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Council of Graduate Schools
 Member organization with over 500 members
(collectively, U.S. members award 94% of U.S.
PhDs, and 75% of master’s)
 Primary representatives are graduate deans or
their equivalent (about 40% also have oversight
of research )

 Advocacy, Research and Best Practices

My Sources
 Common structural practice in US doctoral
programs
• Organization and Administration of Graduate Education (CGS, 2004)
• Essential Guide to Graduate Admissions (CGS, revised 2011)
• Assessment and Review of Graduate Programs (CGS, revised 2011)

 Exemplary strategies and lessons learned from
U.S. “Best Practice” graduate reform initiatives:
•
•
•
•

The Ph.D. Completion Project (www.phdcompletion.org )
The Preparing Future Faculty program (www.preparing-faculty.org)
The Project for Scholarly Integrity (www.scholarlyintegrity.org)
Others: e.g. the Carnegie Initiative on the Doctorate, Mellon Graduate
Education Initiative, et al.

1. The Role of the U.S. Graduate School in the
Organization and Administration of Doctoral Education

How Graduate Schools Foster
Excellence in US Doctoral Education
 Input
Recruiting, applications, and admissions
 Output & outcomes
Completion, time to degree, placement
 The “Black Box” of Doctoral Programs
Mentoring and advising, professional
development (research ethics, writing support,
program environment), learning outcomes
assessment, support for collaborations and
intellectual community

Input
 The goal
Building doctoral programs by identifying and
attracting the best students with high potential
to succeed in those programs.

 The challenge
Predictors of success in doctoral study are
particularly hard to quantify/to reduce to a
formula.

Structural Approaches to Enhancing
Input
 Recruiting
• Fairs, regional partnerships, community outreach, feeder
schools, summer research opportunity programs

 Applications
• Technology (online applications, “app”), progress tracking

 Admissions
• Centralized, decentralized, and hybrid admissions structures
• Admissions criteria (e.g. standardized tests, letters of
recommendation, non-cognitive indicators; the three-year
bachelor’s degree issue: consideration does not equal
acceptance)
• Admissions committees

 Enrollment Management

Output
The goal

 Every qualified student admitted to doctoral study completes his
or her degree and is prepared for career success.

The challenges

 Program faculty often don’t know their own completion rates,
attrition patterns; insufficient numbers complete due to factors
that the program could address; lingering perception of attrition
as “natural selection”; completion differs by demographic group;
AND
 Doctoral study typically does not prepare students for the variety
of careers or the variety of roles and responsibilities of an
academic or research career.

Structural Approaches to Enhancing
Output
 Collect institutionally comparable benchmarking data
on completion rates and attrition patters*
 Foster dialogue within universities about possible
weaknesses or anomalies
 Consider the impact of “time limits”
• (structure v. creativity, fairness vs. contextual nuance)






Progress tracking (paper, online, signed off by all)
Frontload research experience; committee stronger role
Partner with employers
Address full range of roles and responsibilities, not just
research
*see www.phdcompletion.org

The “Black Box” of Doctoral
Programs
 The goal
• Students feel and exhibit that they have graduated from a
program (where “critical mass” has been achieved), with a full
range of support and professional development services
contributing to shaping them as future scholars

 The challenge
• At the core of the PhD is the powerful student-advisor
relationship; faculty and the rewards system may encourage
“cloning” rather than broad development of scholars; the
talent for mentoring was not distributed equally

Acknowledgement: Ron Ehrenberg for the concept of a “Black Box” of PhD Programs

Structural Approaches to Creating
Community in Doctoral Programs
 Program and campus orientation to Ph.D.
 Mentoring and supervision
• Peer mentoring, progress tracking, multiple mentors (research
supervisor, teaching mentor)

 Informal “social” spaces and events: sports, brown bag
lunches, interdisciplinary clubs.
 “Journal Club” or public “Job Talk”
 Research the program environment (surveys) and
respond
 Dissertation “bootcamp” or “retreat”

Example of Graduate School Leadership
in Input Intervention:
Pre-Admissions Campus Visits
 Students visit campus (typically-two days) prior to
enrollment or admissions
 Prior to admissions allows for two-way assessment of
“match” or “fit”
 Prospective students often assigned a student peer
mentor who will serve as a guide to the program
 Costs contained by housing arrangements and meals
 Fosters community, transparency

