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As part for an external review team for an unnamed 
university, I had the opportunity to interview doctor-
al students in what is a top-40 graduate program. 
When asked what their career aspirations were, nine 
of the ten respondents expected a tenure-track job at 

a Research I university. Although such hopes might be collectively 
unrealistic at any juncture, they are especially improbable in light of 
substantial changes in the academic job market.

There are now fewer entry-level, tenure-track faculty positions 
in political science (and many other disciplines as well) than there 
were in previous decades. Accordingly, there is an over-supply 
of qualified candidates relative to the number of academic jobs 
available to them. Thus, many newly minted PhDs have little or no 
prospect of securing the brass ring of a tenure track job, whether 
immediately after graduating or indeed ever. There are multiple ex-
planations for this circumstance. State funding for public universities 
has declined on an adjusted, and in some cases absolute, basis; 
the heyday of higher education expansion is well past for virtually 
every state in the United States (and for many other countries as 
well). Private colleges, especially those highly dependent on tuition 
revenue, have experienced fiscal pressures, and a few have actual-
ly ceased operations. The COVID pandemic has made these trends 
worse, although it is not clear what the long-term implications will 
be, both for the pandemic itself and higher education more specif-
ically.

Two other factors further decrease available academic jobs. 
One is the secular trend toward colleges and universities hiring con-
tingent or non-tenure system faculty (full-time renewable, full-time 
temporary, and part-time adjuncts) for instruction; some reports 
indicate as many as 70% of teaching positions are occupied by 
what has been described as an academic underclass—those who 
teach many more courses for far less pay and with no job secu-
rity as compared to tenure system faculty. In addition, projections 
of ample academic job opportunities made in the 1970s through 
the 1990s were based on two assumptions, now determined to be 
false. Faculty have not necessarily retired as quickly as they once 
did, given increased longevity and the elimination of mandatory 
retirement age in the United States and elsewhere. Furthermore, 

even those who did retire were not necessarily replaced on a 1-to-
1 basis as was anticipated.

Given the diminished and uncertain academic job market, 
what kind of adjustments have doctoral programs in political sci-
ence made or could make in the coming years? This essay address-
es some of these choices, which are not necessarily mutually exclu-
sive. In discussing these options, I also lay out some of the costs or 
tradeoffs attendant to each, as no panaceas exist.

REDUCING ADMISSIONS
One adaptation to the evolving academic job market has been for 
graduate programs to reduce admissions. This can be portrayed as 
an ethical response in that graduate programs should not produce 
substantially more PhDs than the market will bear, and programs 
don’t want to make promises about future job prospects that can’t 
be fulfilled. Less altruistically, such a move allows departments to 
consolidate funding and offer multiyear aid packages to incoming 
students and thereby remain competitive with other doctoral pro-
grams. The adaptation is also designed to prevent adverse reputa-
tional costs to programs that produce large numbers of graduates 
who cannot secure desired employment.

Reducing admissions relies on projections about the size and 
configuration of what the market will bear for one’s students (as 
these can vary substantially depending on the university and pro-
gram). Doctoral programs are notoriously inefficient in terms of 
yield from initial admission to completion of the dissertation; for 
some disciplines, it is as low as 30%. Estimating wrongly and with 
differential drop-out rates per cohorts, some programs can have a 
shortage of students for given years.

Fewer doctoral students also includes some negative spillover 
effects for a department. It means fewer research and teaching as-
sistants available. This could increase the workloads of faculty or 
affect other things such as class size. Many faculty desire to teach 
graduate courses on a regular basis, reflective of their own per-
sonal instructional preferences or tied into their research agendas. 
There could be fewer students to distribute across the graduate cur-
riculum, and perhaps fewer course offerings both in total and within 
subdisciplines. Faculty and student unhappiness is likely to result. 
Schools with separate masters and “fast-track” (combined BA/MA 
degree programs) can channel those students into the same courses 
as doctoral students. This might happen in any case, but it does ad-
dress the course offerings shortage as well. Nevertheless, there are 
instructional challenges in these mixed classrooms with student ori-
entations (policy vs. scholarly research), abilities, and career goals. 
It is not clear that each audience is served well by placing them in 
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the same course.

