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ETS & You — Collaborating on Future Solutions 
The graduate community’s evolving goals and needs require solutions that are different from 
those that worked well in the past. In our conversations with hundreds of stakeholders from the 
graduate community, we’ve consistently heard that improving program completion, diversity 
and inclusion are critical issues. As much as we believe in the valuable role of a standardized, 
objective measure in the admissions process, we also understand that programs need more  
than GRE® test scores to achieve these goals.

As a progressive, nonprofit educational research organization, ETS is uniquely positioned to 
collaborate in bringing forward new solutions — whether they are ETS owned, shared or 

supported. Many thanks to those of you who have helped and continue to help us understand the many challenges 
to program and student success across disciplines. We intend to collaborate with you to research, develop and refine 
solutions to these challenges — starting with the admissions process and extending throughout all facets of the graduate 
student life cycle. 

To be successful, we need your insights and participation in influencing the design of tools and research, prototyping 
solutions and assessing their efficacy. Though ETS and the GRE® program have always taken pride in being well connected 
to the graduate community through our collaborative research, market studies, on-campus engagements, conferences 
and the GRE Board of 18 graduate school deans and leaders, we are excited to add three additional channels. These 
additions are intended to foster learning, collaboration and the development of meaningful solutions. They include:

• Graduate Education Subject-matter Experts — Four ad hoc committee members will attend the Joint 
Services Committee and the Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee meetings of the GRE Board. These scholars 
are renowned advocates for access and equity, holistic admissions, retention strategies that work, and the 
improvement of outcomes for first-generation, low-income and underrepresented students. They will assist the 
GRE program in providing feedback on pre-admissions and admissions processes; diversity and inclusion; and 
readiness and success in graduate education. 

• Graduate Community Advisors — On behalf of the GRE program’s newly formed Office for Graduate Education 
Engagement, five well-known leaders in the community will dialogue with faculty, programs and institutions 
to gain insights into the needs across the student life cycle. They’re seeking insight and advice on what ETS can 
provide that will help graduate programs facilitate their recruitment, application and admissions processes, as well 
as ongoing challenges around diversity, inclusiveness and student success.

• Panels of Graduate Education Experts — GRE program representatives will engage with faculty from key 
academic disciplines and other graduate admissions stakeholders to determine needs and opportunities, conduct 
problem/solution interviews, perform experiments to test initial hypotheses and drive toward solutions.  

It’s an exciting time for us at ETS. We’re on the cusp of strengthening our collaborative efforts with the graduate 
community, as well as the collaborative development of forward-thinking solutions for graduate readiness and  
success in the 21st century.

Sincerely,

David G. Payne is Vice President and COO of Global Higher Education at ETS.

Copyright © 2019 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS, the ETS logo, MEASURING THE POWER OF LEARNING and GRE are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS). 406386007

Interested in collaborating? Send an email to gretests@ets.org to connect with us.

https://www.ets.org/gre/
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Introduction

The importance of graduate and professional education can’t be
overstated. Through graduate schools, and law, medical and business
schools, universities educate the future leaders of our society: professors,
lawyers, doctors and business leaders. Universities also hope (where they
can) to make money.

The articles in this booklet explore the ways that universities are striving to
improve their graduate and professional programs. In doctoral programs,
there is increased emphasis on mentoring programs, for example. In law
schools, the hybrid model offers the opportunity to rethink the curriculum.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to track these issues. We invite your
comments on these articles and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com
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News
A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

Grad Enrollment: Gains at Home, Losses Abroad

New graduate school enrollments continue to fall among international students, 
but underrepresented U.S. minority enrollments are way up.

By Colleen Flaherty // October 8, 2019

Graduate school applications 
were up 2.2 percent year over year 
in 2018, and first-time enrollments 
increased 2.1 percent across in-
stitution types, according to a new 
report by the Council of Graduate 
Schools and the Educational Test-
ing Service.

The groups were especially 
pleased to see higher increases in 
first-time enrollments among peo-
ple of color, including Latinx (6.8 
percent), black (3.5 percent), Asian 
(6.2 percent) and Native American 
students (8.3 percent).

Over all, 24.1 percent of all first-
time enrollees who were U.S. citi-
zens and permanent residents in 
fall 2018 were underrepresented 
minorities. Hironao Okahana, asso-
ciate vice president, research and 

policy analysis at the council, at-
tributed those gains to increased 
attention to diversity on many cam-
puses.

“Graduate schools are prioritizing 
recruitment of traditionally under-
represented students and are eager 
to diversify their programs,” he said 
Monday. And while the increases 
“are a good start,” he added, “we 
must work to further support [under-
represented] students in their path 
to graduate school and beyond.”

Those sentiments echo schol-
ars and advocates who say that 

keeping underrepresented minori-
ty students in graduate school and 
academic jobs depends not so 
much on recruiting as on attention 
to inclusion and climate thereafter. 
And the council’s report notes that 
Native American, black and Latinx 
graduate students remain under-
represented in the natural sciences, 
technology, engineering and math, 
in particular.

First-time enrollments among in-
ternational graduate students con-
tinued to fall in 2018, by 1.3 percent. 
International enrollments have fall-

https://cgsnet.org/graduate-enrollment-and-degrees
https://cgsnet.org/graduate-enrollment-and-degrees
https://www.insidehighered.com/content/diversifying-graduate-schools-and-faculty
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/04/whos-doing-heavy-lifting-terms-diversity-and-inclusion-work
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/04/whos-doing-heavy-lifting-terms-diversity-and-inclusion-work
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/03/report-says-international-graduate-enrollments-were-down-second-straight-year-last
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en each year for the last three years, 
after a period of significant growth.

Suzanne Ortega, council presi-
dent, said that drop hurts even do-
mestic students, who benefit from 
training alongside international stu-
dents, “as we move to an increas-
ingly globalized economy and work-
force.”

International students also make 
“important contributions to gradu-
ate education and research and the 
U.S. economy,” she added in a news 
release.

Asked if the Trump administra-
tion’s stance on immigration is play-
ing a role, Okahana said that global 
student mobility “is a complex phe-

Still, engineering programs re-
ceived the most applications for any 
field in 2018, at 284,512.

The biggest increases in first-time 
enrollments otherwise seem to re-
flect long-term trends and industry 
needs, as projected by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.

Math and computer science en-
rollments jumped 4.3 percent year 
over year, and health sciences en-
rollments increased by 3.3 percent. 
Over the last decade, according 
the report, first-time enrollments 
in math and computer science 
increased by 11 percent and the 
health sciences by 6 percent.

Enrollments in education pro-

nomenon.” Many factors, such as 
the economy, workforce needs and 
availability of graduate education 
options at home and abroad influ-
ence international students’ deci-
sions about where to study. But U.S. 
“policies and politics are certainly a 
part of the equation,” and the council 
continues to monitor both closely.

By field, engineering seems to be 
most affected by the drop in inter-
national students. Applications and 
first-time graduate enrollments in 
that broad discipline declined 6.9 
percent and 4.6 percent last year, re-
spectively. Most of what the report 
calls “volatility” was at the master’s 
degree level.

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/03/report-says-international-graduate-enrollments-were-down-second-straight-year-last
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2019/05/16/trump-announce-immigration-plan
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2019/05/16/trump-announce-immigration-plan
https://www.bls.gov/emp/
https://www.bls.gov/emp/
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grams also increased 3.2 percent 
year over year. In good news for the 
arts and humanities, there was vir-
tually no year-over-year change in 
first-time enrollments, either at the 
master’s or doctoral level. In con-
trast, the last five years saw average 
annual decreases of 2.3 percent and 
1.2 percent, respectively.

Asked about this, Okahana was 
cautiously optimistic. While year-to-
year changes alone don’t constitute 
a trend, he said, it’s “possible that 
we’re seeing a flattening in the de-
cline.” The council -- and, most likely, 
various professional organizations 
-- will continue to watch these num-

bers in future admissions cycles.
More than 1.8 million graduate 

students enrolled in degree pro-
grams in 2018. As always, the ma-
jority (74 percent in 2018) joined 
master’s programs. Nearly 60 per-
cent of first-time master’s degree 
enrollees were women, as were 
about 54 percent of doctoral pro-
gram enrollees.

Business, education and health 
sciences -- the biggest broad fields 
of study -- had the biggest share of 
part-time students. The largest one-
year increases in applications to 
doctoral programs were in math and 
computer science (18.6 percent) 

and public administration and ser-
vices (12.9 percent). Applications to 
master’s degree programs saw the 
biggest jumps in the social and be-
havioral sciences (9.3 percent) and 
math and computer sciences (5.4 
percent).

Of the gradate degrees and certif-
icates awarded in 2017-18, 62 per-
cent were from public institutions, 
34 percent from private institutions 
and about 4 percent from for-prof-
its. This year’s report includes data 
from 589 institutions.                           ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/10/08/new-first-time-graduate-school-enrollments-are-way-ethnic-minorities



Graduate school programs are seeking to increase the volume, quality and diversity of applicants through a more equitable 
admissions process. Here are a few of the trends I believe are most important to informing the practices of today’s 
admissions professionals. 

Transparent and Intentional Admissions Processes
One needs to look no further than the national news cycle to know that admissions processes are under intense scrutiny. 
Students want more transparency in how the process is carried out and how applications are weighed to inform admissions 
decisions. A 2018 study by the Council of Graduate Schools urged institutions to be more transparent about their 
admissions processes. This includes openly communicating to prospective students the definition of program success, the 
weight assigned to various attributes considered to be predictive of success and the role of these attributes when making 
admissions decisions. 

These steps are all part of holistic admissions, in which all admissions processes are aligned to institution and program 
goals and all applicants are considered for everything they can bring to a program. ETS has published a set of holistic 
admissions practices based on 71 interviews with graduate deans, faculty and staff, as well as a discussion guide to help 
programs interested in starting conversations on their campuses about aligning processes with goals. A transparent 
and holistic admissions process is not only inherently fairer to the applicant, but it can position your program to clearly 
communicate with prospective students and admit those who can help your program be successful.

Inclusive On-campus Environments
Much of the current conversation around graduate admissions is focused on strategies for increasing diversity. These 
conversations are essential, and we can learn from programs that are doing this successfully, such as the University of Texas 
at Austin and The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. These programs and others not only design their admissions 

Three Key Trends in  
Graduate School Admissions

By Alberto Acereda

https://cgsnet.org/publication-pdf/5396/CGS_Masters_Web_Final.pdf
http://www.holisticadmissions.org/curated-approaches/
http://www.holisticadmissions.org/curated-approaches/
http://www.holisticadmissions.org/downloads/GRE_Grad-Discussion-Guide.pdf
https://diverseeducation.com/article/129336/
https://diverseeducation.com/article/129336/
https://cgsnet.org/what-works-reflections-creating-diverse-and-inclusive-community-unc-chapel-hill?nl=5662
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processes to align with the goal of increasing diversity, but also work to create inclusive on-campus environments. Much 
of the conversation at ETS’s Strategies for Increasing Graduate Program Diversity Symposium focused on highlighting 
data-driven strategies for supporting and retaining underrepresented students. These resources require investments in the 
form of funding, personnel and time. But it’s worth it because institutions are realizing that the return can yield increased 
completion rates, especially among members of underrepresented groups. 

