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y father is a construction worker, a member of
the mysterious order of sheet-metal fabricators.
In my mind’s eye I see him with a tool in hand,
cigarette dangling from his mouth, and a piece
of elbow duct overhead. The elbow duct is a crucial item
in the system he is installing: It will enable a 90-degree
shift in the circuit of return air flow. But today it is not fitting according to the blueprint. For five minutes he tries
to wrangle the elbow duct into position according to the
specifications provided him. Then he brushes aside the
blueprint, reshapes the duct, and maneuvers it into place.
When the blueprint failed to match the reality in front of
him, it took him only five minutes to abandon the blueprint for a new approach.
Joseph Heathcott is an associate professor of urban studies at the New
School. Until recently, he was on the graduate faculty of the Department
of American Studies at Saint Louis University. He has contributed essays
to a wide range of journals and magazines, including Academe, Cultural
Survival Quarterly, City and Community, The Journal of Social History,
Planning Perspectives, and The Journal of Urban History. Heathcott is coeditor of Beyond the Ruins: The Meanings of Deindustrialization (Cornell
University Press, 2003).
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In graduate education we work with blueprints too, although
we are seldom clear about where they come from, and we are
rarely willing to brush them aside. But occasionally we notice
that the blueprint fails to conform to the reality in front of us, and
we rethink our approach. During the six years that I served on
the graduate faculty in the Department of American Studies at
Saint Louis University, I worked with my colleagues to redesign
our graduate programs, with special attention to the Ph.D. Our
modest efforts may contribute to the national conversation about
doctoral education in the humanities.

Rethinking the Ph.D.

tions scrutinized by Wilson, Pew, Carnegie, and other major
foundations. Nevertheless, two major challenges persist.
First, the great bulk of the studies, findings, and models generated by this movement are designed for the natural and social
sciences. While the models do include some programs in English and history, there is a clear need for an expanded dialogue
on doctoral training within the humanities.
Second, the vast majority of doctoral educators and students—regardless of discipline—labor in departments that either
do not participate in programs such as Preparing Future Faculty
or that are training students for careers beyond, as well as within,
the academy. For most of us, then, the task of reorganizing doctoral training is a process of absorbing the literature and retooling
the practices it describes to fit our departments, institutions, and
disciplines. In so doing we clarify both the
purpose of our graduate programs and our
expectations for student performance.

