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          26 August 2005 
 
 
 
 
MEMORANDUM FOR: The Faculty of the History Department 
 
SUBJECT: Guidance for Counseling Graduate Students 
 
1. General:  It is the responsibility of the faculty of the Department of History to counsel and 
mentor the graduate students accepted into the Department.  The Graduate Advisor is responsible 
for assigning graduate students to professors based on the fields of study of the professor and 
student.  Given the many fields of history, no single Graduate Advisor is qualified to advise and 
mentor every student.  Only the subject matter expert can advise students.  This is a heavy 
responsibility, because the success or failure of the professor will influence the employability of 
the graduate student.  The following guidelines are provided to assist professors in this 
responsibility.   
 
2. Procedures for Matching Professors and Graduate Students:   
 
a.  Ideally professors will select new students who seek a degree in their field.  In other words, 
the Graduate Advisor will, when it is possible to do so, provide a given professor the application 
packet of prospective students to seek their approval.  However, practical matters frequently 
preclude this and the Graduate Advisor has to make a decision based on the University “whole 
person” admissions concept.   
 
b.  New graduate students will attend the mandatory meeting of all graduate students at the start 
of the semester.  During that meeting they will be given the yellow departmental form, which 
requires the approval (signature) of their major professor.  At that time they may or may not have 
a major professor.  Some new students are counseled by the Graduate Advisor prior to the start 
of the semester and assigned to a professor.  Others will make an appointment to see the 
Graduate Advisor and, based on the fields in which they seek mastery, they will then be assigned 
to a professor. 
 
c.  At this first meeting of graduate students the Graduate Advisor will explain the importance of 
the relationship between faculty and student.  Faculty advisors greatly influence the future 
employment of their students.  The letters of recommendation written for Masters and Ph.D. 
students may determine whether they get a job.  Hence, professors that don’t like a particular 
student, or believe they cannot help the student realize his or her full potential, or where 
personality conflicts exist, should send the student back to the Graduate Advisor.  Faculty 
members who have concluded that a given graduate student lacks the potential to earn a Ph.D. 
should inform that student and insure that they are not admitted into the Ph.D. program by 
discussing the case with the Graduate Advisor.  It is a disservice to the student and the 
department to permit unqualified students to continue.  The Graduate Advisor cannot make a 
faculty member accept a student; however, the faculty should understand that once we accept a 
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student, like it or not, he or she is ours and we have to assign each individual to a professor.  All 
graduate students will be assigned to a professor.  This is a mandatory requirement.   
 
d.  To get to know a student it is recommended that receiving professors read the student 
application packet, particularly the student’s “statement of purpose” and letters of 
recommendation.  Faculty members can also talk with the Graduate Advisor for first 
impressions.  It is now a requirement of the History Department that MA applicants provide two 
letters of recommendation and Ph.D. applicants provide three letters.  All applicants are required 
to submit a statement of purpose.   
 
e.  The primary professor will advise the students on which professors should serve as his/her 
secondary advisors based on the student’s interests and goals.  They will ultimately serve on the 
student’s committee.  Students should be directed to meet with all of their professors and 
establish a rapport.  Students are required to take classes with each member of their committee.  
Professors can refuse to serve on committees.  Secondary professors who do not wish to serve on 
a particular student’s committee should tell the student, and inform the primary professor why 
they do not want to serve in this capacity.  Faculty should remember that given the number of 
graduate students, it is mandatory that they serve on committees.   
 
3. Procedures for Counseling Graduate Students.   
 
a.  The objectives of the meeting are to get to know the student and to develop a graduate plan.   
Each professor will develop his or her own style for advising graduate students.  At the first 
departmental meeting of graduate students, the Graduate Advisor will inform students that the 
recommendations of the primary faculty advisors are not recommendations, but the equivalent of 
directives, or orders.  In other words, graduate students are to do what you tell them to do, or 
seek your approval to change the plan.  It is recommended that the receiving professor will seek 
the following information at a minimum:  
 
 (1) What is your objective at UNT?  Do you plan to go on to earn a Ph.D.?  Or, is the 
Master’s degree your terminal degree?   
 
 (2) What fields do you plan to study?  Have you thought about a topic for your Master’s 
thesis or Ph.D. dissertation?  Have you done research in this field?  Is this an important topic?  
Is this an important question?  Why?  Does this topic pass the “who cares?” or “so what?” 
question?  (Ideally students will come to you with a burning passion for a particular topic.  
Faculty advisors have to evaluate topics.  Students should be encouraged to pursue important 
topics, even if they have been done before.  There is no topic that we cannot learn more about.  
Professors should steer graduate students in a particular direction.  The professor’s knowledge of 
the field is one of the graduate student’s most important resources.  However, we do not want to 
squelch passion, and we must remember that Ph.D. students will probably live with this topic for 
their entire academic career.  We do not want students working on a topic they don’t like, or that 
will not hold their interest.  The secondary area of study should be tailored to maximize 
employability.  At the first meeting of graduate students, they will be directed to write a job 
description and to use the AHA Perspectives listing of jobs as a guideline.  That job description 
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should be available for review by the primary advisor.  As a rule, it is recommended that the 
primary topic be based on passion, and secondary topics be based on the job market.) 
 
