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Meeting Minutes for Planning Theme 2: 
“Revitalize Learning Outcomes”  
Wednesday, November 30, 2016 
 

 
This meeting featured guest speaker Sidonie Smith, Mary Fair Croushore Professor of the 
Humanities at the University of Michigan and the author of Manifesto for the Humanities: 
Transforming Doctoral Education in Good Enough Times. After a 25-minute presentation and a 
Q&A session, Professor Smith guided a workshop focusing on key questions about what a Ph.D. 
is for and how we can create a new model for doctoral education. 
 
Presentation by Sidonie Smith 
 

• After working as an external reviewer for several doctoral programs in English and 
Women’s Studies, Smith emphasizes that the more kinds of higher-education institutions 
we have, the better we are.  

• She’s skeptical about the attitude that credentials from elite universities are automatically 
valuable.  

• One of her focuses in the Manifesto for the Humanities is on conceptualizing a twenty-
first education that is suited to the students choosing to do a doctorate, purposeful about 
the value of the Ph.D., and strategic in addressing concerns about attrition and the lack of 
diversity among the professoriate.  

• When she served as president of the MLA in 2010, she made the dissertation her focus in 
her newsletter columns, discussing the different types of dissertations in different 
programs. This interest was based on an omission in a project she was involved with at 
the University of Michigan on graduate education – though the project addressed the 
graduate school climate, curriculum, and exams, it did not consider the dissertation at all.  

• She is particularly dedicated to issues brought up by graduate students, and so her book 
addresses this audience – she perceives it as written to graduate students and overheard 
by faculty members.  

• There have been many changes in the university in recent years, such as a retreat from 
public funding and a consolidation of corporate discourse for higher education.  

• In this new climate, nostalgia is a major problem—the attitude of “if we could only return 
to the past” suggests that using past practices will help departments to weather the storm, 
which is an inadequate response to these changes.  

• The new life of the academy involves several new factors that students need to know 
about to understand their new lives and roles as humanists.  

o The Distributed University:  
 not just focused on the single institution, but working with other ones. 
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 Here and elsewhere, bounded and permeable, insular and open-access. 
 Through the university as a node, doctoral students can participate in 

projects like Humanities Without Walls – collaborative projects and 
opportunities outside their own universities.  

o Knowledge Structures:  
 new research terrain, including hardware and software, interdisciplinary 

and discipline-specific knowledge.  
 Also a focus on collaborating, not just sharing work but also giving credit. 

Students have multiple identities and different relationships to the digital.  
o New Media of Scholarly Communication:  

 multiple media and platforms, working to suit particular projects.  
 Shape-shifting communication.  
 “Bookishness,” a term coined by Tara McPherson to explore the new and 

shifting forms of the book in the digital world (see Tara McPherson, 
“Scaling Vectors: Thoughts on the Future of Scholarly Communication” 
in The Journal of Electronic Publishing 13.2 (2010)). 

 The book as no longer the sole gold standard for academic publishing.  
 Middle-state publishing (75-100 pg. publications), multimedia forms. 
 Questions about evolving terrain and what it would turn into in scholarly 

communication.  
o Open-Access Publishing: 

 Draws on Dan Cohen, Director of the Digital Public Library, to talk about 
the hidden cost to scholars in using a closed system. Invisibility of what 
you publish, only in print or behind a pay-wall online.  

 In trying to move to an open model, scholars can feel lost – issues with 
copyright, choosing the right form, rethinking the types of documents, and 
confronting hesitancy about going open.  

 When Smith posted her book on the University of Michigan’s website, she 
opened it up for readers’ comments and got a lot of valuable feedback. It 
was then published first in open-access and then in print. 

 Value of making work available open-access: Smith uses the example of 
Life Writing, a field she’s involved in that is very international. So she 
wants to make the work available to people without strong libraries.  

o Teaching, learning, and pedagogy today: 
 Teaching now as a hybrid between traditional and participatory models. 
 “Post-course era” according to Randy Bass (see “Disrupting Ourselves: 

The Problem of Learning in Higher Education,” EduCause Review, March 
21, 2012). 

 Classes flipped, expertise now redistributed, work collaborative. 
 Using multiple modalities.  

http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=jep;view=text;rgn=main;idno=3336451.0013.208
http://er.educause.edu/articles/2012/3/disrupting-ourselves-the-problem-of-learning-in-higher-education
http://er.educause.edu/articles/2012/3/disrupting-ourselves-the-problem-of-learning-in-higher-education
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• So what do we do?  
o Want doctoral students to be intellectually nimble, have new skills, have 

understanding of new modes of communication.  
o Also want them to be passionate about teaching and able to be flexible in 

addressing different audiences.  
o Finally, want these students to be able to translate their skills into many careers, 

not just the professoriate.  
• How to do it: 

o intervention in multiple kinds of professional development, new curricula, 
rethinking the dissertation.  

o Expanding the graduate school community – no longer just faculty giving 
graduate education, but also faculty outside the institution, Ph.D. graduates, and 
many other communities. Not just one student working individually with one or 
two faculty members.  

