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The definition of digital learning is 
changing. Where once it solely referred 
to online learning, it now encompasses 
one of the most important aspects of 
a post-secondary education—the in-
person learning experience. Faculty, 
taking advantage of Wi-Fi on campuses, 
are gamifying their learning objectives, 
flipping their classrooms and conducting 
formative and summative assessments 
using students’ mobile devices. 

The traditional textbook is especially out 
of place in this new classroom. As the pace 
of knowledge creation grows ever faster, 
the conventional method of distributing 
it—revising or adding new chapters and 
then translating, printing and shipping 
them by the tens of thousands—is obsolete. 
Knowledge is weightless, and no longer 
needs to be turned into reams of paper  
in order to be disseminated.

From the perspective of today’s 
educator, physical textbooks are an 
expensive anachronism. Rather than being 
locked into static course materials, they 
want textbooks that live in real-time and 
keep pace with fast-changing facts. They 
want textbooks that students can afford 
and will actually read. They want learning 
materials that help build comprehension, 
retention and engagement with video and 
interactivity. In other words, they want 
interactive digital textbooks.

In principle, the idea sounds great but 
the fact is that many professors who want 
to adopt or create digital textbooks run 
into a wall. They have difficulty finding 
just the right resources for their class or 
discover that the quality of the content 
isn’t consistently high. And many of 
the digital textbooks that are offered by 
traditional publishers are just PDF versions 
of printed editions—which don’t allow for 
customizations and are only infrequently 
updated with new facts.

Solving those challenges, and providing 
a truly exceptional textbook experience, 
was what inspired my co-founder, Mohsen 
Shahini, and I to to start Top Hat. The 
textbooks and other learning materials 
available through Top Hat’s app are created 
by educators, easily customized and 
updated, and a breeze to incorporate into 
your courses. They stand apart from other 
digital textbooks because they’re truly, fully 
interactive. And the best part for educators 
trying to improve their students learning 
experience? Top Hat textbooks are available 
for free or at a low-cost for anyone to use.

Mike Silagadze
CEO and co-founder,  
Top Hat

Time For A Teaching Reset
As the pace of knowledge creation grows ever faster, traditional print 

textbooks are increasingly out of place in the modern classroom.  
For educators looking to increase engagement, interaction and 

comprehension, the textbook future is digital
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Introduction

The faculty career path, while never easy, was once well understood: Earn a 
Ph.D., land a job at the most prestigious institution possible, work your way 
up. Those earning doctorates at top institutions could assume that they 
would land on the tenure track. Publish, and attract some grants, and the 
rest would take care of itself. 

No more. Jobs – especially but not only in the humanities – are hard to 
find. The bar is higher across the board, and those landing tenure-track jobs 
regularly admit that they are not better – only more fortunate -- than those 
who are adjuncting. In this environment, graduate training is changing (and 
programs are under pressure to change much more). Adjunct working 
conditions are attracting attention as life off the tenure track is no longer 
seen as temporary.

And even for those with good positions, careers are evolving. Teaching 
is receiving more attention at research institutions where faculty skills in 
the classroom were once largely ignored in favor of faculty prowess in the 
laboratory. And technology has changed many faculty careers. While some 
fear the impact of technology on traditional academic values, others see 
potential to improve teaching and research. And these shifts have created 
new demands to train professors in the use of digital tools – both for online 
and face-to-face instruction.

Amid all these changes, professors continue to open new possibilities for 
students’ lives and to pursue research that changes our society and world. 
Inside Higher Ed will continue to cover the evolution of faculty careers, and 
welcomes your feedback on this compilation and your suggestions for 
future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com
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textbooks is here.
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Bottom Line Up Front

Calls for clear, easily accessible data on Ph.D. program outcomes have failed
to produce results at any kind of scale. A new coalition of 10 life sciences
institutions hopes to change that.

By Colleen Flaherty // DeCemBer 15, 2017

Ten institutions on Thursday an-
nounced their commitment to giv-
ing life sciences Ph.D. students 
-- current and future ones -- trans-
parent data on admissions, training 
opportunities and career outcomes. 
Most students aren’t going to end 
up in faculty jobs, and the found-
ing members of the Coalition for 
Next Generation Life Science want 
potential trainees to know that up 
front.

“Open data will allow students 
and postdoctoral fellows to under-
stand fully the range of likely out-
comes of their eventual training and 
career choices,” the chancellors and 
presidents of all 10 coalition mem-
bers wrote in a co-authored article 
about the initiative in Science. More 
than that, they said, clear data will 
help universities better align their 
programs to Ph.D. students’ actual 
career outcomes -- and hold insti-
tutions “to account for their suc-
cess in training and placing gradu-
ate students.”

The “cardinal goal” of such trans-
parency is “making advanced train-

ing in the life sciences more efficient 
and humane,” the presidents added.

In February, the nine universi-
ties and one research center that 
make up the coalition will begin to 
publish reports on admissions and 
enrollment data on their doctoral 
programs in the life sciences, along 
with students’ median time to de-
gree. Within the ensuing 18 months, 
they’ll share detailed information on 
student demographics, how many 
years their graduates spend as 
postdoctoral fellows, and the jobs 
their Ph.D.s and postdocs eventu-

ally get.
“While many students come in 

with the expectation that they’re 
going to be able to have academ-
ic careers, that’s just not what the 
facts show,” said Peter Espenshade, 
project co-leader and professor and 
dean of graduate biomedical edu-
cation at Johns Hopkins University. 
Indeed, the presidents’ article es-
timates that just 10 percent of life 
sciences Ph.D.s earn a tenure-track 
position within five years of gradua-
tion. Contributing to that downward 
trend, the article says, is a 22 per-

http://science.sciencemag.org/content/358/6369/1388
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cent decrease in federal research 
funding since 2003, adjusted for 
inflation. (Other factors not cited 
in the article include the increased 
hiring of professors off the tenure 
track.)

Espenshade said that students’ 
awareness of the poor academic 
job market seems to be growing, 
especially within the last 10 years. 
Yet many still see graduate school 
as “a next logical step after leaving 
undergrad,” he said, and don’t ad-
dress the realities of that market 
“until it’s too late.”

The initiative is not, however, 
about discouraging graduate study, 
Espenshade said, arguing that it 
would be impossible to overedu-
cate the U.S. population -- espe-
cially in terms of science. Rather, he 
said, “What we want to do is provide 
[trainees] the best education, based 
on the array of careers they’ll have.”

Elizabeth Watkins, coalition 
co-leader and dean of the grad-
uate division and vice chancellor 
of student academic affairs at the 
University of California, San Fran-
cisco, also disagreed that there is a 
Ph.D. supply problem. Trained sci-
entists and scholars who can think 
critically, reason analytically, solve 
problems and make sense of large 
amounts of data benefit society, 
she said. They also find “meaning-
ful employment and make valuable 
contributions” not only in academe 
but in business, nonprofits and gov-
ernment.

The Coalition for Next Generation 
Life Science includes Hopkins and 
San Francisco, plus Cornell Uni-

versity; Duke University; the Fred 
Hutchinson Cancer Research Cen-
ter; the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology; the University of Mary-
land, Baltimore County; the Univer-
sity of Michigan at Ann Arbor; the 
University of Pennsylvania; and the 
University of Wisconsin at Madison.

That’s for now. Members are con-
fident that other institutions even-
tually will sign on.

“We see this as a tipping point for 
change,” Espenshade said. With in-
creasing participation, “it’s not go-
ing to be a defensible position” to 
withhold data.

Beyond tracking and sharing data, 
Watkins said, she hopes institutions 
will use the information to adopt 
career exploration and preparation 
programs on their campuses for 
both graduate students and post-
docs. That way, she said, “trainees 
can move into jobs that match their 
interests, values and passions,” 
rather than “default” into postdoc 
positions.

There have been many calls for 
increased transparency about Ph.D. 
program outcomes over the years, 
in the sciences and other fields. In 
September, for example, the chief 
academic officers of the Asso-
ciation of American Universities 
member institutions endorsed a 
statement calling on all Ph.D. pro-
grams “to make a commitment to 
providing prospective and current 
students with easily accessible in-
formation” on student demograph-
ics, time to degree, financial support 
and career paths and outcomes.

“AAU institutions should commit 

to developing the infrastructure 
and institutional policies required to 
uniformly capture and make public 
such data,” the statement said.

The association doesn’t have a 
plan to enforce the idea, however, 
so it’s up to individual institutions to 
make the first move toward trans-
parency. For that reason, among 
others, similar calls for open data 
have failed, over time, to yield sys-
tematic results. The new life sci-
ences coalition is hopeful that 
its you-show-me-yours-and-I’ll-
show-you-mine approach -- origi-
nating from within institutions and 
not outside them -- will be more 
successful.

“Through conversations among 
peers, we are committed to work-
ing through open questions and ob-
stacles with a goal of agreeing on 
common standards,” the presidents 
wrote in Science. “And over time, 
we hope to establish a useful prec-
edent that will promote easier and 
replicable modes of collection and 
publication, as well as drive down 
the costs and lower the barriers 
to this work for other institutions.” 
They’ve got something of a head 
start: Michigan already offers de-
tailed statistics on Ph.D. and mas-
ter’s programs. 

The presidents say the life sci-
ences are a starting point for their 
open-data push, which could well 
extend to other disciplines in the 
future. Other coalition goals include 
enhanced mentorship for doctor-
al students and postdocs, and im-
proved recruitment and retention 
aimed at diversifying biomedicine. ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/12/15/new-calls-clear-easily-accessible-data-phd-program-outcomes-life-sciences

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/09/20/aau-sets-expectation-data-transparency-phd-program-outcomes
https://secure.rackham.umich.edu/academic_information/program_statistics/
https://secure.rackham.umich.edu/academic_information/program_statistics/
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PRICES HAVE SPIRALED OUT OF CONTROL

Average annual cost of  
books for full-time students

Percentage of students  
who skipped buying a  

textbook for their course  
because it was too expensive

Percentage of  
4-year students who 
used financial aid to  
purchase textbooks

Bookstore cost of 
Statistical Inference (2017)

Percentage increase in  
textbook prices since 1977

$372 1,041

29.7
Number of U.S. students who used  

financial aid to buy textbooks

5.2 MILLION

Typically,  
financial aid is  

meant to be spent  
on tuition and  

living costs65

That’s  
almost one 

month room  

and board

$1,298
Or 5,000  bowls of instant ramen

94% of  those students  were concerned that doing so would  hurt their grades— but they did it  anyway

Fully half  
of all students in 
2-year programs  

had to use financial 
aid to pay for  

textbooks

STUDENTS ARE LOOKING FOR DIGITAL OPTIONS

Percentage of students 
who feel they’d get better 

grades with interactive 
textbooks. In other words, 

interactivity translates 
into higher motivation 

and engagement

87
Percentage of students 

who reported using 
an e-textbook in 2014. 
That’s up 18 percent 

in just two years

60 Percentage of students 
who say lower cost is  
the biggest driver of  
e-textbook adoption;  

68 percent say they want 
the ability to access class 

materials anywhere 

78 The total savings for the  
11.1 million full-time students  

at U.S. colleges if they  
could save just $100 each  
per semester on textbooks

$1 BILLION

The cost  of return airfare home for  Thanksgiving
That’s more  than three times the rate of  inflation

No more  
funneling financial 

aid into books!  
Lots more ramen! 

More trips home  
to family!

FIND OUT ABOUT THE FUTURE OF TEXTBOOKS AT TOPHAT.COM

That’s ⅓ of  overall enrolment  in American  universities

This Content Provided by Top Hat



Inside Higher Ed

Evolving Faculty Careers

8

ads in English that are tenure-line 
has fallen to under 65 percent, from 
about 75 percent in 2008-09.

A more detailed report from the 
MLA is expected later this year. In 
the interim, the association shared 
a breakdown of jobs ads for posi-
tions in languages other than En-
glish. The number of ads for jobs in 
Arabic, Chinese, French, Germanic 
and Scandinavian languages, Ital-
ian, Portuguese and Spanish con-
tinued their multiyear declines.

