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As we enter the next round of tailoring the graduate program to new needs and opportunities, it is important to underscore the basic soundness of the program and to outline the reforms we have initiated over the past ten years.  Reforms have revolved around four basic issues.

1. Governance

2. Admissions

3. Funding

4. Intellectual Content

5. Progress to Degree

1. Governance: Over the last twenty years, the department has institutionalized a set of procedures which have created a streamlined organization of the graduate program and provided a set of common practices.  The graduate program is run by a Director of Graduate Studies who ordinarily serves for two years, is a member of the executive committee, and oversees the graduate studies committee.  All graduate committees and most graduate-student committees are represented on the graduate studies committees except admissions.  Aiding in the work of the DGS is the TA coordinator and the deputy TA coordinator (since 2000).  Complementing this organizational structure is an annual calendar which determines the process for applying for graduate college and departmental funds and for appointing TAs.  A series of professional workshops fill out the graduate program: orientation for new students, orientation for new TAs and TA/graders and regular workshops for all TAs; proseminar; dissertation proposal; and dissertation writing.  Much of this structure was in place by the early 1990s, although the number of workshops has increased since then.

2. Admissions: Seven or eight years ago, we began to downsize the program to focus the modest funding we had, to adjust to the sluggish market for new Ph.Ds, and to right size the department in the face of a declining attrition rate.  The ideal class size was established at 20, down from 30-35. Applications have now risen to over 200 each year and our draw rate has improved from approximately 2.5 accepted students for every matriculated student to under 2. The quality of applications has also improved significantly. Alongside these developments, the faculty has continued to expand; there are now 55 faculty for an incoming class of 20 students. The new pressures on admissions, along with new trends in applications based on thematic or transnational major fields, raise the question of whether we should revisit our admissions process, which continues to allocate admissions roughly evenly among US, Europe and non-West and to confine review of applications to each geographic area.

3. Funding

In 2002, the department received $150,000 in recurring fellowship funds; we now dispense about $230,000 annually, about 60% to continuing and 40% to incoming students.  Along with TA-ships, the fellowships and Title VI monies permit us to fund every student in the program for five plus years.  New funds in 2004 have also allowed us to more effectively recruit minority students with competitive multiyear fellowship packages.  We believe we can rely on making 5-6 multiyear fellowship offers every year with the goal of matriculating three minority students. For the moment, our offer letters are extremely variable; only a few students receive a written promise of 5 years of funding, when in reality we offer it to everyone in the program.

4. Intellectual Content: Much of the intellectual vibrancy of the department comes from the faculty who propose courses.  Ten years ago, we established the minimum number of five students for a graduate course to count; one result has been broader, more interesting courses so that faculty can attract more students to their seminars.  Several years ago, we authorized the requirement that one of the students’ three fields be comparative and/or thematic and not wholly enclosed in any single geographic field.  This has led to greater intellectual vibrancy and many new fields.

The department has also witnessed the explosion of reading groups in geographical/chronological and thematic areas. With support from the department (originally $500, now photocopying costs), these groups offer a crucial arena for intellectual community between faculty and graduate students. The annual Graduate Student Symposium on Women’s and Gender History (now in its 6th year) is another key marker of the intellectual vibrancy of the graduate program.
5. Progress to Degree: Twenty years ago the department required many more courses and many more fields, a practice justified by the belief that most of our students would be placed in second-tier teaching schools.  However, the rigor of the department has increased and so has the excellence of the students.  Seventeen years ago, the number of fields was dropped from four to three; in the last ten years, the requirement for three research seminars was watered down in practice to two (or one for students entering with an MA).  And the number of courses has been decreased to 13 (8-10 for MAs).  Regular discussions on the two theory courses we require have consistently ended with a restatement of their importance.  Illinois is one of the few graduate programs that require two such courses.  There seems to be a basic contentment with the way courses are delivered in the program with one exception to be discussed below: research courses.  

Less consensus exists with regard to preliminary examinations.  The main item in “prelim reform” occurred in 1994 when students were allowed to choose the examiners in their fields on the basis of courses taken.  This had the effect of increasing transparency but, in the larger fields, marginalizing from the graduate program those faculty who did not connect well with students.  We also made preliminary examinations more flexible.  Students ordinarily take exams once they have completed their course work.  Exceptions for a single course are sometimes made, but the department has reiterated its belief that all the fields contribute to each other.  The student elects her own preliminary exam schedule, but all exams must fall into a single two-semester period.  There has been no departmental discussion of the content of preliminary exams, but since the number of examiners has decreased, consistency has increased as well.

