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Introduction

This document provides an overview of the academic job market, along with some advice to help you negotiate what can be a very confusing, disheartening, and time-consuming process. According to MLA statistics, slightly less than half of those receiving Ph.D.s in English get a tenure-track job within a year of graduation, while roughly another third obtain some form of employment in higher education, usually teaching in part-time or adjunct positions.

More and more Ph.D. holders are going to work outside academia in fields such as editing and publishing, secondary teaching, business and technical writing, grant writing, and so forth. Although this document deals exclusively with the academic job market, these may be avenues you want to explore further. One final note: the information and advice contained herein is not to be construed as authoritative and final. The job market is not a world of hard-and-fast rules, and the more sources and people you consult, the better off you'll be.

Preparing to Go on the Market

If you are planning on an academic career, you are already preparing to go on the market by taking classes, writing papers, and teaching. Getting a sense of the market early in your graduate career can make your preparation more efficient and more productive. Thinking of your graduate career in economic terms--in terms of marketability, efficiency, productivity, and so forth--may jar with your sense of what the profession ought to be, but the fact of the matter is that supply outstrips demand, and what got you into English, your love of literature, may not be enough to keep you in it as a career. 

As soon as possible, you should begin to decide who you are, professionally speaking. Read the MLA Job Information List for the past few years to see what kinds of jobs are being advertised in your area. Are jobs in your area typically broken down by genre? What are the chronological boundaries of your area? What specific skills are schools looking for? Although the market can and does change over time, by getting a sense of the market as you are taking classes, preparing for exams, and formulating a dissertation topic, you will be able to better prepare yourself for finding a job. 

As you begin to decide how you will market yourself, you should focus your energies accordingly. Do your major and minors, for example, work well together in terms of the market? You may be interested in both medieval and modern American literature, but that combination is not likely to do you much good on the market since most jobs require specialization in contiguous areas. Reading the job list will give you a better sense of how the majors and minors at UNCG relate to available jobs. 

Begin to get a feel for your field. Although your primary emphasis should be on primary texts, you should begin to acquaint yourself with secondary materials as well. Subscribe to major journals, join the relevant scholarly organizations, join relevant e-mail lists, and read the scholarship in your field to determine key names and key issues. When you come across an interesting essay or book review, jot down a note or two on it in your reading notebook.

One of the most important things you can do for yourself is to begin publishing. Having one or two refereed articles is increasingly becoming a litmus test for many positions. Try to think of at least one essay each semester as a publishable contribution to the field rather than a terminal project for a specific class. Research journals before you start writing and write to the audience of the journal you want to publish your article. Ask your professors for candid evaluations of your work, and use their suggestions to revise your essay. Finally, send your work out. You will receive some rejections, but you cannot publish essays that remain on your desk. 

Conferences are another good way to prepare for the market. Besides getting your work in front of an academic audience, conferences provide a way to meet scholars in your field. "Networking" sounds again, perhaps, too much like the business world, but it is part of academia as well. Another way to meet scholars in your field is to do work at a research library with significant holdings in your area. (Often grants--a useful avenue to explore in its own right--are available for such research.) More importantly, the research you can only do at a major library is essential for many kinds of scholarship. 

On the job market, your specialty is determined largely by your dissertation topic. If your dissertation is on Pope, some committees simply won't consider you for a position in eighteenth century-prose, despite other qualifications you may have. Conference papers, publications, course work, and teaching experience may partially expand the boundaries of your perceived specialty, but your dissertation will largely define them. Consequently, it is important to select a dissertation topic that relates well to your career plans. Reading several job lists before you select your topic can help you understand how your project might relate the market. You might also attend the presentations of candidates being interviewed by UNCG; you'll see a side of the market you'll see sooner or later sooner rather than later. 

In terms of the market, the most important question you can ask is this: where do I want to be when I apply for jobs? The most important thing you can do during your graduate career is to get there.

Deciding to Go on the Market

Going on the market consumes time and energy--more of both than you may realize. It also costs money, up to $1000 for a national search, including plane tickets and hotel reservations to the MLA convention. Consequently, you should think twice before entering the market before you have a realistic chance of landing a job. 