Available positions in Russian and 
Slavic languages increased year 
over year, from 31 in 2015-16 to 40 
in 2016-17.

Robert Townsend, director of the 
Washington office of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, said 
MLA’s data seem “quite consistent” 
with other data on jobs in the hu-

Withering Humanities Jobs

Full-time jobs in English and languages continue to decline, reaching a new low,
says preliminary annual jobs report from the Modern Language Association.

By Colleen Flaherty // novemBer 21, 2017

Job ads published with the Mod-
ern Language Association declined 
for a fifth straight year in 2016-17, 
reaching another new low, accord-
ing to a preliminary report from the 
MLA.

The association’s Job Information 
List -- a proxy for the tenure-track 
(or otherwise full-time) job market 
in English and foreign languages 
-- included 851 jobs last year in En-
glish, 11 percent (102 jobs) fewer 
than the year before. The foreign 
language edition list included 808 
jobs, or 12 percent (110 jobs) fewer 
than the year before.

The declines of the past five years 
bring the number of total jobs ad-
vertised to another new low, ac-
cording to MLA, below the dip seen 
between 2007-08 and 2009-10.

MLA notes that the share of all job 

manities, such as a recent, sobering 
jobs report from the American His-
torical Association and a jobs snap-
shot from the academy.

The academy report, for example, 
says that the number of jobs adver-
tised with disciplinary associations 
in the humanities linger “substan-
tially below pre-recession levels.”

https://mlaresearch.mla.hcommons.org/2017/10/17/preliminary-report-on-the-mla-job-information-list-2016-17/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/17/decrease-number-openings-history-faculty-jobs
https://www.amacad.org/content/research/dataForumEssay.aspx?i=22902
https://www.amacad.org/content/research/dataForumEssay.aspx?i=22902
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/21/full-time-jobs-english-and-languages-reach-new-low-mla-report-finds

The number of ads for jobs in Arabic,
Chinese, French, Germanic and
Scandinavian languages, Ital ian,

Portuguese and Spanish con tinued
their multiyear declines. 

“ “

As to precise-
ly what’s driving 
the continued de-
cline of available 
full-time posi-
tions, Townsend 
said he thought it 
was still “an open 
question.” Possi-
ble factors include changes in the 
ways jobs are advertised, a decline 

in faculty retirements, a drop in en-
rollments or a shift toward more 

adjunct instruc-
tors.

“Unfortunate-
ly, we lack the 
data we need 
to really tease 
out the underly-
ing variables at 
work here,” he 

said. “There is still more work to be 
done there.”                                         ■
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student comprehension
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TEST

Securely administer 
exams and quizzes 

directly on students’ 
devices

Let us show you how Top Hat revolutionizes learning   tophat.com/demo
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Calling Academe’s Bluff

Historian’s “quit lit” essay asks readers to consider what’s lost -- personally
but especially in terms of disciplinary knowledge -- with so many scholars
leaving a broken system behind.

By Colleen Flaherty // FeBruary 13, 2018

For all the recent efforts to pro-
mote career diversity among Ph.D.s, 
it’s still awkward to talk about leav-
ing academe due to the poor ten-
ure-track job market. The scholar 
moving on often feels sadness, 
frustration and shame, however un-
warranted. Meanwhile, those who 
remain sometimes feel a kind of 
survivor’s guilt.

Erin Bartram, a visiting assistant 
professor of history at the Universi-
ty of Hartford, is talking about it all 
anyway, though, in a new “quit lit”-
style essay that’s gained consider-
able attention (and put her website 
over capacity Monday).

Awkwardness is kind of her point: 
Bartram asks readers to resist pa-
pering over her departure and in-
stead to “grieve” with her.

Saying she isn’t looking for pity, 
Bartram wrote, “I just wonder what 
would happen if we, as a commu-
nity, stopped saying ‘he’s gone to a 
better place,’ bringing a casserole, 
and moving on. What would happen 
if we acknowledged the losses our 
discipline suffers every year? What 
would happen if we actually grieved 

for those losses?”
Despite the abundance of aca-

demic quit lit, Bartram adds, “we’re 
still not, as a community of schol-
ars, doing a great job dealing with 
this thing that happens to us all the 
time.”

Part of the problem with quit lit, 
in particular, she says, is that the 
genre “is almost universally writ-
ten by those leaving, not those left 
behind, a reflection of the way we 
insulate ourselves from grappling 
with what it means for dozens, hun-
dreds, thousands of our colleagues 

to leave the field.”
Bartram said Monday that if read-

ers take anything away from her 
essay, it’s hopefully that academics 
-- especially those who have landed 
coveted tenure-track positions -- 
take a minute to think of the all their 
colleagues who have been “lost” 
along the way.

“Even if we can’t bring ourselves 
to confront the staggering personal 
costs associated with this system, 
we should reckon with what has 
been lost to the fields we study,” 
she said.

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/01/08/historians-urge-departments-enthusiastically-and-substantively-prepare-grad-students
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/09/09/essays-academics-fed-higher-ed-mark-resurgence-quit-lit
http://erinbartram.com/uncategorized/the-sublimated-grief-of-the-left-behind/
https://twitter.com/erin_bartram/status/962866776102113281
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As for her future, Bartram has no 
plan B. She -- like most other grad-
uate students, she says -- went to 
graduate school to be a professor, 
and that’s what she still feels ready 
for.

“I don’t know how to come to 
terms with the fact that the life I 
imagined is not going to happen,” 
she wrote in her essay. “I’ve already 
stopped doing my scholarship, oth-
er than editorial work for forthcom-
ing pieces. In a few months, I’ll be 
done teaching. I don’t know how 
to come to terms with never doing 
those things again.”

She rejects the idea 
of continuing to do 
scholarship on her 
own, as is often sug-
gested to those who 
leave academe.

“‘But your work is so 
valuable,’ people say. 
‘It would be a shame 
not to find a way to publish it,’” Bar-
tram wrote. “Valuable to whom? To 
whom would the value of my labor 
accrue? And not to be too petty, 
but if it were so valuable, then why 
wouldn’t anyone pay me a stable 
living wage to do it?”

Being a scholar isn’t “my voca-
tion, nor am I curing cancer with my 
research on 19th century Catholic 
women,” Bartram adds. “But more 
importantly, no one is owed my 
work.”

Bartram completed her Ph.D. 
at the University of Connecticut 
in 2015 and took a visiting assis-
tant professorship at Hartford that 
year. She’d promised herself that 

this would be her last year on the 
tenure-track job market and was 
recently notified that her last, best 
hope for a position was gone.

Her first impulse was still to push 
down the hurt and shrug it off as 
part of working in academe. It was 
only after talking to colleagues out-
side academe, she said, that she re-
alized how impossible her situation 
was and that she in fact deserved 
to grieve.

“I didn’t decide to leave because 
I thought I was a failure,” but rather 
because she’d had so many aca-
demic successes this year, Bartram 

said Monday. “I decided to leave be-
cause I realized that if this version 
of me wasn’t hireable, no version of 
me ever would be. Everyone loved 
my work, but no one would pay me 
a stable living wage to do it.”

As for why she wanted to go 
public with her thoughts, Bartram 
said she could have just declared, 
“‘Thanks for everything, but I’m out,’ 
and left it at that.” Yet “I thought that 
I had things to say that don’t often 
get said,” she added.

“People have responded to the 
fact that I was up front about the 
devastating emotional impact of 
this experience, but also tried to 
think about how those emotions 

emerged in and were shaped by a 
particular context.”

Bartram said she’s since heard 
from many in similarly precarious 
positions, but also from those in 
tenure-track and tenured positions 
expressing “survivor’s guilt.” Some 
have also blamed her for her “fail-
ure,” she said -- but she’s not buy-
ing that. This is a personal story, but 
it’s also one about a broken system, 
she said.

Asked what her story might im-
ply for graduate training, Bartram 
said, “We need to be honest about 
the fact that you can do a lot of 

things with a Ph.D., 
but you didn’t need a 
Ph.D. to do them.” So 
framing them as “alt-
ac,” shorthand for al-
ternative academic 
careers, she said, “is 
sometimes a way to 
avoid confronting the 

fact that someone’s earned very 
little money for almost a decade of 
their life in order to end up doing a 
job they could have gotten with an 
[master’s], or even a [bachelor’s 
degree].” She attributed some of 
what she called “alt-ac boosterism” 
to academe’s dependence on the 
“cheap labor” of graduate students 
and adjuncts.

Janet Watson, an associate pro-
fessor of history at UConn, worked 
with Bartram in graduate school 
and reached out to her about her 
essay.

That Bartram is now in such a 
position “is further evidence of how 
the academic job market is increas-

“ “We need to be honest about the fact that 
you can do a lot of things with a Ph.D.,
but you didn’t need a Ph.D. to do them.
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ingly dysfunctional in ways that are 
harmful both to students and to the 
people who teach them,” Watson 
said Monday.

Joshua Eyler, director of the Cen-
ter for Teaching Excellence and an 
adjunct associate professor of hu-
manities at Rice University, shared 
Bartram’s essay on Twitter. He told 
Inside Higher Ed that there isn’t “a 
lot of space for this kind of grieving, 
which is why the kind of frank and 
open discussion of it in her essay is 

tion are working on career diversity 
precisely because they’re confident 
that keeping people like Bartram “in 
our respective communities ben-
efits us, the individuals and public 
culture.”

“If we cannot find good ways to 
maintain productive relationships 
among historians who follow di-
verse career paths, there is not only 
individual loss but also for the disci-
pline and public culture,” he added 
via email.                                              ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/02/13/historians-quit-lit-essay-rejects-notion-leaving-higher-ed-equals-personal-failure

so important.”
Agreeing with Bartram, he said, “I 

think it is still true that the dominant 
reason people enroll in Ph.D. pro-
grams in the humanities is to one 
day be faculty.” That doesn’t mean 
everyone does so for that reason, 
he said, “but it is a major motivating 
force.”

James Grossman, executive di-
rector of the American Historical 
Association, said his organization 
and the Modern Language Associa-



Inside Higher Ed

Evolving Faculty Careers

14

Senior faculty members frequent-
ly tell doctoral students in English 
and foreign languages to “just do 
research all the time” and to “view 
everything else as a distraction,” 
said the author of a study being pre-
sented today at the annual meeting 
of the Modern Language Associa-
tion.

That’s a big problem for Ph.D. 
students and the institutions that 
may hire them, according to the au-
thor. The study analyzes the 1,658 
job postings that the MLA listed 
in 2015-16 to look at the skills be-
ing sought by hiring departments. 
About three-quarters of the job 
listings listed at least one skill as-
sociated with what are called alter-
native-academic jobs -- skills like 
public outreach, assessment, ad-
ministration and curriculum devel-
opment. In fact, some of these skills 
were significantly more likely to be 
listed than were traditional skills 
such as advanced knowledge of 

British or American 
literature.

Because the over-
whelming majority 
of the jobs listed 
were for positions 
for which teaching 
and research are 
the stated priorities, 
the data challenge 
the idea that those 
coming on the mar-
ket today are going 
to find traditional 
academic jobs and can best prepare 
with more and more research, says 
Beth Seltzer, the study’s author.

Seltzer should know. She earned 
her Ph.D. in Victorian literature. But 
her job at Bryn Mawr College (in 
which she’s very happy) is as an 
educational technology specialist.

Seltzer said that she did the analy-
sis because she hopes it will prompt 
discussion about the nature of doc-
toral training. Many new Ph.D.s in 

the humanities and other disci-
plines are exploring alt-ac careers 
in parts of academe beyond the 
faculty. But what her findings show, 
Seltzer said, is that those seeking 
teaching positions also need alt-act 
skills. And Seltzer said she doubted 
many were picking them up from 
those faculty advisers who are fo-
cused on traditional faculty jobs at 
research universities.

Here are Seltzer’s findings:

The Ph.D. Skill Mismatch

Analysis of a year’s worth of MLA job postings -- most of them
for teaching positions -- finds strong emphasis on alt-ac skills.
Are doctoral programs providing the right training?

