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"It is critical that whatever their future course, American university theatre programs must no 
longer allow themselves to be drawn into the ongoing antagonism between those who study 
the theatre and those who create it… It was a very easy trap to fall into when American 
professional theatre moved into the university...” 

       Marvin Carlson, Theatre Survey, 2011 
 
On January 16, 2013, a pseudonymous author posted a column advocating the elimination of the 
doctorate in theatre.  While space does not permit a full response to the many issues raised in his 
column, on behalf of the American Society for Theatre Research and the Association for Theatre in 
Higher Education, we would like to address three of its most pressing concerns:  placements, data-based 
self-assessment, and distinctions between the MFA and PhD.   
 
Placements 
On the surface, the current academic job market may make it difficult to distinguish the inherent value 
of the PhD in theatre from its marketability.  However, the two considerations must remain separate if 
the discipline is to continue to grow and thrive.   Indeed, market value is a flawed metric for both the 
MFA and the PhD when calculated only in terms of whether or not the degree will secure the candidate 
a job in the professoriate.  Neither the PhD nor the MFA in Theatre are designed solely to train future 
professors.  This is not an issue confined to graduate programs in the arts.  As numerous articles in The 
Chronicle have observed, departments are embracing the reality that not all graduate students will (or 
intend to) pursue academic careers.   
 
The Chronicle has already called for a re-thinking of what constitutes successful post-degree placement, 
and scholars in the arts and humanities have acknowledged that the “crisis” facing graduate programs is 
not a new one (see: http://chronicle.com/article/No-More-Plan-B/129293/ and also see: 
http://chronicle.com/article/Some-PhDs-Choose-to-Work/136729/ and http://chronicle.com/article/3-
Scholars-Follow-Their-Own/136725/).  Organizations across the arts and humanities are working hard to 
compile meaningful data that can be used to help devise creative solutions to these challenges, and that 
transcend job market issues.  Additionally, the Council of Graduate Schools is tracking data on subjects 
ranging from enrollment targets to professionalization (http://www.cgsnet.org/).  Regulating the pace of 
change is what often proves most challenging in effecting substantive transformation.  Demands for 
immediate action may be pressing, but gathering the requisite data to enable informed debate, 
thoughtful planning, and proactive rather than reactive steps, takes time.   
 
Data and Self-assessment 
The American Society for Theatre Research’s 2012 graduate education survey revealed that 53.2% of the 
participating graduate programs had made significant changes in their graduate training over the past 5 
years.  Not surprisingly post-PhD career development remains a significant area of focus and concern for 
both faculty and students.  65.9% of the recent graduates participating in the survey recommended 
incorporating non-academic job search training into graduate education.  This information, along with 
numerous recommendations for ASTR’s future work in this area, was presented to the ASTR 
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membership at its annual meeting and made available to the membership on the ASTR website (as were 
similar reports in 2011).  
 
Indeed, both the American Society for Theatre Research (ASTR) and  the Association for Theatre in 
Higher Education (ATHE)  have been in the process of collecting data on theatre programs for several 
years.  In 2009 the University of Illinois Champaign-Urbana hosted a summit on doctoral programs in 
theatre.  One of the results of that conference was the formation of the “New Paradigms in Graduate 
Education Committee” under the auspices of ASTR.  The committee circulates monthly mailings to ASTR 
members on issues related to graduate training and career opportunities; it has participated in three 
national summits on graduate education in the arts; and it has sponsored colloquia and plenaries on the 
state of the profession at ASTR’s annual conferences.  Additionally findings from the committee’s annual 
surveys have been posted on ASTR’s website, as have updates from the Consortium of Doctoral 
Programs in Theatre and Performance Studies (see: www.astr.org).   
 
The Association for Theatre in Higher Education (which represents over 1500 faculty, staff, and students 
across more than 300 institutions of higher learning, including two-year colleges, four-year colleges and 
research universities) also regularly surveys its membership regarding the changing dynamics of the 
field. In November 2012, ATHE co-hosted a summit on graduate education in the arts and humanities, 
featuring representatives from ATHE, ASTR, NAST, MLA, AHA, and the Black Theatre Network.  An 
overview of the conference is available on the ATHE website (www.athe.org), and a publication detailing 
the group’s findings is already in progress.   
 