Measuring “Intangibles” 
Speaking of completion rates, it should come as no surprise that graduate programs are seeking tools and data that will 
best allow them to predict the future success of a student. GPA and GRE® test scores do a good job of indicating cognitive 
skills. But to get a better idea for everything a candidate can offer, programs are also looking for measures of noncognitive 
skills, or personal attributes, which can be harder to measure. With this challenge in mind, ETS has partnered with the 
Yale School of Management over the last five years to pilot a new behavioral assessment that measures interpersonal and 
intrapersonal attributes that the GRE test is not designed to capture. Many programs are already discussing the importance 
of incorporating noncognitive measures and tools like this may help to meet that need in the future. 

As with any trend or new idea, gathering data and doing the research are the best ways to ensure you’re moving in the right 
direction. You have a partner in ETS, which is committed to helping you improve quality and diversity in graduate education. 

For more information about the latest ETS research, visit ets.org/research or download the publication ETS Research Agenda: 
Big Educational Challenges. For more information about holistic admissions practices, visit holisticadmissions.org.   

Alberto Acereda is Executive Director of the Higher Education Division at ETS.

A holistic process can  
uncover great potential 

Copyright © 2019 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS, the ETS logo 
and GRE are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS). 393315024

Visit HolisticAdmissions.org/4facts today.

Find out how using GRE® scores in a holistic 
process can help you reduce barriers to 
diversity and enroll applicants with great 
potential for success.

http://HolisticAdmissions.org/4facts
https://news.ets.org/stories/meeting-the-challenge-key-themes-from-the-strategies-for-increasing-graduate-program-diversity-symposium/
https://news.ets.org/stories/yale-ets-team-design-behavioral-assessment-for-grad-admissions/
http://www.ets.org/research
https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/ets-research-agenda-big-educational-challenges.pdf
https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/ets-research-agenda-big-educational-challenges.pdf
http://www.holisticadmissions.org/
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‘No Singular Pathway’

New data from Council of Graduate Schools show nonlinear career paths and
cross-sector movement among Ph.D.s three, eight and 15 years postgraduation,
with implications for graduate training.

By Colleen Flaherty // August 1, 2019

We still know surprisingly little 
about Ph.D. career pathways. So 
the Council of Graduate Schools’ 
data-collection effort on Ph.D. out-
comes continues to yield valuable 
information. This time, the informa-
tion is about recent jobs changes 
among Ph.D.s.

The council’s new research brief 
-- the fourth since it began releasing 
data on its Ph.D. Career Pathways 
project last year -- says that many 
Ph.D.s switch jobs in their early ca-
reers and even into midcareer. That 
could reflect postdoctoral training 
opportunities, the brief says, but it 
also “signals that earning a Ph.D. is 
just the beginning of one’s career, 
and job changes continue through-
out the next 15 years in the work-
force.”

In other words, according to the 
council, “a first job is certainly not 
the last job. This underscores the 
importance of preparing Ph.D. stu-
dents not only for their first job 
searches but also for preparing 

them to navigate different job op-
portunities and careers as a whole.”

Some Ph.D.s move between ac-
ademe and business, government 
and nonprofit work, and their career 
pathways are “not always linear, 
through a single employment sec-
tor.”

Nor are they unidirectional, as 
some Ph.D.s move from outside 
academe to faculty and administra-
tive positions. So Ph.D. programs 
should help prepare students to 
navigate job opportunities and un-
derstand the value of their degrees 

across across sectors.
There is “no singular pathway to 

faculty and administrative positions 
at colleges and universities, even if 
this fluidity is more pronounced in 
some fields than in others,” reads 
the council’s new brief, which di-
vides Ph.D.s into cohorts: those who 
earned their doctorates three years 
ago (Cohort A), eight years ago (Co-
hort B) and 15 years ago (Cohort C). 
The council focused on job chang-
es within the last three years to de-
termine which cohorts were most 
job-mobile.

https://cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/137_19 CGS_CareerPathways_July2019_WebFinal4.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/18/large-scale-humanities-phd-tracking-effort-finds-theyd-do-it-all-over-again-if-given
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/18/large-scale-humanities-phd-tracking-effort-finds-theyd-do-it-all-over-again-if-given
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Unsurprisingly, almost all respon-
dents who earned their Ph.D.s three 
years ago changed jobs within those 
last three years: in every broad field 
of study except education, over 90 
percent of Ph.D.s indicated that they 
switched to their current jobs with-
in the last three years. Education 
Ph.D.s in this cohort switched re-
cently, too, just at a lower rate -- 80 
percent (CGS assumes that more 
education Ph.D.s held jobs while 
pursuing their doctorates than the 
cohort as a whole).

Fewer Ph.D.s who graduated 15 
years ago changed jobs recently. 
In every broad field except life and 
health sciences -- where there was 
more movement -- about one-third 
of these respondents said they 
changed jobs within the last three 
years. Most respondents moved to 
jobs within the same sector.

Over all, most intersector job 
changes among science, math, 
technology and engineering Ph.D.s 
occur in the three years after grad-
uation. Thirty-two percent of life 

and health sciences Ph.D.s, 27 per-
cent of physical and earth sciences 
Ph.D.s, and 22 percent of engineer-
ing, math and computer science 
Ph.D.s who graduated three years 
ago have moved between business, 
government and nonprofits and ac-
ademe.

In the arts and humanities, move-
ment across sectors within the last 
three years was consistent across 
all groups of graduates (three, eight 
and 15 years out), at 17 to 19 per-
cent. The majority of all the moves 
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happened in one direction: from ac-
ademe to outside. The most moves 
to academe from other sectors hap-
pened for education Ph.D.s.

The majority of Ph.D.s in both the 
three- and eight-year cohorts who 
moved into academe moved into 
faculty positions. The 15-year co-
hort respondents were more likely 
to move into administrative jobs.

Data are based on the council’s 
Career Pathways Project Fall 2018 
Alumni Survey. The questionnaire 
was sent to Ph.D.s three, eight and 

15 years post-Ph.D. in selected pro-
grams at 51 institutions. Universi-
ties administered the survey and 
shared the results with the council, 
making for 4,766 respondents total.

The council’s brief includes “con-
versations starters” for Ph.D. pro-
grams, to “ensure that career diver-
sity is seen and celebrated. Culture 
change happens incrementally and 
requires active participation of stu-
dents, faculty and administrators.”

A good first step is understanding 
“how your campus community com-

municates about career options for 
Ph.D.s,” the council says. Some re-
lated questions for graduate school 
staff members and program direc-
tors and unit deans, among others, 
include, “What kind of professional 
development opportunities does 
your institution provide Ph.D. stu-
dents to help them imagine and 
navigate into their second jobs and 
beyond?” and “What kind of resourc-
es and guidance does your institu-
tion offer to faculty members and 
advisers, so that they talk to their 
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students about a range of job op-
portunities and career pathways for 
Ph.D. holders?”

Suzanne Ortega, president of the 
council, said Wednesday that Ph.D. 
career pathways “are less linear 
than is often supposed,” with move-
ment across sectors among all 
alumni groups.

As for the Ph.D. Pathways project 
as a whole, Ortega said that more 
universities contributed data to this 
year’s survey than even last year’s, 
“and we continue to see a high lev-

el of interest” from member institu-
tions.

Beyond graduate programs, pro-
fessional organizations want more 
information about what Ph.D.s end 
up doing, for how long and where. 
Some have started their own da-
ta-collection efforts. The Associa-
tion of American Universities also 
launched the Ph.D. Education Initia-
tive, in part to promote data trans-
parency on these issues.

Steven R. Smith, executive direc-
tor of the American Political Sci-

ence Association, said his organiza-
tion has been spending a lot of time 
thinking about Ph.D. pathways.

Currently, he said, the APSA has 
good data on job placements a year 
after Ph.D. completion. But it would 
like to investigate further and might 
apply for a grant to do so in the com-
ing months. He called the council’s 
new brief “informative and timely,” 
especially “given the growth of con-
tingent faculty and changes in the 
academic labor market for political 
scientists.”                              ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/08/01/council-graduate-schools-data-show-theres-no-one-way-use-doctorate
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statement that students must bring 
food.” Rather, it was “a tradition that 
was transmitted and maintained 
through social norms.”

In any case, she said, “my sense 
from students is that many are 
grateful that this is no longer an ob-
ligation.”

Kate Wassum, an associate pro-
fessor in the department, said that 
faculty members are “in positions 
of authority and need to be open to 

Bagel and Schmear? Not Here

As it turns out, many Ph.D. students resent the expectation that they bring food
and drinks to their thesis defenses. UCLA’s psychology department just said they 
shouldn’t do it.

By Colleen Flaherty // August 14, 2019

It’s a common tradition within 
graduate programs: students bring 
food and drinks to meetings with 
their thesis committees, especially 
to their final defenses. And for many 
years, the psychology department 
at the University of California, Los 
Angeles, was no exception.

No more. The department’s fac-
ulty Executive Committee recently 
voted to end the unofficial practice, 
citing the added stress -- financial 
and otherwise -- it puts on students.

“We would like to move away from 
the expectation that oral exams 
be catered,” reads a notice sent to 
UCLA’s psychology professors and 
graduate students. “The Executive 
Committee has approved the ad-
dition of a simple rule to our Grad 
Handbook, stating that students are 
not allowed to provide food or drink 
for prelims/final oral exam.”

Anna Lau, professor of psycholo-
gy and vice chair of graduate stud-
ies, who wrote the notice, said Tues-
day that there was “never an explicit 

students’ concerns, and what we 
can do to correct them.” There’s al-
ways more to do, she said, but “this 
was one small, easy thing.”

Not every faculty member in the 
department expected students to 
bring refreshments to their meet-
ings. Wassum didn’t, for example. 
She first told students that they 
weren’t expected to, and when that 
didn’t work, she arranged to have 
food and drinks there herself. But 

istock.com/eltoddo
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there remained a 
general expecta-
tion in psycholo-
gy that students 
would bring some-
thing like coffee 
and snacks, de-
pending on the 
time of day, when 
they met with their 
faculty commit-
tees for their pre-
liminary and final 
oral examinations. 
And while some 
students may not 
have minded, oth-
ers found it dis-
tracting to think 
about buying, mak-
ing and, perhaps 
especially, paying 
for food. Prelimi-
nary meetings typ-
ically include four 
or five committee 
faculty members, 
but final defenses 
can include audi-
ence members, as well.

Discussions about ending stu-
dent-catered meetings acceler-
ated following the publication of 
an opinion piece in Science last 
month called “Committee Members 
Shouldn’t Expect Ph.D. Students to 
Serve Coffee and Pastries.”

Kate Bredbenner, a graduate fellow 
at Rockefeller University, wrote that 
she “never thought I would spend so 
much of my time and money setting 
up still-life-worthy displays of flaky 
croissants and shiny fruit for people 
who are judging my science, and 
that of my colleagues.”

Yet at her university and many oth-

ers, she said, “students bring food 
to our thesis committee meetings 
and defenses, adding to the already 
sky-high pressure.” Bredbenner’s 
“first taste of it came five years ago, 
for my first committee meeting. I 
prepared furiously. I meticulously 
proofread my written proposal and 
aligned all the figures. My slides all 
used the same font. I had even pre-
pared some extra slides to address 
possible questions my judges might 
ask.”

Even so, she said, “I was sure the 
meeting was doomed -- because I 
didn’t know how to make coffee.”

The solution to the problem, 

Bredbenner said, 
“is easy: Com-
mittees shouldn’t 
expect students 
to provide lavish 
spreads, or any-
thing at all. We 
shouldn’t have to 
spend our mon-
ey buying over-
priced fruit salad 
or know how to 
make coffee to be 
considered suc-
cessful graduate 
students. Our re-
search should be 
enough.”

