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PREFACE

In writing this book, I have drawn on my research on career
pathways and graduate education reform as well as personal ex-
perience. My academic and professional route has taken me from
a PhD in comparative literature, through education-focused po-
sitions at foundations and nonprofits, to my current position
at the Graduate Center, City University of New York, where I
serve as codirector for the Futures Initiative and director of pro-
grams and administration for the Humanities, Arts, Science, and
Technology Alliance and Collaboratory (HASTAC). That path-
way serves as a personal case study for the key tenet of this book:
that even in this challenging time for higher education, a PhD
in the humanities is worth pursuing for the training it offers, the
doors it opens, and the value it provides to society. Informed by
extensive research, interviews, and practical advice from dozens
of sources, Putting the Humanities PhD to Work provides graduate
students, faculty members, and administrators concrete exam-
ples of how this kind of pathway is possible, how it can be pur-
sued, and where it can lead.

The message I offer in this book differs from the one I first
received when I began my own graduate career. In my first year
as a graduate student in comparative literature, I learned that
the humanities were in crisis. More precisely, I was told that the
humanities both were presently and had always been in crisis—that
in an abstract sense, and quite apart from the very real problems
in academic labor structures, crisis was one of the fundamen-
tal ways the field understood and continually redefined itself. As
the first in my immediate family to pursue a PhD, I absorbed
that message from my first-year seminar course without being
dissuaded by it. In retrospect, I often think about the ways that
framing could have derailed what has since become a meaningful
and rewarding career. After nearly twenty years working in and
around graduate education, I have had countless occasions to see
the ways that the lens of perpetual crisis is both lamented and,
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in some ways, revered in the humanities. I am glad to be able to circle back and
think more critically about the pervasiveness and problematic nature of that
framing—not only in my program, but in much of the writing about humani-
ties research and doctoral study. One motivation in writing this book is to pro-
vide balanced research and practical advice both to those who, like me, come to
graduate education without the social grounding to contextualize these issues,
as well as to those who already have a framework for understanding the chal-
lenges of academe and want to go deeper.

I have made decisions about my own career path based on a complex set of
needs, desires, circumstances, and experience, as everyone does. I completed
my own PhD in 2010 in Comparative Literature at the University of Colorado,
Boulder. “Quit Lit” wasn’t yet a thing, or if it was, I didn’t know about it. I had
never heard of “alt-ac,” the playful neologism coined a year prior in a Twitter
conversation between Jason Rhody, digital culture program director at the So-
cial Science Research Council, and Bethany Nowviskie, Dean of Libraries and
Professor of English at James Madison University, as they tried to find the best
way to characterize their own unusual, hybrid, not-faculty-but-still-scholarly
jobs. As Nowviskie puts it, the use of the term was a means of “gesturing at an
alternative academia” in the way that writers create speculative fiction or works
of alternative history.' “Alt” as a modifier was also reminiscent of the early days
of the internet, hearkening back to the hierarchies of Usenet forums, and per-
haps struck a chord with the digital humanities community for that reason.? It
was a lighthearted term, never meant to be used in an authoritative way, and
yet it stuck around as employment patterns continued to change in and around
the academy.

Within this world of hybrid scholarly careers, specific roles are varied and
unique, which can make it challenging to know what kinds of opportunities
are available. This has certainly been true for me; there was no clear pathway
set before me. At each decision point in my career, [ found it difficult to pre-
dict where I might be a few years later, and where a particular decision might
lead. I share my story here as a single example of one possible trajectory—one
that I personally have found exciting and satisfying. Though the details differ,
there are many, many stories like mine. The work I have been able to do along
this path has offered unexpected opportunities to think systematically about
higher education, and to be a part of conversations and projects that have real
impact beyond my own discipline. As a graduate student, I could not have an-
ticipated that I would one day work on major, multi-institutional grants con-
necting graduate education and community college teaching, or that I would
field questions from journalists at the New York Times and the Chronicle of Higher
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Education about the implications of my work, or that I would have opportuni-
ties to review projects and proposals far outside my disciplinary background.

The job that I consider to be the first significant step in my career ini-
tially came about as a means of hedging my bets. I had moved cross-country
while working on my dissertation, so I no longer had institutional funding and
needed an income while I continued to research and write. I started working
with a temp agency whose clients were primarily foundations and nonprofits.
The work was not very interesting in itself, at least at first; I sought temp work
because I thought it would leave me enough brain space at the end of the day
and on weekends to do research, and it did. But over time, learning about the
inner workings of grantmaking organizations began to fascinate me. A few of
my short-term jobs were with the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, which funds re-
search in science and technology. I established strong relationships with a num-
ber of the foundation’s staff members, and when a full-time position opened,
they invited me to apply.

As I see it, this first opportunity worked out for a number of reasons: for one
thing, Sloan is an institution that places a high value on scholarship. Though
I was trained in a different field than most of my science-minded colleagues,
they respected the discipline and deep curiosity that graduate study entails. In
addition, my résumé showed that I was an effective translator, both in terms of
language and also, more figuratively, in terms of articulating ideas across dif-
ferent groups of people or disciplines. As a graduate student, I had worked part-
time at another science organization, the International Union of Geodesy and
Geophysics, where I had been hired for my fluency in French, one of the orga-
nization’s official languages. I certainly didn’t expect that job to have anything
to do with my future career path, but looking back, I'm convinced it made me a
more appealing candidate at Sloan. A final and important factor in securing the
role at Sloan was that I had a foot in the door through the temp jobs. The staff
had had a chance to get to know me and my work in a way they wouldn’t have
been able to know through simply an application and an interview.

While at Sloan, my responsibilities steadily increased, and by the end of
my employment I was actively contributing to the strategic development of
an entirely new program area, called digital information technology, under
the direction of Joshua M. Greenberg. Though rooted in science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) fields, the new program had much in common
with the digital humanities and the changing terrain of scholarly communi-
cation across all academic disciplines. I contributed to the strategic planning
process of identifying pressing questions, leading thinkers, and opportunities
for meaningful grantmaking. At the same time, I was gaining invaluable un-
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derstanding about the grant evaluation process, as well as the nuts and bolts of
organizational structures and operations—things I certainly hadn’t learned as
a graduate student.

Another thing that my work at Sloan taught me was that some of the most
interesting conversations about higher education were happening in open on-
line environments, like Twitter. This is old news now, but it was new to me at
the time. As I began looking for new opportunities for growth, I made a pointed
effort to develop a more visible professional online presence than I had previ-
ously done. I connected with people on Twitter, blogged about issues in higher
education, and listened in to online conversations to get a feel for who was do-
ing the kind of work I wanted to do and what kinds of positions might interest
me. This was how I eventually connected with Bethany Nowviskie, who later
hired me as a researcher with the Scholarly Communication Institute (SCI),
which was then based in the University of Virginia Libraries. The institute is a
Mellon-funded humanities think tank that, at the time I was hired, had dedi-
cated ten years to investigating the changing environment of scholarly com-
munication and graduate education. Without the work I had done at Sloan and
my exploration of Twitter and blogging, I doubt that I even would have caught
wind of the work that sCI was doing. I was also fortunate in that Sloan carries a
significant amount of prestige in academic circles, which made it easier for me
to make connections and earn credibility.