At what point do you have a realistic chance? It all depends. For tenure-track positions at four-year schools, you should be well into your dissertation. In many searches, the committee will likely exclude from consideration any candidate who does not appear likely to complete the dissertation before the term of appointment begins. Some schools even require the Ph.D. in hand. The inability of your recommenders to comment in depth on your dissertation will be a big strike against you. Finally, there is the issue of having to complete the dissertation should you land a job. Teaching a full load and serving on committees will leave you little time to work on your project. 

On the other hand, many jobs will consider candidates who are ABD. If you are willing to invest the time and money, applying to these positions may be a good idea. Moreover, having extensive teaching experience and/or significant publications may counterbalance the lack of significant progress toward completing the dissertation. In any event, you should carefully weigh the pros and cons and discuss the matter with your advisor and other faculty members before you decide to enter the market.

An Overview of the Market

What follows is a general overview of the "MLA path"--that is, the "standard" hiring process for most full-time academic jobs. There are, however, endless variations on this process: the search is conducted exclusively during the spring, there are no convention interviews, the interview takes place at a convention other than MLA, phone interviews take place at some point, and a host of other variations. Nevertheless, most searches follow the basic structure shown below. 

First Cut (November)--Most schools will make a first cut from the total number of applicants (100-800) to around 20-50 candidates whom they want to consider more closely. This cut is usually made on the basis of the job letter and the CV, although an increasing number of schools are asking for supporting materials up front. (This saves the committee time and costs you money.) At this point, the committee is looking primarily for reasons to exclude you from consideration: your specialty is not what they are looking for, your dissertation is not complete, you have not published enough articles, your teaching experience is insufficient, your letter does not respond to the job advertisement, and so forth. With applicants numbering in the hundreds, there is simply not enough time to evaluate your candidacy in any depth; consequently, it is imperative that you not provide any extra strikes against yourself (such as a poor job letter). 

Second Cut (early December)--Most committees will make a second cut based on supporting materials such as dossiers, writing samples, teaching portfolios, and so forth. Many committees will ask for these materials separately; others will have them on hand from your initial application. In either case, the 20-50 candidates who are getting a second look will get, by and large, a fairer look: most committees will attempt in good faith to determine your qualifications as a teacher, scholar, and potential colleague from the materials you provide. From this group, the committee will select from 5 to 20 candidates to interview in person. You will usually receive a call around the middle of December.

Third Cut (MLA Convention Interview)--Having evaluated you on paper, the committee is now evaluating you in person. Consequently, the criteria tend to shift in emphasis from your qualifications and scholarly potential to your likely abilities as a teacher and future colleague. From the group of interviewees, two to four will be invited to an on-campus interview. 

Final Cut (late January through February)--In the on-campus interview, you and one to three other candidates are being judged by the committee members, who have been following your candidacy for some months now, primarily as future colleagues. This is, however, the first time you will make any contact with the rest of the faculty. At some schools, the committee will recommend a candidate to the faculty, but the relative importance of each group differs significantly from place to place and from job to job.

Finding Jobs

Academic jobs are advertised in two main places: The Chronicle of Higher Education and the MLA Job Information List. The Chronicle is published weekly during the entire year. Generally, jobs will begin to be advertised in late September and continue through May, although the peak season is October and November. Check the Chronicle every week; a significant number of jobs, especially jobs at smaller schools and jobs advertised during the spring, will appear there and not in the JIL, and many of these jobs are advertised for only a week or two. The Chronicle can be accessed on the Web at chronicle.merit.edu. 

The JIL is published four times each year, but the October list (usually published around the 15th) is by far the biggest of the four, followed by the December list (usually published in late November). The February and April lists are negligible, so checking the Chronicle in the spring becomes increasingly important. When the October list comes out, make your own copy or check with Alyson Frazier to get an access code to the electronic version. Carefully comb the list for jobs for which you are qualified, and rank them according to these criteria: 

· your qualifications

· desirability of the position

· desirability of the institution

· desirability of the location

· likelihood of obtaining the position

Obviously, you will want to take extra time with the jobs at the top of your list. 

Other sources of job advertisements include blanket mailings, letters to the Director of Graduate Studies, e-mail lists, and word of mouth.

Some Practical Tips

Keep good records. Make a chart of every school to which you apply, the materials you have sent them, the responses you have received, and the actions you need to take. Even if you are applying to only ten schools, things can get confusing. Keep copies (paper or computer files) of all job letters that you sent out; nothing is more distressing than forgetting, just before your interview, what you told a school in your application letter.