By SCott JaSChik // January 5, 2018
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By way of comparison, Seltzer 
found that only 2 percent of jobs 
(in English and foreign languages) 
listed comparative literature as a 
key skill, only 13 percent of English 
jobs listed American literature as a 
key skill, and only 12 percent listed 
British literature.

The research comes at a time of 
an ever-tightening job market for 
new English and foreign language 
Ph.D.s.

moved in the same direction, saying 
that graduate programs and gradu-
ate students need to think broadly 
about career possibilities and train-
ing for those options.

But Seltzer, like many graduate 
students, reports that the sub-
stance of most doctoral education 
is still focused on the traditional ca-
reers -- even as the job market has 
indicated interest in skills beyond 
traditional research.                          ■

MLA leaders have strongly en-
couraged Ph.D.s to consider non-
traditional careers and have spoken 
of the importance of reforming doc-
toral education. Paula Krebs, the 
new executive director of the MLA, 
has been involved in efforts to get 
research university leaders in the 
same room with those (generally 
not those at research universities) 
who are hiring new Ph.D.s. And 
other scholarly organizations have 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/01/05/study-shows-academic-job-searches-languages-value-alt-ac-skills

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/21/full-time-jobs-english-and-languages-reach-new-low-mla-report-finds
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/21/full-time-jobs-english-and-languages-reach-new-low-mla-report-finds
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/10/03/leaders_of_history_association_call_for_new_view_of_the_job_market
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/secret-teaching
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/secret-teaching
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/secret-teaching
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/10/03/leaders_of_history_association_call_for_new_view_of_the_job_market
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WASHINGTON -- “Alt-ac” is so 
2017. That was a recurring theme 
at last week’s annual meeting of the 
American Historical Association, 
where numerous sessions sought 
correct the field’s historical tenden-
cy to prepare graduate students for 
tenure-track jobs alone.

“The most important message 
that I’ve found I can give my stu-
dents is to just be fearless -- that 
when you leave this program you 
will have a more powerful, more 
well-trained, more flexible mind 
than 99 percent of the labor force, 
literally,” said Edward R. Dickinson, 
chair of history at the University of 
California, Davis, during a discus-
sion following a panel called “Col-
laboration for Career Diversity: Lo-
cating Expertise at the Institutional 
and National Levels.”

Dickinson stressed the impor-
tance of career diversity as well as 
diverse individual careers, due in 
part to his own experiences work-
ing inside and outside academe. He 
said he tells students, “You have an 
incredible engine. You can hook it 
up to lots of jobs.”

Alt-ac, shorthand for 
alternative-academic 
careers and now de-
rided by many as sug-
gesting that nonfacul-
ty jobs are somehow 
inferior, might even be 
so 2011. That’s when 
the American Histor-
ical Association’s ex-
ecutive director, James Grossman, 
and its then president, Anthony T. 
Grafton of Princeton University, 
co-authored “No More Plan B: A 
Very Modest Proposal for Graduate 
Programs in History.” Citing the di-
minishing number of tenure-track 
history positions, the essay urged 
departments to remind graduate 
students early, often and enthusi-
astically of the many career paths 
open to them. Beyond that, Gross-
man and Grafton asked depart-
ments to make good on those as-
surances by rethinking aspects of 
graduate training.

Those ideas, still controversial in 
some corners, have given way to 
the association’s Career Diversity 
for Historians initiative. That ini-

tiative is based on part on the five 
skills AHA -- with input of historians 
working across sectors -- has de-
termined all Ph.D.s need to succeed 
in whatever paths they choose:

■ Communication, in a variety of 
      media to a variety of audiences

■ Collaboration, especially with          
   those with different perspectives
■ Quantitative literacy, or the ba
  sic ability to understand and 
  communicate information pre
  sented in numbers
■ Intellectual self-confidence, 
  or the ability to work beyond 
  one’s subject matter expertise, 
  and be “nimble and imaginative” 
  in projects and plans
■ Digital literacy, or a basic fa
 miliarity with digital tools and   

The History Ph.D.: Beyond ‘Alt-Ac’

Historians urge departments to give their graduate students
the confidence, skills and support to succeed in whatever career
paths they choose. That means going out of their way to avoid
implying that nonfaculty jobs are somehow “less than.”

By Colleen Flaherty // January 8, 2018

https://aha.confex.com/aha/2018/webprogram/Session16248.html
https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/october-2011/no-more-plan-b
https://www.historians.org/jobs-and-professional-development/career-diversity-for-historians/career-diversity-resources/five-skills
https://www.historians.org/jobs-and-professional-development/career-diversity-for-historians/career-diversity-resources/five-skills
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The most important message that I’ve found I can give 
my stu dents is to just be fearless -- that when you leave 

this program you will have a more powerful,
more well-trained, more flexible mind than 99 percent

of the labor force, literally.

“ “

platforms
Emphasis on
Collaborative Research 
Those skills underpinned an un-

precedented number of meeting 
sessions this year, such as one on 
bringing collaborative research into 
doctoral training. The roundtable 
was based on the experiences of 
faculty members and students at 
three institutions -- Duke Univer-
sity; the University of California, 
Los Angeles; and the University of 
Delaware -- that have encouraged 
group, interdisciplinary research 
through programs funded by exter-
nal grants, at least initially.

At Duke, for exam-
ple, departments can 
apply for $1,000 to 
$7,500 Ph.D. Innova-
tion Grants as part of 
the campus’s Versatile 
Humanists initiative. 
Among other aims, the 
grants can be used to 
embed collaborative, team-based 
research experiences into the cur-
riculum. Presenter Ashton Merck, a 
Ph.D. candidate in history at Duke, 
participated in a campuswide pro-
gram called Bass Connections, 
which in her case involved work 
on animal waste management. 
The project resulted in a paper and 
subsequent website. (Other exam-
ples of Bass Connections projects, 
which all relate to one of five over-
arching themes, include developing 
a cultural history for 1930s North 
Carolina mountain music recorded 
on wax cylinders, higher education 
outside Rio de Janeiro, and visual-

izing Venice.)
Merck served as an intermediate 

mentor on a 10-plus-person re-
search team that included faculty, 
undergraduates and attorneys and 
physicians on the faculty. The proj-
ect took the place of two courses in 
her program, recalling AHA’s pleas 
for departments to not only rethink 
the parameters of the dissertation 
but elements of the graduate cur-
riculum. 

“That gave me the great oppor-
tunity to communicate the value 
of the historical perspective on an 
issue that could have been strict-
ly policy memo oriented,” she said, 

strengthening her identity as a his-
torian. The project also bolstered 
her skills as a scholar, she said, in 
that drafting a research framework 
for Bass Connections helped her si-
multaneously draft a prospectus for 
her dissertation.

“In many cases, I’d be giving ad-
vice to undergraduates and then go 
home and take my own advice -- or 
not,” Merck said.

Duke is trying to further embed a 
separate, existing humanities “lab” 
model into the curriculum. Stu-
dents also may opt for a six-week 
summer intensive collaborative re-
search project involving a commu-

nity sponsor, a project and a dead-
line -- the kind of audience-based 
project that many public historians 
will encounter and indeed be re-
sponsible for in their careers.

A class at UCLA also offers stu-
dents the ability to work with a 
“patron” on collaborative public en-
gagement projects; in one case stu-
dents were responsible for creating 
a pamphlet for a local historically 
Jewish country club’s 100th anni-
versary.

Empowering
Graduate Students
Presenter Peter Chesney, a Ph.D. 

candidate in history at UCLA, said, 
“Usually, we are 
our own clients 
as graduate stu-
dents, but hav-
ing the experi-
ence of having a 
client was really 
interesting -- in 
the sense that 

you have to adapt your research, 
you have to reframe your questions, 
you have to embrace new method-
ologies at times to fit their needs.” 
And the time frames for such proj-
ects aren’t five to 10 years, he said, 
as they often are in academe, but 
rather “as soon as possible … We 
had to learn skills on the fly, on the 
spot.”

The result of Chesney’s experi-
ences with collaborative research at 
UCLA in that class and elsewhere is 
that he finds himself now assuming 
leadership roles on projects where 
partners lack any such group expe-
rience. “I’m in this position where 

https://aha.confex.com/aha/2018/webprogram/Session16794.html
https://sites.duke.edu/versatilehumanists/about/
https://sites.duke.edu/versatilehumanists/about/
https://bassconnections.duke.edu/content/about-bass-connections
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I’m teaching them how to collabo-
rate, divvy up roles -- roles that are 
reflective of our strengths and our 
weaknesses -- and thinking about 
timetables and communication 
strategies,” he said.

Collaborative research experience 
gives graduate students “a sense 
of agency,” Chesney said. It will 
also make them better professors, 
should they end up in the acade-
my, since there’s a “humility” gained 
in working with others to realize 
something that couldn’t have been 
achieved on one’s own.

Merck expressed a similar sen-
timent, saying that in collaborative 
research, the “whole is bigger than 
the sum of the parts.”

Edward J. Balleisen, professor 
of history at Duke and panel chair, 
said Duke emphasizes collabora-
tive research because it “leads to 
excellence, whether one envisag-
es research within the academy or 
research outside of it, whether it’s 
teaching or whether it’s civic en-
gagement, again, from the academ-
ic perch or outside of it.”

“We don’t use the word ‘alterna-
tive,’ ” he added. “They’re just ca-
reers and they’re all good.”

Moreover, he said, making grad-
uate students managers and men-
tors on collaborative research 
teams can “overcome what can 
be infantilization” in the graduate 
student experience. “These are in-
credibly gifted, talented people that 
we have the privilege of working 
with, our graduate student popula-
tion, and we should be empowering 
them.”

a lack of confidence in their abilities 
or options.

“Students will feel, ‘I was sent 
here at this stage in my career and I 
have a feeling I know why,’” So said, 
urging faculty members to make all 
students aware of available career 
support services early in their pro-
grams, and to avoid using “coded” 
language -- for example, “alt-ac” in-
stead of “career diversity.”

Annie Maxfield, associate direc-
tor of graduate student relations 
and services at the UCLA, said 500 
graduate students on her campus 
are now using Imagine Ph.D., a proj-
ect of the Graduate Career Consor-
tium.

The tool was designed with in-
put from Ph.D.s to help students 
self-navigate career planning. It in-
cludes a series of interest, skill and 
value assessments to, in Maxfield’s 
words, help determine “what you 
can do, what you enjoy doing and 
what matters to you.”

Job recommendations are or-
ganized into families, with teach-
ing-intensive faculty jobs being 
distinct from research-intensive 
faculty jobs, for example, or a job in 
one area of a museum work being 
distinct from another. Imagine Ph.D. 
also features a career planning tool 
that looks years ahead (preferably 
five to seven, Maxfield said, smil-
ing).

Panelists and audience mem-
bers at several sessions also said 
that embracing career diversity 
has implications for graduate ad-
missions. As graduate admissions 
have shrunk to reflect the poor ten-

Chesney, who finished his un-
dergraduate degree at the height 
of the most recent recession, also 
described teaching students prac-
tical skills -- such as those gained 
during collaborative research and 
articulated by AHA -- as a kind of 
moral and practical duty.

“I want to get something out of 
this,” he said of his program. “That 
doesn’t necessarily mean that I 
need a tenure-track job. What I want 
is the university to help me build my 
résumé, build my CV, which I think 
means gigs.”

Stressing Career Diversity,
Early and Often 
That said, panelists in Chesney’s 

session and others said that some-
times graduate students are the 
biggest obstacle to reorienting 
graduate programs toward career 
diversity. Many students say they 
know the poor tenure-track job 
market odds but are determined 
to be the exception, panelists said, 
while others who start out wanting 
to be tenure-track professors and 
change their minds don’t seek out 
advice on their new goals.