When I began my position at SCI, new challenges awaited me. Part of my
job was to design and administer a survey of people with advanced humanities
degrees who had pursued career paths beyond the tenure track. But I had no
prior background in survey methodology or analysis, and so I knew I would
have to learn and apply a complex set of new skills quickly, albeit with a great
deal of support and insight from the university’s research librarians.” To have
opportunities for continued growth was deeply exciting, and I think that in my
case, such opportunities have been possible precisely because I have applied my
deep academic training to a nonfaculty job.

My work at scCI led to new networking opportunities, deeper experience
in the changing world of graduate education, and a clearer sense of how im-
portant the nuances of scholarly communication systems (publishers, libraries,
formal and informal online platforms, and so on—all the ways scholars share
their research) are to the entire academic enterprise. When my eighteen-month
employment term at SCI had run its course, I began working at the Modern
Language Association (MLA) under Kathleen Fitzpatrick, then the director of
scholarly communication, whom I had met while at Sloan and worked with
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at SCI. At the MLA, I worked with Fitzpatrick and other colleagues to think
through similar questions of how researchers share their work in an online
networked environment on a broader scale, with nationwide and international
impact. While the role was very different from any of my previous positions, it
was while working at the MLA that, for the first time, I sensed a certain cohe-
siveness in the direction that my career was taking.

As I'write this, [ am in my sixth year with the Futures Initiative, a program
located within the Graduate Center of the City University of New York (CUNY).
At the Futures Initiative, my colleagues and I work toward institutional change
in higher education through a dual focus on equity and innovation. I hadn’t
expected my path to lead back to the university, but 'm delighted that it has.
While I don’t regularly teach in a classroom, as codirector I find myself applying
so many skills, methods, and insights that I gained during my graduate studies—
as well as many that I have learned experientially. Together with Cathy N. Da-
vidson, the Futures Initiative’s founding director and a steadfast mentor, I work
on our program’s strategy, mission, and programming; write and implement
grants; guide and mentor our team of graduate fellows; manage our program’s
budgets; and more, all while continuing to research and write. It has been an
exciting and exhilarating place to work. With over 500,000 students, CUNY is
the largest public, urban university system in the United States, and it is deeply
woven into the fabric of New York City. * Working with students, faculty, and
administrators here has opened my eyes to a wide range of stories and experi-
ences, centering on the power of education and the importance of access to
it. Understanding education as a public good in the context of a huge public
university system in the heart of a thriving city that is also home to massive
income inequality means that engaging with a broader community is critical
to what we do. [ am constantly learning, and I have the distinct joy of knowing
that our work matters.

Getting to this point has had many challenges, but there are also many
ways that my path has been smoothed both by privilege and by luck. I worked
with an advisor who supported and respected my decisions and who didn’t pres-
sure me to pursue a particular type of career. My partner has stable employ-
ment, which reduced the anxiety of my own job search and kept me in health
insurance through temporary jobs and times of uncertainty. Along the way,
some opportunities turned out to be more important than I anticipated, and
served as unexpected stepping-stones in new directions. Plus, importantly, as
a straight white woman, I do not typically face bias for my race, ethnicity, or
sexuality, and so I move through the world with significant privilege. I detail
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these attributes of my own academic career and personal experience to signal a
range of factors that most discussions of the state of the humanities do not ad-
dress as part of the larger narrative.

While all of these elements have served to minimize the obstacles I en-
countered, I have also worked hard to make my own luck, as Sarah Werner,
an independent book history and Shakespeare scholar forging her own unique
career path, has described.’ I share those experiences, too, for the way they can
help others in their own career trajectories. During my years as a graduate stu-
dent, I accumulated job experience that seemed practical but inconsequential
until I learned how to translate my skills into a more meaningful narrative. As
[ approached the end of my dissertation, I was intentional about developing a
semiprofessional online presence and meeting people who were doing work that
I found interesting and valuable. My research had always been a little bit “meta”
and became increasingly so, as slowly my focus shifted from trauma and formal
experimentation in twentieth- and twenty-first century French literature to the
structures of graduate education itself, with my own career path as a case study
in my research. All of these actions helped me to build a strong foundation and
to be ready for opportunities when they arose.

Some graduate students worry about the risk of seeming overqualified for
positions that don’t necessarily require a PhD. What I have found is that the
doctoral degree opens up entire pathways, rather than a single job opportu-
nity. The first step in that trajectory may not require the amount of specialized
knowledge that doctoral recipients have amassed, but new opportunities for
advancement and increased responsibilities often open up quickly. Early on, I
did find that the PhD was a slippery credential; in some professional settings it
wasn’t relevant at all (like reviewing and processing compliance materials for
financial and health benefits at Sloan); in others, it led people to trust me to
take on difficult tasks even though they were outside my area of expertise (like
strategic development at Sloan, survey work at SCI, and leadership and manage-
ment at CUNY). In almost all cases, though, holding a graduate degree meant
that I enjoyed a greater amount of credibility, especially among current and
former faculty members or others deeply involved in higher education. A PhD
in any field is a strong indicator of dedication, hard work, intellectual stamina,
judgment, and an ability to learn quickly and deeply; when that degree is in a
humanities field, it also signals exceptional skills in areas such as critical think-
ing, interpretation, cultural understanding, and communication—especially
writing, which is highly valued in nearly every workplace.

Developing new skills has been an important part of my trajectory, and
learning the basics of web development, data visualization, and survey analysis

PREFACE



has been crucial to my work. Rapid advances in digital capabilities and deeper
connections across the humanities and computational fields—both computa-
tional humanities and the critical study and creation of new media—have led
to new insight, closer interdisciplinary collaboration, and opportunities for
broad impact beyond the university. Learning HTML and €SS, understanding
the power of the command line, and beginning to know which kinds of tech-
nical problems are easy to solve and which ones are harder all make it easier for
humanities scholars to work alongside people from other disciplines and join in
projects that push toward new knowledge. But skills like these tend to be most
valuable when they are mandated by a particular project, rather than explored
as ends in themselves. Pushing all humanities students to learn to code isn’t a
quick fix to systemic labor issues; however, making it possible for students to
pursue the kinds of projects that spark genuine interest, and making it pos-
sible for them to learn necessary skills along the way, will likely lead to more
creative and interesting research projects while also building up digital literacy
and skills that may be transferable to other job contexts.

I hope this book might help others to find their footing on their own indi-
vidual paths, wherever those may lead. For me, several key factors throughout
my trajectory have been to seek and learn from mentors, to open myself up to
people and opportunities, to recognize and stay attuned to my changing inter-
ests, to communicate widely through different media platforms, and to take
steps that seem promising even if I don’t know where they’ll lead. I've always
tried to maintain a sense of growth and progress that help ensure that I'm a
competitive candidate for new kinds of roles. The flexibility of my path is, for
me, one of its most appealing qualities; I feel a stronger sense of agency in craft-
ing my career than I might have if T had followed a more “traditional” path. It is
time—past time—to rethink the expectations that many students and faculty
bring to graduate study and its outcomes, especially those that effectively limit
students’ future potential and the reach of their work. It is time for a broader
understanding of what constitutes scholarly excellence.