For most departments, particularly in the humanities, the
greatest barrier to change in how we do business is the lack
of clarity among faculty and students regarding the nature, purpose, and goals of
graduate education. An exhaustive study
funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts in
Retooling a Graduate
1999 and summarized in the report At
Program
Cross Purposes: What the Experiences of
Today’s Doctoral Students Reveal about
The Department of American Studies at
The faculty has
Doctoral Education (2001), reveals a
Saint Louis University is a prime example
highly uneven system of mentoring, trainof a humanities unit located in a school that
established
ing, and preparation that leaves students
has not participated in any high-profile inmystified about the institutions they initiative. Fortunately, we have a substantial,
agreed-upon goals
habit, the purposes of the degrees they
well-developed infrastructure to support
pursue, and the processes by which they
innovations in graduate education, including
and evaluation
connect to the vocations that impassion
a strong graduate school with knowledgethem.
able and engaged staff; a first-rate center
procedures for each
Fortunately, a growing movement has
for teaching excellence; and a user-friendly
developed to reconceptualize graduate
office of research services that works with
core course so that it
training in the United States, particularly
graduate students on their searches for
at the doctoral level. In 1993, the Council
funding. The effort by my department to
will contribute
of Graduate Schools and the Association
reorganize our graduate program has been
of American Colleges and Universities
dramatically enhanced by this existing infradevelopmentally to
launched the initiative “Preparing
structure of research and vocational support.
Our process has been gradual, unfoldstudent learning.
Future Faculty” (PFF), funded by the Pew
Charitable Trusts and the National Science
ing in two distinct but overlapping phases.
Foundation, which helped selected univerFirst, we established a departmental initiasities intensify the mentoring of graduate
tive guided by a committee made up of one
students who aspired to the professoriate.
faculty member (myself) and two graduate
Meanwhile, the Woodrow Wilson Foundastudents, Kim Curtis and Jeff Harper. We
tion initiated its “Responsive Ph.D.” project
spent an entire academic year gathering,
in 2000, in which it translated research findings on doctoral edureading, and digesting the literature on best practices in graducation into 41 best practices. Likewise, the Carnegie Foundation
ate education produced by the various national initiatives.
for the Advancement of Teaching began the influential “Initiative
Then we created a report for the entire department that
on the Doctorate.” Essays from that project were been gathered
detailed possible improvements to our graduate programs—
into a useful volume, Envisioning the Future of Doctoral Educaranging from alterations in our Web presence to changes in
tion: Preparing Stewards of the Discipline (Jossey-Bass, 2006),
orientation, curriculum, community-building, and the dissertaedited by Chris Golde and George Walker. Finally, Jody Nyquist,
tion. During the second phase, faculty in the department took a
the former associate dean at the University of Washington who
close look at the curriculum—including course sequences and
directed the Pew-funded “Re-Envisioning the Ph.D.” project
types, examination procedures, and qualification processes. We
there, examined the current state of graduate education in her
then implemented a battery of changes that have significantly
Change article, “The Ph.D.: A Tapestry of Change for the 21st
strengthened the doctoral program.
Century,” (November/December 2002) and compiled a roster of
Curriculum and Extra-Curriculum
best practices for reforming doctoral education (at http://www.
grad.washington.edu/envision/).
Much like my father with his ill-fitting duct, we have laid
The cumulative effect of these activities has been an elevated
aside the old blueprint and hammered out something new. We
public discourse among those engaged in doctoral education
scrapped the disjointed series of hoops that previously conand a marked improvement in graduate training at those institustituted our graduate requirements and replaced them with
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meaningful, well-delineated benchmarks that have a transparent rationale and purpose. Each requirement builds upon the
previous one, and they are all aimed at the same outcome: the
intellectual and vocational development of each student.
The Portfolio
Previously our curriculum, like most others in the humanities
and social sciences, required short-duration, question-response
exams. They were largely arid rituals that addressed few of the
future professional demands on students. We felt that rather than
sitting for six hours regurgitating answers to test questions, students should be involved in generating the theoretical, methodological, and evidentiary problems that they would pursue over
many months. So we replaced the exams with a portfolio.
Now, to qualify for advancement to doctoral candidacy,
each student works closely with a faculty advisor and produces
two portfolio papers: one a substantial literature review, the other
a publication-length research essay. In addition, students include
in their portfolios copies of their core-course papers, internship
reports, dissertation proposals, language-exam translation essays,
and any earned certifications. After evaluating their major papers,
I feel much more authorized to qualify a student for the business
of doctoral research and writing, while the portfolio as a whole
provides me with an excellent source of information for writing
letters of recommendation as students apply for post-doctoral,
tenure-track, and professional positions.
Coursework
We also redesigned the kinds of courses available. Students
benefit tremendously from varied frameworks for the acquisition of knowledge and skills. Thus, in addition
to standard core and topic seminars, we have
created courses around different modes of
practice—including a writing colloquium, a
vocational workshop, and a “studio” project.
The writing colloquium is geared toward
the practice of composition, peer review, and
editing. The practice workshop is geared
toward vocation, with units devoted to major
debates over the public humanities, the nature
and organization of graduate education, universities as social institutions, and the ethics
of the humanist professions. Assignments in
this course are professional in nature. All students prepare a portfolio containing a research
statement, statement of teaching philosophy,
and their curriculum vitae, as well as a conference paper, book review, and term project.
For the project, some students might spend
the semester writing grants to support their
dissertation work, while others might develop
narratives for exhibits, write course proposals,
or create a series of syllabi with lesson plans.
We have also inaugurated “studio” courses, modeled on the
pedagogic approaches of the fine arts, architecture, city planning, and museum studies. In the studios, students complete
individual and group work that builds toward a common, collaborative semester project such as the production of exhibits
and installations; the formation of docent scripts for museums;
the conduct of community and oral histories; or the developChange ● September/October 2007