Bernadette So, director for grad-
uate student career development 
at New York University’s Wasser-
man Center, said her office assists 
students with all career goals. But 
if faculty members only refer stu-
dents who seek nonfaculty jobs, it 
perpetuates the idea that her office 
can’t help with academic career 
planning, she said. Perhaps worse, 
if professors only refer students late 
in their programs, they tend to as-
sume a negative motive -- namely 

https://www.imaginephd.com/
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My doctoral program did almost nothing 
except, of course, provid ing some research 

skills and some experience with structuring a 
fair ly large research project.

“ “

ure-track market, 
they said, admis-
sions also have got-
ten more selective, 
perhaps favoring 
those students with 
more narrow career 
interests, or at least 
those with less experience working 
outside academe.

Jeffrey P. Shepherd, an associate 
professor American Indian history 
at the University of Texas at El Paso 
and director of the history Ph.D. pro-
gram there, said that line of thinking 
should apply to faculty hiring and 
promotion standards, as well.

If job ads are written to attract 
those from the “best” universities 
who will write the “most” books 
published by the “best” presses, for 
example, he said, that doesn’t do 
much to build a departmental cul-
ture that encourages career diver-
sity.

“There’s a big shift that needs to 
happen,” he said during one ques-
tion-and-answer period.

On the Right Track
Is AHA on the right track with its 

five-skills initiative? It is, based on 

implicit and explicit feedback from 
Ph.D.s working outside academe 
throughout the conference.

A panel of historians working in 
think tanks, for example, said they 
wished their training had better pre-
pared in them in ways already high-
lighted by the association: further 
developing their quantitative liter-
acy, writing for different audiences 
and doing (you guessed it) collabo-
rative research.

Theodore R. Bromund, a senior re-
search fellow in Anglo-American re-
lations at the Heritage Foundation, 
said he was lucky that his graduate 
adviser was very open to his ca-
reer goals, and that his own grad-
uate work remains relevant to the 
work he does at Heritage -- mainly 
on Brexit. Yet in practice, he said, 
“my doctoral program did almost 
nothing except, of course, provid-

ing some research 
skills and some 
experience with 
structuring a fair-
ly large research 
project. You could 
also say that it 
taught me some 

writing skills, but I’m not really sure 
that academic writing can easily 
transfer to the policy arena. In fact 
I’m pretty sure it doesn’t.”

He added, “You have to unlearn a 
lot bad habits when you start writ-
ing for a general audience.”

Stephanie Young, who works at 
the RAND Corporation on issues in-
cluding defense budgeting, said she 
wished she’d had an opportunity to 
develop her identity as a historian 
working on interdisciplinary teams 
as a graduate student -- something 
she had to do on the job. And given 
graduate education’s bent toward 
pure academic questions, there 
was little opportunity to do the pol-
icy-relevant research she and other 
public historians are now so often 
asked to do, she said.

“I think it’s unfortunate we don’t 
have those conversations.”               ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/01/08/historians-urge-departments-enthusiastically-and-substantively-prepare-grad-students
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Each year, graduate students and 
recent Ph.D.s brave crowds, weath-
er, nerves and their bank accounts 
to travel to academic conferences 
for interviews. The experience is 
valuable in some respects -- espe-
cially if it leads to a job. But it’s also 
been described as a dehumanizing 
cattle call. At the very least, confer-
ence interviews are costly and po-
tentially awkward. Do they have to 
be this way?

Departments increasingly are 
saying no. First-round interviews 
via Skype, Zoom or other videocon-
ferencing services have been on the 
rise for some time, but they’ve be-
come especially popular within the 
past several years. And they may 
have gotten an assist this month, 
with meetings of major disciplinary 
associations happening during the 
near-national deep freeze and ac-
companying storms.

Paula Krebs, executive director of 
the Modern Language Association, 
said she’s not sure exactly how 
many candidates or search com-
mittees didn’t make it to the MLA’s 
convention in New York during 

the first week of January. But the 
“bomb cyclone” could perhaps be 
what convinces search teams that 
it’s better to conduct video inter-
views from campus and then to go 
to the MLA meeting to participate 
in sessions, “instead of shutting 
themselves in a hotel suite with two 
or three of their colleagues and a 
succession of job candidates,” she 
said.

MLA is one the largest disciplinary 
associations, representing fields 
with some of the most competitive 

tenure-track job markets. As for 
graduate students, Krebs said the 
association would love to see them 
look forward to the annual meeting 
“as a place to hone their skills and 
hear the latest research in their field 
instead of a place to collect horror 
stories about the job-search pro-
cess.”

Skype, Zoom and More
The American Historical Associ-

ation also held its annual meeting 
this month in Washington. James 
Grossman, AHA’s director, said 

To Be in Person, or Not to Be?

That’s the question disciplinary associations and academics
are facing on conference interviews, which many departments
are replacing with video.

By Colleen Flaherty // January 18, 2018

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/capital-weather-gang/wp/2018/01/02/monster-storm-to-blast-east-coast-before-polar-vortex-uncorks-tremendous-cold-late-this-week/?utm_term=.4a146f46b141
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more departments are conducting 
preliminary interviews via video 
conference, with or without weath-
er concerns. The last decade has 
seen two major drops in these in-
terviews: between 2013, when there 
were 154 search committees at 
AHA, and 2014, when there were 
95. The number dropped again 
between 2015 and 2016, from 89 
to 52, respectively. There were 47 
committees interviewing this year.

Edward Liebow, executive direc-
tor of the American Anthropological 
Association, said his organization 
doesn’t have hard evidence of a 
trend one way or the other, but de-
mand for on-site conference inter-
views at its annual meeting around 
Thanksgiving actually increased in 
2017 over the year before. At the 
same time, he said, some academic 
screening interviews are conducted 
by videoconference -- something 
that’s been the norm for nonaca-
demic employers for a while.

Lego Grad Student, an anony-
mous recent social sciences Ph.D. 
in California’s Bay Area who ex-
presses the highs and lows of ac-
ademic life in quirky Lego tableaux, 
said he’s only done one Skype inter-
view, so far -- as a follow-up to a 
physical interview. In general, in his 
field, however, it’s become “slightly 
more common to also do prelim-
inary interviews by Skype before 
narrowing down which people to fly 
out for a formal interview,” he said.

“I see no issues with that,” he add-
ed, “since it helps reduce costs and 
gives more applicants a chance to 
have more face-to-face time, even 

if remotely, with a committee.”
Karen Kelsky, a former tenured 

professor and now an academic 
career coach at The Professor Is 
In, said she’s noticed departments 
holding more first-round interviews 
via video conference, across fields. 
Faculty members are simply more 
aware of the “ethical issues behind 
requiring candidates to pay $1,000 
plus just to have a preliminary inter-
view,” she said.

This year in particular, Kelsky said 
she was asked on Twitter what to 
do about a missed interview due to 
weather on the East Coast. Kelsky 
encouraged the candidate to follow 
up with the search committee about 
a proposed redo via Skype later, “so 
as not to fall off their radar.”

Beyond scheduling concerns, do 
graduate students who interview in 
person have a leg up on the remote 
competition? Kelsky said that some 
job seekers and even faculty mem-
bers still tend to believe that’s the 
case. But that notion is increasingly 
in flux, she said, “with the technol-
ogy becoming more and more ac-
cepted and normative.”

As of 2018, “I see the in-person 
and the Skype option as roughly 
equivalent both in numbers” and 
perceived “legitimacy,” she added. 
“And that’s an excellent thing.”

The MLA has formally and infor-
mally encouraged departments to 
embrace videoconferencing, includ-
ing via its “Guidelines for Search 
Committees and Job Seekers on 
Entry-Level Faculty Recruitment 
and Hiring.” The document says, in 
part, that “all candidates for a po-

sition should have the same con-
ditions for the screening interview” 
and those who “interview remotely 
must not be held at a disadvantage.”

The AHA doesn’t endorse or dis-
courage video interview formats. 
But Grossman said it’s discussing 
changing its relevant policy docu-
ment to include guidelines on these 
interviews, “since they clearly are 
becoming more widespread.”

Krebs, of MLA, said that first-
round interviews at MLA evolved to 
fill a need: leveling the playing field 
in what was still an “old boys’ net-
work” in terms of hiring through the 
late 1960s. Now, she said, “technol-
ogy has changed the landscape of 
the job search process, and it can 
offer ways to create yet more equi-
table conditions for candidates, as 
well as for the institutions doing the 
interviewing.”

If all institutions eventually opt to 
conduct every first-round interview 
via video, she said, “candidates who 
can afford to make the trip to the 
convention would no longer have an 
advantage” over those can’t.

The Academic Conference:
Beyond Interviews
One byproduct of the decline of 

conference interviews is rebrand-
ing: If academic meetings aren’t all 
about interviews, what are they for?

Grossman said that AHA has had 
to reconsider “both the meeting and 
the marketing of it,” since it can “no 
longer depend on attendance driv-
en by interviews.” In some ways, he 
said, it’s an opportunity to save a 
generation of scholars from nega-
tively associating the meeting with 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/08/31/lego-inspired-social-media-character-reveals-gallows-humor-grad-school-life
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/08/03/qa-author-new-book-career-advice-faculty-members-and-grad-students
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/08/03/qa-author-new-book-career-advice-faculty-members-and-grad-students
https://www.mla.org/Resources/Career/Career-Resources/The-Job-Search-Information-for-Job-Seekers-and-Hiring-Departments/Guidelines-for-Search-Committees-and-Job-Seekers-on-Entry-Level-Faculty-Recruitment-and-Hiring
https://www.mla.org/Resources/Career/Career-Resources/The-Job-Search-Information-for-Job-Seekers-and-Hiring-Departments/Guidelines-for-Search-Committees-and-Job-Seekers-on-Entry-Level-Faculty-Recruitment-and-Hiring
https://www.mla.org/Resources/Career/Career-Resources/The-Job-Search-Information-for-Job-Seekers-and-Hiring-Departments/Guidelines-for-Search-Committees-and-Job-Seekers-on-Entry-Level-Faculty-Recruitment-and-Hiring
https://www.mla.org/Resources/Career/Career-Resources/The-Job-Search-Information-for-Job-Seekers-and-Hiring-Departments/Guidelines-for-Search-Committees-and-Job-Seekers-on-Entry-Level-Faculty-Recruitment-and-Hiring
https://www.historians.org/jobs-and-professional-development/statements-standards-and-guidelines-of-the-discipline/guidelines-for-the-hiring-process
https://www.historians.org/jobs-and-professional-development/statements-standards-and-guidelines-of-the-discipline/guidelines-for-the-hiring-process
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pre-interview jit-
ters.

Beyond that, 
Grossman said 
AHA has revamped 
the annual gather-
ing as something 
more than a “re-
search conference.” 
While research is still central to the 
experience, the meeting is equally 
concerned with teaching and such 
professional issues as employment 
landscapes, career paths and eth-
ics.

AHA also has worked to attract 
more graduate students who attend 
out of “interest rather than a job 
search,” Grossman said, via a ca-
reer fair and special events. Some 
100 undergraduates also attended 
this year, with some participating in 
an undergraduate poster session.

“A decade ago some observers 

were predicting that digital com-
munication would undermine ac-
ademic conferences,” Grossman 
said. “We’re finding that this is not 
necessarily the case.”

Liebow, of the anthropological 
association, said changes to U.S. 
visa policies led the association to 
experiment with remote presen-
tations and distance participation 
on a limited scale. (He also noted 
that two of the association’s larger 
sections, the Society of Cultural An-
thropology and the Society for Visu-
al Anthropology, will stage a virtual 

meeting in April, 
with registration 
thus far proceeding 
at a rate compara-
ble to face-to-face 
meetings.)

Krebs said MLA 
will continue to of-
fer travel grants 

for graduate students to attend the 
convention, “as we think it’s a cru-
cial opportunity for professional 
development of many kinds.” This 
year offered sessions on everything 
from the job market to working at 
teaching-intensive institutions to 
writing book proposals to seeking 
professional jobs off campus.