This book is not only about individual success, but also institutional
change. Now more than ever, vocal support for the value of the humanities
is essential. The current US political climate leaves our national arts and hu-
manities organizations woefully underfunded and a pen stroke away from to-
tal elimination. The problems facing the academy as a whole are real, and seri-
ous: the rampant defunding of public higher education, where 8o percent of
US students attend college; the disastrous effects on academic labor structures
and hiring; the huge amounts of debt that students accrue; the persistent bias
against women and nonbinary people of all races and ethnicities, and people
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of color of all genders. I acknowledge these problems while also celebrating the
positive signs that change might be coming and finding ways to work toward
institutional change. Conversations about career pathways, labor structures,
and diversity and inclusion all have interrelated dependencies, and trying to
isolate a single issue without addressing the others leads to partial solutions at
best. Instead, bringing about meaningful and lasting reform means finding a
way to both recognize the realities of the current landscape and also push for
change in many directions at once.

For me, this work is personal as well as intellectual, a reflection of the path-
way and research I have pursued. The connection reminds me constantly that
intellectual pursuits are never separate from the many other elements of a per-
son’s life and experience. I bring that recognition to the book, with the hope
that readers at many stages of their life paths and career paths will find it to be
a balanced and useful framework for their own personal, intellectual, and pro-
fessional circumstances.
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INTRODUCTION

Putting the PhD to Work—
for the Public Good

This book invites readers to consider ways that humanities grad-
uate training can open unexpected doors that lead to meaning-
ful careers with significant public impact, while also suggesting
that an expanded understanding of scholarly success can foster
more equitable and inclusive systems in and around the academy.
It offers concrete steps to support individual career pathways as
well as structural reform. Despite decades of research and fund-
ingin career initiatives, many doctoral students feel alone and at
sea when it comes to envisioning and working toward their pro-
fessional futures. And yet an increasingly interconnected world
means that the humanities are more necessary than ever. It is be-
cause of this disconnect—between students’ frustrations on one
hand, and the importance of the humanities in all sectors on the
other—that I began this project. Intended especially for doctoral
students and their faculty mentors and advisors, Purting the Hu-
manities PhD to Work includes case studies and concrete actions to
broaden the range of career paths for those who pursue doctoral
education. And yet it is more than a how-to guide. The underly-
ing pulse of the book continually returns to two main questions:

—> What can be done—by students, faculty, and program
administrators—to normalize and strengthen a wider

range of career pathways?

— How might a broader understanding of postgradu-
ate success improve the health and inclusivity of the
humanities?



These questions help to situate a discussion of career paths in a broader
context of graduate education reform and support for higher education as a
public good. Graduate education is sometimes perceived as elite and esoteric,
but scholarly research has a significant impact on things that affect the daily
lives of millions—from the policies that structure our society to the stories and
art that bring meaning and joy. This book offers ways to reframe humanities
doctoral training with an eye toward public impact, and a focus on making
graduate education matter in new and powerful ways.

I contend that reform can and should take place at multiple levels simulta-
neously, with students, faculty, and administrators all creating opportunities
for change through decisions large and small. The book is intended for cur-
rent, prospective, and recent graduate students; for scholars who are interested
in changing careers at any life stage; and for faculty members, graduate deans,
administrators, and advisors who shape graduate programs as well as individual
students’ pathways. Each of these audiences may have a different goal in read-
ing this book—embarking on a different career path, learning new strategies for
advising students, understanding the current landscape of graduate education
before deciding whether to pursue a PhD. By providing a solid background of
the stakes and possible interventions, as well as practical, hands-on advice, I
hope every reader emerges with a clear sense of possibility for their particular
context as well as a glimpse into the hopes, values, concerns, and constraints
facing other readers.

This book includes a consideration of academic labor structures and career
opportunities, and provides graduate students with a context and analytical
framework for discerning opportunities for different potential career paths,
while taking an activist perspective that moves not only toward individual suc-
cess but also toward systemic change. For those in positions to make decisions
in humanities departments or programs, the book offers insight into the cir-
cumstances and pressures that students are facing and examples of program-
matic reform that address career matters in structural ways. It grounds its ar-
gument in recent data without losing sight of the human realities that suffuse
issues of academic labor practices, job markets, and career paths. Throughout, I
highlight the important truth that different kinds of careers might offer engag-
ing, fulfilling, and even unexpected pathways for students who seek them out.
People pursuing PhDs are deeply curious, exploratory, and passionate about
their work; that curiosity is essential to research. Imagine what could happen
if doctoral students were invited to apply a similar approach of inquiry, creativ-
ity, and exploration to their potential professional lives beyond the university’s
gates.
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Humanities for Today's World

Individuals and institutions can play a pivotal role in supporting a renewal of
humanities education as a key element of thoughtful citizenship in today’s so-
ciety. My research suggests that new developments in doctoral programs—like
encouraging creative dissertation formats, adopting new models for compre-
hensive exams, integrating digital skills and methods into humanities schol-
arship, and embracing scholarship with meaningful public impact—can open
doors to broader matters of where students work and how scholarship might
reach the public in unexpected ways. Solid mentorship is also key, as it gives
students the space to explore their possible futures, equip them for broader
pathways, and enliven their research. From small interventions to major pro-
grammatic change, there are ways for students, faculty, and administrators to
begin working toward these goals right now.

Recognizing the expansive social value of the knowledge, skills, and ap-
proaches that recent graduates have gained during the course of their studies
means understanding the wide range of institutions and contexts where they
can make a significant impact. Faculty and administrators have an opportu-
nity to adjust graduate program structures to better equip students to take
on a wide range of roles where they can apply their deep humanities training.
Even without knowing exactly what pathway a graduate might take, since ca-
reer opportunities are constantly evolving, the curiosity and love of learning
that spark a desire to pursue a graduate degree is something to celebrate. Soci-
ety needs more, not fewer, people trained to understand and contextualize the
cultural, historical, linguistic, and other valences of contemporary geopolitics.
More people who can read, critique, and synthesize complex and competing ar-
guments. More people who know the national and global histories of systemic
racism and institutionalized bias and who are equipped to speak out against
ongoing inequalities. We need them in the classroom—but not only there. The
impact of humanities training would be far greater if universities trained stu-
dents not only to teach but also enabled them to pursue careers that carried
them beyond the university, creating a robust network of humanities PhDs
working across a wide range of institutions and professional contexts.

In fact, the nodes for such a network do exist, since humanities PhDs have
long excelled in a wide range of careers. Doctoral degree recipients have very
low rates of unemployment, and those working beyond the classroom, whether
in nonprofits or businesses, tend to have very high rates of job satisfaction—
higher than those in tenure-track faculty positions.! Research by the Modern
Language Association suggests that the trend of strong employment for people
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with advanced degrees holds true for the humanities, with only o.1 percent
unemployment in their sample.? However, this network of PhDs working be-
yond the classroom remains somewhat invisible in university contexts. It is not
uncommon for department websites to unceremoniously drop the names of
their graduates who step into jobs outside the familiar ranks of assistant, asso-
ciate, full—especially since only faculty job placements count toward program
rankings. Alumni networks and development offices are the first to know when
grads have made a move, but departments often rapidly lose touch. Rather than
forming a vibrant network of the multivalent possibilities open to humanities
PhDs, those who seek careers outside the classroom quietly disappear, leaving
each new generation of students to wonder what they could possibly do with
their degrees—and prompting countless would-be students to decide not even
to apply. Since graduate students excel at reading between the lines, the silences
speak loudly. When certain outcomes are celebrated and others are rendered
invisible, there is a tacit but clear signal that paths outside the well-trodden ones
are undesirable. The result is a perpetuation of conventional forms of success,
which limits creativity and diversity of all kinds, and also limits any extramural
connections that students might have fostered. Given the already-widespread
perception that the humanities are less valuable than STEM fields in terms of
applicability and practicality, advisors, departments, and universities are tak-
ing an enormous risk by sending such messages.