Since the National Research Council (NRC) assessments of doctoral programs did not include theatre 
until 2010, the turn towards data collection has been extraordinarily useful for scholarly organizations in 
Theatre and Performance Studies.  For example, the information compiled for the 2009 summit on 
graduate education revealed that there were (at that time) a total of 677 students enrolled in thirty-six 
doctoral programs in theatre across the country.  The average time-to-degree reported for the doctoral 
programs participating in the summit was 5-7 years (assuming the candidate entered with an MA or 
MFA degree).  Participating programs reported that they admitted an average of 3-4 students per year, 
and that they graduated an average of 3 students per year.  Data collected by the Association for 
Theatre in Higher Education shows an average of 72 PhDs per year awarded between 2001 and 2009.  
Subsequent surveys have also compiled data on program structure and content.   
 
Both ATHE and ASTR are responding as quickly as possible to their members’ wish for more qualitative 
and quantitative data.  The growing body of information will allow these organizations to engage 
proactively and imaginatively with the changes taking place across our field. 
 
The MFA and the PhD 
Surprisingly, even while the author of the January 16 column denigrates the MFA degree as not 
requiring the same level of “effort” as the PhD, he accuses theatre programs of “promulgating a false 
notion of the fundamental vocational equivalence of the three-year MFA degree…with the PhD.”  ATHE 
does advocate that colleges and universities throughout the country should recognize the MFA as a 
terminal degree for the purpose of hiring and/or tenure and promotion in faculty positions in theatre; 
most of the more than 900 U.S. institutions that grant degrees in theatre do so. Yet this is hardly the 
same as “vocational equivalence” any more than an MBA is “vocationally equivalent” to a doctorate in 
economics.  ATHE has compiled a series of white papers on how MFAs and PhDs should be assessed for 
tenure and promotion.  That information is available on the ATHE website at 
(http://www.athe.org/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=104)?. 
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In fact, while doctoral programs in theatre may include a production component in their training (the 
focus of a roundtable at the 2012 ASTR conference), the distinctions in training and intellectual goals 
between the MFA and the PhD remain intact.  Indeed, the number of candidates who apply to doctoral 
programs already holding the MFA in Theatre suggests that students themselves recognize the 
complementary nature of these diverse approaches to the discipline.   
 
In response to the concern the author raises about job descriptions that appear to equate the MFA with 
the PhD in Theatre, it should be noted that position descriptions will often list both degrees as 
acceptable not because they are interchangeable, but because hiring committees understand that 
candidates may have a combination of degree credentials and professional and other experience that 
would make them attractive.  Depending on the expectations of the appointment, candidates may have 
obligations that incorporate both the study and practice of theatre.  The current job postings that 
appear on the website http://academicjobs.wikia.com/wiki/Theatre_2012-13 reflect this phenomenon. 
 
Conclusion   
Few academic fields can (or should) remain static for long.  Theatre scholar Tracy Davis has written 
compellingly about the complex genealogies of our field, and underscored the ways in which ongoing 
debates about our critical texts, methodologies, and practices provide the “building blocks of 
disciplinary change” (Davis, Cambridge Companion to Performance Studies, 2).   
 
As representatives of ASTR and ATHE, and as faculty members who regularly advise graduate students 
and serve on search committees at our home institutions, we welcome the opportunity in this and other 
forums to engage in a public discussion about the many possible options for students who have 
completed their MFA and/or PhD degrees. We welcome the opportunity to undertake serious and 
sustained self-reflection about how we might revisit and revise the coursework, production experience, 
and dissertation research required of our students. And we welcome the opportunity to connect our 
work, and the work of our students and alumni/ae, with a broader range of communities beyond 
academic walls. At the same time, we are concerned about the manner in which such conversations 
seem often to be initiated with “shut them all down” kinds of sentiments; and we invite the Chronicle to 
consider how it might curate a more productive venue for these crucial discussions. We prefer not to 
participate in defensive and/or reactionary rebuttals to articles of the sort published on January 16.  We 
look forward to a serious and sustained dialogue about graduate education in theatre and performance 
studies, should the Chronicle wish to stage one. 
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