 (3) What type of job do you seek when you earn your Ph.D. or Master’s degree?  (This is 
an important question because it will determine how you advise the students.  Some of our 
students are Texans and do not want to leave the state.  Some of our students have a passion and 
want to do research and write in a particular field, and are willing to take a job in any of part of 
the country where they can pursue their passion.  In other words, the priorities of students should 
determine the direction in which professors guide them.  For example, students wishing to stay in 
Texas in the local community should take Texas History, and they should receive a broad 
education, because community colleges seek applicants that can teach many different topics.  
They seek breadth, not depth.  On the other hand, if a student has a passion for a topic, and that is 
their primary driving factor, then they should be pushed to study other related fields.  They 
should be more narrowly focused.  The student’s objectives and the type of employment they 
seek should guide the direction in which faculty members point students.)  
 
 (4) What is your long-range plan?  When do you plan to graduate?  (Every student 
should have a long-range plan with intermediate objectives.   The plan should have a termination 
date.  Students should plan to complete their Master’s degree in two years.  Students should plan 
to complete their language requirement within the first two years of their program.  Students 
should plan to take their comprehensive exam within four years.  Students should plan to 
complete their dissertation within six years.  Students should graduate and be employed within 
eight years.  Students/faculty should plan on publishing their first book no later than ten years 
out.)   
 
 (5) When do you plan to publish your first article?  (Students should be encouraged to 
publish at the earliest opportunity, within the first three to four years of their program.  Each 
seminar course should produce a significant paper based on original research that with additional 
work is publishable.  UNT students have a difficult time competing with students from more 
prestigious universities.  In order to level the playing field our students should be published 
before they graduate.  They should have attended conferences and given papers.  They should 
have a vita with something on it.) 
 
 (6) How are you paying for graduate school?  Do you have family obligations that 
influence your ability to attend classes and/or complete your program?  Are your parents 
helping you?  Have you applied for grants, fellowships, or other financial support?  Are you 
financially stable?  (Students must be informed that they do not have to answer personal 
questions and that your questions are only meant to help determine how best you can assist 
them.  Primary professors are responsible for notifying students of the fellowships and grants, 
and TA and TF positions available to them through the University.  Professors are also 
responsible for writing their student’s letters of recommendation.  To do this, professors need to 
know how much help a particular student needs.  Professors have to rate their students.  If a 
professor has four graduate students, his/her letters of recommendation should state: “I rate this 
student in the top two percent of all graduate students I have taught.  I rate this student in the top 
five percent of all students I have taught.  I rate this student in the top 10 percent of all students I 
have taught.  Or, I rate this student in the top 15 percent of all students I have taught.”  
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Obviously, professors can rate two students in the top two percent; however, if the professor 
rates all his/her students in the top 2 percent, the department committee, not the professor, will 
determine who gets what.) 
 
4. Final Considerations: 
 
a. The Graduate Advisor has no power to make faculty do anything.  If a faculty member is 
unwilling to perform these duties please let the Graduate Advisor know.  He/she will reassign all 
graduate students.  If a professor has too many graduate students, let the Graduate Advisor know 
and he/she will stop assigning students.  Every graduate student accepted into the History 
Department will be assigned to a professor.  The burden will fall more heavily on some because 
of the popularity of a given discipline.  There is some flexibility in assigning graduate students.  
The main history office maintains a file on each graduate student.  Faculty members can examine 
the files of all graduate students.  The Graduate Advisor will endeavor to be responsive to the 
needs of faculty and students; however, it is impossible for one individual to provide all the 
guidance that students need, and to provided the mentoring that they deserve.  Ideally the 
professor-student relationship will grow into a lifetime friendship.  Years after the student leaves 
UNT the primary advisor will still be responsible for writing letters of recommendation.  This is 
a lifetime obligation; however, it should also be a positive experience.   
 
b. This document will be revised annually by the Graduate Advisor and discussed at least once a 
year at a faculty meeting to get recommendations on how best to improve it and our system for 
counseling and mentoring graduate students.  Our objective is to produce productive, highly 
educated scholars who will contribute to the body of knowledge on a given topic, and junior 
faculty members who will continue our job of educating young men and women.  This is no 
small matter or responsibility.  This system should be part of standard operational procedures.   
 
 
 
 
Adrian R. Lewis 
Graduate Advisor 
Department of History   
 
 
 
 


