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Review of the Ph.D. in English Studies 

23.0101 

 

Introduction.  This self-study report is the result of a year-long process that began when the English 

Department Graduate Committee was charged in September 2009 with the responsibility of facilitating a 

review of the Ph.D. in English Studies program over the past eight years.  In addition to committee data 

gathering, focus groups of students and faculty generated extensive transcripts that informed this self-

study. 

 

Overview of academic unit.  The Department of English offers four degree programs: The B.A. in 

English, M.A., M.S. in English, M.A., M.S. in Writing, and Ph.D. in English Studies.  There are four 

minors offered in the unit: English, English Education, TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other 

Languages), and Writing; the unit supports other interdisciplinary minors and the Department contributes 

significantly to the University’s General Education program.  The Department’s work in preparing 

students to read, write, and think critically in any context is central to the Mission of the University.  The 

Department of English is committed to an English Studies model that promotes an integration of the areas 

of English; literary, writing, and language study and to offering students best practices in pedagogy. 

 

Overview of degree program.  The integrated English Studies model combines subdisciplines of English 

with a distinct emphasis on pedagogy.  The program emphasizes the integration of scholarship and 

teaching without sacrificing the academic values and priorities traditionally associated with doctoral 

research.  In the English Studies model the various facets of the study of reading and writing are equally 

valued as distinguished from traditional literature-based, rhetoric-based, or linguistics-based English 

programs.   

 

Curriculum of the Ph.D. in English Studies.  The doctoral program begins with a week-long orientation 

session to establish best-practice pedagogies and enable students to design their own courses with a 

support network of professors, administrators, and senior doctoral students.  All students enroll in English 

402: Teaching Composition to provide students with a theoretical foundation for the teaching of 

composition.  Students must successfully complete a comprehensive exam covering three areas: the 

student’s specialization, English Studies, and Pedagogy.  A dissertation of original research that includes 

a substantial pedagogical component is also a requirement. 

 

Faculty of the degree program.  The English faculty represents a diverse cultural and varied discipline-

based faculty that contributes significantly to an increasingly global oriented population.  A priority for 

the Department in hiring new faculty members is to advertise in publications that reach underrepresented 

and diverse populations.  Numerous national and University teaching awards have been given to program 

faculty and student and alumni response indicate quality instruction as one of the program’s strengths.  

The faculty is very productive especially in publications of scholarly work in well regarded, peer-

reviewed journals in the subdisciplines and field overall.  English faculty members have won numerous 

University awards in research, the Strand Diversity Award, and two are University Distinguished 

Professors.  Many program faculty members participate in University initiatives such as the University 

Honors Program, the American Democracy Project, the First-Year Experience, and the Scholarship of 

Teaching and Learning.   

 

Program goals and quality measures.  Beginning in fall 2010, the Department will conduct a study of 

the entire graduate curriculum to ensure that existing courses still fulfill the goals of the program and are 

in line with the Department’s recently developed Strategic Plan.  The recruitment and retention of diverse 

domestic and international students will be a top priority.  To remain competitive, the program will 

explore the possibility of offering students dissertation fellowships and other fellowships that are not tied 

to teaching or service to the university.  The Department will increase the visibility of the doctoral 
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program and the outstanding accomplishments of faculty and students through directed uses of 

technology and mailings that highlight the exciting research and teaching in the graduate program.  

 

Changes in level of student demand.  Student demand over the review period has increased.  The 

program continues to enroll a diverse student body from all geographical regions of the United States and 

many other countries.  The program financially supports nearly all doctoral students through teaching 

assistantships, which include intensive and ongoing pedagogical training.  Students entering the doctoral 

level program have a Master’s degree and all have some prior teaching experience.  A significant 

percentage of enrolled doctoral students come to Illinois State from outside Illinois.   

 

Major changes in the program’s discipline, student demand, societal need, institutional context.  

The two most significant changes in the overall field since the last program review concern the increased 

visibility of technology in English Studies and the movement toward globalization in all areas of English 

Studies.  The program has responded to these changes through student and faculty recruitment, updates to 

the curriculum, and continual support of faculty whose areas of expertise have expanded.  Student 

demand for the program as measured by applications has tripled since the start of the review period. 

Drawing from the University’s distinguished tradition as a teacher-training institution, the program 

continues to expand the way it integrates research and pedagogy, continuing to offer a unique Ph.D. in 

English Studies. 

 

Summary of the program’s student learning assessment plan. The Ph.D. program uses its general 

outcomes and graduate faculty values as a touchstone for assessing student learning.  Students are 

evaluated for quality and competence in the teaching internship.  Professional presentations and 

publications in peer-reviewed venues measure growth in professional development of graduate students. 

 

Accreditation from affiliated agency.  The Ph.D. in English Studies does not receive accreditation from 

a discipline related agency.   

 

Description of actions taken since the last review including instructional resources and practices 

and curricular changes.  The Department developed a more systematic survey instrument to gauge 

student responses to specific aspects of their experience in the Ph.D. in English Studies program by 

instituting exit interviews for all students.  Although the Department has not yet been able to offer 

students dissertation fellowships, it offers a small number of post-doctoral teaching fellowships for 

graduates on the academic job market.  In line with national averages, the Department now offers doctoral 

students five years of funding through teaching assistantships as long as the student is making adequate 

progress toward the degree.  The University raised the stipends of doctoral teaching assistants, which 

brought them in line with national averages for doctoral programs in English. 

 

Major findings and recommendations and actions taken as a result of this review.  The Ph.D. in 

English Studies is of outstanding quality, and both applications and enrollments are strong.  Nevertheless, 

limited resources continue to pose challenges in recruitment of highly qualified students, especially from 

underrepresented groups.  Competing doctoral programs are able to offer more fellowships as well as 

reduced teaching loads for their graduate assistants.  The Department continues to seek resources to 

address student travel needs.  The review process has also helped to inform a more extensive assessment 

plan.   

 

Review Outcome.  The Academic Planning Committee, as a result of this review process, finds the Ph.D. 

in English Studies to be in Good Standing.  The Committee acknowledges the program’s response to 

recommendations made in the previous review cycle.  Committee members commend the program’s work 

with University Assessment Services to develop and initiate a useful assessment plan and the Committee 



53 

 

encourages the program to more fully utilize the plan for program improvement.  Also noted is the strong 

publication and presentation activity of both doctoral students and faculty. 

 

Recommendations.  The Academic Planning Committee makes the following recommendations to be 

addressed within the next regularly scheduled review cycle.   

 

 Continue to work with University Assessment Services to update and revise the program’s formal 

assessment plan and utilize the plan for program improvement. 

 Continue to recruit highly qualified students from underrepresented groups. 

 Work closely with Milner Library subject specialist to develop greater degree-specific integration of 

library resources in the program.   

 

  


