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January	27,	2019	
	
To:	Rebecca	Aanerud,	Acting	Dean,	Graduate	School	
	
From:	Geoffrey	Turnovsky,	Associate	Professor	and	Chair	of	French	and	Italian	Studies	
	
	
	
Re:	Interim	report	in	response	to	10-year	report	from	2016	
	
The	Graduate	School	Council	seconded	the	Review	Committee’s	initial	recommendation	
that	FIS	provide	an	Interim	Report	after	3	years,	to	update	the	Council	on	the	state	of	the	
graduate	programs	in	French	and	Italian	Studies.	The	Review	Committee	Report	from	
December	2015	highlighted	a	series	of	challenges	faced	by	FIS	graduate	programs,	which	
includes	MAs	in	French	and	Italian,	and	a	PhD	in	French,	and	made	a	number	of	
recommendations.	These	were	to	
	

• “redraft	requirements”	in	order	to	simplify	and	streamline	them	
• “replenish	the	numbers	of	graduate	students	through	active	recruiting	with	

attractive	funding	packages”	
• “communicate	a	strong	upbeat	enthusiastic	message”	by	updating	the	website	
• “be	aware	of	positive	employment	opportunities	for	professions	in	teaching	

institutions	that	are	not	necessary	R1”	
	
I	would	say,	from	the	beginning,	that	colleagues	in	FIS	were	enthusiastically	in	favor	of	the	
first	recommendation	to	streamline	requirements.	We	have,	however,	not	been	in	favor	of	
increasing	our	graduate	student	numbers,	due	to	a	number	of	factors.	We	have	been	
ambivalent,	as	a	result,	about	the	project	of	“rebranding,”	and	unlike	the	revision	of	
requirements,	we	have	been	slower	to	act	on	this	recommendation.	
	
The	memo	from	Deans	Eaton	and	Aanerud	from	May	19,	2016,	asked	that	we	respond	to	
three	specific	issues,	with	respect	to	the	evolution	of	graduate	programs	in	the	wake	of	the	
10-year	report.	The	memo	asked	that	we	“describe	how	the	department	has	worked	to	
streamline	requirements	for	the	graduate	programs”	and	how	we	have	emphasized	
“interdisciplinary	opportunities	for	graduate	students.”	The	memo	also	asked	that	we	
“address	the	issue	of	funding	for	graduate	students,”	though	I	admit	to	not	being	as	clear	to	
what	specific	issue	this	is	in	reference	to.	
	
Streamlining	requirements	
We	were	entirely	supportive	of	this	recommendation;	indeed,	we’d	been	discussing	ways	to	
accomplish	this	before	the	10-year	review,	so	we	were	well	positioned	to	begin	the	process	



 
 

 

 

as	soon	as	we	received	the	report.	We	discussed	the	changes	and	approved	the	adjustments	
in	a	March	2016	meeting	of	the	Graduate	Faculty.	Specifically,	we	decided:		
	

• To	streamline	the	period	distribution	in	French	and	Italian.	Previously,	students	in	
the	French	MA	program	were	required	to	complete	“four	of	seven”	courses	in	
designated	periods/centuries,	from	the	middles	ages	to	the	21st	century.	We	
reduced	this	to	an	expectation	that	students	take	at	least	two	courses	covering	
material	largely	from	pre-1800.	

• The	old	period	distributions	were	geared	towards	sustained	doctoral	work	and	
towards	an	MA	exam	designed	to	test	students’	preparation	for	this.	With	the	
repurposing	of	the	program	towards	a	terminal	MA,	we	felt	an	MA	project	would	be	
more	beneficial	for	students.	As	such,	we	revised	this	requirement,	and	students	
now	complete	a	project,	rather	than	pass	an	exam.	The	project	is	open-ended	and	
can	be	tailored	to	various	interests	and	purposes,	from	a	scholarly	article	which	
might	be	submitted	to	a	recognized	journal,	to	a	teaching	portfolio,	or	to	a	digital	
project:	an	edition	or	a	database.	

• We	also	aligned	the	Italian	and	French	MAs,	which	now	have	the	same	set	of	
requirements.	While	we	have	not	accepted	students	into	the	Italian	MA,	this	
alignment	of	requirements	will	make	it	easier	to	coordinate	course	offerings	
between	the	two	programs	and	for	students	to	take	courses	across	the	two	
programs.		