If you have not received a confirmation letter within a month of sending in your application, you might consider calling the school to verify that the committee received your application. When you receive affirmative action cards, send them in after filling them out accurately. 

During the search, keep in touch with your dissertation director, the job placement advisor, and other faculty members with whom you've worked closely. Let them know where you are applying; they may be willing to make a call or write a letter on your behalf to colleagues they know.

Deciding which Jobs to Apply For 

Ideally, you should apply to every job for which you are qualified. Given the excess of supply over demand in the academic job market, conducting a national search increases your chances of obtaining a job. If, however, you would not accept a position in, say, Alaska, do not apply for jobs there. Your minimal criterion should be this: would I take this job if it is the only one I am offered?

If you are conducting a regional search, you may want to blanket area colleges and universities with letters indicating your qualifications. At best, however, you may only pick up part-time or adjunct work, usually at fairly low pay. Tenure-track jobs are virtually always advertised at the national level. 

Applying for jobs that only partially apply to you is a tricky business. Given that search committees are looking for reasons to eliminate candidates, not fitting the job description precisely could well eliminate you from consideration. On the other hand, the committee may be willing to consider strong candidates whose qualifications do not precisely match the job advertisement--for example, a candidate defending her dissertation in January when the advertisement asks for a Ph.D. in hand, or a candidate whose specialty is modernist poetry when the advertisement asks for a specialist in modernist narrative. The ads themselves will frequently distinguish between requirements and preferences. If you feel like you are qualified for the position, you should probably apply.

Putting Together a Dossier

Detailed, positive letters of recommendation are essential to being competitive on the market. Well before you decide to apply for jobs, you should ask several faculty members to write letters of recommendation for you. Ensure that your recommenders can say positive things about you and your work; a negative or lukewarm endorsement can seriously damage your candidacy. Try to select recommenders who can speak to different aspects of your strength and talents. 

Provide your recommenders with as much information as possible: job letters, vitas, essays, conference papers, dissertation chapters, teaching portfolios--anything that will help them write a detailed letter. If you would like your recommender to address a specific aspect of your candidacy--your ability to teach medieval literature, for example--indicate so. You should also communicate to your recommenders the kinds of jobs you're applying for. If you have not completed your dissertation, you may want to ask your director if she feels comfortable in stating explicitly that you will finish it soon. 

Your letters should be in by the beginning of October. Give your recommenders plenty of lead time (at least six weeks), and gently remind them if the letters are not in on time. 

Two letters are essential: one from your dissertation director addressing the quality of your dissertation and one from a faculty member addressing the quality of your teaching. In fact, the more letters that address teaching, the better off you will be. Invite your recommenders to your class, or have a class videotaped so that they can see you teach and respond in detail to that aspect of your candidacy. 

Your remaining letters may address other issues--for example, your knowledge of an area outside your dissertation area. Obtain as many positive letters (up to six) as you can; your fifth recommender may address an issue or provide an insight into your candidacy that the first four may not have. Simply put, five positive letters will present a more complete and more compelling view of your candidacy than can three. Moreover, in a market in which five or six letters is increasingly the norm, having only three may send a subtle message that you are disconnected from the department. If you know faculty members at other institutions that could recommend you--previous teachers, journal editors, scholars you have met at conferences or libraries--you should consider asking them for a letter. Having outside recommenders can send the message that you are already making a name for yourself in the field. 

If you go on the market a second year, have your recommenders update their letters. First, dated letters make it clear that you "struck out last year." Second, your recommenders will be able to address issues--your dissertation in a more complete form, for example--that they could not have addressed the previous year. 

It is strongly advised that you waive your right to read your letters. Many search committees are dubious of candidates whose letters are not confidential.

The Application

The Job Letter

The reality of the job market is that committees are looking to eliminate candidates before paying serious attention to a group of around 20 to 50. Your job letter and CV will be the primary documents they use to make this cut. Both documents should be well-presented. Use letterhead for your job letter and good quality paper for your CV. (Don't go overboard with blue marbling, however--white or offwhite cotton bond will do fine.) Laser print both documents. 