MORE EMPHASIS TO PEDAGOGICAL TRAINING
A more significant change to doctoral programs in political science 
is shifting some of the emphasis from research preparation to train-
ing and experience in pedagogy. Many doctoral candidates have 
limited background in teaching, with fellowships and research as-
sistantships excluding opportunities to serve as teaching assistants; 
even when the latter occurs, graduate students might do little more 
than hold office hours and do the grading for faculty instructors. 
Doctoral students might also receive little or no training in teaching 
or exposure to the scholarship of teaching and learning, a dramatic 
contrast to the coverage they receive in the research literature in 
political science. 

A greater emphasis on teaching in graduate programs has 
several purposes. First, it makes students, who might previously 
have landed jobs at Research I institutions, more competitive for ten-
ure-system positions at smaller universities and colleges that have 
a central teaching mission. Training in pedagogy would also ease 
their transitions and improve their performance once they secured 
those positions. Second, better instructional preparation would 
match the requirements for graduates who accept contingent facul-
ty positions. Such positions with titles such as “lecturer” or “assistant 
professor of instruction” are increasingly common in higher edu-
cation; these involve little or no research responsibilities, but more 
extensive teaching ones.

Providing better training in pedagogy could involve several 
initiatives, well short of creating actual degrees or specializations 
that are in place for other disciplines (e.g., PhD in the Teaching of 
Physics). These might include (1) offering a credit or non-credit class 
on teaching for students, (2) expanding teaching opportunities for 
ABDs, and (3) hiring one’s own graduates as teaching post-docs as 
a bridge to entering the academic job market. Departments could 
also encourage their students to take advantage of university-wide 
offerings, such as teaching certificate programs, that provide train-
ing and certification in pedagogy.

Paradoxically, expanding the teaching opportunities for 
graduate students could undermine department claims on new or 
replacement faculty positions to meet any enrollment pressures. 
Financially, paying one’s own graduate students to teach is more 
costly (salary and benefits) than the equivalent of hiring adjunct in-
structors on a course-by-course basis. 

CUTTING PROGRAMS
The shrinking academic job market affords an opportunity to cull 
weak doctoral programs, ones that perhaps should be eliminated 
anyway. There is a tendency to create new programs in universities. 
These have no sunset clauses and thus persist perhaps long after 
their usefulness. Eliminating these problems would reduce the sup-
ply of new PhDs and thus make it more likely that those who do earn 
this highest degree will be able to secure an academic job.

A key consideration is what criteria might be used to identi-
fy candidates for termination. Let me propose several. One would 
be to eliminate programs that have not been able to place their 
graduates well in the past, defined according to aspiration level. 
That standard alone is probably insufficient. Another consideration 
is eliminating programs that produce very small numbers of grad-
uates every few years and/or suffer from high attrition rates. More 
strategically, and particularly relevant for public institutions, would 
be to terminate programs that are offered better elsewhere on a 

university system or regional basis. 
Inertia is a strong force in organizations, no less in colleges 

and universities. One will swim against the tide in attempting to 
eliminate programs, and that tide will be bolstered by faculty resis-
tance to it in the affected departments. Many faculty and depart-
ments define their reputation in terms of having doctoral programs 
in political science and will see themselves as diminished if those 
programs no longer exist. Cutting doctoral programs might be a 
rational decision at the collective level for those in the orbit of the 
American Political Science Association, but this option is only effec-
tive when a number of departments are willing to take this action. 
The necessity of multiple, individual decisions is one reason why it 
would be difficult to achieve.

ADAPTING THE CURRICULUM
Reducing admissions, enhancing training in teaching, and elimi-
nating programs reflect changes in the demand for university and 
college professors, but they do not recognize alternatives to that 
market. There might be no need to reduce the number of new polit-
ical science PhDs if they can be successfully placed outside of ac-
ademia. Yet this requires some changes in how students are trained 
and what assistance they are given in finding alternative jobs.

