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This week, the Graduate Student Chronicle has an early Holiday present for its readers. We invited 

Professor Karen Kelsky, of The Professor Is In, to share her experience and outlook on the job 

market and graduate student efficiency. Dr. Karen, a former R1 tenured professor and department 

head, offers blunt, concrete, practical advice about academia to her readers -- on everything from 

job documents to interviewing and negotiating an offer, and even postdocs and book proposals -

-  and also works with job-seeking Ph.D. clients one-on-one to craft their applications and 

interview strategies.  She is the anti doublespeak career advisor and coach “that 

you should already have, but probably don’t”. She is regularly quoted in the Chronicle of Higher 

Education and Inside Higher Ed, and runs a weekly advice column in Chronicle Vitae.  

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: Can you tell us about your work as “The Professor”? What are 

the most common requests you receive and mistakes you notice? 

 

Karen Kelsky: I have worked with over 3000 clients at this point, and the vast majority of clients 

come to me to work on their job documents--ie, their cover letter, CV, teaching statement, and 

research statement.  Then, if they get shortlisted, they work with my team on interview prep 

through the Interview Intervention.  Then if they get a campus visit, I work with them on their job 

talk.  Finally, if they get the offer, I help them with negotiating.   I also love to work with clients 

on book proposals and postdoc and grant applications, and do a bit of journal article editing when 

there is time. 

The mistake that I notice at every stage in virtually every type of document is that grad students 

“act like grad students”!  In other words, they perform a wheedling, insecure, subordinate subject 

position, rather than the status of a confident faculty peer.  What Ph.D.s don’t grasp is that hiring 

committees aren’t seeking to hire a grad student. They are seeking to hire a professor.  If you can’t 

act like a professor -- ie, like an authority figure and expert -- then you will sabotage yourself at 

every turn, both in the written documents, and even more seriously at the interview stage. 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: You note on your blog that you will tell the truth. How do you 

explain that some graduate programs are sometimes reluctant to tell this inconvenient truth? 

 

Karen Kelsky: There are many reasons.  Some faculty are completely ignorant of the devastating 

reality of the job market in a context of 75% adjunctification, and continue in the delusion that if 

students “just focus on their dissertation,” they’ll be rewarded with a tenure track 

job.  Preposterous!  Some faculty understand the reality but cynically know that they absolutely 

require the labor of grad students to keep the department running, so they stay quiet.  Some faculty 

are entirely invested in the prestige economy of a Ph.D. department, and require graduate students 

for their own continuing prestige and status, regardless of the harm done to the students 

themselves.  And then some faculty are invested in the “Work of the Mind” mythology, which 

dictates that true intellectuals will not sully themselves with discussion of profane things like jobs, 

benefits, and retirement plans (even though ALL those advising faculty enjoy these things in 

full).  In the end, I consider the recruitment of gullible undergraduates into Ph.D. programs in the 

humanities the university equivalent of subprime lending. The university in this case gets the labor, 

the bank gets the profit (through systemic indebtedness), and the grad student is left with nothing 

but debt. 

http://theprofessorisin.com/
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Graduate Caucus Chronicle: In the past months, several articles came out urging graduate 

students to finish in 5 years while providing tips on how to complete the dissertation on time. 

What is your take on these pieces? And what are your tips to finish on time? 
 

Karen Kelsky: I strongly urge all grad students to finish as quickly as they can.  The market is 

not improving; there is no benefit to staying in the program, when for most students in the 

humanities, it requires loans to stay afloat, particularly in the final years. 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: What kinds of mistakes do graduate students make such that 

they unintentionally make serving on their committees an unnecessarily unpleasant 

experience for their committee members? 