• Have to talk about the “skills” involved in graduate education.  
o Reduces the notion of education to a corporatist environment, but everything we 

do is a skill.  
o We have to link what we do with the questions we’re posing. 
o We also need a new word for “skills” that encompasses the many things graduates 

learn to do, like grant writing and reading as well as teaching and research.  
• But these changes can be misunderstood – Smith has heard that her proposals are creating 

a two-tier system – a Ph.D. and a Ph.D. “lite.” She responds that we are disadvantaging 
students if we stick to the twentieth-century model. We are looking for excellence in 
students, and normative standards do not assure excellence.  

• Some faculty think any change turns graduate students into guinea pigs, which could 
harm them on the job market. But staying the same is also problematic and could stop 
them from competing well.  

• Some say we can’t make major changes until we address tenure, evaluation systems, and 
the prestige economy. But transforming a doctoral program involves many changes – 
takin on projects that change the way doctoral work is valued, for instance. We can’t wait 
for major change to implement these smaller changes.  

 
Q&A Session 
 
John Bugg (JB): Could you talk about merging the problem of nostalgia with ways of unmooring 
the traditional dissertation? 
 
Sidonie Smith (SS): nostalgia creates a moment that never existed, linked to ideal of what gets 
valued in the humanist dissertation, with the humanist as the center of the university. This system 
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is about trying to find ways to insist on the value of liberal arts, but it constrains thinking in more 
imaginative ways. Also focuses on replicating oneself in students’ work. 
 
Lenny Cassuto (LC): Nostalgia as inaccurate – back in the “good old days,” scholars wrote much 
fewer books. The dissertation was not meant to be a book itself, but a way of demonstrating the 
skill to write a book that could be produced later, during the job.  
 
JB: There were also other dissertation models than the current four-chapter standard for English 
programs in the past that are not acknowledged – eg. the three-chapter dissertation, the critical 
edition, and the one-year dissertation. Critics of changing the dissertation act as though it was 
never different than it is now.  
 
SS: The academy has changed before --new types of people coming in to the academy mean that 
academics had to come up with more objective ways of evaluating candidates than just calling a 
friend in another university when you were looking for someone to hire. 
 
But there is a larger question – what is the Ph.D. for? We have to think about this before we 
consider what it should look like.  

• About making more interesting work in the degree, but not necessarily liked to time-to-
degree. 

• Thinking less about time-to-degree; instead, thinking about how students can flounder 
after exams because they struggle to come up with a large project. Also considering 
students of color trying to find a way to do what they want to do within the advisor’s 
constraints.  

 
Nicholas Paul (NP): Until recently, it wasn’t the case that you had to have a dissertation and a 
Ph.D. to get a teaching job in the UK. The Ph.D. was seen as a process for evaluation; you didn’t 
have to finish to get archival and museum jobs. The limit to a three-year dissertation in the UK 
has also led to a lower quality of research, now seen as being like an American M.A.  
 
SS: So what is the Ph.D. for? It’s a credential, but not necessarily required.  
 
Matthew McGowan (MM): With regard to nostalgia, Sidonie Smith and Lenny Cassuto 
distinguish between nostalgia and historical perspective.  
 
SS: Habits in the Ph.D. work alongside skills – what is this ensemble of things?  
 
Laura Morreale (LM): More about a process than a final product; about the ability to go through 
the process to complete a project.  
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John Drummond (JD): About time-to-degree, considering lost students. Could we point to a 
problem before the dissertation? Are we not adequately preparing students beforehand for this 
project? Instead of skills/capacities, we could talk about activities, with an emphasis on both the 
activity and the result. It’s not just about writing well, but also about being open to correction, 
being generous with ideas.  
 
Lisa Holsberg (LH): Could use a combination of terms – skills and habits of mind, skills and 
accomplishments.  
 
Erin McKenna (EM): You talked about graduate students needing to be multiply-skilled. But one 
thing graduate students struggle with is trying to get recognition for projects outside the 
dissertation, rather than being told they’re taking time away from your Ph.D. Do you have any 
strategies for communicating the value of these projects? 
 
SS: Focus on these projects as not taking away from the Ph.D., but helping the student to focus 
more on their project. 
 
James Van Wyck (JVW): Going back to nostalgia – the idea that “I survived, let’s see if you 
can.” Students are going to professors with alternate dissertation projects, but professors don’t 
know how to evaluate these projects so say no.  
 
Magda Teter (MT): One student proposed a final project in my class that was a computer game, 
but grounded his plan in research and a standard paper that could be evaluated, so I encouraged 
it. 
 
SS: But students talk about how irritating it is to do an alternative project and have to write about 
it for people to evaluate it. We need more diverse pools to judge experimental projects. Also, it’s 
the obligation of faculty members to figure out how to evaluate such projects.  
At the University of Michigan, faculty used to rely on readers’ reports from publishers to make 
decisions about tenure. There was pushback, as the readers didn’t want that responsibility. It was 
a proxy for faculty members doing the work themselves.  
 
