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Starting the Conversation with Students

Introduction
Open and honest conversation around humanities careers is beneficial to students and, 
ultimately, to the program as well. Many students who enter doctoral study do so with the 
intention of pursuing tenure-track faculty jobs. Most of them are already aware of the poor 
academic job market, but many will not be familiar with their program’s full placement record. 
For the sake of transparency, it is important that the record be made available to them as early 
as possible in their graduate careers. If your department’s knowledge of its placement record 
is incomplete, please see the section on alumni tracking.

As mentors and advisers, it is important that faculty members remain realistic and prompt 
their students at every stage of their graduate careers to consider all the pathways available 
to them. Students should be made aware that, rather than being at the mercy of a declining 
academic labor market, they have options and can exercise agency. This awareness is critical 
to the development of a confident and secure professional identity no matter what career 
they pursue. 

Furthermore, a student who feels that their department has supported them and is proud of 
their professional accomplishments after graduation is far more likely to feel positively about 
their graduate program. This makes them more likely to maintain a relationship with their PhD 
institution and allows the department to draw upon its alumni as a valuable resource. 

This section contains a number of examples of sample language. You will notice that there are 
no references to “academic” and “nonacademic” careers but rather to “humanities careers.” 
The broad term humanities careers helps students avoid thinking of employment options as 
an either/or situation and also avoids inadvertently denigrating “nonacademic” careers. The 
label “alt ac” is also avoided—when at least a third of PhD earners go into careers outside 
the university, they can hardly be considered alternative. Humanities careers covers all jobs, 
avoiding “non” and “alt” as signifiers.

Directors of Graduate Studies

The director of graduate studies (DGS) is the faculty member that early-career graduate stu-
dents are most likely to receive advice from. The DGS has the ability to normalize the con-
versation about humanities careers, broadly considered, as early as the acceptance letter or 
recruitment day. In addition to bringing the topic up with students, the DGS can also serve as 



an advocate and ally by raising the topic with fellow faculty. 

This section has suggestions on ways that a DGS can normalize the conversation with grad-
uate students in the first two or three years of their graduate careers, as well as sample lan-
guage for communicating with students.  

1. The acceptance letter 
Although often much is made of the employment outcomes of program graduates 
during the period of recruitment, in many departments this record includes only alum-
ni who have found full-time academic employment. As early as the acceptance letter, a 
broad range of post-PhD employment should be emphasized. 

Sample language:

A PhD from our department prepares you for a range of fulfilling employment. We are 
very proud of our alumni who have gone on to put their training to work in a range of 
humanities careers, including as faculty members at teaching colleges and research 
universities, directors of education at museums, research associates at think tanks, and 
staff writers at major publications.

This example is generalized, but the more specific you can be about where people 
have gone, the more likely it is to influence prospective students.  

2. Recruitment day
The recruitment visit is another early opportunity to set a positive tone about the diver-
sity of possible career outcomes. Consider organizing an alumni panel for recruitment 
day with alumni who are employed in a variety of sectors (including faculty members 
at different types of institutions). Include someone from career services to address 
your potential graduate students.

3. Department orientation
The department orientation for new graduate students, while likely to focus primarily 
on training future faculty members, offers an opportunity to establish broad thinking 
about career horizons as a normal part of advising conversations. Having someone 
from the career center describe their services can be useful, and so is providing stu-
dents with a map of campus and community resources (see the section on Mapping 
Your Resources). 

4. Individual meetings
Individual meetings are an opportunity to ask students about their values, skills, and 
interests—widely considered to be the career-counseling trifecta—as well as their 
developing career aspirations. This can easily dovetail with talking about developing 
research and teaching interests. Questions that can be useful for starting a conversa-
tion include:



• What are you enjoying about being a graduate student? (If you get a general 
answer like “teaching,” you might press further to find out more about what the 
student really enjoys about it. Does she enjoy working with students? Lesson plan-
ning? Being in the classroom? All of these are slightly different aspects of teaching 
that can lead to different types of careers.)

• What do you find less enjoyable? (This may be harder to get students to answer. They 
may be reluctant to admit they’re not enjoying their teaching—or their research.)

