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15 August 2011
To: Susan Griffin, Chair, Department of English

From: Karen Kopelson, Director of Graduate Studies

Re: DGS/Graduate Committee and Program Report, 2010-11
Graduate Committee Members: Karen Kopelson (Chair); Tom Byers; Paul Griner; Debra Journet; Mary Rosner; Joanna Wolfe

Regular Activities:

As usual, the Graduate Committee had a full slate of meetings and responsibilities this year. These included: individual meetings (progress interviews) with all second-year PhD students; a group-meeting with all first-year PhD students; and MA and PhD admissions meetings. 

Additionally, in my role as DGS, I organized the following events:

· fall orientation meeting/pizza party for all incoming PhD students and their peer mentors

· fall orientation meeting/pizza party for all new MA students

· visitation day for all accepted PhD students (see more in admissions below)

· program lunch to celebrate the end of the year and announce awards and new positions

· a host of placement/professionalization meetings and workshops for PhD students going on the job market (co-coordinated w/ Bronwyn Williams) and also for MA students interested in applying to PhD programs or MFA programs

Other Accomplishments of the Graduate Committee:

At the start of AY 10-11, the graduate committee put forward and the department passed two related proposals that have changed 1) the way all MA projects, both theses and culminating projects (CPs), are reviewed at the prospectus stage and 2) the final conversations for MA CPs. For theses, prospectus review/approval is now the responsibility of the student’s thesis committee only, rather than the responsibility of departmental readers assigned by the DGS (this aligns w/ the change made to the doctoral prospectus-review/approval process several years ago). For MA CPs, there now exists a CP Review Committee from which the DGS assigns readers of the prospectus who then also serve as the participants in the student’s final conversation. This represents a significant change from the former process, which was to have prospectus reviewers assigned by the DGS from the department at large and then all CP conversations conducted by the Graduate Committee. See more on this change in Grad Program developments below. 
Graduate Program Developments: 

New Procedures for MA Projects

Despite some moderate and to-be-expected confusion about the new procedures for MA projects detailed above, the transition to the CP Review Committee seemed to go fairly well. The final conversations I sat in on ran smoothly. I did note, however, that there were still a number of CP prospectuses returned to students without comment or any recommendations for developing the project (not the majority by any means, but a significant enough minority to notice). While it is true that one of the impetuses for the change to the MA CP Review Comm was a work-load issue—i.e., to relieve the Graduate Committee of the responsibility for conducting all MA CP conversations—another motive was the student-centered one of providing master’s level students writing CPs with more concentrated and cohesive attention to their projects from start-to-finish. Thus I would hope to see most all CP prospectuses receive commentary, except in the (very rare) case of a prospectus’s perfection. I imagine I can redress this small problem with a quick reminder to members of this year’s CP Review Comm of the function and purpose of the committee and the importance of commenting at the prospectus-stage, even when the prospectus is readily approved.  
Funding for PhD Students
I successfully applied for a SIGS Doctoral Dissertation Completion Award on behalf of one of our 5th year doctoral students, providing her with a single semester of additional full funding. 

Also, for the second year in a row (and thus both years of my term as DGS), we were able to award a full year of GTA funding to a 5th year doctoral student. In both years, this development was largely fortuitous: in spring 2010, it was the result of a surplus of GTA lines at the MA level; in summer 2011, the result of late-discovered monies that allowed the department to re-assign funding sources of an extant GTA-ship. Nonetheless, even if unplanned, it is very satisfying to be able to help a 5th year doctoral student who is out of funding, and it becomes a powerful recruiting tool to be able to tell interested applicants that, while 5th year funding is not a regularized feature of our program, we have for two years running funded individual 5th year students on a competitive basis. I will continue looking for ways to regularize 5th year funding—if only on this type of single-student/competitive basis that we have enacted so far—and have begun conversations with both Susan Ryan and Beth Boehm as to how this might be possible (even in the absence of any forthcoming new money or lines). 
Finally, and related to the above, I successfully applied for a SIGS Tuition Matching Award for Doctoral Students for the student whose GTA-ship was re-funded by the late-discovered monies.

Admissions Details:

Incoming Cohorts

PhD: 7 new students for Fall 11 (3 fellows; 4GTAs)
MA: 24 new MA students were admitted for spring, summer, or fall 2011. This number is low compared to last year (35), and more in line with 2 years ago when we had 21 admits (although in years before that we were at 30+). 

5 of the new fall admits received GTA funding (this number includes one who received an Ethnic Minority Assistantship from SIGS) , a much lower number than for fall ‘10 when we were able to fund 10 incoming MA students and award 3 of our already-enrolled MA students with funding for the first time, for a total of 13 MA GTAs. 

This year, only one of our already-enrolled MA students received funding for the first time (and this only after a doctoral student left the program, vacating a GTA line late in summer) for a total of 6 MA GTAs. 
Though it was a problem to have such a dearth of MA lines this year, and though this hurt our recruiting efforts somewhat, such fluctuations seem to be cyclical and fairly typical. For example, for fall of 09, the year before the flush year of fall 10 when we were able to fund 10 new MAs, we were only able to fund 6.  