Melissa Labonte (ML): This discussion harkens back to our discussion at the previous meeting 
on mentoring. We focused on how faculty have to take on new responsibilities for new learning 
environments. Do you get traction on making such changes at your institution? 
 
SS: Not really, but colleagues are now recognizing that students aren’t getting jobs, which can 
make them even more careful in advising students to do something different. But it could also 
lead to more openness, seeing innovation as a leg up on the job market. Hiring is different now at 
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Michigan – the committees are not just replicating retirees. More flexible candidates can be 
exciting.  
 
MT: The status quo is seen as rigid, but it is actually always evolving. It involves continuous 
change that adapts to suit the new environment.  
 
SS: The Humanities Futures website, out of the Rackham Graduate School at Michigan, has 
resources to prepare graduate students for multiple futures. Faculty have said that they can’t 
address all these, which will result in some changes.   
 
Workshop Questions and Conclusions 
The meeting participants were divided into three groups. These groups first addressed a common 
question, “what is the 21st century Ph.D. for?” before focusing on particular aspects of doctoral 
education and how to create a new model. 
 
Common Question – what is the 21st Century Ph.D. for? 
Group 1: 

• Credential for a profession(s), vocational 
• A Ph.D. is for the time it gives to think deeply and persistently about a particular problem 

in humanities/liberal arts 
• Not merely for a credential, but rather an opportunity for personal/intellectual growth 
• An opportunity around a shared curiosity about a particular problem or set of problems, 

tradition of liberal learning. 

Group 2: 
• Process and endpoint of Ph.D., what it entails. Deep exploration of questions for further 

knowledge 
• Opportunity to demonstrate excellence in field(s) through Ph.D. work 
• Value of a credential – Ph.D. as having professional and societal value 
• Ritual or initiation into culture of scholarship 
• Self-fulfillment, exploration… 

Group 3: 
• Transformation of love/passion to conversations extending knowledge and dissemination 

of this knowledge in many formats 
• Questioning existing structures, intensification of methods 
• Cultural need for Ph.D.s – Ph.D.s as a societal good 
• Self-fulfillment 
• Individual and institutional values, institution’s place 
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Table specific Questions: 
1) Articulate 2 possible models for Ph.D. programs here at Fordham – based on this 

institution’s specific strengths/capacities 
a. Location in NYC/Bronx, insistence of our own selves as an asset to community: 

service-learning component to the Ph.D. across disciplines. Already in train in the 
Classics department.  

b. Starts with using our Jesuit identity to connect with this massive international 
network of Jesuit schools. Letterhead of Fordham as a ticket of entry for those 
interested in teaching at a secondary level, recognition of Jesuit identity and how 
this might appeal to certain kinds of schools.  

c. Adding internships to graduate education, using our location in NYC because of 
all the opportunities. Not on top of courses, but in place of a course (student 
teaching at high school, advertising, publishing, museums). Create connections 
with these institutions. 

d. Individual development plan would start at beginning of student’s career and 
factor in some of these potential capacities 

 
2) Brainstorm what students need to accomplish the Ph.D. degree – what activities, 

skills, processes, etc. are ideal to focus on and because those things are not only 
found in the classroom – what outside of classroom elements/characteristics would 
need to be developed?    

a. Agnostic about the degree to which the Ph.D. program does these things. 
b. Classics: reading, analyzing, synthesizing, conducting research, interpreting, 

communicating to different audiences, independent thought, self-discipline, 
curiosity, humanistic values 

c. Possibilities: numeracy, digital literacy, appreciation/value for aesthetics? 
d. Where outside the classroom do students develop these things? Online 

communities, conferences, peer groups, local organizations, institutes 
e. Additional: coding, design architecture, collaborative skills, mapping, leadership, 

grant writing, writing public policy documents/white papers, human subjects 
research, engaging publics in scholarly work, using knowledge collaboratively in 
communities, advocacy… 

 
3) What are the components/structural elements of a Living Ph.D. – what should they 

be and how would they be animated for students? 
a. Courses: that would introduce students to general disciplinary methods and given 

the size of our programs, would have to be general enough to teach the broader 
skills rather than focus on one area in particular. Through the lens of a particular 
faculty research, but addressing wider skills. 

b. Socialization/Professionalization: to create institutional citizens and 
professionalize students by requiring internships outside the university or within 
it. Individualized plans – eg. Student who doesn’t want to go into a teaching 
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career, can replace Practicum with labour in a university office. Different type of 
training. Also using NYC, connecting to outside internships.  

c. Capstone project – flexible, but would it be allowed by NY state requirements? 
Open up possibilities for students to implement their passion and demonstrate 
new knowledge, skills, methodologies. Driven by more flexible areas applicable 
to future career plans than the dissertation. 

 


