Joe Straus’s Guide to Graduate Study in Music Theory

Part 7.  Applying for Jobs

I. The job market

A. What’s out there

1. Competitive, but we are still doing reasonably well 

2. Careful preparation, starting early, improves the odds

3. Control the things you can, and ignore the rest 

B. The application cycle

1. Tenure-track jobs (September through March)

2. One-year jobs (February through June)

3. Post-Docs (September through March)

II. General preparation (before the search begins): act like a professional

A. Research 

1. Finish your dissertation

2. Give conference presentations 

3. Write articles for publication 

4. Read the journals; attend the conferences

B. Teaching experience

1. Ideally, six semesters of experience

2. Ideally, a variety of courses, including the standard classes for majors

3. Do a good job. Keep student evaluations and official teaching observations.  Invite your advisor or other GC faculty to observe you.

C. Service and community

1. Be an active, visible part of our community at the Grad Center

2. Join committees, help with events

D. Networking

1. Go to conferences and make new friends

2. Be a pen pal—correspond with people in your area at other schools

3. Lurk on the lists (and maybe post occasionally)

4. Nourish relationships within CUNY  

E. Get to know the job market in advance; subscribe to the CMS Vacancy List.

III. When to apply

A. For full-time, tenure-track jobs: In the fall before the summer in which you expect to defend your dissertation (i.e. you want to have finished the dissertation by the time you start the job).

B. For one-year positions: When the dissertation is well underway. 

C. Decide in consultation with your advisor.  Alert your supporters about what you are looking for and where you have applied.

IV. Where to apply

A. Locating positions

1. CMS Vacancy List: www.music.org
2. Chronicle of Higher Education: http://chronicle.com/jobs/
3. Musicology-announce via Google Groups. 

  
   http://groups-beta.google.com/group/musicology-announce
4. MTO Job Listing: http://www.mtosmt.org/mto-jobs
5. AMS, SMT, and SEM lists 

6. Job wikis: do not spend too much time on these!

http://www.wikihost.org/w/academe/music_history_musicology_ethnomusicology
http://www.wikihost.org/w/academe/music_theory_composition
7. Word of mouth.  Stay in close touch with your supporters so they know you are looking.

B. Deciding whether or not to apply

1. When in doubt, apply. Don’t reject yourself in advance.  Don’t try to psych out the process (“I’m sure they wouldn’t want me anyway”).  If you are a plausible fit, go ahead and apply.

2. Read the job announcements carefully, but don’t get hung up on every single quality—these are compromise, committee-authored documents (Search committees usually include people from different areas and may be far from unanimous about exactly who and what they want)

3. Overcome your geographical prejudices.  There are lots of great schools and communities out there.  If you are offered a job, you can always say no.  In the meantime, you will have had a valuable experience, and maybe you’ll be persuaded to say yes.  

V. Preparing an application

A. Valuable resources

1. Vick and Furlong, The Academic Job Search Handbook, 4th ed. (highly recommended).  There’s another book people say is good, but I haven’t seen it yet: Kathryn Hume, Surviving Your Academic Job Hunt (Palgrave, 2005).

2. Gregory Semenza, Graduate Study for the Twenty-First Century: How to Build an Academic Career in the Humanities
3. Another valuable source, including sample cvs and cover letters, and lots of other good stuff: Cynthia Verba, Scholarly Pursuits, downloadable here:

http://www.gsas.harvard.edu/current_students/scholarly_pursuits.php
B. Letters of recommendation (Interfolio Dossier Service: www.interfolio.com)

1. How to ask: 

a. Don’t hesitate to ask (it’s part of our job)

b. But do it politely and do it early (allow one month of lead time)

c. Provide a current cv

d. Provide samples of current work

e. Provide talking points

2. Whom to ask: People who know your current work well and can speak about it authoritatively.  In order to be sure you have people in this position, stay in close touch with your supporters throughout your graduate career—don’t disappear, and then suddenly come back to ask for a letter.

3. Keep letters current 

a. New for each job season, and never more than a few months old

b. Ask your writers to update if something important happens (e.g. you finish your dissertation or have an article accepted for publication).

4. Cover different aspects (teaching and research)

5. Stay in close touch with your supporters.  Roughly once per month, send an email to your supporters saying where you have applied and requesting direct email contact with faculty at the target school.

6. Have your letters vetted.  If your advisor agrees, have Interfolio send him/her your dossier in order to eliminate any problem letters.