Quoting a 2014 column by former 
MLA executive director Rosemary 
Feal, Krebs said the MLA conven-
tion was long seen as synonymous 
with the job market, but it’s “time for 
that to change.”                                  ■

I see no issues with [doing more
interviews via video], since it helps reduce 

costs and gives more applicants a chance 
to have more face-to-face time.

“ “

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/01/18/first-round-faculty-job-interviews-which-once-took-place-disciplinary-meetings-are

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/26/new-travel-restrictions-raise-questions-concerns-higher-ed
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/26/new-travel-restrictions-raise-questions-concerns-higher-ed
https://execdirector.mla.hcommons.org/2014/10/27/the-conference-interview-do-or-dont/
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WASHINGTON -- Harvey Mudd 
College has a problem. Over time 
it’s developed a “more is more” cul-
ture around faculty work that isn’t, 
well, working.

Lisa Sullivan, dean of the facul-
ty, wants that to change, she said 
Thursday at the annual meeting of 
the Association of American Col-
leges and Universities.

“There’s a strong connection be-
tween excellence, rigor and pain,” 
Sullivan said during a session on 
data-driven strategies for reducing 
faculty workload. “You know you’ve 
got it right if you’re suffering a lit-
tle bit and stressed. If you’re not at 
that point, then you’re probably not 
working hard enough.”

Harvey Mudd’s professors -- most 
of whom have science Ph.D.s and 
active research agendas -- there-
fore feel they must be “triathletes,” 
excelling in teaching, research and 
service at all times, rather than ex-
celling “serially” in different areas 
throughout their careers, Sullivan 
added.

And their dissatisfaction is re-

flected in the numbers: 15 
percent of tenure-track 
and tenured professors 
and 20 percent pretenure 
professors in particular 
say “unrelenting pressure 
to perform” is a major 
challenge, according to 
data gathered by the Col-
laborative on Academic 
Careers in Higher Educa-
tion (COACHE). Some 25 
percent of Harvey Mudd professors 
cite teaching load as a barrier to 
satisfaction, with associate profes-
sors feeling the pinch there, espe-
cially.

Faculty workload woes aren’t 
unique to Harvey Mudd, of course, 
which is why COACHE sponsored 
the session. (Professors may be 
surprised -- and happy -- to know 
that the administrator-heavy crowd 
was standing-room only.) Accord-
ing to the collaborative’s nation-
al data on liberal arts colleges, 52 
percent of associate professors 
say they are unable to balance the 
teaching, research and service ac-

tivities expected of them, let alone 
balance work with other aspects of 
their lives. And liberal arts institution 
faculty members are categorically 
more satisfied with their work than 
are research university professors. 

Like Sullivan, many administra-
tors understand that asking facul-
ty members to do too much, either 
explicitly or by way of culture, can 
backfire. But backing off too much, 
too soon, can also backfire, lest 
courses go untaught, committees 
go without leaders, students go un-
mentored and so on.

COACHE’s goal for the session, 
then, was to offer examples of how 

Less Is More

College and university administrators discuss how to thoughtfully
reduce faculty duties, to help them advance their best work.

By Colleen Flaherty // January 26, 2018
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institutions are -- in the words of Ex-
ecutive Director Kiernan Mathews 
-- thoughtfully “bucking the trend to 
pile on more and more” and making 
space for faculty members to “ad-
vance not more work but their best 
work.”

Examples of Success
Farther into that process than 

Harvey Mudd is Skidmore College, 
which sought to address facul-
ty workload concerns after 2014 
COACHE data revealed that ear-
ly-career faculty members at the 
college were generally less satisfied 
with their work than were their se-
nior colleagues and their counter-
parts at peer institutions. Follow-up 
research -- led by a Skidmore pro-
fessor who studies faculty work 
-- revealed a dissatisfaction with 
workload and a sense that profes-
sors on campus don’t “root for each 
other.”

“That means we sort of have a 
mentality or philosophy that every-
body’s got to run the gauntlet in the 
tenure process,” said panelist Beau 
Breslin, dean of the faculty and vice 
president of academic affairs at 
Skidmore. “That it has to be hard, 
rigorous work to justify the quality 
of the work that we do, and we don’t 
always root for each other as the 
process goes on.”

Seeking to alleviate some of that 
pressure, Breslin said, Skidmore un-
dertook a series of small, targeted 
changes, rather than a major over-
haul that could have created more 
work for faculty members. The col-
lege lengthened the period between 
posttenure review letters, altered 

the faculty handbook language to 
reward service, adopted on-off cy-
cles for service on core committees, 
created associate chair positions 
to help share department chairs’ 
duties and compensated faculty 
members for supervising students 
in “directed-study experiences,” 
such as independent studies or col-
laborative research.

Breslin focused his comments 
on a relatively minor change that’s 
made a big difference: consensus 
letters for third-year reappoint-
ments of faculty members on the 
tenure track. Previously, Skidmore 
was a relative outlier among peer 
institutions in formally evaluating 
assistant professors three times: 
once in the second and third year, 
and again for tenure. All three points 
required formal input from all facul-
ty members in a department, and 
because Skidmore has hired 100 
new faculty members in six years, 
the work was onerous and repeti-
tive.

Now, only department chairs write 
a review letter upon the third-year 
reappointment, which colleagues 
simply sign. They can still write let-
ters of dissent, however.

Breslin said the experience taught 
him that the dean’s office can ef-
fect meaningful change in this area, 
and that having an in-house faculty 
work specialist (who was compen-
sated for her efforts) proved espe-
cially helpful.

Unlike Skidmore, Scripps College 
did take a comprehensive approach 
to adjusting workload, reducing a 
five-course annual teaching re-

quirement to four courses. Panelist 
Amy Marcus-Newhall, dean of fac-
ulty and vice president of academ-
ic affairs at Scripps, said COACHE 
data revealed faculty dissatisfac-
tion with the college’s five-course 
load, as the institution has a re-
quired senior thesis -- the super-
vision and reading of which made 
faculty members feel like they were 
teaching six courses per year. Addi-
tional evidence suggested that the 
college was losing professors, both 
current and first-pick candidates in 
faculty searches, to similar institu-
tions with smaller standard teach-
ing loads, she said.

The college received funds from 
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation 
to form a Teaching Load Advisory 
Committee to gather data and ex-
plore alternative models for reduc-
ing teaching load.

An early suggestion of crediting 
professors for reading theses died 
on arrival, so the committee worked 
to develop a plan for teaching one 
less course that maintained the in-
tegrity of curriculum, Marcus-Ne-
whall said. Members had to think 
about class size, number of courses 
offered, impact on the core curric-
ulum, reliance on non-tenure-track 
faculty and the impact on the Cla-
remont Colleges consortium. The 
college also asked departments to 
calculate the effect a teaching load 
reduction would have on their pro-
grams in two different, formal re-
ports.

Road Ahead
Scripps is phasing in the change, 

with half the faculty teaching the “2-

https://www.skidmore.edu/governance/documents/archived/Cycle.pdf
https://www.skidmore.edu/governance/documents/archived/Cycle.pdf
https://www.skidmore.edu/helios-portal/index.php
https://www.skidmore.edu/helios-portal/index.php
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[W]e sort of have a mentality or philosophy 
that every body’s got to run the gauntlet in 

the tenure process.

“ “

2” course load 
for a year, and 
the other half of 
the faculty do-
ing so next. 

Course re-
leases have 
been all but 
eliminated but 
the reduction 
still necessitates the hiring of four 
new tenure-track positions across 
the college. Scripps is paying for the 
change primarily through a faculty 
retirement program.

It’s also establishing a fund with 
cash reserves to ensure its future 
viability. Marcus-Newhall and the 
Faculty Executive Committee led 
the process, she said, but it was ap-
proved by the entire faculty via vote. 
Constant updates on progress to 
the Board of Trustees were key to 
its buy-in, she said, advising other 
institutions to make their cases for 
change with data.

“Our rationale was academic ex-
cellence -- we wanted faculty to be 
able to focus on teaching, scholar-
ship and service,” Marcus-Newhall 

said.
Mathews, of COACHE, said he’s 

learned that language matters. In 
particular, he said, faculty “work-
load” isn’t always the best term to 
use in discussions about reducing 
it, as it may not garner sympathy 
from some audiences. Reframing 
the discussion might be helpful, he 
said.

Harvey Mudd is at the beginning 
of its road, since early interven-
tions -- what Sullivan called “piece-
meal, voluntary, under-resourced” 
changes -- didn’t work. A faculty 
study of work-life balance led to in-
creased research funds, which led 
to increased expectations, she said. 
Similarly, increased leadership op-
portunities for faculty members to 

help compen-
sate them for 
their work led to 
more course re-
leases but also 
more work for 
their colleagues. 
But there is 
more reason 
than ever to 

proceed: students, too, report being 
overstressed, and even professors 
believe that students take too many 
classes, according to COACHE data. 
Indeed, campus discussions about 
pressures on students -- including 
those surrounding diversity and 
inclusion -- prompted the cancel-
lation of classes for two days last 
year.

More than anything, Sullivan said 
she hopes to be able to report in 
few years that the campus culture 
of “more is more” has evolved to 
something more sustainable.

“Faculty and student workload 
pressures are inextricable,” she 
said. “Faculty and students are unit-
ed in their hopes for whole person-
hood.”                                              ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/01/26/college-and-university-administrators-discuss-how-thoughtfully-reduce-faculty-duties

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/18/harvey-mudd-cancels-classes-after-student-protests-over-issues-race-workload-and
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/18/harvey-mudd-cancels-classes-after-student-protests-over-issues-race-workload-and
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City University of New York’s 
30,000-member faculty union 
fought for six years for a contract 
that ensured a handful of must-
haves. Among them was more job 
security for adjuncts, who previous-
ly taught on semester-to-semester 
appointments.

Now that provision -- secured in 
a contract inked last summer -- is 
starting to materialize: some 1,500 
long-serving adjuncts have been 
awarded three-year appointments, 
to begin this fall.

“The issue of adjunct job security 
was the very last thing we settled 
at two or three in the morning on 
the last day,” said Barbara Bowen, a 
professor of English at Queens Col-
lege and CUNY’s Graduate Center 
and president of the Professional 
Staff Congress union.

“It’s been a really monumental 
struggle, because it breaks through 
the cherished management no-
tion that adjuncts are disposable 
employees,” she said. “Through 

repeated rounds of bargaining, I 
learned how important it was to the 
university to have what they would 
call flexibility and what I would call 
a total lack of job security.”

Under the agreement, professors 
on these multiyear appointments 
may only be terminated for just 
cause. They’re also eligible for the 
same health-care benefits -- in-
cluding vision and dental -- avail-
able to full-time faculty members 
and other New York City employees.

Professors who get on the three-
year track may have “every expec-
tation” to be reappointed at the end 
of their term, Bowen said. “This is a 
breakthrough. It’s not everything we 
hoped for, but it’s huge.”

To be eligible for a three-year 
appointment, adjuncts must have 
taught for at least six contact hours 
(typically two courses) per semes-
ter within the same department for 
the 10 previous semesters, consec-
utively. 

The appointment provides the 

assurance of at least six contact 
hours of work per semester, or its 
equivalent.

So if for some reason the depart-
ment can’t meet that commitment 
in terms of courses, the adjunct will 
perform other duties for which they 
are qualified.

Long-Term Contracts for 1,500 Adjuncts

CUNY’s faculty union is starting to see returns on a major 
push of six-year contract battle: three-year appointments
for long-serving adjuncts.

By Colleen Flaherty // July 10, 2017
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Bowen said the six-credit-hour 
threshold was crucial in negotia-
tions, since that’s where eligibili-
ty for full-time faculty health-care 
benefits kicks in. Prior to this con-
tract, adjuncts were eligible for ben-
efits under a different system, but 
the future of funding for that pool 
was uncertain.

CUNY’s Professional Staff Con-
gress represents about 7,800 full-
time professors and more than 
5,000 professional staff members, 
among others, across its campuses 
but adjuncts make up the biggest 
share of workers -- some 12,000. 
The majority rely on teaching as 
their primary source of income.