Imagine an example. Picture a student just beginning her graduate work in,
say, English; I'll call her Eva. She dives into the coursework, learning the meth-
odological and theoretical approaches that her discipline values. She plunges
into close reading and archival research. She learns about the historical con-
text, the contemporary stakes, and the counternarratives that affect her re-
search. She selects an advisor and a committee to guide and critique her work.
As she learns more and more about the ways that literature has given voice to
important cultural moments, she is inspired by the possibility that connecting
communities with art and literature in new and deeper ways may serve to bring
about new insight, cross-cultural understanding, self-reflection, and a deeper
grasp of historical context. Perhaps she looks ahead to her future career and
pictures herself working with the public in an advocacy capacity, navigating be-
tween local work with a community-based organization and broader outreach
through op-eds and public speaking. As she gains experience and credibility,
she finds that she is able to bring her deep humanities training to bear on public
perception and educational policy work.

But now imagine that as Eva shares her enthusiasm, she begins noticing
implicit messages of disapproval from her professors and even fellow students.
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She perceives flashes of confusion or displeasure about her proposed path. Her
advisor is unable to suggest any models or mentors for her to turn to for guid-
ance. She has a difficult time finding resources to help her make connections
and explore opportunities. Faced with these negative signals, she decides to
pursue the expected path and go on the academic job market.

Though Eva’s research is excellent, tenure-line faculty positions make up
an ever-smaller share of college instructional positions, while doctoral gradua-
tion rates continue to increase. Undergraduate enrollments are strong despite
a decrease in the number of humanities majors, and colleges need someone
to teach all those students, so this newly minted PhD is able to pick up a few
courses as an adjunct. Suddenly finding herself earning less money than she did
as a graduate student, she cobbles together odd jobs to keep herself afloat. With
no time built into her job description for research or professional development
that would make her a more competitive candidate for tenure-track positions,
it becomes increasingly difficult for her to break out of the cycle.

Now imagine that Eva is forward-looking and perceives all of these pos-
sible outcomes before she begins her graduate career. Perhaps she is the first in
her family to attend college. Perhaps she is a woman of color, and notices very
quickly that there are few people who look like her among the ranks of senior
faculty across the United States, giving her the impression that the profession
will be unwelcoming or that she will face bias throughout her trajectory. Given
all those factors, does she decide to take five or ten years out of the workforce,
relocate, and possibly go into debt in order to pursue a graduate degree? She
may decide that the odds are not in her favor and opt out before she even begins.

While Eva considers these possible outcomes, the department she is (or was)
considering conducts a calculus of its own. Faculty and administrators observe
that their graduates are having a difficult time gaining long-term academic po-
sitions, and in response the department grows increasingly conservative in its
admissions process. Rather than take risks on students with unconventional
backgrounds or those who hope to do the kind of public-focused work that Eva
hoped to do, they redouble their efforts to recruit conventionally high-achieving
prospective students with top-notch GRE scores and pristine academic pedi-
grees. In what they think is an unrelated issue, they are surprised to note as the
years pass that they are having a harder and harder time meeting university
goals for diversity and representation among their students, and even among
their new faculty hires.

This scenario is all too common in higher education, and shows how many
issues intertwine to create an environment that is problematic from both an edu-
cational and a social justice standpoint. It is a no-win situation. The individual
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student is badly served by the systemic biases, exploitative labor structures, and
negative signals she receives from her peers and advisors. The department is
negatively affected by the well-meaning but problematic move toward increased
conservatism that they hope will improve placement rates for their graduates,
but that actually serve to further reduce diversity and limit opportunity. Un-
dergraduate students are badly served by the poor labor practices of most insti-
tutions that leave adjunct faculty teaching the most vulnerable undergraduate
populations with extremely limited resources and support.

There’s another major segment of the population that is badly served by
this scenario: the public. Because Eva received signals that nudged her toward
a career in the classroom that she wasn’t initially aiming for and away from a
fulfilling public-oriented career that appealed to her, the public is deprived of
a deeply trained specialist who could help advocate for complex causes that re-
quire deft historical inquiry and cultural understanding.

The focus of this book is only partially about the success of individuals; it
is also intrinsically tied to broader cultural norms and labor issues within the
academy.’ Though humanities scholars thrive in a wide range of positions (and
have long done so), most doctoral students in the humanities consider a faculty
position to be their primary career goal, and few graduate programs system-
atically equip their students for varied postgraduate opportunities. And yet
meaningful and sustainable academic employment is an increasingly distant
prospect for many doctoral recipients, with a dwindling proportion of tenure-
track jobs available to an ever-growing pool of graduates. In 2016, 37.5 percent
of all graduating humanities PhDs reported having an academic job lined up—
and many of these positions were likely adjunct positions or short-term visiting
appointments (I'll have more to say about that in chapter 1). Most do find work
in the years following graduation—the overall unemployment rate for humani-
ties PhDs is very low—but it can take people a few years to find their footing.
Given these numbers, so-called “alternative” career options are anything but
secondary.* A more expansive view of career possibilities might enable recent
graduates to find meaningful work more quickly by encouraging a different
kind of search from the outset.

Even though the percentage of graduates that obtain tenure-track faculty
positions has diminished as reliance on contingent labor increases, faculty ca-
reers are still the primary goal for a large majority of humanities doctoral stu-
dents. Findings from “Humanities Unbound,” a study I conducted with the
Scholarly Communications Institute in 2012, revealed that three out of four
PhDs working outside the classroom entered graduate school expecting to pur-
sue a career in the professoriate.’ As the American Association of University
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Professors notes in their annual report on the state of the profession, academic
employment is increasingly shifting to part-time and contingent positions,
with 76 percent of all teaching positions being filled by instructors in contin-
gent roles as of 2011.° This trend means that proportionally fewer tenure-track
lines are available to new graduates, compounding the problem. Notably, a 2013
survey of chief academic officers revealed that provosts expected that reliance
on adjunct labor to continue or increase; some respondents expressed having
little faith in a continued tenure system.” Given this backdrop, continuing to
view tenure-track employment as the sole expected professional outcome for
humanities doctoral recipients is untenable.