The piece 
sparked immedi-
ate conversations, 
not just at UCLA. A 
graduate student 
in Toronto who 
runs several social 
media accounts 
under the name 
Ph.D. Diaries, in 
part to critique the 

culture of graduate school, said on 
Twitter that she’d forgotten to bring 
coffee to her most recent commit-
tee meeting and was called out for 
it.

Some faculty members respond-
ed positively, at least online. One 
professor said she’d never thought 
about the “inequity” of the matter, 
and that she’d bring it up at her 
home institution. “You can’t under-
estimate how dense faculty are, 
even the well-meaning ones,” that 
professor wrote to Ph.D. Diaries.

Noel Brewer, professor of health 
behavior at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, respond-
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We are the only people at that
table who do not make a living 

wage. I should not be expected
to fund coffee.

“ “

ed that his de-
partment already 
“forbids doctor-
al students from 
bringing food and 
beverages to pro-
posals and defens-
es. We train scien-
tists, not caterers.” 
Brewer said he also 
pays for “trainees’ 
meals when we go out at confer-
ences. And [he takes] them for a 
celebratory meal after the defense. 
Students should not pay.”

Brewer said this week that a col-
league launched the policy seven 
years ago, as dissertation defense 
meetings “were becoming increas-
ingly elaborate with tablecloths, re-
freshments and heavy hors d’oeu-
vres. We found it strange to have 
scientists turn into caterers.”

The department also found it “in-
appropriate to set up expectations 
that put undue burden on people 
with limited means,” Brewer said. 
“Many of us were just embarrassed 
to make such implied demands 
of students, given that many of us 
have a policy of always paying for 
trainees when we invite them to 
meals or drinks.”

Ph.D. Diaries (who would like to 
remain anonymous) also said this 
week that she typically brings a car-
ton of coffee to her meetings and 
intentionally didn’t bring it to the 

meeting she wrote about, to see 
what would happen.

“I think the general notion is abso-
lutely ridiculous,” she said of student 
catering. “We are the only people at 
that table who do not make a living 
wage. I should not be expected to 
fund coffee.”

When her adviser told her she 
forgot the coffee, she said she re-
sponded like this: “But I didn’t forget 
to bring everything else we need for 
this meeting -- the presentation, lap-
top, report, etc.”

At UCLA, a few professors ques-
tioned the change initially. Was-
sum said that in some instances, 
professors didn’t really know how 
students felt about bringing food. 
It is, of course, an awkward thing to 
bring up.

The department will now provide 
coffee and water at oral defenses, 
following a planned move.

However divisive the custom 
might be, it’s not meant to be puni-
tive or stressful. Wassum said that 

the general mood 
at a thesis defense 
is celebratory. It’s 
a big moment in a 
student’s life. And 
to many, food and 
drink signal that. 
Defenses also tend 
to happen at a busy 
time of year, when 
people might need 

pick-me-ups.
“I myself find it totally unnec-

essary. If I need coffee, I can get 
coffee,” Wassum said. Still, “these 
things can be nice to have around, 
but students don’t need to be the 
ones to provide them.”

Lau wrote in her notice to students 
and faculty members that “one love-
ly aspect of this custom was that 
students often made agreements 
to support each other by providing 
refreshments for each other’s oral 
exams.

We hope that students establish 
new ‘buddy’ traditions for support-
ing one another during these major 
hurdle steps (e.g., happy hour cel-
ebrations, being in the hallway for 
support during committee delibera-
tions).”

The department also will restart 
the tradition of having a staff mem-
ber take a photo of the candidate 
with their committee after the final 
orals, Lau said.                                      ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/08/14/phd-students-resent-expectation-they-bring-food-and-drinks-their-thesis-defenses
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Faculty and Pedagogy in the Hybrid J.D.

Two law schools have started American Bar Association-approved hybrid
J.D. programs this fall. Here’s how professors have shaped the curricula.

By Lilah Burke // October 2, 2019

Largely online J.D. degrees, long 
restricted by the American Bar As-
sociation, are growing in number 
this fall. Five universities have so far 
received permission, in the form of 
“variances” from the ABA, to operate 
an accredited J.D. program outside 
of current distance education re-
strictions.

Two of those universities, the Uni-
versity of Dayton and the Universi-
ty of New Hampshire, started their 
inaugural hybrid J.D. terms this fall. 
They are joining Syracuse Universi-
ty, which began offering a program 
in January of this year, and Mitch-
ell Hamline School of Law, which 
launched its program in 2015. 
Southwestern Law School received 
a variance from the ABA but chose 
not to offer the program, the admis-
sions office said.

The two new degree programs 
offer an early look at the pedagogy 
and the faculty role in online legal 
education at the J.D. level. Because 
legal education often involves sub-

stantial dialogue between faculty 
and students, administrators say 
they are working hard to bring a high 
level of interaction to the online pro-
gramming.

“This makes law school accessi-
ble to people that just couldn’t go 
to law school otherwise,” said An-
drew Strauss, dean of Dayton’s law 
school. Specifically people in rural 

areas, he said, who are not with-
in commuting distance to a law 
school, and nontraditional students 
could benefit.

The Dayton Model
Administrators at Dayton say they 

worked hard not just to provide stu-
dents with the interaction and So-
cratic methodology necessary to 
learn law -- but to use digital tools 

The University of Dayton

https://www.insidehighered.com/college/183044/university-new-hampshire-main-campus
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/183044/university-new-hampshire-main-campus
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/196413/syracuse-university
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/196413/syracuse-university


Inside Higher Ed

Hot Issues in Graduate and Professional Education

18

to actually improve 
how law is taught.

“I think it’s going 
to be a superior 
method of peda-
gogy,” said Strauss. 
“Everyone has real-
ized for 100 years 
that the way to 
teach law is inter-
actively. They can’t 
sit there and passively listen to lec-
ture and learn law.”

Each week students complete 
an asynchronous and synchronous 
portion of their course. For a typi-
cal course, students may be doing 
110 minutes of asynchronous work 
on their own time before coming to 
a 1.5-hour live online class. In the 
asynchronous portion, students 
may watch a prerecorded video of a 
professor talking with “students” or 
“lawyers” played by actors. Every 3 
to 5 minutes, administrators say, the 
professor will prompt the student to 
respond, either by answering a mul-
tiple-choice question, writing a writ-
ten response or engaging in some 
other interactive component.

After students have completed the 
asynchronous, prerecorded portion, 
only then are they able to plug in to a 
live class, conducted by a professor 
over Zoom’s conferencing tool. The 
program builds in 10 on-campus 
visits, ranging from a weekend to a 
week, during the four-year degree 
program.

Victoria VanZandt, a professor of 
law at Dayton since 2005 who teach-
es residential and online classes 
and is dean of the online J.D., says 

that she’s found the technology to 
be easy to use and versatile. For live 
sessions, she can break the class 
into smaller groups and pop her-
self into each of them to hear what 
students are talking about. This se-
mester she is teaching Legal Pro I, 
a legal research and writing course, 
to both online and residential stu-
dents.

VanZandt said making sure stu-
dents have networking opportuni-
ties and a sense of community was 
very important to her. “I’ve been very 
intentional in my course to make 
sure that my students feel a sense 
of community,” she said. “I’ve been 
amazed at how much personality 
comes out. Even with the class of 
20, I still feel like I have that same 
rapport with them as I do with my 
residential students, which I thought 
may not translate, but it has.”

Strauss said that the Socratic 
method, the traditional method of 
teaching law that depends on call-
ing on students to answer ques-
tions without preparation, is great 
for the student being called on, 
but the rest of the class might not 
be able to follow along vicariously. 
Because the asynchronous format 

demands interac-
tion from every stu-
dent, no one is left 
out. “What we’ve 
done here is come 
up with a modali-
ty that keeps stu-
dents accountable 
and keeps them en-
gaged,” he said. “It’s 
very intentional in a 

way that teaching isn’t always, very 
thought-through pedagogically.”

VanZandt says she has personally 
changed her residential class with 
methods she’s learned from teach-
ing her online class. “There’s a lot 
more accountability built into the 
asynchronous format than there 
is my residential course,” she said. 
“With my online students, the pro-
gram is gated, so they can’t move 
to the next assignment until they’ve 
uploaded something or until I know 
they’ve watched the video or an-
swered the questions in the asyn-
chronous format.”

In the past, she says, she would 
ask her students in residential class-
es to go home and draft a section 
of their paper, but not to turn it in. In 
order to build in more accountabili-
ty, she has taken to having students 
do more work, such as drafting, in 
class, and asking students to show 
her what they’ve completed.

Both Strauss and VanZandt said 
that working with a course designer 
helped make all the material more 
intentional, as faculty members had 
to decide what should be covered in 
the asynchronous and synchronous 
formats. The University of Dayton 

Everyone has realized for 100 years that 
the way to teach law is interactively.  

They can’t sit there and passively listen to 
lecture and learn law.

“ “
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All but the most faculty-intensive forms 
of online education see disproportionate 

dropout, noncompletion and nonper-
sistence among the students who we 

most want to draw into law school.

“ “

worked with the online program 
manager 2U to develop the degree.

“2U was able to bring to the table 
some things that would have been 
very hard for us to do ourselves, par-
ticularly around the tech,” Strauss 
said. “Could we have done it? Yeah, 
we could have done it, but not at 
the same level of quality with their 
experience in doing online program-
ming.”

“A very, very strong point of work-
ing with online course developers is 
they know what they’re doing. I’ve 
been teaching this 
course in one iter-
ation or at one in-
stitution or another 
since 1996,” Van-
Zandt said. “There’s 
an intentionality in 
the course creation 
that provides pro-
fessors the oppor-
tunity to reflect on 
something they’ve taught a million 
times and think about ‘what is the 
best way to deliver this content to 
students?’”

New Hampshire’s Model
The University of New Hampshire 

chose to offer a hybrid J.D. specif-
ically in intellectual property and 
technology law.

The administration pursued a hy-
brid degree so that working profes-
sionals in IP and tech, who had al-
ready been coming to the university 
previously, would not have to upend 
their lives to pursue a legal educa-
tion.

“We’ve found that a variance is 
necessary because what we want 

to do is make a legal education ac-
cessible to people who are work-
ing professionals in the intellectual 
property and technology space,” 
said Megan Carpenter, dean of the 
law school. The program offers on-
line courses, in-person courses and 
courses that utilize both online and 
in-person elements. Students are 
required to come to campus four 
times per year, for four days each, 
to complete the in-person compo-
nents.

Unlike UD’s embrace of both 

asynchronous and synchronous 
formats, online courses at UNH are 
mostly the former.

“This is a very intentional design 
of our program because, first of all, 
we have people from all time zones 
across the United States,” said 
Carpenter. Second, she said, peo-
ple learn best at different times of 
day, and the asynchronous format 
can provide more flexibility. “I have 
taught in a variety of part-time pro-
grams, and it’s sort of depressing 
because you have people, they’re 
working all day and then they come 
to law school and they spend all 
evening in class, and they’re tired 
and they never see their families.”

The asynchronous online classes 
utilize both videos and PowerPoint 
presentations. Course designers 
aimed for a “knowledge check” or 
quiz every 1.5 to two minutes. The 
university worked with iLaw, an on-
line program manager specifically 
involved in legal education, to de-
velop the degree. UNH faculty will 
produce nearly all of the courses 
in cooperation with iLaw, with the 
exception of one or two courses 
produced solely by the company -- 
namely a course on preparing for 

the bar exam, Car-
penter said.