7. Most Job Announcements request three letters, but it’s okay to send four or even five (consult with your advisor)

C. Cover letter

1. See models in Vick/Furlong and Semenza

2. Usually 1-2 pages (never more)

a. First paragraph: I am applying

b. Second paragraph: I have research interests and expertise, seen in my dissertation and publications

c. Third paragraph: I have lots of varied teaching experience and I am a dedicated and imaginative teacher

d. Fourth paragraph: I would be a good fit for your school and I look forward to hearing from you

3. Pull it all together into a coherent narrative; tell your story (it’s not just a rehash of the cv)

4. Have a template, but modify for each school

5. Let your advisor see it in advance

D. CV

1. See models in Vick/Furlong and Semenza

2. Let your advisor see it in advance

3. Include brief descriptions of your dissertation and of the classes you have taught

E. Teaching philosophy (See models in Vick/Furlong and Semenza)

1. You might hold off on this as only a few schools ask for it

2. Organize it around three or four main ideas (one paragraph each)

3. Give specific examples drawn from your own teaching experience

4. Let your advisor see it in advance

F. Teaching portfolio (See Vick/Furlong and Semenza)

1. Student evaluations—always keep these

2. Faculty observation reports—always keep these

3. Class syllabi and assignments

4. TEACHING VIDEO.  An increasingly common request.  Have one made well in advance, under good conditions.

VI. Six valuable pieces of advice

A. Act like a professional, starting on Day 1.  This applies to your conduct throughout doctoral study, and throughout any job interview.

B. Establish a routine (and have a thick skin).  Keep a careful record of where you have applied and what the status is.

C. When in doubt, apply.  (Don’t reject yourself.  Folk wisdom: The answer to every question you don’t ask is no).

D. Follow the instructions in the Job Announcement.  Apply before the deadline.

E. Control what you can, ignore the rest

F. Stay in close touch with your advisor and other supporters

VII. Making the short list

A. Supplementary materials: writing samples, scores/recordings 

1. Schools are increasingly asking for a TEACHING VIDEO at this stage.  It is best to arrange this in advance rather than under extreme time pressure.

2. Ask the chair of the search committee if you have questions

3. Consult with your advisor

B. Enlisting faculty support—this is a good moment for us to intervene if we can

VIII. Phone interviews

A. Research the school

1. Know their curriculum

2. Know their faculty (read about them, and read what they’ve written)

3. Ask around for other information—our faculty can be a good resource

B. Research the search committee

1. Find out who you will be speaking to

2. Learn everything you can about them

C. Questions you will be asked—see below

IX. On-campus Interviews

A. Research project for you: find out everything you can about the school and faculty.  Start with the website, but also read the things the faculty have written.

B. Interview with the search committee (schedule a mock interview with CUNY faculty in advance—this is vitally important)

1. Research questions (remember you will be speaking with non-specialists)

a. Dissertation

1) What is it about? Prepare a one-minute answer in the following form: “The topic is important; previous scholars have thought X; I show that Y is actually the case; here’s one specific example.”   

2) When will you finish? Give a definite, specific answer like: “Three of the four main chapters have already been approved by my advisor, and I will defend the dissertation the summer before I would start work here.”

b. Research plans for the next 3-5 years

1) Describe a specific, credible program of research.  Example: “I plan to publish each of the three main chapters of my dissertation as an article, probably in Journals X, Y, and Z.  Then I will return to an earlier interest of mine to study and publish on Topic X.  These efforts will culminate in a monograph on Topic Y.”

2) Remind them of your previous publications (don’t assume they will have read the materials you sent or even your cv)

3) Ground your future plans in your past accomplishments.  Example: “The paper I gave at SMT two years ago, on such-and-such a topic, will be revised and expanded into an article.”

4) Have a coherent vision of what you have done and plan to do: what are the unifying issues?  If you have more than one research area, so much the better—make that part of your coherent vision

2. Teaching questions

a. How would you teach Course X (where X is a standard course in the curriculum)?

1) Ground your response in your past experience: “I have taught that class three times, and what I find works best for me is…”

2) Know what they are currently doing—what is their approach? What textbooks do they use? Try to anticipate if they want you to continue in the same vein or if they are looking for a new direction.

3) Bring syllabi for classes you have taught

4) Design brief (one-page) outlines for classes you haven’t taught but are pretty sure they will want you to teach

b. What electives (either for non-majors or for upper-level music majors) would you like to teach?