ment of an archive. These courses expand the
knowledge and skills of graduate students and
challenge them to think about their work in
new ways, which is useful whether they plan
for careers in academia or within institutions of
public culture such as museums.
Required Courses
We also overhauled our degree requirements. It is not enough to institute a set of
required courses, though; the sequence of the
courses must be justified as a trajectory leading
to broader goals. A well-delineated, transparently ordered, carefully justified sequence of
required courses provides a strong intellectual foundation in the
discipline and supports the formation of student cohorts.
Every professor teaches core courses in her or his own
way, but the faculty has established agreed-upon goals and
evaluation procedures for each core course so that it will contribute developmentally to student learning. That core courses
should have a set of uniform outcomes is an essential point
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often lost in the more libertine curricular environment of
the humanities.
The introductory sequence of the core emphasizes reading,
with short, punctuated assignments that respond to and synthesize course texts. In both the introductory seminar and the
theory-and-methods seminar, students spend most of their time
grappling with the formations of disciplinary and interdisciplinary knowledge, the structure of arguments, the nature and uses of
evidence, and the relation of theory and methods in scholarship.
The writing colloquium hones skills critical to future success,
from technical matters of grammar, style, and citation to issues
of thesis, structure, and evidentiary support. Finally, the practice
workshop introduces students to major issues in the humanities
and higher education; examines a range of vocational and professional directions; and trains
students in the finer points of undertaking the
dissertation, hunting for jobs, making conference presentations, and publishing.
Beyond the core, students must take courses
in their areas of specialization, such as race,
visual culture, ethnic studies, cultural and intellectual history, urbanism, and landscape studies.
These topic seminars are not exercises in transmission; instead they model the acquisition of
content knowledge and the tools and processes
of research. For example, when I teach “Metropolitan America,” my primary goal is not to
teach students everything there is to know about
cities and suburbs but instead to introduce the
theory and methods used to frame questions in
urban history and to familiarize students with
the nature of evidence, varieties of sources,
trends in research, and emerging themes in that field.
Professional Experience
Finally, in addition to coursework, we require graduate students to undertake at least one semester-long vocational exercise—an internship, a teaching certificate, a supervised project,
or a media production. Of course, this requirement obligates
our department to provide strong oversight so that students
extract the maximum intellectual benefit from it. Thus, we ask
students to relate the practical skills that they develop during
this experience to their long-term intellectual, professional, and
vocational interests.

Tone and Ethos
Curricular changes alone are insufficient to revitalize doctoral education in the humanities. Perhaps even more important
at the departmental level is a corresponding effort to create a
culture of collegiality, openness, and purpose among faculty
and students.
From day one, our faculty members try to not only encourage
but also to model collegiality. This does not mean that everyone
gets along or likes one another personally. While we feel free to
disagree, a collegial culture means that differences are aired productively, not through poisonous attacks or back-channel rumor.
More importantly, faculty introduce students from the
very beginning to a coherent, collective mission—a clear set
of departmental goals—that ties everyone together. Students
need to feel that they are working with faculty to advance
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that common mission even while we all pursue our individual
scholarly interests. This system of acquiring and producing
knowledge, in which an individual’s work thrives in a collaborative setting, is one of the key strengths of graduate education in the natural sciences, which humanities departments
would do well to emulate.
We attempt to ensure a coordinated, uniform dispersal of
information, with clear feedback channels. This is not only important for general morale; it is an ethical duty as well. Students
of color and from working-class backgrounds are less likely
to enter the “knowledge enclaves” or informal information
networks on which many graduate programs rely. The “survival-of-the-fittest” mode, in which informal networks of patronage advance certain students, makes insider
information the currency for the accumulation
of cultural capital, replicating social privilege
already structured into academia.
To break apart these closed loops of patronage, we make the terms of success transparent—orienting incoming students extensively
and describing each stage in the process of
moving toward the degree, the components of
mastery at each stage, and the criteria by which
they will be judged. We explain to graduate
students how the important decisions are made
regarding admissions, funding, curriculum, advising, and the allocation of resources.
Above all, we want students to feel welcomed to a community of scholars. Professors
can demystify the process of graduate school,
as well as the academy itself. To this end, our
faculty are committed to laying bare their
own work lives to students, including the distribution of effort;
structures of internal and external reward; and the meaning of
research, teaching, and service. Students take greater responsibility for their education when they are properly oriented to the
system of university governance, finance, policy, and development—that is, how the institution in which they all labor operates from day to day. They need not dwell on such matters, and
indeed the vagaries of academic governance can be maddening
to even the most jaded faculty member. But having a sense of
how things operate gives graduate students knowledge about
the realities of the career they may be headed for.
As students develop greater confidence, they produce better
work, and as they produce better work, they feel more comfortable disseminating their research through presentations and
publications. More importantly, they begin to imagine themselves as colleagues in pursuit of a common agenda: the production and circulation of knowledge. This sense of common
purpose is particularly valuable in an American-studies department, since the field does not have a single disciplinary framework with which to knit together the community of scholars.