These reforms have solved many problems, but they have also created problems: 

1. the research experience.  

2. preliminary examinations

3. time to degree, especially for MA students

4. accountability

1. Research Experience:  The emphasis on interesting and thematic courses has led to some weakening in the commitment to research expertise and many research papers are done as independent studies without the forth-and-back of a structured research seminar.  One solution is to provide locations where research seminars would be feasible: a common research seminar for first-year students in the second semester; core research seminars in American, European, and similar continental bites; continued recognition of surviving area-studies research seminars.  

2. Preliminary Examinations: With the increased flexibility in scheduling prelims (three time slots versus a common experience in the spring), it is possible that students are delaying exams too long and taking too long to complete them. Figures on time to ABD suggest that a significant proportion of students spend the entire fourth year on prelims, meaning dissertation research is not tackled until the fifth year. Another question is whether the remaining rigidity (only three fixed time slots) presents an obstacle to students who wish to make faster progress. One could imagine a student willing to complete the exams in the fall semester, but frustrated by the fact that there is only one slot in the fall. 

One possible solution to these problems would be to focus progress so that all coursework would be completed by the end of the fifth semester and preliminary examinations would take place in the sixth semester.  For this to work, and really save time, the dissertation proposal would also have to be approved by the end of the sixth semester.  This solution would not be practical for all students, notably those entering with a BA holding assistantships in the first year. Another solution might be to increase flexibility by offering more time slots or allowing students to schedule exams whenever they and their examiners wish, while still completing all exams within a limited time period. Other proposed solutions included abandoning written exams in favor of oral exams; having minor field exams take the form annotated syllabi or other less demanding exercises; and having a “portfolio” instead of written exams.
3. Time to Degree.  Many students are taking four or more years to reach ABD; many MAs (up to 1/3) are also taking more than three years to reach ABD; and finally many students are “floundering” in the dissertation-writing process.  The result is that our current time to degree is: between 7 and 8.5 years. This is within national norms, yet it should still be an issue that concerns us. The department needs to think closely about trying to reach 6-7 years to degree. What would we need to do to achieve this? We might think about course requirements, expectations for prelims, and a more structured environment for dissertation writing.

Attrition is another issue on the horizon. Our attrition rate is roughly 30%, which is in line with national norms. A new Council of Graduate Schools initiative is underway on attrition and it looks likely that we will be vigorously encouraged to participate by the Graduate College and higher administration.
4. Accountability. With the increase in fellowship funds and the continued supply of TA- and grader-ships, the department has encountered a new problem of feedback and assessment. When funding was limited, financial aid decisions themselves were a powerful form of assessment. Now that we are able to fund every student, we have little to fall back on in the way of assessment and evaluation. The current system of first-year evaluation letters and the approval of the Ph.D. program plan provides structured moments of evaluation, but the simple letter of congratulations or criticism/rejection with which they are delivered does not give students meaningful insight into their progress.

Starting in fall 2004, the DGS initiated a new system of end-of-the-year assessments with 1st year graduate students, their prospective advisors, and the DGS. These have already proven extremely valuable in creating structures of expectation and putting everyone on the same page. It would be a good idea to institutionalize such reviews and think about extending them to students beyond the first year. 

Some Other Considerations

1. First Year Experience

2. Number of Courses

3. Oversight on integration of three fields

1. First Year Experience.  One idea that has come clearly through the conversations at the CID has been that the details of course requirements matter less than issues such as intellectual community, passion, and enthusiasm. The CID team has been thinking about ways to use the first year to stimulate and maintain these values among the new cohort. One way it is considering doing so is by creating a two-semester track for fist year students. A (team-taught?) historiography course would be offered the first semester to explore the dimensions to the historical imagination. In the second semester, a (team-taught?) research course would organize the first research papers; prospective advisors would give area-studies expertise from the sidelines, and the team leaders would provide the overall seminar experience.  We might consider letting MA students opt out of the first semester if they have already taken historiography, and we might consider letting those students opt out if the opportunity of another research is available.  This first-year sequence would probably replace the proseminar, but insofar as the proseminar is valuable it could continue in smaller form, or parts of it could be loaded onto the orientation process or the historiography course.  The goal of this first-year experience is to produce both intellectual coherence in the program and induce a real intellectual discussion among the students.

2. Right now, the determination to reduce time to degree is basically dictating questions about the number of courses students should have to take.  We need to think as well about what the ideal number of history courses should be and how many a student should ordinarily take each semester.

3. It is worthwhile asking ourselves whether or not the DGS should pay more attention to the overall architecture and overlap among a student's three fields in order to reduce parochialism or overstretch.
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