You should address your letter to the person mentioned in the job ad. If no one is mentioned, address your letter to "Search Committee Chair" or to the chair of the department, whose name you can find in the MLA directory. See the job placement director for sample application letters. In your opening paragraph, you should indicate that you are a graduate student at UNCG specializing in whatever areas. Indicate where you saw the job advertisement, the nature of the job, and the name of the school. You should also indicate when you will receive the Ph.D. Be as specific as you can; if the committee is unsure whether you will defend by the beginning of the appointment, you may be eliminated from consideration.

In your dissertation paragraph(s), be as concrete as you can in describing your project and its importance to the field. Indicate how it relates to existing scholarship Portray your work as a contribution to the field, not a wholesale revision of it. Avoid too much theoretical jargon. You want to appear current, but not trendy; one of the common complaints from search committees is that letters are too often transparent attempts to dress up mundane ideas in exotic theoretical language. (Another common complaint is that they are incomprehensible.) You want to appeal to the widest possible audience, and by using coded theoretical language, you are potentially excluding a significant percentage of faculty who will be evaluating your letters. Do not devote too much of your letter to a description of your dissertation. 

Especially if you have a narrow dissertation topic, you should try to broaden the context of your work in relation to the field and to your teaching. If you're writing on Thomas Wolfe, for example, you might address the issue of how your research has enriched your understanding of Southern literature, Appalachian literature, or autobiographical narrative. 

Many job letters include a paragraph relating to professional development--that is, how you are "entering the profession." Common topics include plans for the dissertation, future research, publications, conference papers, collaboration with colleagues, grants and fellowships, archival work, and the like. In this paragraph and elsewhere, remember that you are not being judged as a graduate student, but as a potential colleague, teacher, and scholar.

You should also have one or two paragraphs that discuss your teaching. Because most schools are more interested in your teaching than your research, take special care with this section of your letter. You should briefly address your teaching philosophy and techniques, using concrete examples when possible. You should also address the kinds of courses you have taught or are interested in teaching. Here especially you should tailor your letter to the specific job. If possible, make connections between your teaching and your scholarship. As in your dissertation paragraph, you should be careful not to overuse pedagogical jargon; consider that your audience may well include more traditional lecturers. Overall, however, innovation and student-centered classrooms are considered positive things by the vast majority of search committees. Other tips: 

· emphasize your interest in teaching writing skills

· provide evidence of your teaching effectiveness (teaching awards, for example)
· communicate your enthusiasm for teaching

The placement of your teaching paragraphs in relation to your dissertation paragraphs sends a subtle message about your priorities. Traditionally, the dissertation has come first, but for jobs that appear to be more teaching-centered, you might consider placing your teaching paragraph(s) first. Often times the job ad will subtly indicate the level of priority assigned to teaching and research.

As you begin to close your letter, you might want to indicate other skills that you possess such as experience with computers, ESL, business writing, technical writing, writing centers, other areas of literature, and so forth. Most departments need six faculty members and are hiring one, so your ability to perform a valuable service or teach courses in another area may tilt the scales in your favor. 

In your concluding paragraph, you should indicate your willingness to meet with the committee at the convention (SAMLA, MLA, CCCC) at which they are interviewing. If you have not yet sent your dossier, indicate how the committee can obtain it. You should also indicate how you can be reached (phone, e-mail). For late letters, and if you will be leaving town for the holidays, you should indicate how you can be reached up to the MLA convention; you don't want to miss an interview because the committee couldn't contact you. Even if you provide this information, make sure that your answering machine is working before you leave town. 

Some general tips about job letters. Your tone is essential; you want to sound confident but not cocky, current but not trendy, knowledgeable but not pompous, serious but not overly earnest, committed but not fanatical. Carefully proofread for mistakes, especially when you are using a common file as the basis for your various letters. Find ways to subtly modify your letter for the specific job; although your dissertation paragraph will probably remain the same, you can, for example, shift the focus of your teaching paragraph to reflect the job requirements. And read every letter before you mail it--again.

The CV

Your CV is a fairly straightforward document that provides a record of your academic career. Below are listed the headings frequently found on CVs; see the job placement advisor to sample CVs. If a heading does not work for you, eliminate it; if you need a heading that is not listed here, create it. Take some time with your layout to ensure that it clearly organizes the information. With the exception of certain required headings (education, references, etc.), CVs should be modified so as to allow you to put your best foot forward. Examine several CVs to see what works best for you. As with your job letter, you might consider having a "research CV" and a "teaching CV" in which the order of your headings is different. Don't think of your CV as a perfectly static document; if there are ways to subtly modify it for specific jobs (teaching interests, for example), you may want to do so. 