Ken Randall, the 
president of iLaw 
and former dean of 
the University of Al-
abama Law School, 
said that iLaw gen-
erally uses soft-
ware that can repli-
cate the classroom 

experience. “We’ll use software that 
has, in a sense, decision-making 
trees. So that if a student gives one 
answer, then the analytical ques-
tioner goes down the path with that 
student,” he said. “In addition, we’ll 
use student actors sometimes so 
that students can observe what’s 
going on in a traditional classroom, 
and then they’ll be asked to give 
their answers if in that setting.”

“When you teach online, you really 
have to think about the whole scope 
at one time, and creating a course 
that’s based on very particular learn-
ing objectives,” Carpenter said. “I 
think it has made me a better teach-
er and a better communicator.”



Inside Higher Ed

Hot Issues in Graduate and Professional Education

20

Faculty Concerns
Diane Klein, a professor at the Uni-

versity of La Verne College of Law 
and president of the American As-
sociation of University Professors 
chapter there, said that some of the 
most salient concerns around on-
line education for faculty surround 
intellectual property, student suc-
cess and faculty labor.

“Legal writing positions are al-
ready held by people who are some-
times second-class citizens in the 
legal academy and also distressing-
ly more predominantly women and 
faculty members of color in [posi-
tions] that are often less compen-
sated,” she said. “I’m concerned that 
a distance education model that is 
still going to produce large volumes 
of written material that have to be 
read and graded and feedback giv-
en in order for it to be educational-
ly effective, that that work will even 
more be done by the most precar-
ious faculty members in the legal 
academy.”

Furthermore, Klein said, the on-
line education model isn’t likely to 
benefit the students who need it the 
most. “All but the most faculty-inten-
sive forms of online education see 
disproportionate dropout, noncom-
pletion and nonpersistence among 
the students who we most want to 
draw into law school in the interest 
of diversifying the profession,” she 
said. Klein also said that the lack of 

intellectual property rights for fac-
ulty members in some aspects of 
online education threatens further 
stratification between tenured and 
tenure-eligible faculty and everyone 
else.

“What’s happening with these 
intellectual property rights when 
instructional material is being cre-
ated inside of a proprietary system, 
like Blackboard for example, where 
either Blackboard or the university 
itself is asserting very aggressive 
intellectual property rights for them-
selves in a way that is completely 
different than the way that tenured 
and tenure-eligible faculty in a more 
traditional setting regard their own 
intellectual property rights in the 
materials they create?” she asked. 

VanZandt said that many faculty 
members in legal education are not 
enthusiastic about online learning. 
“You’ll find extreme resistance with-
in law school faculty [to online ed-
ucation], and the reason I say that 
is we’re entrenched in tradition,” she 
said. “I do think it is the future of 
education. I don’t think it’s for every-
one.”

Strauss said that even if the ABA 
granted more variances, many law 
schools would not be able to get an 
online J.D. approved by their faculty, 
for reasons he believes are affected 
by nostalgia. “There is a mythology 
around legal education that peo-
ple are pretty invested in,” he said. 

Leaving home, being called on with 
no warning, sweating in front of the 
class and telling your friends how 
terrible the experience was is all 
part of the mythology, he said. “It’s 
part of this sort of club that lawyers 
feel like they’re a part of. I think that 
there’s some kind of sense of sort of 
emotional attachment to the status 
quo and that people are reluctant to, 
sort of, to want to change that.”

VanZandt says she’s enthusiastic 
about her own involvement in the 
program. “I don’t really feel like I’m 
automated, because it’s a truly hy-
brid course,” she said. “My students 
see me once a week for one class, 
and the other class is prerecorded.” 
The ABA has said that observers 
should begin to expect even more 
of these programs. “Technology has 
evolved to make distance learning 
even more a more robust pedago-
gy,” the association said in a state-
ment.

“As the council has had experi-
ence with variances that provide it 
with some confidence that well-de-
signed distance learning programs 
lead to acceptable to excellent 
outcomes, Standard 306 [which 
describes standards for distance 
education] has been amended to 
provide increased opportunities. It 
is likely that evolution will continue 
and even more space for distance 
learning will become permissible 
without the need for a variance.”     ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/10/02/how-instructors-have-shaped-curricula-two-hybrid-jd-programs
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The price to attend the law 
schools at Columbia and Stanford 
Universities and the University of 
Chicago will pass $100,000 this ac-
ademic year, making them the first 
of the nation’s law schools to blow 
past that mark. Several of their law 
school peers are poised just below 
it and will surpass six figures soon.

Columbia’s cost of attendance 
went from $97,850 in 2018-19 to 
$101,345 this upcoming year, ac-
cording to its costs and budgeting 
information published online, which 
includes both tuition and fees and 
law students’ nine-month cost of 
living expenses. Stanford Law will 
charge $101,016 this upcoming 
year, as reported in its 2019-20 Fi-
nancial Aid Handbook. That’s a 4.5 
percent increase from its 2018-
19 total cost of $96,429. Chicago 
edged over the $100,000 mark by 
$80 for first-year students, but is 
at a mere $98,505 for second- and 
third-year students.

A six-figure cost of attendance 
can be shocking to prospective law 
students at first glance, said Kyle 

McEntee, director of Law School 
Transparency, a nonprofit that aims 
to increase the accountability and 
affordability of the nation’s law 
schools.

But many elite schools like Har-
vard Law, the University of Pennsyl-
vania’s Penn Law and Northwest-
ern’s Pritzker School of Law have 
been creeping toward $100,000 
over the past three years, with 2019-
20 costs at $99,200, $94,338 and 

3 Law Schools Pass the $100,000-a-Year Mark

Columbia, Stanford and Chicago law will charge more than $100,000
to attend in the 2019-20 academic year, but passing that benchmark
won’t hurt their popularity, experts say.

By Greta Anderson // August 21, 2019

$94,410, respectively.
In a statement, Stanford Law 

said its tuition pricing is set by the 
university and noted that cost of 
attendance accounts for both uni-
versity-provided health insurance 
and the high cost of living in the 
San Francisco Bay Area, which was 
more than one-third of Stanford’s to-
tal COA and $10,000 more than Co-
lumbia Law’s cost of living in 2018-
19, according to the American Bar 

istock.com/feodorachiosea

https://www.insidehighered.com/college/190150/columbia-university-city-new-york
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/243744/stanford-university
https://www.law.columbia.edu/financial-aid/costs-and-billing/costs-budgeting
https://www.law.columbia.edu/financial-aid/costs-and-billing/costs-budgeting
https://www-cdn.law.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2019-20-Financial-Aid-Handbook.pdf
https://www-cdn.law.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2019-20-Financial-Aid-Handbook.pdf
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Most people don’t walk away
from a house that they really

enjoy being in for a couple
thousand dollars in savings.

“ “

Association’s most 
recent required dis-
closures.

“Tuition covers 
roughly one-third of 
the actual cost of 
educating law stu-
dents,” the state-
ment read. “Stan-
ford Law School 
currently has the 
lowest tuition rates among our 
peers.”

The cost of attending elite law 
schools is rising over all, so Stanford 
Law and Columbia Law surpassing 
$100,000 is unsurprising and won’t 
affect application rates for these 
schools, said Chris Chapman, pres-
ident and CEO of AccessLex, a non-
profit that works to improve legal 
education.

For law students considering the 
two schools, which are ranked sec-
ond (Stanford) and fifth (Columbia) 
in U.S. News & World Report’s 2020 
Best Law Schools, they acknowl-
edge the high costs as an invest-
ment in a prestigious legal educa-
tion, Chapman said.

“They could increase demand 
and that wouldn’t impact the num-
ber of people who apply or qualify 
[to attend],” Chapman said. “These 
schools, they’re perceived as a 
premium item, a luxury good. You 
almost have a reverse psychology 
that if it’s not that expensive, it’s 
not that good. No one wants to be 
seen as the cheap version of these 
schools.”

Top law schools generally aren’t 
worried about expenses diminish-

ing their attractiveness, McEntee 
said, and the law students attend-
ing won’t be dramatically swayed by 
an additional $1,000 to $3,000, said 
Chapman, who compared the deci-
sion to investment in other big-tick-
et purchases.

“Most people don’t walk away 
from a house that they really enjoy 
being in for a couple thousand dol-
lars in savings,” Chapman said.

But it is possible that some schools 
with costs of attendance upward of 
$90,000 are strategically limiting in-
creases in tuition to avoid reaching 
$100,000, McEntee said. Harvard 
Law showed evidence of slowing its 
tuition and fee increases -- if it had 
increased by the same amount this 
year as in 2018-19, the school would 
also be hitting $100,000 for 2019-
20, but tuition and fees increased by 
only 3.2 percent this year, which is 
a lower rate than each of its yearly 
increases over the last five years, 
McEntee said.

Harvard Law’s Office of Commu-
nications did not reply to multiple 
requests for comment.

While the $100,000 marker may 
not impact students who know they 
can afford a Stanford or Columbia 

legal education 
or who plan on 
making loan re-
payments with a 
substantial salary, 
low-income pro-
spective students 
and those hoping 
to enter the public 
sphere are much 
more likely to no-

tice this cost, McEntee said.
Students who attend these law 

schools could accumulate as much 
as $300,000 or more in loans by the 
time they pass the bar, which could 
take 25 years to pay off at roughly 
$2,500 a month.

“Those increases hurt. They make 
it more difficult for students who at-
tend Columbia to consider noncor-
porate careers,” McEntee said. “On 
top of that, the national data show 
that people of color are more like-
ly to pay full price than their white 
counterparts.”

To help students afford its legal 
education, Stanford Law said in a 
statement it provides “very gener-
ous loan forgiveness and financial 
aid programs.”

“Columbia Law School is com-
mitted to making a first-rate legal 
education accessible to students 
regardless of their financial circum-
stances,” wrote Columbia Law in a 
statement. “We devote substantial 
resources to financial aid and have 
increased this support in recent 
years.”

Grants and scholarships from the 
schools haven’t made a meaningful 
dent in a majority of students’ cost 

http://www.abarequireddisclosures.org/Disclosure509.aspx
http://www.abarequireddisclosures.org/Disclosure509.aspx
https://www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-law-schools/law-rankings
https://www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-law-schools/law-rankings
https://www.lstreports.com/schools/harvard/costs/
https://www.lstreports.com/schools/harvard/costs/
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These schools, they’re perceived as
a premium item, a luxury good.

You almost have a reverse psychology 
that if it’s not that expensive, it’s not that 

good. No one wants to be seen as the 
cheap version of these schools.

“ “

of attendance, ei-
ther, with 47 per-
cent of Stanford 
students and half 
of students at 
Columbia receiv-
ing financial aid 
from the school 
in 2017-18, ac-
cording to 509 
disclosures. Law 
School Transparency’s financial aid 
analyses show that 49.8 percent 
of Columbia Law students paid full 
price in 2018-19, McEntee said.

Tuition increases over the past de-

cade -- private law schools were col-
lectively 1.2 times as expensive in 
2018 as in 2008 (when adjusted for 
inflation), LST reported -- are leading 
many students to pursue corporate 

law, where returns 
are likely to be higher 
than in other fields, 
McEntee said.

