3: Conduct an internal faculty review using the
Learning Outcomes Assessment to increase content
needs or student learning objectives based on the
academic calendar, end of Spring, report to USF Office
of Decision Support (refer to Objective B.3.1)
D.2.1.4: Report findings and data to Student Planning
Association, Advisory Committee, PAB and USF Office
of Decision Support annually
Objective D.2.2: Maintain a 90% rate of student retention
for year two of the program
D.2.2.1: 100% of students to graduate within 4 years of
starting program beginning with students in Fall 2022
D.2.2.2: Increase student enrollment annually by 10%
commensurate with program resources, marketing
and recruitment opportunities
D.2.2.3: Assess data from objective D.2.2.2 after year
two to determine if an increase in percentage should
be considered
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Goal D.3: A curriculum designed with strong stakeholder input and
contributions
Objective D.3.1: Solicit feedback from stakeholder groups
regarding results of assessments and recommended
changes from objective D.2.1. Encourage faculty to engage
in interdisciplinary scholarship
D.3.1.1To engage in faculty interdisciplinary research
and to collaborate with other USF departments to
apply for research grants
D.3.1.2: To offer annually one additional MURP course
with other departments such as public administration,
engineering, geography and architecture that are cross
listed for students in other majors
Objective D.3.2: To develop new courses and apply new
teaching approaches including new tenure track hires,
adjunct recruitment and replacements
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Identity & Culture
Goal E.1: Use of local urban corridor to create a sense of
community between the students and public/private sector
Objective E.1.1: Develop a strategy for creating the MURP
brand within the community
E.1.1.1: Use the Advisory Board Committee and other
key stakeholders to identify and adopt a local urban
area for the program to work with other USF
departments to include in course and/or capstone
projects with planner-in-residence program (refer to
Goal C.1, C.2, C.4)
Objective E.1.2: Develop a communication strategy for
promoting the program in the local urban community
E.1.2.1: Identify the best communication method to
assist with recruitment and marketing for increased
enrollment (refer to Objective D.2.2.2)
E.1.2.2: Promote student and faculty research projects,
community engagement and public service through
the local media, Suncoast APA chapter and alumni
Goal E.2: Advisory Committee guidance and oversight
Objective E.2.1: Hold annual faculty-advisory committee
retreat to gain insight on planning profession in Spring of
each year
E.2.1.1: Hold at least 3 advisory committee meetings per
year beginning in 2021-2022
E.2.1.2: Assess and evaluate curriculum annually to
ensure learning objectives and relevancy to market
(refer to Objective D.2.1)

23
Goal E.3: Strategic Plan Dashboard
Objective E.3.1: Develop an agreed upon Dashboard tool
for program evaluation with faculty, CAS/SPA leadership
and the MURP Advisory Committee
Objective E.3.2: Faculty to review Dashboard regularly
and report progress to Advisory Committee annually
Goal E.4: Quality and Diversity
Objective E.4.1: Continue to work to ensure the program
student population reflects the USF student diversity
Objective E.4.2: Include diversity as a key component of
any new faculty searches by 2022
Objective E.4.3: Collect student diversity data and report
to PAB annually