Bowen said full-timers rallied for 
the job-security provision both be-
cause they respect their part-time 
colleagues as professionals and 
because they understand consis-
tent staffing makes for smooth-
er-running departments and better 
learning conditions for students.

The union pushed for eligibility 
guidelines that would have allowed 
even more professors to qualify for 
three-year contracts, such as re-

quiring that adjuncts have taught 
a certain number of credit hours 
over a given number of semesters, 
but not necessarily consecutively. 
So while it pains her that not every-
one who may deserve a three-year 
appointment will get one this year, 
the first of a five-year pilot program, 
she said early word on how many 
professors did qualify is heartening.

A university spokesperson said 
via email that CUNY is “very grateful 
to have reached an agreement with 
our faculty union that, for the first 
time, will allow three-year appoint-
ments of selected adjunct staff. 
… These multiyear appointments, 
which are now being implemented 
on a pilot basis throughout CUNY, 
are intended to provide increased 
job security for our longest-serv-
ing adjuncts who teach at least six 
credit hours per semester.”

CUNY’s colleges notified adjuncts 
about their eligibility for three-year 
contracts by mid-May and the 
vast majority of those eligible have 
received such appointments, ac-
cording to the union. Approval was 
subject to a comprehensive depart-

mental review under the contract, 
but those adjuncts in good stand-
ing could generally expect to earn a 
long-term appointment. There have 
been some hiccups, such as what 
to do when an adjunct has been 
teaching the same discipline but 
was once assigned to teach it in a 
different department. But the Pro-
fessional Staff Congress is check-
ing in on each eligible adjunct and 
formally grieving problems, Bowen 
said.

Cory Evans, an adjunct instructor 
of philosophy and communication 
studies at Baruch College for the 
last seven years, secured a three-
year appointment this year.

“It’s a great thing,” he told Clari-
on, the union newspaper. “Teaching 
is wonderful, but one of the things 
that can weigh on folks is [job] un-
certainty, so knowing that you’re 
going to be teaching for three years 
is a big deal. It makes you more in-
volved with your department and 
with your students, and I think it 
helps adjuncts feel like they’re part 
of the academic life of that depart-
ment.”                                             ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/07/10/some-1500-adjuncts-cuny-win-three-year-contracts

http://psc-cuny.org/clarion/junejuly-2017/adjuncts-get-3-year-appointments
http://psc-cuny.org/clarion/junejuly-2017/adjuncts-get-3-year-appointments
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Science instructors increasingly 
are moving beyond the lecture to 
more innovative -- and effective -- 
teaching methods. But professors 
with a taste for change often enact 
it alone, as their colleagues contin-
ue to lecture.

The Association of American Uni-
versities wants to change that. In 
2011, it launched its Undergraduate 
STEM Initiative to encourage sys-
temic reforms to science education 
to improve teaching and learning, 
especially in first- and second-year 
courses.

Early feedback was promising, 
and AAU is this week releasing a 
formal five-year status report de-
tailing progress at eight project 
sites: Brown University; Michigan 
State University; the University of 
Arizona; the University of California, 
Davis; the University of Colorado 
at Boulder; the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill; the Universi-

A ‘New Normal’ in STEM Teaching?

AAU wanted to improve science education beyond an instructor-by-instructor basis.
Five years on, a major initiative piloted on eight campuses seems to be working.

By Colleen Flaherty // oCtoBer 2, 2017

John Pollard, associate professor of practice,
teaching a chemical thinking course at the University of Arizona

ty of Pennsylvania and Washington 
University in St. Louis.

Mary Sue Coleman, president of 
AAU, wrote in the report that the 
initiative is a “significant test of the 
degree to which a group of promi-

nent research universities can work 
collectively with their national or-
ganization to improve the quality 
of teaching in undergraduate STEM 
courses, especially large introduc-
tory and gateway courses, thereby 

https://www.aau.edu/education-service/undergraduate-education/undergraduate-stem-education-initiative
https://www.aau.edu/education-service/undergraduate-education/undergraduate-stem-education-initiative
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/08/20/aaus-push-science-teaching-yielding-results
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enhancing the learning experiences 
of many thousands of their under-
graduate students.” And so far, she 
said, results “indicate a resounding-
ly affirmative answer to this test.”

Additionally, she said, the initiative 
has helped AAU understand how it, 
as group of research universities, 
can better help to “support mean-
ingful change at various institution-
al levels to improve undergraduate 
STEM education.”

Higher education is “now reach-
ing a major tipping point,” Cole-
man added. “We cannot condone 
poor teaching of introductory STEM 
courses because we are trying to 
weed out the weaker students in 
the class or simply because a pro-
fessor, department and/or institu-
tion fails to recognize and accept 
that there are, in fact, more effec-
tive ways to teach.” Failing to adopt 
evidence-based teaching practices 
in the classroom “must be viewed 
as irresponsible, an abrogation of 
fulfilling our collective mission to 
ensure that all students who are in-
terested in learning and enrolled in a 
STEM course -- not just those who 
will choose to major in or pursue an 
advanced degree in that discipline 
-- are provided with the maximum 
opportunity to succeed,” she said.

The report says that participation 
in the initiative beyond the eight 
project sites has been high: all 62 
AAU institutions now have a desig-
nated STEM campus point of con-
tact, for example. Some 55 mem-
ber institutions have participated in 
the initiative in some way, including 
more than 450 faculty members and 

administrators. Departmentwide in-
novations are becoming institution-
al priorities, teaching and learning 
centers are being redesigned, and 
data and analytics are being used to 
monitor and improve student learn-
ing.

Campuses are also exploring 
new hiring practices to advance 
improvements in STEM education, 
learning spaces are being reimag-
ined and campuses are address-
ing the critical issue of meaningful 
evaluations of faculty teaching, by 
AAU’s accounting.

Every project site reported some 
improvement in student learning 
outcomes, according to the report. 
Degree of improvement varied, but 
“dramatic reductions in achieve-
ment gaps especially for women, 
underrepresented minorities and 
first-generation students” were ob-
served in some sites. Reports of 
decreased D’s, F’s and withdrawals 
were common, as were increased 
persistence and success in subse-
quent courses.

Project Sites at a Glance 
Improved performance on exams 

sponsored by disciplinary societies 
was observed, as was stronger per-
formance on key disciplinary con-
cepts, the report says. And some 
sites that managed to track the ef-
fects of instructional interventions 
on more general psychological fac-
tors reported increased self-effica-
cy, metacognition and attitudes to-
ward science among students.

The initiative looks different on ev-
ery campus but everywhere hinges 
on evidence-based practices. Arizo-

na, for example, has focused some 
of its efforts to redesign classrooms 
into collaborative learning spaces: 
there are currently 10 such spac-
es, ranging in size from 30 to 264 
student seats (10 additional spaces 
are planned). AAU’s report quotes 
Zoe Cohen, a professor of immu-
nology at Arizona, as saying that 
she’s been thinking about trying a 
“flipped” classroom and applied for 
one of the new rooms. Once she 
started teaching in 2015, she said, it 
“changed me as an educator.”

Cohen joined a faculty learning 
committee and an educational fac-
ulty learning committee and learned 
and developed active learning tech-
niques. As a result, she said, she’s 
seen her students earn more A’s and 
B’s and fewer D’s on the final exam 
for her physiology of the immune 
system courses. Students also re-
port more active and meaningful 
engagement and understanding.

Cohen’s experiences match 
those of other Arizona professors 
teaching different courses in oth-
er departments, including physics, 
chemistry, molecular, cellular biol-
ogy and engineering, according to 
AAU.

North Carolina, meanwhile, has 
taken a mentor-mentee approach, 
embedding fixed-term faculty 
members skilled in teaching with-
in departments to train colleagues. 
Failures and D’s in redesigned 
courses dropped from 11.5 percent 
in 2013 prior to the AAU project to 
9.5 percent in 2016, while the learn-
ing gains in these courses were 13 
percent higher than in traditional 
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courses, the report says. Depart-
ments have promoted training by 
giving faculty members course re-
leases to compensate for the course 
they are revamping that term.

Teaching assistants at Davis 
trained to use active learning prac-
tices and adaptive learning tech-
nology were able to raise student 
outcomes in introductory biology 
by half a letter grade. Washington 
University, meanwhile, found that 
clicker-based active learning in 
high-enrollment introductory sci-
ence courses was positively associ-
ated with exam performance. Boul-
der’s Departmental Action Teams 
worked toward department-level 
consensus on learning goals, ped-
agogical approaches and assess-
ments aligned with learning goals. 
Results from the physics depart-
ment there indicate that students 
from all four courses had post-test 
scores between 25 percent and 30 
percent higher in reformed courses.

Michigan State started with fac-
ulty discussions of core ideas in 
each discipline, and the ways that 
knowledge is used, rather than 
changing pedagogical approaches 
and assessments: the assumption 
was that teaching changes would 
happen naturally when professors 
were thinking about big ideas and 
scientific practices. Other changes 
include the formation of an institute, 
CREATE for STEM, to coordinate 
science education activities across 
campus, and they’ve had a large-

scale impact, according to AAU.
And at Penn -- which AAU says is 

the most faculty-centric of all proj-
ect institutions -- individual faculty 
members within six departments 
are change agents, and their nex-
us is the Center for Teaching and 
Learning. The center administers 
Penn’s four-year-old Structured 
Active In-class Learning (SAIL) pro-
gram, which assists instructors as 
they develop, adopt and evaluate 
active learning activities to trans-
form their classes. SAIL classes 
are designed to allow students to 
struggle through the application of 
course content, an often difficult 
part of the learning process, with 
the guidance of instructors and help 
from peers, and require students to 
do work outside class time to pre-
pare for in-class activities, accord-
ing to AAU.

Common Themes
Half of the project sites expand-

ed their reach to departments not 
originally included in their propos-
als. Graduate and undergraduate 
assistants were called upon across 
campuses to help with the initiative. 
“With more trained individuals in the 
room, the capacity to facilitate and 
evaluate evidence-based pedagogy 
increases,” the report says. “The ex-
perience also benefits the students 
themselves by reinforcing core con-
cepts and helping them to learn ef-
fective teaching practices.”

Recurrent themes among institu-
tions include a shift from individual 

to collective responsibility by de-
partments for introductory course 
curriculum, hiring educational ex-
perts within departments to bolster 
reforms, and a harnessing of (not 
just collecting) institutionwide data 
to support student learning.

Institutions were also found to 
have reorganized administrative 
support services to better sup-
port departmental reform efforts, 
such as by connecting centers for 
teaching and learning with depart-
ment-based instructional efforts. 
Crucially, too, institutions found 
ways to better manage the simulta-
neous pursuit of high-quality teach-
ing and research and signal the val-
ue of both. Washington University’s 
Center for Integrative Research on 
Cognition, Learning and Education 
(CIRCLE), for example, includes 
tenure-track faculty, in addition 
to permanent research scientists. 
Consequently, according to AAU, 
the campus has been able “to focus 
on curriculum and scaffolding rath-
er than individual course reforms as 
well as target sustainability and cul-
tural [reform].”

Over all, said Coleman, of AAU, 
while there is much work to be done 
to realize “a ‘new normal’ -- one 
characterized by personal and in-
stitutional expectations that all fac-
ulty members will both use and be 
rewarded for using evidence-based 
approaches to instruction -- our 
initiative suggests that progress is 
being made.”                                        ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/10/02/aau-reports-efforts-improve-science-teaching-research-universities
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“The American people are fighting 
the wilderness, physical and moral, 
on the one hand, and on the other 
are struggling to work out the aw-
ful problem of self-government,” 
Charles W. Eliot wrote in The Atlan-
tic Monthly in 1869. “For this fight 
they must be trained and armed.”

Calling for a “new education” for 
the sons of the industrial age, Eliot 
wrote that American colleges were 
too “inflexible” for so rapidly chang-
ing a world. Moreover, he said, “A 
large number of professors trained 
in the existing methods hold firm 
possession, and transmit the tradi-
tions they inherited. Then there are 
the recognized textbooks, mostly of 
exquisite perverseness, but backed 
by the reputation of their authors 
and the capital of their publishers.”