Applicant Pools and Recruiting

PhD: The PhD applicant pool for fall 11 (45 apps; +6 from fall 10) was strong but not quite as strong as the previous year. As in the previous year, I nominated 7 students for University Fellowships, and this year we initially received 4 (compared to all 7 last year), with a 5th awarded in the second round. Of these five—and though every single person delayed their decision until near or on the national deadline of 4/15—three ultimately accepted our offer, one deferred until fall 12, one declined (she chose an Education program). This seems to me a winning percentage, and is actually better than last year when only 3 of 7 accepted their fellowship offers (for reasons I speculated about in last year’s report). So, the problematic number, in my view, is that, for the second year in a row, only one of our (4) first-round GTA offers accepted, and this student was strongly committed to staying in the region. It is not surprising that of students who declined, both first round offers and then later off the waitlist, many again cited lighter teaching obligations and more years of funding at other programs as tipping points for their decisions (though of course others simply had regional or programmatic preferences).
Other important differences between doctoral admissions last year vs. this: while for fall 10, we admitted none of our own MA graduates to our doctoral class and, in general, recruited applicants from well beyond the region, this year we admitted 2 of our own MA students (1 Fellow; 1 GTA from waitlist), and 3 of the other 7 students are from the immediate region. We also went far deeper into the waitlist this year, due to first round offers, across fellows and GTAs, holding off their final decisions until 4/15. 
MA: The pool for MA applicants seeking GTA-ships (38 apps; -8 from fall 10) was strong but quite a bit smaller than the previous year when considering the unusually high # of our currently-enrolled MA students who made up the total # of 38 apps (13). Still, of the 25 students who represented new applications to the program, many were from very strong schools beyond the immediate region. Though, as mentioned, our recruiting efforts at the MA level were hurt somewhat by having only 4-5 GTA lines available, the 5 new GTAs we brought in are from near the top of the pool. 
PhD Visitation Day

For the fifth time, we invited all PhD applicants to whom we had made offers to visit campus for a full and exciting day of events, though visitation day was somewhat different this year. Due to conflicts with KPA and the 20C conference, as well as other factors, we held Visitation Day a couple weeks later than usual and held it on a weekday instead of a Friday. While I do think it is important to continue to try to hold the day as early in admissions season as possible, having it on a weekday did not seem to hurt attendance (6 or 7 students visited), and actually had its perks: in lieu of the Friday-afternoon scholarly talk, Bronwyn Williams opened his Weds graduate seminar to all the visiting students (who were given readings in advance so they could participate). This day continues to be an important and highly successful component of our recruiting strategy—and not only for each immediate application year, I might add: Habeeb and I are really noticing that applicants “spread the word” to other students/future applicants about U of L’s inviting, collegial, friendly, and fun faculty and grad student community. Thanks to the whole department for such a good showing once again; special thanks to Bronwyn for opening his class; to Joanna Wolfe for hosting the reception in the evening; to Min Zhan Lu and Watson for chipping in funds and labor to cater the reception; to Habeeb for coordinating all travel and hosting arrangements beautifully yet again. 

Diversity

Again, this year’s pools of applicants did not include the number of African American applicants we were seeing during the mid-late 2000s at either the PhD or MA levels (one and zero, respectively). I was, however, able to apply for two Ethic Minority Assistantships—one at the doctoral level for a Latino applicant (declined the offer), and one at the MA level for an applicant of Pacific Islander descent (accepted and awarded). The decline in diversity of our graduate applicants remains a pressing concern for reasons I noted last year and Susan Ryan noted before me: it means both a less diverse graduate student population overall, and less opportunity to make use of Ethnic Minority Assistantship and SREB funds. SIGS is vigorously recruiting minority students and the English Department continues to participate in their recruitment efforts and visitation days etc., especially as these get more streamlined and better-coordinated with departments under Beth Boehm’s leadership. But the department must supplement SIGS’ efforts through networking and by encouraging our strong minority undergraduate students and MA students to consider our MA and doctoral programs.
Graduation and Placement:

6 PhD graduates; 2 went on to tenure track jobs; 1 was already in a permanent position as ABD; 1 is entering the market now; 2 went on to non-tenure track jobs (but nonetheless promising and exciting appointments, including one international appointment). I am still frankly concerned about a potential trending downward of our placement percentages, and about more of our students having what I call “Lit-Like” experiences on the job market (applying for upwards of 60 jobs and getting very few interviews let alone offers). Still, as I said last year, with the economy as it is and the Rhet-Comp job market finally tightening, it is difficult to discern yet to what extent, if any, lesser placement success is attributable to the program itself. 
15 MA graduates  

Thesis option: 1 graduate (creative)

CP option: 14 graduates; 12 critical; 2 creative
As you can see, all of our MA graduates but one chose the CP option. 

This is a significant shift from last year, when the percentage of students choosing to write theses was 27% vs CPs: 73%, and is a radical shift from the several years before when the percentage of students writing theses hovered around 40%. The thesis option seems to be decreasing in popularity as students 1) are increasingly unwilling to cut short their course-work and 2) as they increasingly realize the thesis is not a necessity for application to PhD programs. I predict it will remain popular, however, among students specializing in creative writing who wish to develop a larger body of work as they professionalize themselves or apply to MFA programs.
3 of our MA graduates went on to PhD programs (all in R/C): two to our own and one to Pitt.