“You can spend any 
time with any group 
of law students with 
any type of debt, and 
they’ll tell you, they 
don’t get to go into 
the career they want 

because of this,” McEntee said. 
“These law students could be the 
leaders of our future. That makes 
this really important.” ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/08/21/columbia-stanford-and-chicago-law-schools-now-cost-more-100000-attend

https://data.lawschooltransparency.com/costs/tuition/?y1=2008&y2=2018
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Many of the universities that have 
created lower-priced online gradu-
ate programs in recent years have 
gone out of their way to make the 
case that the digital versions are 
equivalent to their (more expensive) 
in-person equivalents.

“Online students learn from the 
same faculty and take the same 
courses as those on campus in At-
lanta,” Georgia Institute of Technol-
ogy states in describing the online 
version of its master of science in 
cybersecurity degree.

“Yes, this is the same degree as the 
on-campus M.B.A. degree, and after 
successfully completing the degree 
requirements you will be part of the 
Illinois alumni network,” the Univer-
sity of Illinois’s Gies School of Busi-
ness says in the FAQ for its online 
M.B.A. offered with Coursera. (Gies 
went so far as to end its on-campus 
program after this year.)

Boston University makes no such 
promises about its new online mas-

ter’s in business administration de-
gree in conjunction with edX, which 
will cost $24,000 compared to tui-
tion and fees of $56,000-plus for its 
in-person, full-time version (more 
than $76,000 with room and board).

Oh, officials at BU’s Questrom 
School of Business believe the on-
line degree program will be of high 
quality -- and in fact they believe the 
on-campus version will have much 
to learn from the virtual iteration.

But the new online M.B.A. will differ 
from the in-person version in many 
ways: among other things, it’s aimed 
at a different audience (“the global 
learner” who wants to advance her 
career while still working versus a 
career switcher who chooses to take 
a year-plus out of the workforce to 
return to school), has a different cur-
riculum (five modules built around 
“capabilities” such as “data-driven 
decision making” rather than cours-
es such as marketing or operations), 
and allows less specialization.

“We’re differentiating our pro-
grams more,” said Susan Fourni-
er, Questrom’s dean. “At the same 
time, we’re launching a program for 
the global online segment, having 
the most innovative and custom-
ized offering to meet their needs. 
We’re doubling down to improve 
the on-campus M.B.A., emphasiz-
ing and creating more value in the 
things you will get in that degree 
that you won’t have online.”

As befits someone in her posi-

A University’s Online M.B.A. Is Less Expensive --
and Purposely Different

Boston University’s new online business degree is $24,000 for a reason.
Unlike on-campus program, it has no electives and is aimed at a different audience.

Doug Lederman // August 14, 2019

http://www.iisp.gatech.edu/masters-degree
http://www.iisp.gatech.edu/masters-degree
https://onlinemba.illinois.edu/admissions/faq/
https://onlinemba.illinois.edu/admissions/faq/
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/164988/boston-university
https://www.bu.edu/articles/2019/questrom-to-offer-online-mba-with-edx-in-2020/
https://www.bu.edu/articles/2019/questrom-to-offer-online-mba-with-edx-in-2020/
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If we tried to bring 1,000 M.B.A.
students, 2,000 students, to Boston,
the cost would absolutely be higher. 

We’d need new buildings, and to scale up 
the faculty five times.

“ “

tion, Fournier 
reaches to oth-
er industries 
that appear in 
the business 
school’s case 
studies for anal-
ogies. Steinway 
and Porsche, 
she said, are 
both high-end 
brands that have found ways to 
offer lower-priced versions of their 
instruments and vehicles, respec-
tively, while maintaining their repu-
tations for quality -- in large part by 
augmenting the services they offer 
on their higher-priced offerings.

“There’s a big difference,” she says, 
“in the value propositions.”

BU Builds Up
As is true of many things in higher 

education, “new” initiatives like Bos-
ton University’s low-priced M.B.A. 
were a long time coming (or at least 
“long” as that is defined in the digital 
era).

The university has experimented 
with online education for nearly 20 
years, originally through its exten-
sion programs and more recently 
through a separate office of online 
education.

It was an early partner of edX, the 
massive open online course provid-
er founded by neighboring Harvard 
University and Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology.

In 2017 the Questrom business 
school began offering “micromas-
ter’s” credentials in digital leadership 
and digital product management 
through edX, part of the provider’s 

suite of mixed online/in-person 
programs that could be stacked to 
form a full master’s.

All of that work has helped the 
university to do some of the hard-
est work around online education, 
which involves creating the admin-
istrative and policy infrastructure 
and getting faculty members com-
fortable experimenting with new 
modes of delivery.

Then “boom,” Fournier said, edX 
approached BU about creating its 
first fully online M.B.A. program -- 
inspired, certainly, by the fact that 
the MOOC provider’s rival, Cour-
sera, had been steadily expanding 
its suite of low-priced online mas-
ter’s programs, including the afore-
mentioned iMBA at Illinois. EdX 
announced a set of such master’s 
programs last fall, but an M.B.A. 
was not among them.

Fournier said she and her col-
leagues were intrigued by the idea 
of creating a fully online M.B.A. pro-
gram with edX, for a variety of rea-
sons.

First is edX’s status as a platform 
of 21 million learners internationally 
and its mission of providing acces-
sible, high-quality education around 

the world, 
which aligns, 
Fournier said, 
with the busi-
ness school’s 
value state-
ment of “cre-
ating value for 
the world.”

Second, she 
said, tapping 

into the MOOC provider’s enor-
mous user base could give Boston 
University a head start in building 
a program of significant “scale,” 
which Fournier said she has come 
to believe is essential for success 
in digital learning, “given the huge 
investment you have to make in  
infrastructure, faculty acculturation, 
capability development, studies  
and new staff, which are all very 
costly.” BU’s full-time M.B.A. pro-
gram has about 300 students, and 
its part-time executive M.B.A. has 
about 640. The enrollment target 
for the fully online M.B.A.: 2,500 to 
3,000 within five years, Fournier 
said.

Aiming for a larger scale “also 
starts to suggest a pricing strategy,” 
she said. Most selective institutions 
purposely limit who they serve, and 
as a result tend to price their pro-
grams “super high.” The alternative, 
she said, is to “try to use this wider 
funnel” to attract more people, po-
tentially allowing you to price the 
program lower.

Online education “should be 
priced lower,” Fournier adds. “If we 
tried to bring 1,000 M.B.A. students, 
2,000 students, to Boston, the cost 

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/03/06/coursera-purveyor-moocs-bets-big-university-degrees
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/03/06/coursera-purveyor-moocs-bets-big-university-degrees
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/12/edx-launches-nine-low-cost-online-degrees
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/12/edx-launches-nine-low-cost-online-degrees
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would absolutely be higher. We’d 
need new buildings, and to scale up 
the faculty five times. This way we 
should have lower acquisition costs 
and lower costs of delivery.”

Reconsidering What’s
in the M.B.A.
As BU and Questrom were dab-

bling with various forms of digital 
learning, they were also re-evaluat-
ing the nature of business educa-
tion, through a series of global and 
regional conversations called the 
Business Education Jam.

The discussions, which involved 
other business education organi-
zations as well, involved several 
thousand academics and business 
professionals around the question 
of what business education should 
look like in the 21st century.

And the bottom-line answer, 
Fournier said, is that it “looks very 
different from our current core 
M.B.A.,” especially for the group she 
calls “global learners.”

Rather than building expertise 
in narrow disciplines like account-

do those five modules, this is it -- 
you’re done.”

Fournier and Questrom recognize 
that that stripped-down curriculum 
won’t satisfy everyone -- in fact, 
they’re counting on it.

“That’s why that degree is $24,000, 
and the other one is not,” she says. 
Students in the fully online M.B.A. 
can’t take electives in health care, as 
28 percent of the university’s in-per-
son business students do, given 
Boston’s vibrant health sector.

They won’t have networking in-
teractions or career counseling or 
in-person internships, as students 
in the in-person program do.

That’s where Steinway and 
Porsche come in, she says.

Questrom will have to find a way 
to “sustain product offerings at dif-
ferent levels” and to persuade stu-
dents that its M.B.A. programs have 
sufficient value, whether they’re 
paying $24,000 or $76,000.

“It’s our responsibility,” she said, 
“to make that value proposition ob-
vious.”                                                             ■

ing or finance, she said, business 
leaders going forward need “five 
competencies” that they can use in 
whatever field or setting they work 
in: leading with integrity; creating 
a socially responsible business in 
the digital age; developing an inno-
vative mind-set; pursuing a global 
business opportunity; and learning 
data-driven decision making.

The business school has begun 
slowly revising its traditional curric-
ula and degree programs, but that 
sort of change doesn’t happen fast.

The new online degree, on the 
other hand, offers an opportunity 
to remake the curriculum from the  
get-go -- and to strip away every-
thing that doesn’t fit. The curriculum 
is made up of modules in each of  
the five aforementioned compe-
tencies -- period. “That foundation 
is what we think the 21st-century 
learner needs to know,” Fournier 
said. “We are not offering any elec-
tives,” which are very expensive 
because of the faculty expertise  
required to offer them. “When you 

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/08/14/boston-us-new-online-mba-less-expensive-and-different-campus

http://questromworld.bu.edu/businesseducationjam/
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It is based in Nebraska and its mas-
cot is a blue jay -- and it’s expanding to 
a high-rise in Phoenix.

But please, don’t call it Snowbird 
Medical School.

Creighton University, the Jesuit insti-
tution that dates  to 1878, is building a 
new, $99 million, 200,000-square-foot 
medical training facility a long way 
from its Omaha home.

Its chosen location: an up-and-com-
ing retail and office park in the Arizo-
na capital, nearly 1,300 miles away. 
Creighton also plans to expand its 
nursing program there, among others, 
to keep up with booming demand in a 
region that experts say is badly in need 
of medical care.

Though a partnership with three 
Phoenix medical providers will oper-
ate the medical school, Creighton is 
funding the construction itself via cash 
reserves, debt and fund-raising in the 
Phoenix area.

The move stands in stark contrast 
to Creighton’s 2016 sale of its Omaha 

hospital, a decision made because the 
university “really didn’t have the income 
and the clientele base” to support it, 
said the Rev. Daniel S. Hendrickson, 
Creighton’s president.

The former Creighton University 
Medical Center is now being devel-
oped into a $110 million complex of 
upscale apartments at the western 
edge of campus, Father Hendrickson 
said. The university is maintaining its 
Omaha medical school.

The new Phoenix facility is expected 

to open in the fall of 2021 in the city’s 
Midtown area with nearly 900 stu-
dents by 2024.

The property is at the edge of a large 
mixed-use office and retail complex 
called Park Central, which began life 
more than 50 years ago as Park Cen-
tral Shopping City, one of the country’s 
first malls. Before developers pur-
chased the 46-acre property and built 
a mall, which opened in 1957, it was a 
dairy.

In its most recent state-by-state 

From Omaha to Phoenix

Nebraska-based Creighton to build a new, $99 million medical school in Phoenix, 
nearly 1,300 miles from home in Omaha, to supply doctors to underserved area.

By Greg Toppo // February 13, 2019 

Site of Creighton’s new medical school in Phoenix

https://www.insidehighered.com/college/181002/creighton-university
http://https/www.omaha.com/money/first-look-inside-million-conversion-of-old-creighton-university-hospital/article_68a4057c-17b8-5c39-893b-bd7f0ff43b4e.html
http://https/www.omaha.com/money/first-look-inside-million-conversion-of-old-creighton-university-hospital/article_68a4057c-17b8-5c39-893b-bd7f0ff43b4e.html
http://parkcentralphoenix.com/
https://store.aamc.org/downloadable/download/sample/sample_id/30/
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analysis, the Association of American 
Medical Colleges ranked Arizona 42nd 
nationwide in the number of active 
primary-care physicians per 100,000 
people, ahead of just eight states: Wy-
oming, Alabama, Oklahoma, Idaho, 
Texas, Nevada, Utah and Mississippi.