1. Name. Center your name at the top of the first page. Also include your phone number, email address, and address. Although some CVs list both home and school addresses, avoid doing so if you strongly prefer to have your mail send to one place or the other. If you list both addresses, you will doubtlessly receive some mail at both locations. Some CVs put "curriculum vitae" at the top; others do not, given that the committee will doubtlessly recognize what it is. 

2. Education. List degrees, schools, majors and minors, and dates of graduation in reverse chronological order. Under your Ph.D. subheading, you might list your dissertation title and director. 

3. Dissertation. Many CVs provide a brief overview of the dissertation. Many do not, since the committee will already have this information in your job letter and/or dissertation abstract (described below). If you do not have a separate heading for the dissertation, you should at least indicate the title and director under "Education." 

4. Academic Honors. List fellowships, scholarships, grants, teaching awards, and other academic honors. Assistantships are generally not considered honors. Avoid listing too many undergraduate honors, although important honors such as being valedictorian or Phi Beta Kappa are usually appropriate. 

5. Publications. Provide citations in reverse chronological order. Include forthcoming publications in this list (and indicate them as such), but put articles being reviewed under a sub-heading ("Under Review," "In Circulation")

6. Conference Papers/Presentations. List in reverse chronological order, indicating title, conference, date, and (perhaps) city. If you only have only one or two publications and/or conference papers, you may want to combine these two headings. 

7. Research Interests. List the fields in which you plan to do research. 

8. Teaching Experience. List teaching positions you have held and courses you have taught. Some CVs include brief descriptions of courses. 

9. Teaching Interests. List areas you're interested in teaching. 

10. Academic Service. Includes departmental positions, tutoring experience, committee work, and other experience related to academia. Some CVs combine this category with "Teaching Experience" under the subheading "Academic Employment." 

11. Relevant Experience. May include non-academic work relevant to your candidacy. You may want to combine this category with the previous one under some other heading.

12. Professional Organizations. Self-explanatory.

13. Languages. Necessary if your research and/or field require knowledge of foreign languages, or if you want to highlight your knowledge of languages. Many CVs indicate the level of competence (fluency, reading knowledge, etc.). 

14. References. List the names, titles, and schools of your references. Many CVs list phone numbers and/or email addresses as well. After your list, you should indicate the address and phone number of the Career Services Center.

Writing Samples

Most committees will ask for a writing sample after making a first cut and before deciding whom they will interview. Consequently, your writing sample should represent your best work. 

Most candidates use dissertation chapters for their writing samples. Because there will generally be a 20-30 page limit involved, you may have to condense or cut material from your actual chapter. Especially if this is the case--and even if it is not--you should probably provide a brief introduction that shows how this excerpt fits within the larger project. 

Some candidates send offprints from articles they have published. An offprint, especially one from a good journal, has a certain authority that an unpublished dissertation chapter may lack. Ideally, you will be able to send an offprint from your dissertation, or a dissertation chapter that has been accepted for publication; if this is not possible, and you have a choice between sending an offprint and a dissertation chapter, then you simply must decide which is the better piece of work and which is more relevant for the job in question. Consult with your director if you are unsure. 

If you are applying for more than one kind of job, you may want to have more than one writing sample ready. In any event, you should ensure that the sample you send is polished, substantial work.

Teaching Portfolios

Although teaching portfolios are not yet required by most schools, they can help strengthen your application by allowing you to showcase your teaching in far more depth than is possible in a job letter. Most teaching portfolios consist of two sections: a one to two page statement of teaching philosophy and appendices that include course materials. Even if you do not put together a full portfolio, you should draft a statement of teaching philosophy, as such documents are frequently requested. 

Your statement of teaching philosophy should obviously address the issues of how you teach, and why. Address both issues. A common complaint is that these statements frequently theorize about teaching without providing concrete examples of how theory is incorporated into the classroom. Examples of specific techniques you have developed, works or units you have taught especially well, and assignments that proved particularly beneficial will help strengthen your case. In your statement, you should address the kinds of courses you are qualified and willing to teach. Many portfolios contain sample syllabi for such courses in an appendix. As in your letter, tone is important: your statement should clearly communicate your enthusiasm for and commitment to teaching.