• Are you involved in activities outside your research and teaching either on or off 
campus? (Students sometimes feel they need to hide their outside activities from 
advisers. You may have to clarify that you feel these activities are an important part 
of their educations as well.)

The Connected Academics transferable skills document can help both you and your 
graduate students think about typical graduate student activities in terms of different 
types of work. 

Individual meetings are also a good time to remind a student that you encourage 
them to visit career services and to keep you informed about those meetings. If there 
is a staff member at the career center with whom you have a relationship, you can take 
this opportunity to recommend the staff member to students or even offer to intro-
duce students to the staff member over e-mail.

5. Group meetings
If you convene a group of students regularly, for an informal colloquium or a more 
formal proseminar, you might periodically set aside a meeting for career exploration 
and discussion. Here are some suggestions:

• Invite a career-services professional with experience working with graduate stu-
dents to come in and speak to students about how to prepare for a job search. 

• Invite alumni in a variety of careers to either visit in person or by Skype to talk 
about what they do. 

• Do a career exploration workshop using the MLA  Career Exploration Activity 
Packet (written by English PhD Beth Seltzer).

• Structure a discussion around Preparing for Life Outside the Academy: A Primer 
and Resource Guide (written by Spanish PhD Sarah Goldberg).

Dissertation Advisers

Few professional relationships are as important to graduate students as the one they have 



with their dissertation adviser. Keeping career ambitions a secret from their dissertation advis-
er can be a huge burden to students. Here are five ways that dissertation advisers can destig-
matize this conversation for their students. 

1. Opening the conversation 
Often students are anxious about bringing up broader career ambitions or do not 
know how to. By broaching the subject directly, perhaps over e-mail before a sched-
uled appointment, you can help break the ice. Emphasize that you’re bringing this up 
because you want all your students to be aware of the options available to them and 
because you are supportive of students exploring those options.

2. Being explicit in your support
Sometimes a student will beat you to the punch and bring up the issue of careers 
before you have the opportunity. If a student says they are thinking about jobs outside 
the academy, a good response is simply to say:

That’s great! Let’s think together about how the work you’re doing can help you.

This may seem like a minor intervention, but it can mean a great deal for a graduate 
student to learn that you are supportive and want to help..

3. Making professional introductions 
As useful as such explicit declarations of support are, consider also whether you can 
go one step further and put your student in touch with either former students or  staff 
at the university who might be able to give them more information. An introductory 
e-mail can go a long way toward helping students take that first step. 

Sample e-mail message: 

This e-mail introduces Student X to Graduate Y.

Graduate Y, Student X is a current PhD student of mine studying [FIELD]. She has told 
me that she’s interested in [PROFESSION] as a possible career path. I thought you 
would be a great resource for her. 

Student X, I sat on Graduate Y’s committee when she did her PhD here. She is now the 
[JOB TITLE] at [ORGANIZATION], where she is doing great work. 

I’ll let the two of you take it from here. 

4. Affirming and broadening professional identities 
Identity is an often overlooked piece of this equation. PhD students tend to place 
much investment in their identities as highly specialized academics or researchers of a 
particular language or time period. Encourage your graduate students to also recog-
nize themselves as scholars, educators, writers, and humanists. These broader identi-



ties travel well among a variety of careers. 

5. Sharing your own story
If you are an academic with a diverse work history, consider sharing your story with 
your students. Although faculty careers often look linear to graduate students, that is 
not always the case. It can be educational and reassuring for students to hear about the 
unexpected places your career has taken you and how valuable those experiences were.

Informal Advising Relationships

If you’re vocal about supporting graduate students in their broader career ambitions, you 
may find yourself speaking with students with whom you have no formal advising relation-
ship. Many departments have faculty members who are known to be the go-to person for 
career advice. Most of the suggestions in this section apply to these conversations as well.

If you are speaking with multiple students interested in working outside the academy, ask if 
they are okay with you sharing their names with one another. Having a community of peers 
with whom to share resources and give and receive support can make a huge difference to 
graduate students. It will also lessen the advising burden on you and give students valuable 
experience in peer mentorship.  