Negotiations for the project date 
to 2016, when Creighton and several 
partners formed the Creighton Univer-
sity-Arizona Health Education Alliance.

But Creighton has had a presence in 
Phoenix since 2005, when St. Joseph’s 
Hospital asked if Creighton’s medical 
students would consider a monthlong 
summer residency there.

In 2012, Creighton began training 
third- and fourth-year medical stu-
dents in Phoenix, and three years later 
it added pharmacy students. By 2018, 
it was educating a series of 48-student 
nursing student cohorts in an acceler-
ated, 12-month program.

“In some ways Phoenix has been 
telling us two things: ‘Hurry up’ and ‘Do 
more,’ ” said Father Hendrickson.

Creighton eventually settled on three 
partners for the new medical school: 
St. Joseph’s; District Medical Group, a 
large nonprofit; and Maricopa Integrat-
ed Health System, the county’s long-
time public hospital system.

Father Hendrickson said Maricopa 
Integrated’s commitment to caring for 
the poor in the Phoenix area made it 
an appealing partner. “We’re Jesuit 
and Catholic -- Maricopa is public,” he 
said. “And yet there’s this great sense 
of mission and outreach with the un-
derserved.”

Maricopa Integrated already runs 10 
residency programs with more than 
350 residents -- it has trained doctors 

https://store.aamc.org/downloadable/download/sample/sample_id/30/
https://healthsciences.creighton.edu/alliance
https://healthsciences.creighton.edu/alliance
https://www.dignityhealth.org/arizona/locations/stjosephs
https://www.dignityhealth.org/arizona/locations/stjosephs
https://www.dmgaz.org/
https://mihs.org/
https://mihs.org/


Inside Higher Ed

Hot Issues in Graduate and Professional Education

29

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/02/13/creighton-expands-medical-school-presence-arizona

since 1952. Its CEO, Steve Purves, said 
it runs the oldest public teaching hospi-
tal in the state. But the hospital-based 
program was looking for a partnership 
with a university-sponsored one. At the 
same time, he said, Creighton “needed 
to provide a way to expand -- and a key 
part of that is access to clinical training 
sites, which hospitals provide.”

Purves called the partnership “a 
great strategic coming together -- the 
stars lined up.”

A Nationwide Doctor
Shortage
While Arizona is particularly in need 

of doctors, AAMC data show that, over 
all, the U.S. faces a severe physician 
shortage. The most recent analysis by 
the medical education group shows 
a possible shortage of as many as 
121,300 physicians by 2030. That’s 
considerably higher than last year’s 
projected shortfall of up to 104,900 
-- the new estimates reflect “model 
updates,” as well as recently revised 
federal designations for primary care 
and mental health.

The group now predicts shortages 
in four broad categories: primary care, 
medical specialties, surgical special-
ties and other specialties. By 2030, it 
finds, we could see shortfalls of be-
tween 14,800 and 49,300 primary care 
physicians alone. It sees a “largely 
stagnant” pool of surgical specialists.

Much of the overall projected short-
age comes courtesy of a growing 
population that is also aging, with “in-
creasingly complex care” needs. By 
2030, the U.S. population is expected 
to grow by nearly 11 percent, while the 
age-65-and-over population is expect-
ed to grow by 50 percent. Meanwhile, 
the under-18 population is projected to 
grow by just 3 percent.

But the group predicts that within 
the next decade, one in three active 
doctors will reach or exceed retire-
ment age.

In Phoenix, Creighton already had 
access to St. Joseph’s, its longtime 
hospital partner. But by building its 
own school, it saw a chance to ex-
pand its available clinical sites beyond 

a single hospital. The state’s two large 
public medical schools -- both based 
at the University of Arizona -- are affil-
iated with Banner Health, a Maricopa 
Integrated competitor.

“There’s lots of open space for both 
health-care education and health-care 
practitioners for the Phoenix area at 
large,” Father Hendrickson said. He 
noted that Arizona State University 
gave its blessing to the Phoenix ex-
pansion -- actually, Creighton is also 
negotiating an agreement with ASU 
to train its occupational and physical 
therapists and pharmacists.

The university has also established 
a kind of informal undergraduate pipe-
line with Brophy College Preparatory, a 
private Jesuit high school in Phoenix, 
that it hopes will eventually provide 
students to the medical school.

“We have a golden opportunity to 
share the Creighton mission in a new 
part of the United States,” Father Hen-
drickson said.                                                ■

https://aamc-black.global.ssl.fastly.net/production/media/filer_public/85/d7/85d7b689-f417-4ef0-97fb-ecc129836829/aamc_2018_workforce_projections_update_april_11_2018.pdf
https://aamc-black.global.ssl.fastly.net/production/media/filer_public/85/d7/85d7b689-f417-4ef0-97fb-ecc129836829/aamc_2018_workforce_projections_update_april_11_2018.pdf
https://www.brophyprep.org/page
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Views
A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

Graduate Students Need to Think
Differently About Time

James M. Van Wyck recommends that Ph.D. students make at least three
mental shifts about time as they negotiate graduate school.

By James M. Van Wyck // September 9, 2019

I am more and more convinced 
that the ways the brain shifts during 
Ph.D. training can shift the world. 
The competencies that emerge out 
of this crucible equip Ph.D.s for the 
21st century in ways unmatched by 
any other form of training. The Ph.D. 
clearly has a problem with time, 
however. Doctoral training shouldn’t 
take as long as it does, nor should it 
be as hard as it is to find a job that 
values the Ph.D.

Graduate school has other time-re-
lated side effects. One unintended 
consequence of how Ph.D. students 
spend their time -- laser-focused 
on clearing successive hurdles -- is 
how Ph.D. students are conditioned 
to think about time.

If you’re a Ph.D. student reading 
this article, chances are that it’ll take 

mentors, and colleagues within 
and beyond the university, because 
connections can point to resourc-
es, research strategies, or wellness 
practices that you may have found 
on your own, but only after a pro-
longed, time-consuming search.

you less than five minutes. Not an 
outsized outlay of time, but still time 
you could have spent elsewhere. 
And if you’re like many other Ph.D. 
students, chances are you may feel 
that those five minutes should prob-
ably have been devoted to your re-
search.

Many Ph.D. students think of time 
as a zero-sum affair: time spent do-
ing one thing necessarily takes away 
from time spent doing something 
else. That, of course, isn’t true. You 
can gain time in graduate school. In 
fact, the most successful graduate 
students I know gain time on a reg-
ular basis. The formula is simple: 
contacts and tactics gain you time 
in graduate school.

You gain time by being intention-
al about connecting with peers, 

istock.com/invinciblebulldog
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Some of those connections are 
formed organically in academic de-
partments -- as when senior gradu-
ate students, postdocs and faculty 
members give first-year graduate 
students tips about navigating de-
partmental milestones. But the vast 
majority of time-gaining contacts 
lie outside the department. And 
too often, graduate students ne-
glect those contacts, so they don’t 
encounter tactics that have proven 
effective in worlds beyond their de-
partment.

There are proven time manage-
ment techniques that can help you 
better steward your time. There are 
seminars you can attend on your 
campus, or which you can find on-
line. Prioritize this work. The Ph.D. 
requires long-term planning, vision 
and endurance, so don’t fall into the 
cycle of short-term thinking or the 
trap of valorizing over-work.

Ph.D. students should try to make 
at least three mental shifts as they 
negotiate graduate school: 1) think-
ing of time in terms of months and 
years instead of days and weeks, 2) 
knowing -- in ways that inform your 
habits -- that you can gain time in 
graduate school and 3) connecting 
how you think about time to your 
personal priorities, values and well-
ness.

Think Month-to-Month
You need to think of time differ-

ently than the way the lived experi-
ence of graduate school will condi-
tion you to do.

As a Ph.D. student, you negotiate 
a lot on a daily basis: lab responsibil-
ities, mentoring and teaching duties 

and the long-term grind that is the 
dissertation. You’re not only devel-
oping strengths and skills during all 
of this, but also navigating around 
potential pitfalls.

One pitfall is the habit of deferring 
strategic planning. During the last 
year or so of my Ph.D. program, I re-
member telling myself nearly every 
day that I “just have to get through 
this week.” I even started saying this 
phrase to friends and family, and af-
ter a while recognized I was saying 
it every time I went to see my par-
ents for Sunday lunch. Recognizing 
that I was living week to week -- and 
not seeing beyond the list of import-
ant short-term items -- was a good 
first step.

Taking your life a day or a week at 
a time can get you through a stress-
ful period -- it doesn’t necessarily al-
ways help to look ahead when you’re 
tackling a pressing deadline. But if 
you are always thinking of time in 
this way, you’ve made the same mis-
take I did, and you’ve missed out on 
the benefits of longer-term thinking. 
In a previous Carpe Careers piece, I 
wrote about how graduate students 
can create a pattern of collaboration 
over their graduate school career. 
This kind of work is possible when 
you shift away from the day-to-day 
approach to a more long-term view.

Even week-to-week thinking keeps 
you from plotting dates on a calen-
dar that looks months ahead to a 
key date -- when a fellowship pro-
posal is due, for example. Planning 
that spans months and even years 
allows you to plot small, achievable 
action items onto specific days, and 

creates more manageable work-
loads when larger deadlines loom.

Finally, thinking in terms of 
months and years should provoke 
some analysis: how did you spend 
your time this past month? Did you 
avail yourself of the resources on 
the campus -- visiting scholars giv-
ing lectures, career-oriented events, 
counseling and psychological ser-
vices? Thinking day-to-day means 
we often defer action without rec-
ognizing an overall pattern.

Gain Time in
Graduate School
Surviving your schedule is just 

that. It certainly isn’t thriving, as that 
involves connecting what you do 
back to what you value.

How many of us have spent more 
time on a project than we should 
have because we were simultane-
ously thinking about the future?

Existential doubt. Fears about em-
ployability. A lack of connection to 
anything beyond graduate school. 
Such feelings are bad for your men-
tal health and are productivity kill-
ers.

We may feel time slipping away, 
and then because we fall into bad 
habits to try and fix the problem of 
time slipping away, see ourselves 
losing more and more time to de-
spair and day-to-day thinking.

If Ph.D. students do not, for ex-
ample, intentionally and proactively 
plug into career and professional 
development networks, they risk 
missing the very resources that 
can provide peace of mind and the 
sense of possibility that can sustain 
them during the long slog that is the 

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2016/02/29/why-grad-students-should-seek-out-opportunities-collaboration-essay
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2016/02/29/why-grad-students-should-seek-out-opportunities-collaboration-essay
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If you had to choose one way to gain 
time, the way to do so efficiently --
and with the most widely-radiating 

benefits -- would be to connect
with other human beings.

“ “

Ph.D.
The solutions 

are mostly 
about taking 
many small 
steps. Don’t 
answer, “How 
are you?” with 
“I’m so busy.” 
Instead, take 
such moments 
to let as many people know what 
you are looking for.

