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We all know too well just how unpredictable and at times irrational the academic job market is.  I was on the market in the late 90s and found myself often bewildered, if not enraged by the structure and experience of the market in nineteenth-century United States history.  A decade on down the road, I find myself shaking off the idea that I am something of an “insider” as far as the job market goes.  Since first starting to read the job postings in Perspectives in the fall of 1995, I often feel as confused these days as I see strong students who don’t make the first cut.  Each time I’ve served on a search committee, I have been struck by how very differently the process has worked.  In the 1980s, while I was an undergraduate, I served as a student representative on two different searches.  This was, if memory serves, a frustrating experience, as I saw first-hand how my imagined meritocracy strayed far from the mark in some disillusioning ways.  At the same time, I would have to point to that experience on those two searches as important in leading me to a life in academia, and at the same time very helpful in determining my approach to the job market once I was an advanced graduate student a decade later.  As director of graduate studies in history at Boston College, I secured departmental approval of the inclusion of a graduate student on every search committee.  Needless to say, I would urge all early-stage graduate students to try to take part in any way possible in the search process in their department---even if it’s simply attending any and all job talks by visiting candidates.  You learn a great deal about what works and what does not in the process.  Note those candidates who stand out and see if you can get a copy of their cv.  Talk to search committee members in your department for their sense of the process.


My comments are largely shaped by the fact that I have spent my entire career at one institution.  I will talk a little bit about the process and then give you my sense of what has worked for candidates for the various positions for which I have been a search committee member.  


In terms of the process, my own experience as a graduate student led me to focus on the window right around Labor Day as a crucial time each year to begin to think about the job market for the coming year.  Starting in my fifth year in my doctoral program, I would spend time at the end of each summer updating my cv, submitting current versions of my dissertation to all my recommenders---in short, taking stock of where I stood before the chaos of the fall semester began.  This early and organized approach helped me maintain some sense of control through the application process and, I think, enabled my recommenders to write the best, most up-to-date evaluations of my work.  Over the years, as I’ve read candidates’ files, the strongest applicants, to my mind, were those who had clearly put a great deal of time into preparing and updating their files and whose committee members had the most current sense of their work.  The faculty letter is a key piece of the paper presentation and it is important to be in regular contact with your committee members and to have a new letter each year.


The candidate’s cover letter is the first thing a committee sees.  This is a real opportunity for you to present your work, on your terms, and also to make the case for how you are a particularly good fit for the position that has been advertised.  Some knowledge of the particulars of the institution and the strengths of a department always enhance a cover letter.  Even more important is the brief but compelling description of one’s dissertation.  In a couple of paragraphs, the best candidates manage to explain their topic, highlight its significance, and entice committee members to read further.  ABDs need to be clear about just how close they are to defending, and they need to make sure they are the same page with their recommenders.  Search committees, in my experience, are alert to inconsistencies between students’ and advisors’ claims.  Focused discussion of one’s teaching experience and ambitions should also be included in the cover letter.  I was on the market just as departments began to ask for statements of teaching philosophy.  While I wrote a few in my times, I am never quite sure how to instruct my own students when they are asked to prepare such a document.
  Having taught high school history before returning to graduate school and as someone who very much thinks of myself primarily as a teacher, I always find it difficult and a bit frustrating to craft a statement of my teaching philosophy.  
Of course, one should aim to accomplish all of this in a cover letter of under two pages.  I’d very much urge applicants to run draft cover letters by their graduate advisors, fellow graduate students, and other friends.  In my department, we have a faculty member who serves as Placement Director; she works intensively with all candidates on the market.  A great deal of her work in the fall semester each year is focused on working with students to hone their cover letters


The curriculum vitae is the other key document you submit which presents an opportunity to win over skeptics on the search committee and to stand out amid what might be a couple of hundred other applicants.  I recall as an advanced graduate student the struggle to make myself sound more accomplished than I sensed I was.  This struggle between authenticity and self-promotion is always difficult as academics leave the seminar room and make our way to the marketplace.  In some ways, this is a fundamental and unresolvable tension, yet I would urge you to read the AHA’s Statement on Standards of Professional Conduct.  For the cv, a few pages can suffice at the early stages of most scholars’ careers.  I would recommend highlighting one’s education and one’s dissertation at the heart of the cv.  Minor publications and conference presentations should be saved for the final sections of the vitae.  Tailor the structure of the cv to both your own particular strengths and background, and to the job for which you’re applying.


In thinking about whether one should send additional materials, I cannot emphasize strongly enough the importance of following the instructions of the actual job ad.  If there is any confusion in the ad copy, contact the search committee chair (or, if none is listed, contact the department chair) to gain clarification.  That said, I would avoid overdoing such communications.  Pay careful attention to the text of the ad as you can learn a good deal about how focused---or unfocused---a particular search might be.


To the extent that I have any special “insider’s” wisdom, based upon a decades work on search committees, here are a few basic points that I stress to my own students:

1. The letters of recommendation are crucial to getting one’s foot in the door.  More important than the status of the graduate student’s university is the professional reputation of the advisor.

2. Students need to know that faculty can have a wide range of approaches to writing letters of recommendation.  In my department, there are several colleagues who are beyond conscientious and devote years to perfecting their extensive letters for their students.  Other colleagues are less responsible, and it is crucial for students to make sure that they have as many of the former as recommenders.  See Robert Darnton’s October 2007 Perspectives piece on letter writing for a terrific overview of this topic.
  It is a challenge to get a sense of an individual recommenders’ tone and style. 

3. In my own experience, and based on my own students track record, having a strong letter from someone outside your home department can be a great help.  Such external references can help to set your candidacy apart.  They establish the seriousness of a candidate’s file.  Of course, this is not something you can obtain in a few weeks or even months.  Cultivating multiple mentors, at one’s home institution and across the profession, is a key part of the process of preparing for the academic job market, and for a career in the academy.

4. Remain alert to factions within a search committee or a hiring department.  

5. Pull together an ever-growing collection of cv’s and cover letters.  A large sample of successful and unsuccessful models can prove very useful in revising your own vitae and cover letter.

6. Think of the paper presentation as an opportunity to present yourself as a writer.  Avoid boilerplate, formulaic prose.

7. Proofread! 

� In fact, my best advice is to send students to read Betty A. Dessants, “Preparing the Teaching Portfolio,” Perspectives, September, 2003.


� Robert Darnton, “Letters of Recommendation: Problems and Practices,” Perspectives, October 2007.
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