The fact that tenure-track employment opportunities are becoming scarcer
relative to the number of graduates does not necessarily mean that too many
people earn PhDs, or that graduate programs should reduce their admissions.
The truth is that the high percentage of contingent faculty members has not
come about due to an overabundance of doctoral recipients. Rather, the deci-
sion to have adjuncts teach the large majority of college courses is an almost
entirely separate matter of budgetary pressure and institutional priorities that
favor short-term and inexpensive solutions over long-term and complex com-
mitments to departments, programs, and students. While some contingent po-
sitions offer reasonable wages and benefits, the vast majority do not. The matter
goes beyond simple supply and demand; the number of tenure-track positions
available does not fluctuate based on the number of qualified candidates, or
even based on the number of students enrolling in a particular disciplinary
area. Changing the supply of newly minted PhDs by offering more or fewer
slots in graduate programs will likely have little to no effect on the job market
for tenure-track faculty careers.

A number of institutions are working against these patterns, and through-
out this book I share examples of those whose approaches are particularly com-
pelling. From incremental changes like modifying the curriculum for a single
course, to more sweeping reform that takes aim at things like dissertation mod-
els or time-to-degree across an institution, many programs are beginning (or
continuing) to examine what is essential and where change might begin. For
the programs that are working hard to improve the structures and systems that
make it difficult for individual students to break the traditional mold, it can
be helpful to learn about similar efforts, both to bolster the foundation for sup-
porting such changes and to learn in advance from challenges that other pro-
grams have encountered. This cross-pollination is especially important given
that the question of career diversity and professionalization can be most ef-
fectively addressed when considered alongside other pressing issues in gradu-
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ate education. One program’s focus on developing systematic professional de-
velopment and individual support for graduate students can be strengthened
and amplified by supporting like-minded programs that advocate for fair labor
practices for contingent faculty members; by lobbying against the trend to-
ward labor casualization and just-in-time hiring; or by working toward robust
pedagogical support for both graduate students and faculty. All these efforts are
necessary to building scholarly structures that support the best research and
teaching while also strengthening individual outcomes.

Full support for doctoral students’ career pathways entails not only offering
opportunities for skill development but also encouraging a broader definition of
what constitutes postgraduate success. While a number of initiatives, such as
the Woodrow Wilson Foundation’s Responsive PhD project (2000-2005),% have
worked to shift university paradigms and encourage better career preparation
for graduate students, their resulting methods and recommendations have still
not been widely adopted. More recently, the report of the Modern Language
Association’s Task Force on Doctoral Education offered a suite of strong recom-
mendations on reforming the humanities PhD,” and funding agencies includ-
ing the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Mellon Foundation
have stepped in to support such efforts. The MLA’s report is still too recent to
assess uptake and outcomes, but it signals the importance of doctoral education
reform to the discipline as a whole, and provides a useful starting point for dis-
cussions that can lead to real action.

Why Pursue a PhD?

Before digging too deeply into how to prepare successfully for and transition
into a meaningful career, it’s worth stepping back to take a look at the purpose
of rigorous academic study. Why do universities offer humanities PhDs in the
first place? And why do people pursue them?

The pursuit of knowledge, the desire to better understand the world, the
hope to contribute to learning and to create new meaning—all of these can be
profound reasons that people pursue advanced studies in the humanities. In
humanities disciplines, the doctoral degree is an opportunity for deep special-
ization as well as expansive thinking in the various forms of cultural expression
and human experience that bring meaning to our lives. At its best, the stan-
dard structure of coursework, exams, and dissertation provides students with
a model of decreasing structure that enables them to move progressively from
alearner to an expert—and not only an expert, but one who can compellingly

share that expertise with others. Comprehensive exams are the moment when
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doctoral students prove that they have a firm grasp on the thinkers who came
before, while the long, unstructured deep dive of the dissertation gives them
a chance to show that they can effectively craft, complete, and defend new in-
terventions in their areas of study. This ongoing project of learning, inquiry,
and articulation pushes the boundaries of long-established fields. Humanities
fields need top-notch research by new experts in order to question the inclu-
sion or exclusion of certain writers or artists from a broadly accepted canon; to
consider marginalized perspectives and develop a more complex understanding
of histories; to create compelling visions for where we, as humans, have been
and where we are going.

An unstated purpose of graduate students’ rigorous and creative work is
to feed the knowledge they create back into the academy through both teach-
ing and research.” But why should scholarship be confined to such a narrow
space? Humanities study taps into some of the deepest motivations and fears
of individuals and societies—how we understand identity and belonging; what
we consider to be beautiful; how dynamics of power, authority, and rebellion
change over time. These questions resonate with people far beyond the confines
of the classroom, and rely on knowledge and cultural artifacts created both
within and outside of the artificial constructs of disciplines or periodization.
Without changing the rigor of study in the slightest, it is easy to imagine a very
different breadth and depth of engagement with communities of practice and
with various publics, both in the way students learn and in how and where they
apply their expertise.

Pursuing a graduate degree in the humanities means undertaking a life of
research that involves deep inquiry into areas of uncertainty—except, often,
where professional outcomes are concerned. Whereas a student’s research may
take her through time, space, and varied paradigms, the end product almost
invariably takes the form of an article or monograph, and the expectation for
advancement is the steady progression from apprentice, to junior faculty mem-
ber, to tenure. But why should the structures meant to train emerging scholars
and foster academic freedom and inquiry limit the reach of brilliant people and
their ideas in this way? While it is crucial that some scholars go on to continue
their research and teaching in this traditional manner, expanding the range of
scholarly products and career paths would mean huge gains for society, bring-
ing new ideas to the public through a wide range of institutions. With deeper
and more sustained public connection, the relevance of higher education would
be more immediately apparent, prompting greater public support. Ideally, that
support could then translate into stronger city and state investments, slowing
the defunding process that is dismantling public higher education. Further,
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recognizing a broader range of what scholarly work can look like makes it pos-
sible for scholars with varied backgrounds and skill sets to break new ground. It
opens up new avenues so that institutions aren’t gatekeeping in the same ways,
letting the same people advance all the time.

What Kinds of Careers?

The reasons that a graduate student or PhD holder might consider a career
beyond the classroom vary widely. In many cases, the most significant step in-
volves a shift in thinking about career opportunities as either “faculty” or “not-
faculty” to instead seeing a faculty career as one option among many. Seen that
way, it is far easier to assess the advantages and drawbacks of a faculty career
in a neutral way, rather than through the lens of a deficit model that considers
anything outside a narrowly defined norm to be less valuable.

Despite the wide range of career pathways graduates pursue, including
those where they continue to teach and conduct research, professional devel-
opment is not a routine component of many graduate programs. To the extent
that career preparation is discussed, it is often with the expectation that suc-
cessful completion of graduate work will automatically put one on a path to-
ward a particular kind of success. Higher education continues to be one of the
most promising indicators of future earnings, so it is with good reason that
many expect graduate study to lead to stable, fulfilling careers. While a fac-
ulty position involving some combination of teaching and research remains the
most common path for people with doctoral degrees in humanities fields," it is
far from the only possibility.

Moving outward from an academic department, career possibilities might
include staff or hybrid work in universities—careers in administration, librar-
ies, humanities centers, or student services, for instance. But the higher educa-
tion universe doesn’t end at the boundaries of the university’s campus. Many
other institutions also support the structure of higher education and can be
excellent places of employment. These include scholarly societies, professional
associations, publishers, state and federal governmental agencies, and policy
organizations. Radiating further from the university are institutions that pro-
mote public learning and knowledge sharing: museums, archives, public librar-
ies, cultural heritage organizations, the media, performing arts, cultural and
educational nonprofits, and many more. And for companies directly related to
education or cultural heritage—anything from educational technology compa-
nies to tourism-related industries—humanities expertise is incredibly valuable.