Activate your networks at key 
times by making sure people know 
of your specific professional and 
career needs: tell them if you’re 
looking for informational interview 
connections, for example, or if you’d 
like to shadow humanities Ph.D.s 
working at nonprofits. Use a kind of 
hive-mind approach that uses your 
connections to solve problems: how 
can people help you, after all, if they 
don’t know what kind of help you 
need?

You gain time by connecting with 
others. If you had to choose one 
way to gain time, the way to do so 
efficiently -- and with the most wide-
ly-radiating benefits -- would be to 
connect with other human beings. 
This is true of every phase of grad-
uate school, as it will be for the rest 
of your career.

Be sure to connect with a varied 
group of people, and compile a list 
of suggestions from all corners of 
your institution, and from contacts 
beyond academe. Being strategic 
about your time is not something to 
which you necessarily have to de-
vote much brainpower. In almost ev-

ery case you encounter, some wheel 
has been invented by others, and 
you can ask them about it. You’ll 
then not spend time constructing 
a new wheel, but customizing what 
already exists to your precise needs.

Take practical steps: sign up for 
listservs, bulletins, updates and the 
like, and then schedule a few mo-
ments (while on the bus, for exam-
ple) for skimming emails from cam-
pus partners. Commit to attending 
events that look like they’ll gain you 
time over the long run.

And avail yourself of resources 
like Twitter and Facebook to con-
nect broadly. If you use it well, #Ac-
ademicTwitter can gain you weeks 
and even months of time during the 
course of your graduate training.

Recently, I was struck by a tweet 
from Chris Tokita, a Ph.D. student 
at Princeton University who, as his 
website puts it, explores “why so-
cial systems are organized the way 
they are and how individual-level be-
havior can influence the group-lev-
el properties of social systems.” In 
the tweet, he wrote, “On my side, I 
also found that I got more produc-
tive with my research. Often in re-
search, we hit mental blocks but we 

continue to try 
to work to no 
avail. Having 
to shift gears 
and step away 
for a bit to think 
about policy al-
lowed me to re-
turn to my work 
refreshed!”

Chris shared 
with me via email that when he of-
fers advice to incoming graduate 
students, he frames it “in a some-
what counterintuitive way,” telling 
them that “by doing things that are 
not grad school, you can actually 
gain way more time.”

Chris cited Parkinson’s Law -- 
“work expands so as to fill the time 
available for its completion,” -- and 
noted that by taking on an intern-
ship that went beyond his graduate 
work, he was able to increase pro-
ductivity while spending less time 
actually “working” on his research.

Rather than take away from his 
research projects, the interplay be-
tween this internship experience 
and his research “refresh[ed]” his 
thinking and helped him make con-
nections he had not considered be-
fore. Even better, he found that he 
had more free time.

Connect How You Think 
About Time to Your Priorities, 
Values and Wellness

Academe is a cautious, 
slow-changing place. Turning any 
aspect of the enterprise in a new di-
rection takes time. But it may only 
take five to seven years to turn you.

Think big-picture from the be-

https://ctokita.com/
https://ctokita.com/
https://www.economist.com/news/1955/11/19/parkinsons-law
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ginning: take time at the outset of 
your graduate training to map your 
strengths -- using CliftonStrengths 
assessment, for example -- and 
capture a list of your preferences 
and goals, and then periodically re-
view all three of these categories. At 
regular intervals, check to see if how 
you’re actually spending your time 
aligns with your strengths, prefer-
ences and goals.

Forego this work, and you’ll like-
ly end up -- via a kind of osmosis 
-- incorporating the values and pref-
erences of others. That will shape 
how you spend your time, which 
will further take up mental space 
and take away from your goals and 
visions for the future. In The Social 
Profit Handbook, David Grant asks: 
“[H]ow do people we know actually 
accomplish important, non-urgent 
activities on a regular basis?

They schedule time for them, 

and that time is inviolate.” When 
we move from thinking about time 
only in terms of loss -- how can I 
take time away from research to 
reflect on my strengths and goals? 
-- we forget that self-care and mis-
sion time is where we can “achieve 
thoughtful clarity about who we are, 
what we are going to do and not go-
ing to do, what we do best, and how 
we will go about it. We can ask how 
the world is changing around us and 
reflect on how we will know whether 
we are being successful in it.”

Scheduling mission time -- time 
to think about your overarching pur-
poses, plans and goals -- is another 
way to save time in graduate school. 
That’s because, as Grant writes, 
“mission time calms you down and 
save you other time in the long run.”

The time you gain need not be put 
back into research or other uses 
that are judged to be productive 

by others. As Dian D. Squire and Z 
Nicolazzo remind us, thinking about 
self-care as a way to gain time that 
can then be reinvested in becoming 
even more productive, and thus in 
need of more self-care, is a kind of 
trap. In this cycle, “self-care rhetoric 
[is] used to squeeze more work” out 
of graduate students in ways that 
absolve those who monitor struc-
tures which disregard graduate stu-
dent well-being. Undoing this cycle 
will take intensive, systematic effort.

Gaining time by building and 
strengthening your support net-
works is vital in graduate school. So 
is thinking and making time for your 
health and well-being. When should 
you start this necessary work? 
There’s no time like the present.      ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/09/09/graduate-students-should-make-three-mental-shifts-about-time-they-pursue-their-phd
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It was second semester of my 
freshman year of college, and one of 
my friends and I were both wait-list-
ed for the same class. I remember 
feeling concerned and frustrated be-
cause the course was required, and 
if I didn’t get into it, my entire sched-
ule for both that semester and the 
following one would be thrown off. 
Still, I was hopeful that either some-
one would drop the course to allow 
for additional space or the profes-
sor would take pity on those of us 
wait-listed and open more seats.

But as I sat patiently waiting to 
see what would happen, my friend 
took matters into her own hands. 
She attended the class on the first 
day, walked up to the professor, 
introduced herself, explained she 
would like to take the course and 
asked to be taken off the wait list. 
And just like that, she was in.

I can still remember how I felt 
when she told me what happened 
-- how confused I was when she 
nonchalantly explained what she 
had done. To me, it was unthinkable 
to go to the professor and make 
such a request. To me, such an ac-

The Hidden Challenges for
Successful First-Generation Ph.D.s

First-generation grad students continue to grapple with the same issues they 
struggled with as undergraduates -- yet those struggles
are amplified in graduate school settings, argues Bailey B. Smolarek.

By Bailey B. Smolarek // October 9, 2019

tion was presumptive, entitled and 
disrespectful. Why would someone 
ever think they were superior to the 
others on the wait list? Why would 
someone ever think that they could 
just go to the head of the line? In 
addition to feeling confused about 
how this process was even pos-
sible, I felt foolish for not knowing 
about it. How did she know to do 
this and I didn’t?

Fourteen years and three degrees 
later, I’m still struggling to figure out 
the process: What’s allowed, what 
isn’t and how do you know the dif-
ference? As I reflect on the wait-list 

incident of freshman year, as well as 
many similar experiences I’ve had in 
the time between, I realize that my 
confusion, uncertainty and constant 
feelings of foolishness all stem 
from the fact that I am a first-gener-
ation college student. I am not only 
the first in my immediate family to 
attend a postsecondary institution 
but also the first to have received a 
master’s degree and a Ph.D.

While there is a growing and prom-
inent literature on the experiences 
of first-generation undergraduate 
students, there is a lack of research 
on the experiences of first-genera-

istock.com/delpixart
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Throughout my bachelor’s degree,
I worked both an on- and off-campus job

in addition to being full-time student.
During my master’s degree, I took a full 

credit load, taught a course and worked 20 
hours per week at a restaurant.

“ “

tion graduate students. People tend 
to assume that if someone makes it 
through the bachelor’s degree, they 
enter graduate school on a level 
playing field. But that is often not the 
case. If my experiences have taught 
me anything, it’s that first-genera-
tion graduate students not only con-
tinue to struggle with the same is-
sues that they grappled with during 
their undergraduate studies, but 
that those struggles are amplified 
in graduate school settings -- where 
linguistic style, 
embodied hab-
its and dress, 
and social 
c o n n e c t i o n s 
become even 
more import-
ant to success.

This should 
matter to the 
academy not 
only because 
we want graduate school to be 
more supportive and inclusive, but 
also because the people studying 
for their Ph.D.s today are the same 
people who will be teaching the 
first-generation students, students 
of color and nontraditional students 
of the future. Discussions of ac-
cess, equity and support for such 
populations must also include a dis-
cussion of who is teaching them.

Not Knowing the Rules
When I reflect back on my under-

graduate experiences, I see the first-
gen student and her mistakes. But 
it’s no different when I reflect back 
on my graduate school experienc-
es, because she’s there, too. Just 

as I thought it was too presumptive 
to approach my professor fresh-
man year to be taken off the wait 
list, I thought it was too presump-
tive to ask my professors in grad-
uate school if I could work on their 
studies. In my mind, I thought that 
if I worked hard in their courses and 
proved my worth, they would ask 
me to work with them. But just as I 
was wrong my freshman year, I was 
wrong again in graduate school as 
I watched my peers confidently ap-

proach superstar professors and 
obtain coveted graduate assistant-
ships. Again, I didn’t know the rules, 
and I felt like a fool.

Another instance in graduate 
school when I didn’t know what to 
do was when a professor was un-
kind to me. I didn’t know how to re-
spond to this professor, so I ended 
up asking my mother for advice. Her 
response was simple: “Sometimes 
bosses aren’t nice.” That was it.

Reflecting back on that, I know if 
my child were in that situation to-
day, I would advise them much dif-
ferently. I would explain to them that 
working with students is a primary 
part of a professor’s job, and there’s 

no excuse for treating someone 
unkindly. I would explain to them 
the importance of a supportive en-
vironment and tell them to develop 
relationships with professors they 
admire. I would tell them to seek 
out mentors rather than respectfully 
waiting, because that shows you’re 
motivated.

But my mother did not go to col-
lege. My mother does not have Ph.D. 
In working-class culture, school is 
often viewed as a job. So it makes 

c o m p l e t e 
sense that my 
mom saw this 
professor as 
my boss and 
passed along 
the sound ad-
vice that boss-
es aren’t al-
ways nice and 
I should learn 
to deal with 

it. “Deal with it” is a motto many 
first-generation students live by.

As is already well documented, 
finances also play a significant role 
in the lives of first-generation stu-
dents. Throughout my bachelor’s 
degree, I worked both an on- and 
off-campus job in addition to be-
ing a full-time student. During my 
master’s degree, I took a full credit 
load, taught a course and worked 20 
hours per week at a restaurant.

My Ph.D. program was no differ-
ent. During the semester I took my 
prelims, I was taking courses, teach-
ing two university classes and also 
teaching a noncredit night course. 
Still, my small graduate-student sti-
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I have not only acquired a great deal
of intellectual knowledge, but I have

also acquired much of the social, cultural 
and institutional capital that comes

along with the title of “Doctor.”

“ “

pend was usually not enough, as I 
often had to pass on going to na-
tional conferences that my graduate 
school friends were able to attend, 
miss out on talks and opportunities 
to volunteer on research studies be-
cause I was busy working, and take 
out student loans (that accrued in-
terest while I was in grad school) to 
cover the remaining costs of life.

In addition to financial burdens, 
first-generation students also have 
to deal with navigating an unfamiliar 
system and un-
familiar socio-
cultural norms. 
T h r o u g h o u t 
my many years 
in higher edu-
cation, I have 
learned a lot. I 
have not only 
acquired a great 
deal of intellec-
tual knowledge, 
but I have also acquired much of the 
social, cultural and institutional cap-
ital that comes along with the title 
of “Doctor.” I blend in with my peers 
and have learned academicspeak -- 
I can ramble about the hegemonic 
practices of the neoliberal oligarchy 
until I am blue in the face.