Eliot’s words may resonate today, 
but his plea was successful: soon 
after he wrote that essay, he was 
named president of Harvard Univer-

sity. In that position, he helped lead 
a series of reforms on his campus 
and others to create the modern 
research university. Among other 
changes, the introduction of a grad-
uate school, the Faculty of Arts and 
Sciences, letter grades, and what 
Eliot called “spontaneous diversity 
of choice” in courses bridged cul-
ture and industry.

Time for Transformation
Nearly 150 years on, it’s time for 

another new education, argues 
Cathy N. Davidson, director of the 
Futures Initiative at the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New 
York and Ruth F. DeVarney Pro-
fessor Emerita of Interdisciplinary 
Studies at Duke University.

College students, soon-to-be stu-
dents and recent graduates have 
been given a “raw deal,” Davidson 
writes in her forthcoming book, 
The New Education: How to Revo-
lutionize the University to Prepare 

The New, New Education

Cathy Davidson’s new book is a manifesto on teaching students --
and institutions -- how to survive and thrive in the digital age.

By Colleen Flaherty // auguSt 24, 2017

Students for a World in Flux (Basic 
Books). How? While institutions of 
higher learning are good at helping 
young people move from childhood 
to adulthood, they’re no longer good 
“at equipping graduates to succeed 
in an ever more complex and bewil-
dering world.”

Eliot and his champions’ “pre-
scriptive, disciplinary and special-

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1869/02/the-new-education/309049/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1869/02/the-new-education/309049/
http://www.indiebound.org/book/9780465079728
http://www.indiebound.org/book/9780465079728
http://www.indiebound.org/book/9780465079728
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ized training worked well for most 
of the 20th century,” Davidson says, 
but it “makes a lot less sense for 
our post-internet world, in which 
the boundaries between work and 
home are far less distinct, work it-
self is more precarious, wages are 
largely stagnant, automation is ex-
panding and becoming more so-
phisticated, democratic institutions 
are failing, professions are disap-
pearing, and the new shock to the 
economy is on the horizon, even if 
we can’t see it yet.”

Teaching Students to Be
Experts (in Anything)
Now is probably a good time to 

mention that Davidson’s New Edu-
cation doesn’t offer a one-size-fits-
all plan to reform academe: there is 
no silver bullet, not even technology. 
In separate chapters called “Against 
Technophobia” and “Against Tech-
nophilia,” for example, Davidson 
chastises proponents of techno-
logical “disruption” for their alleged 
narrow-mindedness, and alter-
nately, opponents of technological 
innovation for being equally out of 
touch.

“Far too many of those who seek 
quick, expensive technological fixes 
are simply automating 19th-cen-
tury ideas of education as synon-
ymous with outputs, production, 
specialization, content, assessment 
and credentialing,” Davidson said in 
an interview. “That’s wronghead-
ed. Learning, almost definitionally, 
is that which isn’t automatic. You 
learn any time you change, any time 
you are required to stop, think, re-
vise an opinion or change a mental 

or physical habit.”
Learning, she said, “is about in-

sight, application, paradigm shifts, 
failing, trying again and so forth. 
Learning cannot be automated. 
Cognitively, learning is the opposite 
of habit -- the opposite of automa-
tion.”

At the same time, Davidson said, 
the new education requires col-
leges and universities to address all 
the changes that automation has 
wrought on the economy, politics 
and work.

What does such a transforma-
tion look like? Davidson argues in 
her book that it will be different on 
every campus. But it must happen 
from the inside out, “systemically 
and systematically, from the class-
room to the Board of Trustees, from 
the fundamentals of how we teach 
and learn to how we measure out-
comes,” to how we “select, creden-
tial and accredit in this hypercon-
nected, precarious time.”

Students today, she says, “need 
so-called soft skills, including strat-
egies, methods and tactics for suc-
cessful communication and collab-
oration.” They need new ways of 
integrating knowledge, including by 
reflection on what they’re learning 
-- not more “teaching to the test.” 
They need student-centered, active 
learning and to be encouraged to 
make public or professional contri-
butions beyond the classroom.

Such skills, she adds, “are nec-
essary to navigate a world in flux, 
where [students] cannot count on 
continuing for any length of time in 
the job or even in the field for which 

they were originally trained.”
Davidson’s vision, ultimately, is 

that “students don’t just master 
what an expert sets out of them but, 
rather, learn how to become experts 
themselves.”

A common defense of the classic 
liberal arts education (the kind de-
rided by politicians who call, say, for 
fewer philosophers and more weld-
ers) is that it doesn’t just prepare 
students for a first job, but for a ca-
reer. Asked how the new education 
departs from that ideal, Davidson 
said what she’s advocating doesn’t 
just prepare one for a changing jobs 
landscape, but a “changing land-
scape” over all. Put another way, 
she said, institutions need to sup-
port students in learning skills “that 
will make them not just work-force 
ready but world ready.”

Unfortunately, she said, “as pres-
ently constructed, the traditional 
liberal arts education can reinforce 
the status quo. I champion an un-
traditional liberal arts, a new kind of 
general education that is expansive, 
deep, reflective, analytical, critical, 
creative, technological, sometimes 
combining a preprofessional appli-
cation with a liberal arts grounding.”

Intellectual Space Travel
Davidson recalled, for example, 

an anecdote she discusses in her 
book, in which 15 in-class students 
in a massive open online course on 
the history and future of higher ed-
ucation are charged with turning an 
online class of 18,000 into interac-
tive seminars. On the first day of the 
class, she asks who invented the 
printing press for an automatic A in 

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/04/28/clay-christensen-sticks-predictions-massive-college-closures
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2015/11/11/gop-debate-rubio-again-criticizes-philosophy
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2015/11/11/gop-debate-rubio-again-criticizes-philosophy
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the course. Wary that “Gutenberg” 
is too easy an answer, no one an-
swers right away.

Davidson next challenges stu-
dents to work together, using all 
their devices to find a verifiable 
source that challenges their ini-
tial response. Within 10 minutes, 
she says, students come up with 
an alternate history, going back to 
Bi Sheng’s development of the ba-
sics of movable type during China’s 
Song Dynasty. Students are next 
asked to look through course cat-
alogs and syllabi online to see how 
many American courses incorpo-
rate that knowledge: few do.

(As something of an aside, the 
power of the internet can’t be over-
stated for Davidson, who -- quoting 
writer Ta-Nehisi Coates -- likens it 
to intellectual “space travel.” Edu-
cation today means, therefore, re-
training “to be hypervigilant about 
veracity, analysis, critical thinking, 
historical depth, subterfuge, priva-
cy, security, deception, manipula-
tion, logic and sound interpretation,” 
she said. “We have to be concerned 
about such traps as false equiva-
lency.”)

Beyond the liberal arts, David-
son takes aim at common science, 
technology, engineering and math 
programs for their propensity to di-
vorce content from human, social 
and cultural factors.

“That peripheralizes STEM, as if it 
has no impact or importance on in-
dividuals and society or vice versa,” 
she told Inside Higher Ed. “No won-
der there’s a STEM crisis. No won-
der we have Silicon Valley churning 

out products and profits that reify 
the 1 percent, rather than serving 
well the greater good of humanity.”

Pockets of Change
For all its criticism, The New Ed-

ucation offers profile after profile 
of people, groups and institutions 
it describes as rising to the chal-
lenge. Davidson lauds Sha Xin Wei, 
director of the School of Arts, Media 
and Engineering at Arizona State 
University, for example, who poses 
a complex question of study each 
year, such as, “What will life be like 
in Phoenix when there is no more 
water?” The notion, Davidson said, 
makes climate change an “urgent, 
collective social issue, in which ev-
ery student, in every discipline, has 
a stake and a contribution to make. 
We’re in this together.”

Davidson is a fan of Arizona State, 
including President Michael Crow, 
whom she describes as empower-
ing those around him to innovate. 
Touching on the challenges of re-
form, however, she also details the 
case of Alexander Coward, a math 

Cathy Davidson

lecturer whose contract was not 
renewed by the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, because he failed 
to follow department norms of as-
sessment. It wasn’t that Coward 
was a bad teacher -- he was incred-
ibly popular and his students did as 
well or better in their subsequent 
classes than those from other 
sections. But he favored formative 
feedback over summative, grade-
style feedback, based on educa-
tional research, and his department 
didn’t approve.

Davidson traces the problem back 
to the research university model 
that perversely relies on “flunk-out” 
gatekeeper-style courses as pre-
requisites for certain majors. Criti-
cizing bell curves and grades as a 
be-all, end-all approach to assess-
ment that comes at the expense of 
true evaluation, The New Education 
portrays Coward as a hero, and as 
a victim of the status quo. (Cow-
ard has since started an education 
company based in Berkeley.)

Other examples of new educators 
include Mike Wesch, a professor of 
anthropology at Kansas State Uni-
versity, who recently had his An-
thropology of Aging: Digital Anthro-
pology students temporarily move 
out of their dorms and into a local 
retirement community. The goal 
was to have students learn enough 
from their new mentors to create 
a video game on a serious topic: 
making end-of-life decisions.

At Olin College, in Massachu-
setts, assistant professor of design 
Sara Hendren asks her students to 
“co-create” assistive technology 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/10/13/popular-lecturer-berkeley-will-lose-job-despite-strong-record-promoting-student
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with her. Working with a fellow en-
gineer who was born with one arm, 
Hendren and her students have 
learned that the engineer, Chris 
Hinojosa, doesn’t want or need a 
heavy mechanical arm.

So they’ve built him a lightweight, 
modular socket that allows him to 
switch out different extensions for 
different purposes. They’ve studied 
plants with grasping tendrils and 
read and looked at art in the pro-
cess.

Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, meanwhile, has granted 
Christina Ortiz, former dean of grad-
uate education, the time and space 
to develop an entirely new universi-
ty based on project-based learning.

The examples go on and on. But 
how do they become the rule, not 
the exception? Davidson said she 
was optimistic that the new educa-
tion could be grown through careful 
collaboration, in part because the 
stakes are so very high.

Without hyperbole, she said, “the 
fate of all living things on this planet 
is in the hands of a next generation 
who are currently being trained, by 
our educational system, to excel at 
coming up with the one best answer 
from among five on multiple-choice 
tests. That’s horrifying.”

Where to Start 
As a start, The New Education in-

cludes two appendices, one each 
for students and teachers. For 
students, it offers a top 10 list for 
getting the most out of college, in-
cluding “form a study group,” “learn 
beyond the classroom” and “shop 
around for the right adviser, and use 
them.

Often.” Additionally, Davidson 
says, “Make your major your mi-
nor. Look for a major in the field you 
think you might want to pursue as a 
career, but also look for one with the 
fewest requirements so, structural-
ly, you can keep your options open, 
explore other fields and interests, 
and take all the electives you want 
in your major.”

For professors, for example, she 
advises collectively designing a 
syllabus with students on the first 
day, and setting up a Google Doc for 
shared note taking to eschew the 
“laptop or no laptop question.” Have 
all students raise their hands in re-
sponse to a question, telling them 
they’re allowed to say, “I don’t know 
the answer” or “I don’t understand 
the question.”

And have them write “exit tickets” 
with a thought or question about 
the day’s class.

Davidson already has proven her-
self to be something of a contem-
porary Eliot -- or at least visionary 
-- via her early support for the digi-
tal humanities (she’s co-founder of 
the Humanities, Arts, Science and 
Technology Advanced Collaborato-
ry) and general interest in how edu-
cation intersects with the economy.

Indeed, Davidson’s previous 
books include Revolution and the 
Word, on the relationship between 
technology, community, education 
and social change; Closing: The Life 
and Death of an American Factory, 
on de-industrialization; The Future 
of Thinking: Learning Institutions in 
the Digital Age; and Now You See It: 
How the Brain Science of Attention 
Will Transform the Way We Live, 
Work and Learn.