Even companies without a clear connection to the humanities in their mission
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can have engaging and relevant opportunities in areas like research and devel-
opment; tech companies, for instance, face a multitude of ethical and intercul-
tural questions and have increasingly turned to humanities scholars to help
them think differently about how their products will function in the world.
Independent consulting and freelancing is an attractive option for some, and
others apply the skills gained in graduate school to careers far afield from the
subject matter of their discipline. Not all of these jobs require PhDs, of course,
and there is some concern about encouraging people with doctorates into ca-
reers that have typically been pathways for people with master’s degrees. While
this kind of “credential creep” is a valid concern, for the most part the benefits
of encouraging highly trained humanities practitioners to pursue broader ca-
reer goals far outweigh the potential drawbacks. For the purposes of this book,
I focus specifically on doctoral programs and people with PhDs, since a discus-
sion of similar topics for master’s programs would merit another book’s worth
of analysis.

The Current Landscape: Career Expectations

When I conducted the “Humanities Unbound” study, a few clear patterns
stood out.” First, there was very little diversity of career goals at the outset of
graduate work. Respondents reported that when they began their studies, they
did so with the overwhelming goal of eventually becoming faculty members.
Most felt highly confident about this future pathway.” These numbers are par-
ticularly striking because the survey targeted people with careers outside the
professoriate.”* Instead of working as faculty members as they had anticipated
doing, these survey participants were employed at a number of different types
of workplaces, with a large majority working within universities, libraries, and
other cultural heritage organizations. The data shows that, historically, many
graduate students have begun their studies without a clear understanding of
their future employment prospects. While the degree of transparency about
the likelihood of obtaining a tenure-track position may have improved in recent
years, overall the responses signal that we are failing to bring informed students
into the graduate education system.

Deepening the problem, students reported receiving little or no prepara-
tion for careers outside the professoriate during the course of their studies, even
though the need for information about a variety of careers is acute. Only 18
percent reported feeling satisfied or very satisfied with the preparation they re-
ceived for careers outside the classroom. The responses were rooted in percep-

tion, so there may have been resources available that students were not taking
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advantage of —but whatever the reason, they did not feel that they were being
adequately prepared. That perception reveals significant room for improvement
throughout the higher education system. Further, if programs devote time and
funding to resources for career preparation, it is essential to offer and promote
them from the very beginning of graduate students’ careers. Failing to do so
may limit the effectiveness of such interventions, since it reinstates the sense
that a career beyond the classroom is a “plan B” that is less prestigious than a
faculty position would be. Students are very good at sensing implicit signals
from their peers and advisors, which is one reason that it is crucial to embed
the discussions in the earliest stages of graduate school as students are getting
their footing in a program.

People reported pursuing nonfaculty jobs for reasons ranging from the
practical and immediate—salary, benefits, family considerations—to more fu-
ture- and goal-oriented reasons, such as the desire to gain new skills, contribute
to society, and advance in one’s career. While there are a great many reasons for
pursuing one career or another, one of the key factors in opting for something
other than a faculty career is the desire for geographic flexibility and control.
Faculty careers often require a regional or national search and one or more relo-
cations before settling into a long-term position, and sometimes the towns and
cities where universities are located offer few opportunities for partners who
may also be seeking work. Moreover, some college locations—for instance, small
towns whose populations are overwhelmingly white, or states with transphobic
laws in place—may not be safe or hospitable environments for all jobseekers.
Broadening the career search to other types of positions makes it far easier for
a person to control where they live. Another major reason is flexibility and ca-
reer advancement. Even though academic freedom is one of the strongest draws
of a faculty position, for some people a faculty career feels limiting. Pursuing
other options allows an individual to develop new skills, seek out unexpected
opportunities, and push themselves in ways they may not have done. The de-
sire for greater freedom, or simply a different environment than a university
department, appealed to many. One respondent cited the prospect of “an inter-
esting job in a field where wide-ranging intellectual curiosity is an asset” to be
a very important reason for pursuing their chosen career. Another mentioned
the “tremendous autonomy” their chosen position offered. Much more simply,
though, a large number of respondents cited the need to find a stable job as their
primary motivation. Some respondents considered themselves “overwhelmed,”
“burned out,” or “frustrated.”” A note of urgency and, sometimes, desperation
came through in a number of these responses.
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What all of this information underscores is that a critical consideration of
the ways we talk about work—whether as a faculty member or in any number
of careers beyond the classroom—is an important step for graduate students
to gain more realistic expectations and clearer understandings of their own
strengths, needs, and desires. Until we talk about faculty work in the language
of labor and employment, it will remain shrouded in mystique that makes it dif-
ficult for graduate students to consider it as one option among many.

Many positions that involve translating humanities study into a broader
public good are a part of the growing discourse of “alt-academic” careers, a
category that is both hard to define and nearly impossible to measure accu-
rately. The changing nature of career paths for humanities scholars is an issue
of particular concern to digital humanities practitioners, who have long been
working in hybrid roles that combine elements of traditional scholarship, like
research and teaching, with other elements, such as software development, li-
brarianship, high-level administrative responsibilities, and more. These roles
are not new, but the term reflected an effort on the part of the scholarly com-
munity to find a unified and elegant way to refer to such careers. Many of the
skills implicit in digital humanities scholarship and work products—including
collaboration, project management, and technological fluency—are becoming
increasingly important in new models of graduate training, even among pro-
grams not specifically allied with the digital humanities. The spheres of alt-
academic careers and the digital humanities can be best understood as a Venn
diagram, with significant areas of overlap as well as distinctive qualities. Many
fruitful conversations and initiatives related to broadening career paths have
emerged from the digital humanities community, and there are important rea-
sons why this is the case. At the same time, the two areas are not identical;
many digital humanists work as tenured and tenure-track professors, while
many who identify as working in alternative academic roles do not engage in
the kinds of scholarship or practice associated with the digital humanities.

While the scope of the alt-academic umbrella is a topic of a great deal of
conversation and some contention, it is also possible—and perhaps more pro-
ductive—to take a broad view that is defined not so much by the specific job or
career, but rather by a type of approach or lens. The most compelling common
denominator among people who have adopted the “alt-academic” moniker is
that they tend to see their work through the lens of academic training, and
incorporate scholarly methods into the way that work is done. They engage in
work with the same intellectual curiosity that fueled the desire to go to gradu-
ate school in the first place, and apply the same kinds of skills—such as close
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reading, historical inquiry, or written argumentation—to the tasks at hand.
This kind of fluid definition encourages us to seek out the unexpected places
where people are finding their intellectual curiosity piqued and their research
skills tested and sharpened.