Example of Graduate School Leadership
in Output Intervention: : the Preparing
Future Faculty Program
 43 doctoral universities partnered with nearly 300
higher educational institutions (e.g., master’s-focused,
liberal arts colleges, community colleges)
 Professional development distributed:
• PhD program: e.g., teaching in the discipline, job talk, teaching
portfolio
• PhD university: e.g., workshops on faculty roles and
responsibilities, conflict management, teaching in a diverse
environment
• Partner institution: supervised teaching/service internships
Information online at: www.preparing-faculty.org

The Role of U.S. Graduate Schools in Creating
Cultures of Change in PhD Programs
 Build the evidence-base for structural reforms
• Where do students come from? Where do PhD graduates go?
How can these data be used strategically (beyond word of
mouth)?

 Support participatory governance (e.g. advisory
boards or steering committees on key issues composed
of champions, “nay-sayers,” and students)
 Provide rewards and recognition
 Seed creativity and innovation (e.g. mini-grants for
faculty-designed solutions to issues)

Summary:
Main Trends in PhD Structural Reform
 Input
• More universities are moving to “match” or “fit” between
student and program rather than simply top scores/grades

 Output
• Transparency for all and evidence-based dialogues between
strategic leaders and faculty help convince faculty and focus
on areas for improvement

 Community-building
• Collective responsibility has superseded dyadic, individual
faculty-student relationships; What was once informally
offered to the few is now becoming formally structured for
all students

2. Two Decades of Doctoral Education Reforms and Best
Practice Initiatives, 1991-2011

The CGS Best Practice Model





CGS identifies a core problem facing graduate education
We convene experts to brainstorm possible solutions
We identify a funder who shares our goals
We grant competitive sub-awards to graduate schools to
develop and assess pilot projects
 We assess interventions and documents effective
practices and solutions
 We promote best practices to graduate community

Characteristics of the
CGS “Best Practice” Approach
 Beyond “Top Down”/“Bottom Up” Models of
Institutional Change
 Strong role for university/institutional
leadership
• Structuring institutional programs
• Assessing programs
• Infusing and integrating innovations that work into graduate
education
• What we’ve learned about the roles of faculty, experts, and
leaders

What was wrong with graduate
education in the USA? (I) 1990s
 Inadequate supply to meet future demand
 Quality of undergraduate education
compromised by:
• Prestige system that rewards research, not teaching
• Increasing burden on graduate TA’s to cover
undergraduate courses

 Mismatch between graduate degree experience
and career opportunities

Responding to the Call:
Graduate Reform Initiatives
(1990s-2000s)
 Preparing Future Faculty (CGS and AAC&U)
 Re-envisioning the Ph.D. (Univ. of Washington)
 Responsive Ph.D. (Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation)

 Carnegie Initiative on the Doctorate
(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching)

 Mellon Graduate Education Initiative
(Mellon Foundation)

What was wrong with graduate
education in the USA? (II) (2000s)
 Only half of entering doctoral students were
believed to complete their PhD degrees
 Master’s seen as a transition degree to PhD, not
a legitimate destination degree
 Student and societal needs continued to be
unevenly or inadequately addressed in graduate
advising:
• research ethics, preparing students for career success

Two Decades of CGS Best Practices
 Ph.D. Completion Project
 Professional Development Programs and Degrees
 Preparing Future Faculty & Preparing Future Professionals
 Professional Science Master’s Degrees

 Research Ethics and Scholarly Integrity
 Graduate International Collaborations
 Accountability and Outcomes Assessment

Expansion of US Graduate Education Reforms
CGS Best Practice
grants (1993-2011)

PFF Phase 1
(1993-1997)

Expansion of US Graduate Education Reforms
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grants (1993-2011)
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(1997-2001)
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(1993-1997)
PFF Phase 2
(1997-2001)

PFF Phases 3&4
(1998-2003)
PhD Completion
Project
(2004-2010)
Professional
Master’s
(1997-2011)
RCR
(2004-2011)

The Ph.D. Completion Project:
A Case Study in Graduate School Leadership
in U.S. Doctoral Education Reform

Is the Glass Half Empty or Half Full?:
What Does a 50% Ph.D. Completion Rate Mean and
What Can US Universities Do About It?