• We	also	recalibrated	course	requirements,	setting	each	MA’s	requirements	to	40	
credits	of	400	and	500	level	coursework,	in	order	to	allow	students	to	do	one	of	two	
things:	either	to	finish	their	MA	by	the	end	of	their	5th	quarter	(completing	the	MA	
project	in	the	WI	of	the	second	year),	which	allows	students	to	proceed	directly	into	
the	Masters	of	Teaching	program	in	the	School	of	Education,	or	to	complete	a	
Graduate	Certificate,	which	requires	an	additional	10	credits	of	coursework.	

• We	updated	a	couple	of	specific	course	requirements,	to	better	reflect	the	
reorientation	of	our	MA	programs:	the	Italian	MA	now	includes	a	requirement	for	a	
5	credit	course	in	Language	Pedagogy;	and	we	changed	the	old	requirement	for	5	
credits	of	coursework	“in	the	history	of	criticism/critical	theory”	(which	was	tied	to	
the	Literary	Theory	program	in	Comparative	Literature)	to	a	more	updated	
requirement	of	one	“designated	methods	course.”	The	“methods”	designation	
highlights	a	broader	category	of	coursework,	reflecting	current	interests	of	faculty,	
in	qualitative	work,	bibliography,	digital	methods,	etc.	

• Finally,	we	reduced	the	overall	number	of	credits	requirement	by	the	French	PhD,	in	
order	to	shave	off	1	year	of	course	work,	and	to	allow	students	to	complete	their	
PhDs	one	year	earlier	than	they	had	been	able	to	previously.	

	
	
Emphasizing	Interdisciplinary	Opportunities	
This	is	another	area	where	we	have	been	unreservedly	supportive	of	the	recommendations	
of	the	Committee,	and	indeed,	we	feel	we	have	been	greatly	expanding	and	diversifying	the	
scope	of	what	work	in	French	Studies	is	for	a	long	time.	At	a	basic	level,	this	simply	reflects	
the	intellectual	interests	of	our	faculty,	which	steer	in	decisively	interdisciplinary	



 
 

 

 

directions,	in	fields	that	necessarily	entail	cross-departmental	collaboration,	such	as	
Environment	Humanities,	Sociolinguistics	and	Second	Language	Acquisition,	as	well	as	
Textual	Studies	and	Digital	Humanities.	In	addition,	the	streamlining	of	requirements	has	
enabled	students	to	take	more	courses	outside	the	department.	Above	all,	we’ve	
encouraged	students	to	complete	a	Graduate	Certificate,	which	not	only	requires	
coursework	outside	of	FIS,	but	defines	an	alternative	interdisciplinary	focus,	which	is	
intended	to	complement	and	enhance	their	work	in	French	or	Italian.	Two	certificates	have	
been	of	particular	interest	to	students,	no	doubt	in	part	because	faculty	within	FIS	are	
involved	in	them:	these	are	the	certificates	in	Secondary	and	Foreign	Language	Acquisition	
(SFLA)	and	in	Textual	and	Digital	Studies	(TDS).	But	students	are	encouraged	to	link	their	
FIS	coursework	and	projects	with	larger	disciplinary	perspectives	offered	by	certificates	in	
Cinema	and	Media	Studies,	Public	Humanities,	Feminist	Studies	and	Queer	and	Sexuality	
Studies.	In	fact,	we	had	tried	to	require	that	all	FIS	MA	students	complete	a	Graduate	
Certificate,	but	we	were	discouraged	from	doing	so	by	the	Graduate	School.	
	
The	curricular	changes	highlighted	in	these	two	responses	were	submitted	in	two	memos	
to	the	Graduate	School	in	April	2016	(I	have	attached	these	memos).	They	were	approved	
and	have	been	in	effect	now	for	two	years.	Last	year,	we	had	our	first	cohort	of	students	
who,	to	earn	the	MA,	completed	a	project,	rather	than	the	exam.	The	two	students	in	
question	presented	their	work	at	a	small	event	we	organized	in	June.	They	both	also	
completed	graduate	certificates,	one	in	Textual	and	Digital	Studies	and	the	other	in	
Secondary	and	Foreign	Language	Acquisition.	
	