This kind of engagement occurs in the classroom, but also in a wide range
of other work environments. One commonality across many career paths is
that in addition to the intellectual challenges, there are also many other chal-
lenges that draw on different kinds of skills. Some jobs require excellent man-
agement skills; others require marketing or sales skills; still others require
technical skills. These are not often gained as part of the core curriculum in
graduate school—but then, neither are the skills required to be an excellent
teacher, administrator, grant writer, and faculty colleague. The intellectual
and interpretive skills acquired in graduate programs span many careers. The
other essential skills vary, and are often learned on the job—and people may
find some appealing while disliking others. It is often these ancillary skills that
make someone seem “suited” for one particular career or another. A good guid-
ing question for someone wondering what this looks like in practicality is, what
are the kinds of problems you like to solve? The challenges of teaching—the
constraints of the physical classroom, the institutional structures that govern
a course’s size and meeting time, the performative nature of some modes of
teaching—may not be the kinds of challenges that a scholar likes to undertake.
Instead, someone may feel stimulated by the problem-solving involved in other
types of work, such as working to change institutional structures, making con-
nections and partnerships, pitching ideas, writing to different audiences, build-
ing a client base, and more. The key is rethinking the way we understand intel-
lectual labor and how we see it embedded in many kinds of work. The rhythms
and routines of faculty careers are well worn. It is time to think more creatively
about where and how scholarly expertise can be applied.

Career Diversity Is Good for the Academy, Too

It is time to go beyond an oppositional model that defines careers by what they
are not. Even though the notion of an “alt-academy” was intended as a reimag-
ining of what is traditionally accepted as scholarly work, in just a few short
years it has become reinscribed in the binary of faculty and nonfaculty labor.
The same is true of other formulations: postacademic, nonacademic, and so
on. With powerful norms governing expectations, it is difficult to break out of
this tendency to define against the default. How can we, instead, think both
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within and beyond the existing structures and work to redefine them in a way
that makes the default far more expansive? I will undertake this challenge in
the chapters that follow by addressing not only preparation for careers beyond
the classroom but also labor issues and questions of preparation and training
for faculty careers. By first understanding the ways in which graduate programs
do not always do well what they are expected to do—that is, prepare emerging
scholars to become the next generation of faculty members—the opportunities
for improvement along multiple axes will become more apparent. Better career
preparation isn’t something that is needed on the margins of doctoral educa-
tion; it is needed at the core. The current norms of graduate training often ap-
pear to be a failed apprenticeship model—preparing students for just one career
path, but not preparing them particularly well, and without acknowledging the
long odds of gaining a foothold in the field.

A key factor that is often overlooked in discussions about professionaliza-
tion is this: all of the elements that make stronger employees are also greatly
beneficial for those grads that do go on to become professors. In other words,
preparing well for careers beyond the classroom is an excellent way of sharpen-
ing your teaching, research, and writing skills as well. Research, teaching, col-
laboration, project management, problem solving: each of these skills is some-
thing that is as valuable in the classroom as it is in a nonprofit, cultural heritage
organization, or company. In an analysis of job ads published in the Modern
Language Association’s Jobs Information List, Beth Seltzer, Roopika Risam,
and Matt Applegate found that many faculty job listings expressed the desir-
ability of skills that might be more commonly thought of as belonging to the
worlds of administration or management.'® For example, project management
skills can help students to complete their dissertations and conduct research
in a more effective and timely manner, and are also a crucial component of de-
veloping and teaching a course.

The notion that preparing students for varied careers somehow detracts
from their core formation as scholars is simply false. Rather, the kinds of inter-
ventions that equip students to succeed in a wide range of job settings can also
help them to be effective in their teaching and research if they do become fac-
ulty members. Understanding how graduate work can be applicable to different
careers helps lay the foundations for students to translate their studies into dif-
ferent contexts, rather than suggesting that what they are learning is only valu-
able within the university itself. The result may be more meaningful research
that can effectively reach a wide range of audiences, and a nuanced approach
to understanding the world that can be applied in any professional context.
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Overview of the Book

The complex backdrop that underpins graduate study is too often invisible
to students as they begin their doctoral work. In Putring the Humanities PhD
ro Work, 1 aim to demystify this institutional context while also teasing out
connections among seemingly distinct elements. I will begin with a broad
view of the higher education landscape and the stakes of the career diversity
movement, with special focus on why this can be understood as a social justice
project. Then, I will build on that foundation to offer concrete suggestions for
advisors and students—advice that is grounded in the idea that a broader un-
derstanding of scholarly success is structurally as well as individually valuable.

Chapter 1 offers background and context and lays a foundation for the
book’s argument that a broader understanding of postgraduate success is good
for individuals, the academy, and society. In “The Academic Workforce: Ex-
pectations and Realities,” I examine academic labor structures, including both
tenure-track faculty careers and adjunct positions. I also consider the ways that
the apprenticeship model of graduate study creates strong incentives and cul-
tural expectations that students will become professors. The chapter addresses
what is perhaps the single most damaging practice facing higher education to-
day: the increasing reliance on underpaid, overworked adjunct faculty members
with limited rights and resources. I begin here because it is essential to under-
stand the current system in all its limitations before exploring new opportuni-
ties and different mind-sets. After examining the current landscape, includ-
ing the systemic and institutional reasons that tenure-track job opportunities
have become so difficult to obtain despite the high demand for the humanities
at the undergraduate level, I discuss the expectations that many graduate stu-
dents have when they enter their programs (spoiler alert: a faculty career), and
why the current state of faculty labor should prompt us to look beyond the
classroom.

Chapters 2 and 3 focus on the ways that developing a broader definition
of scholarly success is an essential social justice issue, and an important step
toward rebuilding trust and investment in higher education as a public good.
Chapter 2, “Inclusive Systems, Vibrant Scholarship,” examines the ways that
current university practices, including the implicit signals and markers of pres-
tige that are commonplace in graduate programs, perpetuate systems of in-
equality that result in the continued underrepresentation of women of all races
and ethnicities and minorities of all genders in the academy. As an example, I
examine institutional diversity efforts that push to increase the numbers of peo-
ple from underrepresented groups yet fail because they do not address broader
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issues of departmental climate or bias. After a consideration of the academy’s
conservative nature—which rewards those whose achievements map onto a nar-
row definition of success—I argue that a broader understanding of scholarly
success that includes innovative and applied research may support both broader
career pathways and a more truly inclusive university environment.

In chapter 3, “Expanding Definitions of Scholarly Success,” I look specifi-
cally at innovative scholarly work and the potential it creates for deeper con-
nections with various communities within and beyond the university. As schol-
ars and technologists create new platforms and structures for sharing research,
there are increased opportunities for that work to have a meaningful impact
that goes far beyond the reach of a traditional peer-reviewed journal article.
However, if scholars are to devote their time and resources to sharing their work
through innovative or experimental channels, there must be professional rec-
ognition for doing so. From digital dissertations to network building and from
policy-relevant research to activist community engagement, greater flexibility
in what is understood by the academy to constitute valuable research would
help cultivate stronger public understanding of, and support for, systems of
higher education.

The ideas and arguments of the first three chapters form a solid founda-
tion on which I build a proposed action plan: concrete strategies that all readers
can implement in order to work toward a more inclusive and public-oriented
model of graduate education that embraces career diversity. The fourth chap-
ter, “What Faculty and Advisors Can Do,” provides practical, action-oriented
suggestions for faculty members and program directors. The ideas in this chap-
ter are intended to help individual advisors as well as humanities departments
improve the ways they implicitly and explicitly support their students and
alumni. These elements include advising, curricular reform, professional devel-
opment opportunities, messages about what is valued, and more. The chapter
offers suggestions for individual mentorship as well as possibilities for broader
programmatic change, with both immediate and long-term opportunities for
reform. But the chapter is not only for faculty members or senior administra-
tors; students will find the advice in this chapter grounds them in their own
approach while providing a valuable starting point for discussion with their
own advisors and peers.

