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It's Tough Out There for New Ph.D.'s, but Some Universities Give Graduates a Leg Up

By LEE ROBERTS
Life is going well for Todd Wolfson. He just finished graduate school at the University of Pennsylvania, and already he's landed a tenure-track teaching job in journalism and media studies at Rutgers University.

You might think he's the embodiment of the academic dream, in which the struggle to earn a Ph.D. has long provided an entree to a fulfilling academic career. But Mr. Wolfson is not typical. He earned two doctorates, in anthropology and education, at an Ivy League university. He took advantage of a strong career-services department. And he even helped start a nonprofit group. In short, he was an exceptional candidate.

"Many institutions have decided to take fewer [graduate] students but to fund them, nurture them, and support them, and that helps them finish," says Julia Miller Vick, senior associate director of career services at Penn. "Ultimately, the people accepted are people who won't have much trouble finding a job."

In an era in which tenure-track jobs are disappearing rapidly and where university budgets are contracting faster, the challenge to transform a Ph.D. into a tenured academic position may be greater than it has been in years. The competition for jobs is most acute in the humanities and in the social sciences, where hundreds of candidates might apply for just about every tenure-track opening.

Brett Rogers just finished his first year as an assistant professor of classics and of women's studies at Gettysburg College. He came from a strong classics department at Stanford University, and followed that with a stint as a postdoctoral teaching fellow at the University of Georgia.

"I know people in the classics who've spent five, seven years without a tenure-track job, trying everything they possibly could," Mr. Rogers says. "I've been very, very lucky, in a way that many other people have not."

The combination of universities overproducing Ph.D.'s and the recent recession means many doctorate recipients could travel down a long and expensive road that will ultimately lead to frustration and underemployment. So who out there is doing a good job preparing their doctoral candidates for life after the dissertation?

Penn, for one, has been one of the colleges at the forefront for many years. Ms. Vick has spent the past 20 years counseling graduate students on career opportunities. In the early 1990s, she and a colleague, Mary Morris Heiberger, wrote a pamphlet that, at the university's request, was later expanded into The Academic Job Search Handbook. The book is now in its fourth edition. Ms. Vick wrote the latest version with Jennifer S. Furlong after Ms. Heiberger's death. Ms. Vick and Ms. Furlong are also columnists for The Chronicle's Careers section.

At most universities the interaction between the career-services department and individual academic departments varies widely, Ms. Vick says. It is important to find a department in your field of study that actively supports its students' career advancement, she says.

Zachary Lesser, an assistant professor of English at Penn, is the placement officer for that department. He helps graduate students revise their CV's, prepare for campus visits, and learn how the job-negotiation process works. "We do allocate real resources to it," he says. "The placement officer gets a course reduction, for example, so I think that our department recognizes the importance of our placement program."

Heather Sevener, associate director of graduate services at the University of Chicago, focuses on many of the typical issues graduates face but also helps students pinpoint the needs of the universities to which they are applying. For instance, some students applying to a college whose top priority is teaching may unknowingly give the impression that research is their chief interest — or vice versa.

"We speak at length during our programming and advising sessions about how to research the institution and develop materials that are appropriate," she says. A network of alumni now working at a wide variety of institutions also provides feedback.

Carlos J. Alonso, chairman of Columbia University's department of Spanish and Portuguese, says institutions must start preparing graduate students for an academic career from Day 1. "You must look at a student's career backwards from the job application and the job interview, and make it possible for them to acquire over their graduate years the curriculum vitae and the professional knowledge necessary for a successful job search," he says.

One of the most important aspects of the entire search, he says, is the job interview, when six to eight years of work can culminate in a 30to 40-minute meeting that decides the outcome. Mr. Alonso holds weeklong "boot camps" that train his students for interviews.

"Most graduate programs give their students a mock interview and a pat on the back as preparation for the interview," he says. "They assume that, since students will be speaking about their own work, they will have no difficulty doing so. But the fact is that it is extremely hard to take the necessary distance from one's own work in order to speak about it from above — as it were — without getting bogged down in the details that make sense only to the writer."

At the University of California at Los Angeles, which has long had a respected career-services department, graduate students focus on an obvious but often-overlooked skill: networking. Markell Steele, counseling manager for graduate-student services at UCLA's Career Center, believes that making a name for yourself can reap great benefits when it's time to look for a job.