“I have never stopped thinking 
about and researching those rela-
tionships between labor, social jus-
tice, social exploitation, technology 
and education, as both enforcer and 
enabler, engine of mobility and lad-
der of social inequality,” Davidson 
said.

All those themes run through The 
New Education. So is it a manifes-
to?

 “Yes,” Davidson said,  “I guess it 
is.”                                                           ■
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NEW ORLEANS -- During a ses-
sion at the Educause Learning Ini-
tiative annual meeting last month, 
panelists asked a succession of 
attendees to read out loud a pre-
written list of complaints faculty 
members often raise when asked 
to pursue innovation:

■ I’ve been a teacher for 10 (or 20 
    or 30) years, so I shouldn’t have      

       to undergo development.
■ I have enough qualifications al
    ready.
■ Students don’t like working 
    groups and they don’t work well 
     in active learning environments.
■ Students need to learn how to 
    take better notes.
■ I’m not technologically capable.
■ Teaching is an art and should  

       be treated as such -- you’re ei
    ther a natural or you’re not.
■ If I fail, I won’t get tenure.
  Some of these concerns are le-

gitimate; others, perhaps, ought to 

be abandoned. They formed the 
core of the discussion during this 
session, which aimed to offer “se-
cret decoder ring” techniques for 
circumventing such skepticism and 
encouraging meaningful change. 
The biggest takeaway? Students 
must come first.

“We’re not always great at this, but 
we try to remember that that’s what 
we’re here for,” said Matthew Aron, 
blended curriculum lead in teaching 
and learning technologies at North-
western University. “We always try 
to imagine ourselves in the shoes of 
our students and encourage faculty 
to do the same.”

Some key takeaways from the 
session:

Supporting early adopters is key. 
Reinventing the classroom is dif-
ficult for most instructors -- none 
more so than those who are the 
first at their institution to embark 
on such a project. Those pioneers 

Smashing Faculty Skepticism

Faculty members need one-on-one consultation, positive reinforcement and examples 
from early adopters before they’ll commit en masse to transforming their classrooms.

By mark lieBerman // FeBruary 14, 2018

need external validation for their 
efforts, and they need to hear that 
they won’t be chastised if their at-
tempts fail.

“Sometimes it’s nice to say, ‘Good 
try, that’s awesome and let’s do it 
even better next time,’” Aron said.

Never eliminate one-on-one 
consultation opportunities. As 
technology efforts grow, more in-
structors need help from a fixed 
number of on-campus experts, of-
ten through workshops and other 
group activities.

But Aron said it’s important to 
maintain the possibility for consul-
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tations with individual faculty mem-
bers.

“It’s the one thing we won’t tinker 
with,” Aron said. “Even when we of-
fer all different kinds of workshops, 
if someone says, ‘I need help,’ we 
want them to know we’ll sit down 
with them in our office and give 
them an empathetic ear.”

Innovators want others to see 
the fruits of their labor. Wheth-
er through active learning centers 
that give faculty members space to 
experiment or a spring showcase 
event that allows for sharing ideas 
and praise, panelists said positive 
reinforcement helped spur other in-
structors to follow early adopters’ 
example.

Support from administrators 
helps as well -- according to Cody 
Connor, manager of course design 
and development at Purdue Uni-
versity, instructors signed on to the 
institution’s course transformation 

initiative in much greater numbers 
once the provost’s office began 
publicizing it. Connor said he be-
lieves faculty members want to feel 
like administrators will appreciate 
their work and potentially reward 
them for it.

“At the beginning we were strug-
gling to recruit faculty to participate 
in the program,” Connor said. “Now 
they are knocking down our door.”

Progress moves slowly and re-
quires patience. At the University 
of Wisconsin at Madison, a group of 
strategic learning technology con-
sultants descend on the institution’s 
schools and colleges to cultivate 
long-term relationships with faculty 
members and students. Over time, 
some of them have transformed 
traditional classrooms into active 
learning spaces, simply by demon-
strating sustained interest in the 
course material and a good-faith 
willingness to collaborate with sub-

ject matter experts.
According to Sarah Miller, an ac-

ademic technology leader at Mad-
ison, the work involves setting a 
vision, contributing to instructional 
design and performing an “ethnog-
raphy” of sorts.

“They are learning the culture, 
politics, power dynamics, strengths, 
expertise, sources of pride, tension 
points and personalities while en-
gaging with the vision and strategy,” 
Miller said.

Madison’s learning technology 
consultants have advanced de-
grees in a wide range of disciplines 
including curriculum and instruc-
tion, teaching, and educational 
leadership and policy.

“Because there is no one academ-
ic pathway to this work, the team 
has diverse expertise and perspec-
tives -- a strength they draw upon 
regularly through collaboration,” 
Miller said.                                           ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/02/14/how-institutions-help-faculty-members-embrace-possibilities
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At Stevens Institute of Technolo-
gy, in New Jersey, Robert Zotti and 
his team give professors who teach 
online countless formal and infor-
mal training opportunities.

“We make the rounds, pop into 
offices, ask how everything is go-
ing,” said Zotti, assistant dean of 
Stevens’s WebCampus, noting he 
and his staff make a lot of “house 
calls.” “We’ll have a webinar or a 
lunch and learn. If they need one-
on-one training, we’ll do it. Whatev-
er it takes.”

For years colleges and universi-
ties have employed a wide array of 
programs and strategies to prepare 
instructors to teach online courses, 
or to elevate the skills of online vet-
erans. Administrators told “Inside 
Digital Learning” that during the 
past five years the types of training 
have greatly expanded in order to 
deal with the growing limitations on 
educators’ time.

Institutions don’t require, al-
though they strongly encourage, 
full- and part-time instructors 
to participate, and they attempt 
to make the training relative-
ly painless. “We try not to rock 
their world entirely,” said Edward 
Bailey, online media production 
lead in professional education at 
Georgia Institute of Technology.

Online Training
Many institutions offer a com-

bination of formal and informal 
training for online instructors. Not 
surprisingly, most provide self-
paced online courses and modules 
on a plethora of topics, including 
how to effectively engage students, 
keep discussion board conversa-
tions on topic and proctor online 
exams.

Some also provide instructors an-
swers to an abundance of frequent-
ly asked questions. Babson Col-
lege’s business school, for instance, 

Teaching Teachers to Teach Online

Colleges use a variety of strategies to train subject-matter experts
in effective online instruction. One surprise: in-person training is huge.

By Jean Dimeo // oCtoBer 11, 2017

maintains a robust Q&A section in 
its learning management system, 
said Phillip H. Kim, associate pro-
fessor of entrepreneurship and fac-
ulty director of the blended learning 
M.B.A. program.

Since 2000, Arizona State Uni-
versity has offered a two-week, 
eight-hour-per-week master class. 
Marc Van Horn, ASU’s chief online 
learning officer and assistant vice 
president for ASU EdPlus, said that 
the most important aspect of the 
master class is that instructors ex-
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perience what it’s like to be an on-
line student.

“It’s a real eye-opening experi-
ence,” he said. “They have to par-
ticipate in discussion boards, take 
quizzes and submit a paper, all on-
line.”

Arizona State, which has one 
of the nation’s largest online ef-
forts in terms of number of cours-
es and learners, also offers a fully 
online workshop four times per 
year in which a total of 400 instruc-
tors view on-demand tutorials and 
30-minute live webcasts, as well as 
exchanging ideas and information 
on forums, said Vicki Harmon, in-
structional designer and manager 
of professional development.

In-Person Events
More surprising is the number of 

face-to-face training events insti-
tutions sponsor for online instruc-
tors. Fanshawe College, in Ontar-
io, for example, offers a one-week 
residential workshop for all new 
instructors at the main campus in 
London as well as those at satellite 
campuses. The program provides 
tips for effectively using the col-
lege’s LMS and for teaching online 
courses, said Jason J. Kerr, Fan-
shawe’s technology training coor-
dinator for organizational develop-
ment and learning.

Likewise, Babson’s business 
school arranges a biannual refresh-
er workshop so full- and part-time 
online M.B.A. faculty members can 
learn new skills and ask questions 
about difficult situations they’re 
facing, Kim said.

At Florida International University, 

a “really big” all-day, once-a-year 
conference attracts 250 online in-
structors who partake in hands-
on training, said Gus Roque, ed-
ucational technology manager at 
FIU Online. FIU Online also runs a 
structured professional develop-
ment course for instructors who 
teach hybrid courses. The universi-
ty’s strategic goal is to better utilize 
space, so it’s converting all first-
year courses to a hybrid format, 
Roque said.

Arizona State offers 65 to 75 
in-person workshops annually on 
topics including effective online 
pedagogy, Van Horn said.

Instructor Gatherings
Most officials interviewed for this 

article said that some of the best 
training takes place when online in-
structors come together to discuss 
challenges and share best practic-
es. Some of these gatherings take 
place at scheduled workshops, and 
others informally in department 
meetings and campus cafeterias.

“We have a smaller college with 
3,000 students, so faculty know 
each other,” Kim, of Babson, said. 
“We run into each other because we 
eat in the student dining hall a cou-
ple of times a week … or we simply 
pick up the phone and talk.”

Zotti said the same about Ste-
vens. “We have the benefit of being 
a small school,” he said. “We know 
the faculty very well. Having rapport 
with the faculty for a long time pays 
off in tangible and intangible ways.”

Asking professors to share expe-
riences one on one or in groups is 
common at all the institutions con-

tacted by “Inside Digital Learning.” 
For example, Georgia Tech offers a 
new-instructor orientation course 
three to four times per year, and in-
vites faculty members who are the 
“rock stars of online” to provide ad-
vice to their colleagues, Bailey said.

“Our best asset is our faculty ad-
vocates,” he added. “Faculty tend 
to listen to other faculty rather than 
us. Professors can share what’s 
worked.”

At ASU, online instructors are en-
couraged to attend a once-a-year 
showcase to share their successes. 
The two-hour session attracts 60 
to 80 people. “We are trying to pro-
mote a sense of community,” Har-
mon said. Those who participate 
also are asked to produce a video of 
their presentation and post it on the 
online instructors’ webpage.

Instructional Designer
Assistance
Besides online and in-person ac-

tivities, instructional designers play 
a key role in training faculty mem-
bers. At Florida International, ev-
ery online instructor is assigned to 
work with a designer.

“We try to do the heavy lifting for 
the faculty so they don’t have to be 
the Blackboard expert” in addition 
to being the content-matter ex-
pert, Roque said. “The instruction-
al designer takes ownership of the 
course. They want to offer solutions 
to the faculty.”

And the contact doesn’t end once 
the course is created. “The phone 
calls and emails with instructional 
designers are constant,” he said.

But, Roque noted, while some 

http://teachonline.asu.edu/
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they are doing, how many classes 
they are teaching,” Zotti said.

“The biggest challenge is time, es-
pecially when dealing with adjunct 
faculty,” said Kerr, of Fanshawe Col-
lege. “If they are teaching online, 
they are not around” on campus.

Kerr said some of Fanshawe’s 
part-time online instructors live 
in Canadian cities that aren’t near 
campus -- and they hail from as far 
away as Florida and overseas. He 
noted that his team conducts one-
on-one training with those instruc-

instructors work closely with de-
signers, others never tap into their 
expertise. Florida International isn’t 
alone here: this was a common re-
mark from those interviewed for 
this article.

Constant Challenges
Despite voluminous online and 

face-to-face training opportuni-
ties, colleges and universities still 
struggle to get significant numbers 
of full- and part-time instructors to 
participate. “Instructors have plenty 
of stories about how much research 

tors via screen-sharing platforms.
Because of instructors’ time re-

straints, Fanshawe is considering 
converting workshops at its main 
and satellite campuses to custom-
ized sessions and lunch-and-learn 
events, Kerr said.

Stevens once had a “near com-
pulsory” training program for online 
instructors, but now it’s more in-
formal, Zotti said, adding that he’s 
hopeful for more requirements. “We 
expect to see it come back in baby 
steps,” he said.                                     ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/02/14/how-institutions-help-faculty-members-embrace-possibilities
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