Your appendices should help the committee understand how you have taught or would teach specific courses. Portfolios typically contain such materials as syllabi, examinations, assignments, student and peer evaluations, and proposed courses. Some portfolios organize materials by type (e.g., all syllabi in the same place), some by course. However you organize your materials, you should do so in a clear manner that will allow the committee to quickly find what it is interested in seeing. A table of contents is therefore in order, especially if you have more than ten pages of material.

Dissertation Abstracts

Many committees are interested in more than a simple overview of your dissertation. A short, one- to two-page abstract can help flesh out your project in more depth than the job letter will permit. Generally, you should address the same issues that you have in your letter, only in greater depth. In addition, you should provide brief summaries of individual chapters.

Transcripts

Many schools will request transcripts at an early stage in the application process. In most cases, an unofficial transcript or even a photocopy will suffice. (Official transcripts will be needed in some cases, and in all cases when you get a job offer.) Most schools are only interested in the transcript from the Ph.D. granting institution, although a small number will require transcripts from other institutions you have attended (a tiny fraction may require one from every college or university you have ever attended). Consequently, you should request such transcripts early in the process. 

Because "ENG 661" means little to most people, it is generally a good idea to append a short summary of the courses you have taken at the graduate level. One or two sentences per course should suffice.

Miscellaneous Documents

A few schools will request special documents. If you are interested in the position, you will have to produce them. Often you will be able to use existing documents such as your teaching portfolio.

The Interview

First, be prepared. Taking advantage of the mock interviews the department offers can be very useful in getting a sense of what an academic interview is like. Determine if you can who will be interviewing you, and try to get some minimal sense of their work and their assumptions about literature. If you despise deconstruction and Henry James, it may be useful to know that your interviewer is a deconstructionist Jamesian. If an interviewer does work in your area, you might well get a question about his or her scholarship. Just before your interview, review the job advertisement, your application letter and any other materials you have sent them, and any correspondence you have received from them. 

You should also research the school, the department, and its course offerings. You might well be asked, "Why are you interested in Backwoods U?," the answer to which is not that you are desperate and will take anything. Another frequently asked question concerns how you would teach a specific course. Knowing what courses the department offers in your area will help you respond to such questions. Knowing the specialties of other faculty members will also help you to understand how you might fit into the department. Is there an African-American literature specialist? If not, you may want to indicate your willingness to teach courses in that area. If there are three, you may want to steer clear. 

Other frequently asked questions: 

· Tell us about your research (how does your dissertation contribute to the field? what theoretical premises underlie it? how has it enhanced your teaching? what are you planning to do with it? when will you finish it? what future projects do you have in mind?) 
· Tell us about your teaching (what should an English class do? what have you taught well? how would you design a course in X? what happens in a typical class of yours? why do you do that? how do you bring theory into the classroom? how would you teach Hamlet to undergraduates?)
· I see that you've published an article on Mary Shelley. What did you have to say about her?
· Why should we hire you?

You should already have planned out your answers to common questions. Do not, however, recite your answers. Especially do not recite your job letter. 

The image you want to present is that of an engaged, committed, and intelligent teacher and scholar. Although most committees are fully aware of the tremendous pressure you are under, they want to see some evidence that you can articulate ideas and respond to questions in an engaged--and engaging--manner. Avoid overly long answers; often you'll get subtle hints that interviewer is ready to move on. 

Avoid talking mainly about your scholarship unless you are asked to do so; most committees will have already evaluated your work, and are more interested in the interview to determine your fitness as a teacher and as a colleague. One issue you should consider is how to present your research as an integral part of your teaching. Especially if you are writing on a topic that will not be a major component of the courses you teach, you should think about how your research has made you a better teacher and given you insights that you can take to the classroom. If you're writing on Stephen Duck (the Thresher Poet)--and hopefully you won't be--you might indicate how writing on his work has given you a better understanding of British poetry or the pastoral tradition. 

Try to avoid needlessly alienating interviewers. If you have strong views on a given topic, you may want to moderate them. If you and an interviewer disagree on an issue, attempt to reach some common ground if you are comfortable in doing so. If not, do not attempt to argue your opponent into submission; simply indicate that you disagree. Especially on issues that are likely to generate heated disagreement within the department--curricular reform, for example--tread lightly: your opinion may put you "in the enemy camp." You might encounter a rude or combative interviewer; understand that he is likely embarrassing his colleagues as well as himself. Occasionally you will encounter an interviewer more interested in talking about himself and what he knows than talking about you. If the conversation strays, then humor him if you must, but try to bring the conversation back to your candidacy. 