Funding	for	Graduate	Students	
This	is	a	broader	question,	and	touches	on	a	number	of	possible	issues.	I’m	a	bit	less	clear	
how	specifically	to	respond.	Our	funding	possibilities	for	graduate	students	rests	primarily	
on	our	ability	to	offer	them	positions	as	ASEs,	teaching	language	courses	at	the	100	or	200	
levels,	or	as	a	TA	in	a	larger	lecture	course,	leading	discussion	sections.	The	availability	of	
these	positions	depends,	in	turn,	on	enrollments	in	our	undergraduate	courses.	In	French,	
enrollments	in	the	language	program,	as	well	as	in	the	major,	have	been	fairly	robust,	and	
we	have	been	able	to	support	all	French	graduate	students	as	ASEs	in	accordance	with	our	
guidelines	around	normative	time	(this	comes	to	2	years	for	the	MA	and	an	additional	5	
years	for	the	PhD,	assuming	good	standing).	We	have	also	been	able	to	support	our	top	1	or	
2	recruits	each	year	with	Top	Scholar	packages	from	the	Graduate	School,	which	include	1	
or	2	quarters	of	RAships.	In	addition,	we	offer	many,	and	starting	this	year,	all	admitted	
students,	small	start-up	packages	of	about	$1000	from	our	endowments,	to	be	used	for	
purchasing	books	or	other	supplies.	
	
In	Italian,	by	contrast,	the	decline	in	enrollments	in	the	language	program	has	made	it	all	
but	impossible	to	admit	graduate	students	into	the	MA,	since	we	no	longer	have	the	
sections	of	100-level	language	to	offer	incoming	students,	given	the	staffing	in	the	program.	
The	Committee	Report	does	recommend	forcefully	that	“Graduate	TAs	[…]	be	prioritized	
over	instructional	staff.”	But	this	is	a	complicated	directive,	to	put	it	mildly,	and	one	that	
would	require	some	years	to	implement.	Some	recent	and	unexpected	developments	–	the	
non-renewal	and	retirement	of	two	Italian	lecturers	–	are	bringing	staffing	a	bit	more	in	
line	with	teaching	needs	in	the	Italian	language	program.	This	opens	up	the	possibility	in	



 
 

 

 

the	future	of	readmitting	MAs	in	Italian,	particularly	if	the	program	is	better	aligned	with	
the	French	MA,	providing	a	single	departmental	cohort.	Meanwhile,	positions	as	TAs	in	
large	lecture	courses	are	not	sufficiently	abundant	in	our	department	to	imagine	
supporting	any	student	only	with	this	kind	of	funding.	In	any	case,	we	feel	that	the	training	
students	get	as	instructors	in	language	courses,	through	the	courses	they	teach	and	in	the	
pedagogical	training	they	receive	from	our	coordinators,	in	their	Pedagogy	seminar	and	in	
workshops,	is	at	the	core	of	what	it	means	to	do	a	graduate	degree	with	us.	It	would	involve	
a	significant	rethinking	of	our	programs	to	envisage	having	students	who	never	taught	
language	courses	or	received	this	kind	of	training.	This	is	not	to	say	we	shouldn’t	talk	about	
this.	I	believe	we	should	and	must.	But	this	also	strikes	me	as	a	discussion	that	would	make	
sense	in	the	context	of	a	larger	reconfiguration	and	coordination	of	graduate	programs	
across	the	Languages	and	Humanities	at	the	UW,	perhaps	as	part	of	an	initiative	to	create	a	
graduate	program	in	World	Literature.	
	
I	would	add	here,	as	well,	even	while	this	wasn’t	a	question	put	forth	by	the	Graduate	
Council,	though	it	was	emphasized	in	the	original	report,	that	any	effort	to	replenish	ranks	
and	to	develop	“a	critical	mass	of	graduate	students”	also	needs	to	happen	at	this	
collaborative,	cross-departmental	level.	With	the	academic	job	market	in	the	state	that	it	is,	
we	do	not	feel	that	it’s	advisable	to	think	about	building	up	our	French	doctoral	program.	A	
retooled	MA	–	broader,	more	interdisciplinary,	culminating	in	a	tailored	project	and	leading	
towards	different	kinds	of	post-MA	pathways	–	could,	however,	be	rebuilt,	and	I	believe	we	
should	begin,	and	are	beginning	to,	undertake	this	work.	That	said,	we	need	a	clearer	sense	
of	viable	outcomes	and	how	best	to	serve	these	possibilities,	through	our	curriculum	and	
via	collaborative,	interdepartmental	initiatives.	
  