1) Know what sorts of things they have done in the past.

2) Prepare one-page outlines for three or four possible classes

c. What is your philosophy of teaching? How do you reach a diverse population of students? How do you persuade the music-ed student or trombone player that music theory is worth studying?

1) Emphasize your past experience

2) Emphasize your knowledge of their student population and your enthusiasm about teaching them

3) Have a three-point plan.  Example: “In my teaching, I have always tried to emphasize three things: 1) Close engagement with music of high quality in diverse styles—this must happen in every single class; 2) Student participation in lots of ways (singing, playing, working in groups); 3) Insist on high standards and mastery, but in relaxed, supportive environment.”

3. Personal questions, mostly to find out if you would be a good fit—would you be happy there; would they be comfortable with you.  Some of these questions will be illegal, but be prepared to answer them with a smile.   

a. Emphasize your enthusiasm about the department, the students, the faculty, the school, and the community—you want to be there, and your family/partner wants to be there too.

b. Make it clear that you are not an intellectual or geographical snob (applicants from good schools in the NY area always have to deal with this)

4. Do you have any questions for us?

a. Have three or four of these ready to go

b. Do not ask about details of salary, benefits, or teaching hours

c. Use this as an opportunity to say something about yourself that you want to emphasize, or that you have not had an earlier opportunity to talk about

d. Use this as an opportunity to make clear the range of what you have to offer and your eagerness to be an active participant in all aspects of their departmental life

e. A few examples

1) “In addition to my scholarly work, I’ve remained active as a performer.  Would I have the opportunity to play collaboratively with other faculty? Coach chamber music?”

2) “I’ve had experience organizing lecture series.  Would it be possible for me to organize colloquia for visiting speakers?”

3) “I’ve always enjoyed teaching a wide range of students from diverse backgrounds.  Can you tell me more about your students—their background, preparation, and interests?”

4) “One of the things that excites me about the possibility of coming to a place like this is the chance to work with distinguished colleagues.  Is there a possibility of team teaching? Beyond that, what are you working on at the moment?”

5) “I’ve taught previously in a couple of different sorts of departments.  What do you see as the principal issues you have faced as a department in recent years?  What is your hope and plan for your department in the coming years?”

C. Job talk

1. Find out the details from the chair of the search committee (or from whoever invited you to campus).  Formal or informal? General or specialist audience?  If you have a couple of possible ideas, ask the chair of the search committee for guidance.  Certainly ask your advisor for guidance.

2. Do a trial run at CUNY—this is very important.

D. Sample class

1. Find out the details (speak with the instructor).  What textbook? What were they assigned the previous week? What would they have done if you weren’t coming? How many students?  If not too many, get a list of names.  What is the layout of the room?

2. Design a class for maximum interaction with the students.  Get them active, enthusiastic, and fired up.

3. Study textbooks on your topic to get useful ideas and materials.

4. Consult with experienced teachers.

5. Schedule a trial run. 

E. Lunch with students

1. Ask about them and their projects and their experiences—show an interest in them

2. Present yourself as an encouraging, supportive advisor

F. Some general considerations 

1. Everything is an interview, from the moment you step off the plane

2. No negativity about anyone or anything.  

3. Act like the friendly, hard-working, generous, interesting colleague you hope to be.  Be enthusiastic about the people you meet and be curious about their program and what they are working on.

X. Handling an offer

A. Never say yes right away.  When you get the call, say you’re thrilled, listen carefully and take notes, say that you need to talk things over with your family and advisers, ask when you can call back with further questions, ask when they need a final decision.

B. Negotiating points

1. Salary

2. Rank

3. Teaching load

4. Leaves and sabbaticals

5. Travel grants

6. Research assistants

7. Teaching assistants

8. Computer

9. Piano for your office

10. Books and software for you

11. Library acquisitions

12. Moving expenses

13. Spousal hires

C. General considerations in negotiating

1. It can’t hurt to ask. (Folk wisdom again: The answer to every question you fail to ask is no).

2. Identify areas of concern and ask what they can do

3. Do not be the first to name a number

XI. After you get the job

A. Be a great teacher 

B. Be a great colleague

C. Be an essential, energetic member of the community

D. PUBLISH OR PERISH!!

E. Maintain ties with the Graduate Center, especially your advisor/mentor—this is a lifetime relationship!