Finally, chapter 5, “Students: How to Put Your PhD to Work,” continues
this action plan with a focus on what students need, offering theoretical analy-
ses, case studies, and suggestions on how to move from experimentation to
implementation. Faculty members will want to take special note of this chap-
ter as well, since it may influence their own approaches not only to mentorship
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and advising but also to teaching, program structure, and more. The chapter
offers practical research-based suggestions and examples of individual and in-
stitutional success stories designed to help readers strategize their own futures
in a realistic and meaningful way. For individuals, this requires grasping the
realities that exist, thinking through the options that are possible given those
opportunities and constraints, formulating a flexible but concrete plan, and, at
the same time, working toward broader institutional change. Few students have
comprehensive guidance on all of those fronts at once; this book can help to fill
in the gaps in a way that keeps students’ complex lives—their commitments,
goals, desires, fears, lived realities, and concrete needs—in mind. As a final take-
away, the book concludes with ten concrete ways to get started.

Throughout the book I explore how rhetoric and practices related to ca-
reer preparation are evolving, and how those changes intersect with admissions
practices, scholarly reward structures, and academic labor practices. Consider-
ation of the stakes of such discussions—including the effects of increasing re-
liance on adjunct and contingent faculty labor, the size of graduate programs
and the support they provide to their students, and the relationship between
career expectations and systemic issues of diversity in higher education—are a
constant undercurrent. The challenges are real, and complex; everything from
small individual steps to major reform efforts are essential. Whether you are a
student shaping your own pathway, a faculty member guiding students, or an
administrator building or refining a program, there are things you can do to-
day to support career diversity, increase the impact of humanities research, and
bolster public investment in higher education. As University of Michigan pro-
fessor and past president of the Modern Language Association Sidonie Smith
writes in her Manifesto for the Humanities: Transforming Doctoral Education in Good

“

Enough Times, “the times are good enough’ to transform doctoral education in

the humanities.”"

This framing presents optimism and solace, but also a call
to urgency: the time to act is not some hypothetical future day, but now, with
the resources and challenges we have today. In short, this is a noncynical ap-
proach to the realities of the humanities PhD that offers practical career ad-
vice, opportunities for reform, and an affirmation of humanities education as

a public good.
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NOTES

Preface

Nowviskie, “#altac Origin Stories (with Tweets).”

Now, unfortunately, the term also calls to mind another use of the “alt”
modifier—namely, “alt-right” as a euphemistic descriptor for white supremacist
groups.

Many thanks to Andrew Sallans, William Corey, and Sherry Lake of the Uni-
versity of Virginia Library’s Data Management Consulting Group, as well as
research librarians Summer Durrant and Charles Kromkowski, all of whom of-
fered valuable guidance throughout the research, analysis, and data deposit
processes.

As of 2018, CUNY’s enrollment includes about 250,000 degree-seeking students
and another 250,000 who take courses but are not enrolled in degree programs.
Werner, “Make Your Own Luck.”

Introduction: Putting the PhD to Work—for the Public Good

Main, Prenovitz, and Ehrenberg, “In Pursuit of a Tenure-Track Faculty Posi-
tion,” 22.

Laurence, “Where Are They Now?” The trend of low unemployment rates for
advanced degree holders also holds true across other fields. In 2014, the unem-
ployment rate for doctoral degree holders in all disciplines was just 2.1 percent,
compared to a national average of 5.5 percent (Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Earn-
ings and Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment”). One missing ele-
ment in this broad analysis is a more detailed and qualitative consideration of
that work: for instance, to what extent do different kinds of positions offer a
sense of intellectual engagement and professional accomplishment? What per-
centage of PhD holders earn at least a living wage and receive benefits? The data
available in sources cited above as well as Humanities Indicators, the Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), and the Survey of Earned Doc-
torates unfortunately do not provide this level of granularity. This lack is one
more reason why it is so important for programs to track the professional trajec-
tories of their alumni. In coming years, the Council of Graduate Schools’ PhD
Career Pathways surveys, in development at the time of writing, should also pro-
vide insight into these questions.

While the focus of this book is not primarily on labor issues, understanding the
current landscape is crucial to making informed choices about graduate study.
For a more sustained consideration of academic labor issues, see Bousquet, How
the Universicy Works; Cassuto, The Graduate School Mess; Newfield, Unmaking the



Public University; and Gupta, Habjan, and Tutek, Academic Labour, Unemployment
and Global Higher Education, among others.

4 Among people receiving doctoral degrees in the humanities with definite em-
ployment commitments at the time of graduation, 76.4 percent were in aca-
demic positions. Survey of Earned Doctorates, “Doctorate Recipients from U.S.
Universities 2016,” table 46.

s Rogers, “Humanities Unbound.”

6 American Association of University Professors, “Here’s the News: The Annual
Report on the Economic Status of the Profession, 2012-13.”

7 Jaschik, “Skepticism about Tenure, MOOCs, and the Presidency.”

8 Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation, “The Responsive PhD: Inno-
vations in U.S. Doctoral Education.”

9 Modern Language Association, “Report of the Task Force on Doctoral Study in
Modern Language and Literature.”

10 For a darkly humorous example of how this plays out in libraries and scholarly
publishing, see Nowviskie, “Fight Club Soap.”

11 As of 2015, 56 percent of people with humanities PhDs held a primary job teach-
ing at the postsecondary level. This number includes both tenure-track and
non-tenure-track faculty positions. National Science Foundation, 2015 National
Survey of College Graduates. Data analyzed and presented by the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences’ Humanities Indicators (http://www.humanities
indicators.org).

12 Rogers, “Humanities Unbound.”

13 Asked to identify the career(s) they expected to pursue when they started gradu-
ate school, 74 percent of respondents indicated that they expected to obtain
positions as tenure-track professors. What is perhaps more interesting is these
respondents’ level of confidence: of the 74 percent anticipating a faculty career,
8o percent report feeling fairly certain or completely certain about that future
path. This finding is corroborated by similar results in the 2017 working paper
by Main, Prenovitz, and Ehrenberg, “In Pursuit of a Tenure-Track Faculty Posi-
tion”; nearly all (96 percent) respondents in their sample initially pursued a fac-
ulty career after completing their PhD.

14 Respondents were reflecting on and reporting impressions they had prior to be-
ginning their graduate study. The time span is broad, with entrance years for
those who completed the PhD ranging from 1962 to 2008. While this range
means that the results do not show a contemporary snapshot, they do give us a
clear sense of the landscape over time. As such, it is clear that even among the
body of people who are working in other roles, the dominant expectation at the
outset of graduate school was for a future career as a professor.

15 Rogers, “Humanities Unbound.”

16  Seltzer, Risam, and Applegate, “4#MLA 2018.”

17  Smith, Manifesto for the Humanities, §.
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