"We ask the students, 'What do you want to be known for?'" she says. "They have a goal that they are working toward from the start. So when your CV is submitted, people already know you."

Al Aubin, senior associate director at the UCLA Career Center, also stresses the importance of institutional collaboration. He notes that UCLA's vice chancellor for graduate studies, Claudia Mitchell-Kernan, has been an avid backer of intensive career services, and that the academic departments have "bought in" to the program. "When someone at the vice-chancellor level supports it so strongly, that sends a message to the deans," he says.

At the University of Georgia, the Franklin Postdoctoral Teaching Fellowship has, for the past decade, given qualified Ph.D.'s a oneto three-year appointment as a visiting professor in the College of Arts and Sciences. Fellows get valuable teaching experience and more time to find a good tenure-track job. They also meet once a month to work on their development as teachers and to discuss job prospects.

"It's set up to a large extent to replicate the experience that postdoc fellowships in fields like biology do in research, only it's in teaching," says J. Douglas Toma, an associate professor at Georgia's Institute of Higher Education and director of the fellowship program.

Mr. Rogers of Gettysburg, a former Franklin fellow, says that while the program wasn't perfect, it prompted valuable dialogues about approaching the job market. "I learned a lot about thinking how a job ad reveals the particular anxieties of an institution," he says, "and that is a valuable thing to know as you approach the process. You don't get that kind of information in a lot of grad schools."

Examples of institutional "anxiety" might include the need to diversify the faculty or increase research capacities. These can often be determined by close examination of job ads, he says.

The need for such career savvy is only expected to grow, given current economic trends. The American Federation of Teachers recently released a 10-year survey showing that tenured and tenure-track faculty jobs continue to disappear: From 1997 to 2007, the proportion of full-time tenured or tenure-track jobs at all types of institutions dropped to over one-fourth, down from one-third. The decline was most apparent at community colleges, where 17.5 percent of teaching positions were full-time, tenured, or tenure-track jobs in 2007. At public four-year colleges and universities, the proportion of tenured or tenure-track positions plunged to 39 percent, down from 51 percent.

One recent recipient of a Ph.D. in English at an elite university says he has applied for more than 50 jobs, often in competition with 500 or more candidates. He is now underemployed at a desk job outside academe, but continues to look for meaningful academic work. He received no guidance at all about the job market from his university, he says. He asked to remain anonymous because he does not want to stigmatize his alma mater and because he is still seeking a job.

"We invested six or seven years of our life getting a Ph.D., and there's nothing for us out there," he says. "If there's so much competition for every job, they can cherry-pick for every position, and they're probably going to choose someone who thinks just like they do. What happens to the people who push boundaries?"

A national group will soon begin to study many issues associated with graduate education: In June, the Educational Testing Service and the Council of Graduate Schools announced a Commission on the Future of Graduate Education in the United States. The 19-member panel, made up of university presidents, deans, provosts, research scientists, and others, will study the projected needs and enrollments for the future, among many other issues. It is expected to report its findings next year.

The institutions themselves are aware of the problems of oversupply, and some are trying to do something about it. Some are cutting back on the number of doctoral students they will enroll in the fall. At Chicago, Ms. Sevener says she stresses thinking outside of the confines of academe, or at least outside of tenure-track teaching. "Yes, I believe there is a misalignment between the number of academic jobs out there and the number of Ph.D.'s awarded," she says. "We certainly hear more about the issue in certain areas of the humanities and the social sciences. Those are the students who are most often preparing their Plan B, which is something we strongly recommend that they develop. In many cases, those Plan B jobs are academic-administration jobs that the students would be excited to stay in long-term, because it provides an opportunity to maintain their connection with the academic environment."

Rather than push graduate students away from academe, Ms. Steele, of UCLA's Career Center, tries to help them understand what they really want to do. "There may be alternate ways to reach their goals," she says. "If they seek prestige, recognition, intellectual stimulation, we try to help them to position themselves toward finding that, whether it's in academia or in the public sector."

For people like Mr. Wolfson, getting a tenure-track position is something to be thankful for, but he worries about those left behind.

"The individuals who assisted me at Penn were amazing," he says, "but I'm afraid that the equation that institutions have set up is incorrect."
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