Toward the end of the interview, you will generally be asked if you have any questions. Have some. For example, you might ask a question that allows you to introduce or address one of your strengths. Questions about teaching can indicate your engagement. "Tell me about your typical class in terms of how it differs from classes you've taught at other places." "Are there opportunities for interdisciplinary teaching?" Questions about the school can indicate your specific interest in it. "I see that your university is expanding dramatically; how do you see the college (department) changing over the next decade?" "I know your school is a commuter campus. How does that affect your teaching?" Questions that you couldn't have asked without having done some homework are the most impressive. Do not ask questions the answers to which you should already know: "How many students do you have? Do you have an M.A. program?" Avoid asking about salary, a job for your spouse, and any topic that might indicate skepticism concerning the position. Also, don't overstay your welcome; you'll get subtle hints that the interview is over. 

Determine where the interview will take place and physically visit the area the day before your interview. If you do not know the committee's room number when you arrive at MLA--in many cases, the committee won't know--check with the MLA Job Center or call the hotel in the evening. (Do not call during the day; you may interrupt another interview.) 

Dress appropriately. Most men interview in a suit, most women in a business suit. Check with your director or other sartorially gifted faculty if you're unsure what to wear. Knock firmly on the door precisely at the time of your appointment--not a minute earlier, not a minute later. If you knock early, you may interrupt another interview or the committee as it is reviewing your materials. Be in the hall outside at least 10 minutes before your appointment. Leave when your time is up.

As soon as you return from MLA, write a short thank you note to the committee chair and any other committee member to whom you feel a thank you might be appropriate. Besides thanking these people for the interview, you can address any issues that you feel the interview left unresolved.

On-Campus Interviews

During January, most schools will arrange for 2-5 candidates to interview on campus. In many cases, you will be asked to foot the bill for the plane ticket (and sometimes the hotel), and the school will reimburse you at its bureaucratic leisure. Have your credit card ready. Obviously you will want to know everything about the department and the school that you can possibly find out. 

For on-campus interviews, you will generally be asked to make one or more presentations. Many schools will ask you to teach an actual class, to read a paper to a group of faculty and/or students, or both. Others will ask you to do something in between: for example, to "teach a class" to a group of faculty. Especially in the latter scenario, get as much a sense of the group's expectations as possible; often there are hidden subtexts. If, for instance, you are asked to "teach a class" to a group of faculty, you will probably want to pitch your "class" a bit higher than you would for undergraduates. If you are reading a paper from your dissertation, make sure that you supply any needed contexts; a brief explanation of how the paper fits within the chapter and within the larger project will generally suffice. You will probably want to edit your paper for oral presentation by emphasizing and restating your main points, clarifying intricate arguments, and toning down difficult language. A handout with quotations from the work(s) you're discussing is often a good way to keep your audience with you. At some point, you will probably have a question-and-answer session regarding your presentation and/or other aspects of your candidacy. Many of the same questions will arise that you answered in your interview.

You will also be taken to dinner and/or other ostensibly social events. Although most of your potential future colleagues will be delighted if you can talk about something other than work, remember that these people are judging you as a future colleague. Consequently, you should avoid slandering present colleagues, public drunkenness, and other boorish behavior. 

Although it is an illegal question, many candidates are asked about their spouses during on-campus interviews (will they relocate? what do they do? are they in academia? do they need a job?). If this is not an issue for you, then you should probably indicate so. If this is a tricky matter, then you can either tell the truth, evade the question, or refuse to answer (which is perfectly within your rights). None of these are good options, but you should be prepared for the question.

Getting an Offer

Offers are generally made beginning in late February. If you are fortunate enough to be in the running for more than one position, things may get tricky. Most schools will press you for a quick answer when they make an offer. (If you refuse, they want to be able to offer the job to their second choice.) If there are reasons you cannot answer immediately--you're waiting to hear from your first choice, for example--then you should talk with your director, as the protocols get very complex here. Although you should never accept a position you do not intend to take, you might take a job and get a better offer a month later. What you do at this point is ultimately your decision, but it is one you should make only after talking it over with several people whose advice you respect.