Evidence of Success
It is too early in our retooled program to have generated
robust measures of student accomplishment, particularly in
terms of improved job placements. Such measurements are
further hampered by the fact that very little student data had
been collected or retained under the old model. Nevertheless,
it is possible to make some tentative and modest evaluation of
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the program changes, particularly in terms of their impact on
student experience. Some observations include:
Students act as members of a scholarly community. When
I first came to Saint Louis University, I had to prod graduate
students to form reading groups and peer-review workshops;
now they do so as a matter of course. Over the past three years,
participation by graduate students in departmental events such
as workshops, colloquia, and lectures by visiting scholars has
increased dramatically. Moreover, students enthusiastically
help organize such events and expand the number of them held
in any given semester.
Students act as members of their discipline. Prior to revamping the graduate curriculum, participation by students in academic conferences was low and sporadic. But with increased
emphasis on practice, students are submitting conference papers and even proposals for entire panels to the American Studies Association, the National Women’s Studies conference, and
other major meetings. There has also been a marked increase in
the number of students submitting articles and reviews to academic journals.
Students show higher levels of success. Since 2002, graduate
students in American studies at the university have had markedly improved success in landing funding and other honors at
the university and national levels Examples include best-paper
awards at university-based conferences of graduate students,
graduate assistantships outside of the home department, several
dissertation fellowships, a Wilson Foundation grant, and coveted slots in Mellon Foundation-supported summer seminars.
Students are more confident and progress more rapidly.
Students now take greater responsibility for their individual
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achievement, collective advancement, and the morale of their
peers. With a developmental curriculum, an expanded skill set,
and culture of information exchange, they produce higher-quality work at each stage in the portfolio process. As a result, they
demonstrate much greater levels of confidence, and it takes
them less time to get the degree. Most importantly, they evince
a much stronger sense of vocation, regarding the doctorate not
as an end in itself, but as a means to an end.

Conclusion
The central feature of doctoral training in the humanities
must remain the organization of curricula to support the mastery of disciplines, the development of rich conceptual frameworks, and a demonstrable attainment of research skills. The
work of transmitting these capacities is only partially done by
the curriculum. A vital graduate program includes constant, active mentoring of graduate students by the faculty and the creation of a range of opportunities to acquire new ideas and skills.
Rebuilding a graduate program must be about more than instituting a new collection of courses. It has to be guided by a commitment to students as whole persons and valued colleagues. The
attitude of the faculty toward graduate education in general, and
toward their students in particular, is every bit as important as the
curriculum itself. After all, we are responsible in some measure
for a major part of the lives of graduate students. Our actions,
conduct, and comportment contribute immeasurably to their confidence, stability, mental health, and trust.
The more clarity that we can bring to our efforts, the higher
our students can reach, confident that the blueprint matches the
reality in front of them. C
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