CGS Ph.D. Completion Project
 Background work (2003) funded by the Sloan
Foundation and NSF.
 Ph.D. Completion Project funded by Pfizer Inc.
and the Ford Foundation
• Phase I (2004-2007)
• Phase II (2007-2010)

 29 Research Partner institutions received grants,
others provided data

Why Focus on Ph.D. Completion?
 Competitiveness in the knowledge economy
requires high-skills talent
 Costs (financial and human costs) of attrition of
great concern to US universities, states, and funders
of graduate education
 Demographics of Ph.D. students are changing;
prior studies suggest implications for completion
 Discussions of quality in Ph.D. programs shifting to
include emphasis on “outputs” and “outcomes”
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Research Challenges
 No consensus on how to measure attrition and
completion
 National databases not adequately prepared to
process existing data
 Significant variation in attrition/completion
within as well as across disciplines
 Program resistance to transparency

Measurement Challenges
 Defining the Cohort
 First post-baccalaureate year
 When officially admitted to candidacy
 Upon completion of a required master’s

 Defining non-completion
 What to do when students transfer
 What to do when students “stop-out” (start, leave, and return)

 Defining “good” and “bad attrition”

Administrative Challenges
Overcoming misperceptions through data, benchmarking, and
the promotion of innovative practices:
• “Those can’t be our program’s data. Our completion rates are higher than
that!”
• “We wash out those who can’t succeed” (i.e., the perception that
quantitative goals are at odds with quality)
• “Qualified students only leave for reasons that are beyond our control or
influence”

Graduate School and graduate dean leadership is crucial in
developing strategies and building faculty support

Purpose of the
PhD Completion Project
 To know what completion/attrition rates are
and how they vary by field and demographics
 To pilot interventions to improve completion
appropriate to the real factors that contribute to
students’ departure from a PhD
 To empower graduate schools to encourage
PhD completion, with emphasis on
underrepresented students.

Core University Activities
• Research (data submitted to CGS for benchmarking and analysis)
 Collect Completion Data (using CGS Completion Data template*)
 Collect Attrition Data (using CGs Attrition Data template*)
 Administer a CGS-developed Exit Survey* to Completers and non-Completers

 Collect Data on Policies and Practices in “Intervention” Areas*

• “Interventions” Design and Implementation
• Assessment of Impact and Best Practice Idea Exchange
Also:
•
•
•
•

Develop institutionally consistent policies on transfers, stop-outs, etc.
Participate in national discussions, host events
Convene faculty, students to discuss issues
Continue to assess activities at department/program level and graduate school level
*Tools and templates available on the CGS PhD Completion Project website: www.phdcompletion.org
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Lever: Completion and Attrition
The current state of attrition and completion in US doctoral
programs wastes human and financial resources
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Source: CGS. (2008) PhD Completion and Attrition: Analysis of Baseline Program Data from the PhD Completion Project.

Demographic Differences Call for Appropriate Interventions:
e.g., Gender: Ten-Year Completion Rates: Broad Field and Gender
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Preliminary Conclusions: Strategies That Work
 Selection and Admission

• Offer pre-admission and pre-enrollment visits to
campus
 Mentoring & Advising

• Establish administrative structures for the early
identification of, and interventions aimed at
retaining, “at-risk students
 Financial Support & Structure

• Increase stipends for summer research

Preliminary Conclusions: Strategies That Work
 Curricula Process
• Provide dissertation writing assistance
• Implementation of on-line graduate student tracking systems
to monitor student progress to the degree

 Research Experience
• Offer summer pre-doctoral opportunities for
underrepresented students to create opportunity to engage
early in research

 Program Environment
• Implement a parental accommodation policy

3. New Directions in U.S. Doctoral
Education and the Future Role for Graduate
Schools

Beyond Completion
 What outcomes data are we missing now to enhance
program quality and inform future decision-making?
• Learning Outcomes
 Are we preparing future faculty to assess student learning?
• Preparing Future Faculty to Assess Student Learning, CGS, 2011

• Career Outcomes
 Do we know where our graduates are going, and is the graduate
curricula preparing them for career success?

• Outcomes of International Graduate Experiences
 What is the added value of an international experience for US
graduates (in joint degrees, dual degrees, or research collaborations)?
• Joint Degrees, Dual Degrees, and Graduate International Research Collaborations, CGS,
2011

Online CGS Best Practice Resources






www.cgsnet.org
www.phdcompletion.org
www.preparing-faculty.org
www.scholarlyintegrity.org
www.sciencemasters.com