 

Karen Kelsky: Graduate students need to stay in touch with faculty members and not disappear 

for 4 years and then show up with a finished diss that may or may not reflect the faculty member’s 

advice and expertise.  The other mistake is the reverse:  being clingy and needy, and over-

dependent on the faculty member’s opinion. While it’s necessary to keep a vibrant dialogue with 

committee members about the diss project, you also have to be prepared to defend your position 

and declare independence from the committee member’s perspective, as long as you do it 

collegially and respectfully.  In the end, the dissertation is your own. 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: Does your thesis/dissertation topic necessarily lock you into a 

specific career path? Is it within a student’s best interest to write a more general or a more 

specific thesis/dissertation? 

 

Karen Kelsky: I would not worry about that. I would just make sure that the dissertation is on an 

original topic and a compelling one that is of interest not just to you but to many people. It has to 

“sell”!  The task is to use it to get a job. I believe specific topics are more likely to do that. 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: What is the best way to track one’s progress?  For example, I 

read the “Graduate School Is a Means to a Job” article, and there are quite a few concurrent 

steps across unequal time periods.  The chair of my department mentioned that it’s helpful 

to map one’s progress visually.  I’m wondering if someone has already put together a 

comprehensive chart (saving me from reinventing the wheel).   

 

Karen Kelsky: I’m not aware of any particular programs or apps, although I am CERTAIN that 

they exist. I’d recommend you study the GradHacker and ProfHacker archives for this info!  They 

do a great job on that kind of thing. I do know that many,  many readers have created their own 

simple excel spreadsheets to make the 5-year plan that I recommend in the blog post, More on The 

Five-Year Plan.  Do check out that post. 

 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: There is a lot of emphasis placed on networking both within 

and beyond academia in order to succeed on the job market. In your opinion, how important 

is networking? Do you have any tips or suggestions for students who feel overwhelmed by 

the prospect of networking? 

http://theprofessorisin.com/2014/05/09/in-response-to-popular-demand-more-on-the-5-year-plan/
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Karen Kelsky: My best advice on networking is in my blog posts, “I Heart Self Promotion and 

So Should You,” and “How to Work the Conference (3 parts).”  These explain how to use some 

advance planning to share your published work with scholars, and to arrange to meet them at 

conferences.  The goal is to create the conditions for a natural and substantive engagement, rather 

than stalking them after their talks and thrusting your business card into their hand!  You absolutely 

need to network in order to shake off the spectre of the grad student subordinate past, and reinvent 

yourself as a faculty peer. 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: In the off chance that I make it to an interview, I would like to 

know from my interviewers that the department and institution is welcoming of, in my case, 

a gay man. I want to know what sort of support structures are in place for LGBT*QI 

individuals. How do I approach this topic? 

 

 

Karen Kelsky: You will want to do that research yourself by studying the website and talking to 

your advisors and mentors in the field (this is why you want to network! so you have these advisors 

and mentors across the country!).  It is not a good idea to ask that question at the conference 

interview stage, and even at the Campus Visit stage, it’s a bit risky to ask outright. If there is a gay 

faculty member and you have a private meeting scheduled, you can definitely ask.  But to ask a 

straight person about the climate for gay individuals is to end up “othering” yourself in their eyes, 

and it won’t really help in terms of getting the offer.  After the offer, you can ask questions a bit 

more directly. 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: I’m on the job market and on multiple occasions felt the urge 

to send an email to the search committee chair--with a brief run-down of my academic 

profile--seeking to feel out if I should even bother applying. Would this ever be an 

appropriate move?  

 

Karen Kelsky: In my opinion, no.  No summary can substitute for a complete presentation of your 

record.  This is an example of grad student dependency, where you’re asking for permission to 

apply, in a way.  As they say on the Chronicle Forums, “Just apply for the damned job.” 

 

 

Graduate Caucus Chronicle: What advice do you have for job seekers applying for jobs 

outside of their immediate discipline? That is, jobs for which they are qualified (coursework, 

minor concentration, etc.).  
 

Karen Kelsky: To be competitive interdisciplinarily, you need a record of achievement in each 

discipline. That means you need publications and conferences and perhaps grants in that 

discipline.  Thus you can’t spread yourself too thin.  Two disciplines is about the max that a person 

can build a persuasive record in.  
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