But it was not always that way. 
And while a considerable amount 
of my ability to now “pass” in the 
academic world is due to my white 
privilege, much of it is also due to a 
great deal of social observation and 
imitation.

I remember during the first year of 
my master’s program, my professor 
made a joke about the way I elongat-

ed my O’s. My northern Wisconsin 
upbringing gave me away, and he 
joked about how people “up there” 
talk. I can still remember the entire 
class staring at me, chuckling along 
with the professor as I held back 
tears. My accent marked me as not 
belonging -- as being someone from 
a less educated and less affluent 
“backwoods” part of the state.

After that incident, I worked very 
hard to lose the most prominent 
features of my accent, to think 

about each vowel as I said it and to 
try to make myself sound more like 
my peers. I remember the joy I felt a 
few years later when one of my col-
leagues was surprised to hear I was 
from Wisconsin, because she had 
thought I was from California. “Suc-
cess!” I thought. “I’ve passed.”

Throughout graduate school, I 
paid close attention to the ways my 
peers talked, dressed and moved, 
and then I tried my best to do the 
same. I wasn’t only learning about 
Bourdieu’s theory of capital -- I was 
living it. My hard work has paid off, 
as I’m now often mistaken for some-
one I’m not. Just recently a commu-
nity partner I work with assumed I 

was a wealthy trust-fund kid. He 
was shocked when I told him I was 
first generation.

A Disservice to the
Entire Academy
In recent years, colleges and uni-

versities have made significant, and 
much needed, efforts to diversify 
the academy. Yet institutions must 
not only recruit and retain more 
scholars of color, female scholars 
and scholars from nontradition-
al backgrounds but also support 

them through-
out their gradu-
ate education. 
R e s e a r c h e r s 
examining the 
experiences of 
first-generation 
students, as 
well as students 
of color, have 
strongly argued 
that success in 

college is about much more than 
access. It is about creating environ-
ments in which such students can 
flourish. The same is also true for 
the success of these students at the 
graduate level.

Forcing first-generation students 
to change their cultural sensibilities 
and ways of being in order to belong 
not only does a disservice to them 
but also to the entire academy. It 
may be seen as a weakness that I 
just “dealt with it” when I didn’t get 
into the class I was wait-listed for 
freshman year, or didn’t have time 
to attend additional talks or work-
shops in graduate school, or had to 
take out student loans to pay rent, or 
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had to listen while a professor was 
mean to me, or developed insomnia 
during prelims, or didn’t know how 
to negotiate my salary or navigate 
the academic job market. But my 
ability to deal with it is actually a 
strength. Working-class kids do not 
grow up feeling entitled; to borrow 
Annette Lareau’s words, we are not 
concertively cultivated. And, in fact, 
it is precisely that ability to deal with 
it that makes me a better colleague, 
teacher and mentor.

Having that ability means that I’m 
able to share with others and not 
always take the credit, empathize 
with students and help them feel 
like they belong, and see beyond 
the surface to understand that peo-

ple miss classes or assignments 
for reasons beyond being “lazy.” It 
allows me to see the hypocrisy of 
profiting off poverty research, of 
charging students more in tuition 
while increasing class size and of 
advocating for social justice while 
simultaneously exploiting graduate 
student labor. In short, my ability to 
deal with it means that I’m able to 
see things differently and communi-
cate those things to people outside 
the traditional academic sphere.

First-generation Ph.D.s bring a 
great deal of knowledge, experience 
and strengths to the academy that 
should not only be recognized but 
also appreciated. So, I ask, how we 
can better support our first-genera-

tion graduate students?
How can we create an environ-

ment in which they feel truly wel-
comed without having to change 
who they are? How can we ensure 
first-generation Ph.D.s can fully en-
gage in their learning without work-
ing multiple additional jobs? And 
how can we create more space for 
first-generation Ph.D.s to have con-
versations like these without shame 
or stigma?                                             ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/10/09/first-generation-phd-student-describes-her-struggles-opinion
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In a previous “Carpe Careers” piece, 
“From the Basement to the Dome,” 
James M. Van Wyck, professional 
development program specialist at 
Princeton University Graduate School, 
wrote, “Find ways to work on passion 
projects. Maximize the value of these 
extracurriculars by intentionally work-
ing with graduate students (and with 
all kinds of partners) outside your area 
of specialty.”

This is an excellent idea, no matter 
what career track you may be consid-
ering. And in this article, I’ll explain why.

My doctoral program in religion at 
Syracuse University was a great place 
to pursue passion projects, given its 
interdisciplinary curriculum and the 
strong culture of student involvement 
and leadership on the campus. I had 
a lot of interests, took a wide range of 
classes and always wondered what 
would happen if all the fascinating 
faculty members from across the uni-
versity found themselves in the same 
room. So, working with my depart-
ment, I set out to do just that: to actu-

Why You Should Pursue Passion Projects in Grad School

They allow you to explore your skills, gain experience and refine career goals,
writes Dan Moseson, who provides advice for successfully doing so.

By Dan Moseson // September 30, 2019

istock.com/mykytadolmatov

ally get them in the same room.
Working with other students from 

my program, I led the organization of 
an interdisciplinary symposium on the 
meaning of “theory,” a concern that 
touches every academic discipline in 
some way. This experience helped me 
discover and develop skills I now use 
every day as a graduate career coach 
at the University of Utah.

To make the event happen, I had to 
tackle a range of challenges at once. 
The first was narrowing the topic down 
and communicating it in a way that an 
interdisciplinary group of students and 
faculty members could understand. 
The second was securing the funding, 
which I had to justify using in this spe-
cific way.

The third challenge was logistical: 
working with different faculty mem-
bers and campus agencies to sched-
ule participants, secure space, order 
and pay for catering, and get the word 
out. I also learned a valuable lesson 
about limits on individual time and skill 
and the need for teamwork.

In my current job, I draw on those 
experiences in communication and 
organization to create and promote 
graduate student events and gain fac-
ulty buy-in for an expanded range of 
graduate student career paths. The 
symposium also turned out to be a 
great experience in dreaming up and 
carrying out a large project involving 
different stakeholders and navigating 
the relationships and regulations that 

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/04/29/navigating-time-change-phd-career-and-professional-development-opinion
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For someone who never quite
identified their niche as a future

faculty member, it was important
to experience putting my skill set

to work in a different role.

“ “

make universities 
run. (Chris M. Golde, 
assistant director of 
career communities 
for Ph.D.s and post-
docs at Stanford 
University, discuss-
es those here.) As 
an added bonus, I 
actually got to orga-
nize and experience 
some of the open-ended interdisci-
plinary exchanges that I found so in-
triguing when, as part of my research, I 
learned about the 1960s and ’70s pre-
history of mindfulness and contem-
plative studies.

For someone who never quite iden-
tified their niche as a future faculty 
member, it was important to experi-
ence putting my skill set to work in a 
different role. I could not have landed 
my current job without such experi-
ences on my résumé. More important, 
I would never have known I wanted a 
job like this in the first place.

So, why should you pursue your own 
passion project while in grad school?

1. You get to experience yourself ac-
complishing things in a role other than 
instructor and researcher. (I owe this 
insight to Teresa Mangum of the Uni-
versity of Iowa’s Obermann Institute 
for Advanced Studies.) That is vital 
for anyone considering nonfaculty ca-
reers, as your résumé will begin to ac-
cumulate important evidence that you 
are effective outside the classroom 
and the library.

2. As Van Wyck writes, you get to 
meet and work with students, schol-
ars and administrators outside your 
discipline, honing your (already strong) 

tter in unexpected 
ways. Brian Alberts, 
American history 
Ph.D. and program 
director at the Chi-
cago  Brewseum, 
tells me his forays 
into popular his-
tory commentary 
(including in The 
Atlantic and The 

Washington Post) gave him new ener-
gy and new writing practices that ac-
tually made his dissertation better and 
helped him complete it faster. 

Branching out can bring you new 
perspectives, deeper interest, better 
time management practices and a 
way to recover the mental and emo-
tional energy you need to complete 
your research. Brian adds that grad 
students should seek projects that 
motivate them -- not just those for 
which they are technically qualified.

Making Your Own
Passion Project Real
If you pursue your own passion proj-

ect, I offer the following recommenda-
tions.

Figure out what you’re passionate 
about. What would you like to see 
done or built on your campus? Wheth-
er it’s a symposium like mine, a gradu-
ate student conference, a social event 
or a three-week occupation of an ad-
ministration building, what you real-
ly want accomplished probably has 
some connection to why you’re there 
in the first place.

Make the case to people with the 
power to help you make it happen. 
That might include fellow grad stu-
dents, student leaders, faculty mem-

skills in articulating and solving prob-
lems in a range of domains.

3. You get to (re)discover other pas-
sions outside your research or in rela-
tion to it. As Robert Pearson, director 
of professional development at the 
University of Texas Dallas Graduate 
School, recently wrote here,  you may 
find that you can still do the things you 
cherish most outside of academic re-
search and teaching.

4. You become better at translating 
the complex goals and subject knowl-
edge of your discipline into terms non-
specialists can understand -- a highly 
valued skill in any career.

5. You get to build very useful con-
nections for academic and nonaca-
demic career paths, as Pearson noted 
in a recent “Carpe Careers” piece.

6. Faculty roles increasingly require 
more than teaching and research, 
Van Wyck points out. Leadership, ser-
vice, administrative and fundraising/
grant-writing experience are especial-
ly valuable additions to the profiles of 
new or aspiring faculty members, who 
often face high expectations for ser-
vice as part of hiring, tenure and pro-
motion.

7. Extracurricular passion projects 
may, in fact, make your research be-

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/08/05/phd-students-should-consider-careers-higher-education-administration-opinion
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professional, an academic mentor 
and maybe a good therapist to iden-
tify what skills you have gained, what 
you’ve learned and what you’ve ac-
complished.

Stay in touch with the people you 
met in the process. Learn more about 
their jobs by conducting informational 
interviews. (See best practices from 
“Carpe Careers” here and here.) You 
never know what new ways you may 
find to use your talents and live out 
your values in different career fields.

One final note: your passion project 
might be off campus. That’s OK, and 
it can still help your career. Through-
out graduate school, my other pas-
sion project was radio. I hosted music 

bers, campuswide grad groups, com-
munity groups, your graduate school 
and whatever campus-level office is 
responsible for grad students’ profes-
sional development. (If you can’t find 
one, default to career services and 
pitch it as a student professional de-
velopment opportunity.)

Do it!
Keep a log of every challenge you 

had to meet, how you met it and 
what the results were. In my current 
role in career services, we call this the 
Problem-Action-Result formula, and 
it’s equally useful for giving concrete 
evidence of your skills in résumés, 
CVs, cover letters and job interviews. 
Review this log with a career services 

programs at student-run and regional 
public radio stations. It never directly 
fed back into my academic work, ex-
cept that it acted as break from that 
work. It helped me have a life outside 
grad school and to refill the reservoir 
of creativity and energy I needed to fin-
ish my degree.

It was self-care: time-consuming, 
sleep-depriving, profoundly caffeinat-
ed self-care.

Being an academic made me a bet-
ter DJ, and being a DJ showed me a 
fluid, improvisational side of myself 
that seems to be the source of my 
best professional work.                            ■
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