One adaptation that does recognize that other employment is 
possible for political science PhDs is changing the curriculum or at 
least emphasizing certain aspects of it. In states such as Texas, there 
are political pressures and new mandates for “marketable skills,” 
concentrated on undergraduate courses and degrees. The same 
impetus is not present for graduate programs, but there are lessons 
to be derived from the idea.

Advanced political science degree holders are qualified for 
many positions outside of academia and can apply their skill sets to 
such employment. APSA has created a Careers Diversity Commit-
tee to facilitate that end. Most obvious would be those graduates 
who have advanced quantitative skills, and these open up opportu-
nities for jobs in collecting and analyzing data as well as modeling. 
In an era of “big data,” this is a growth area for positions in gov-
ernment, non-governmental organizations, and the private sector. 
Historically, political scientists have filled positions associated with 
survey research, but now the range of possibilities is much greater. 
Traditional single country or geographic area expertise is also a 
valued commodity in certain sectors outside of academic settings. 
The aforementioned APSA committee also aptly notes that “[g]
overnance, justice, power, and ethics are issues that are pervasive 
across all institutions,” and therefore could be benefit from expertise 
in those areas held by political science graduates.

To ensure that doctoral students are qualified for such po-
sitions, graduate programs might need to offer a wider range of 
courses, especially in methodology, including cutting edge ap-
proaches (e.g., visualization, big data) and the like. Advising stu-
dents to take additional courses or training beyond minimum de-
gree requirements would encourage broader skill sets. Adaptations 
used in other disciplines such as business or engineering —such as 
internships—might be less applicable to political science, but there 
is room for innovation for departments to establish partnerships that 
provide training and experience for the non-academic market.

Clearly, the marketable skills approach is better suited for 
some graduate students than others, relatively privileging those in 
quantitative methodology versus those whose expertise lies in po-
litical philosophy for example. Faculty are also likely to be resis-
tant to this adaptation, as too often jobs outside of academia are 
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perceived to be consolation prizes or those appropriate for only 
weaker students.

CAREER GUIDANCE
If departments make adjustments to meet the needs of non-
academic markets, they can’t stop there. There needs to be 
commensurate assistance for students to identify and secure 
those positions. To the extent that doctoral students in political 
science already receive help in obtaining employment, most 
comes in the forms of practice job talks, workshops on publishing, 
and the like—all geared toward the academic job market. 

Many political science faculty are ill-suited to provide ca-
reer assistance outside of academia; most have never held a 
job outside of the academic context. To get up to speed, faculty 
members will need to educate themselves about opportunities 
outside of academia and take advantage of webinars and 
training sessions offered by APSA and other professional as-
sociations. Making non-academic jobs salient and achievable 
in the eyes of graduate students is also necessary. This can be 
done by raising the prospects and providing information about 
non-academic placement during orientation and the first year of 
graduate study. Bringing successful alumni who hold those kind 
of positions back to campus can provide inspiration to students, 
but also offer the kinds of connections and dialogue with those 
outside the ivy walls to which academic institutions aspire.

Political science and related departments are unlikely to 

accomplish career advice on their own, or at least would ben-
efit from assistance available on their campuses. Normally, 
career services at institutions are almost exclusively directed at 
undergraduates. Political science students will need to depend 
on services offered at a school/college or campus level, assum-
ing that such things exist. Ideally these would include advising, 
job boards, workshops on non-academic employment, career 
exploration groups, and access to job fairs targeted at doctoral 
students. Economies of scale suggest that graduate colleges or 
other campus-level entities might be best positioned to fill these 
needs.

Any initiative organized at the trans-departmental level 
runs the risk of falling into a "one size fits all" trap (especially at a 
comprehensive university). It also would require additional staff-
ing and cost to be effective. Perhaps equally important, this is an 
adaptation not in the control of political science departments.

For most graduate faculty members, secure in their own 
positions and preoccupied with their own lives and careers, it 
is easy to ignore the shrinking academic market for doctoral 
students. Nevertheless, political science departments cannot 
continue with business as usual. The purpose of this essay was 
not only to raise the issue, but offer some adaptations that are 
available. Not all might be desirable, but the status quo is not 
sustainable in either the short or long run.■

The views and opinions expressed here are those of the au-
thor and do not necessarily reflect the position of APSA.
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