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PhD and MA in Religion Student Handbook
PURPOSE OF STUDENT HANDBOOK 

The purpose of the PhD and MA in Religion Student Handbook is to help guide students as they progress through the PhD or MA program in Religion. Because the degrees in this program are conferred and governed by the academic requirements established by the Vanderbilt University (VU) Graduate School, students should also be familiar with the policies and procedures in the Vanderbilt University Student Handbook and Vanderbilt University Graduate School Catalog. For questions about information in the handbook, students should contact their advisor, the Administrative Manager for the Graduate Department of Religion Associate Dean for Graduate Education, or the Chair of the Graduate Department of Religion.

OVERVIEW OF PHD and MA PROGRAMS 

Degree programs are offered in ethics and society; Hebrew Bible; historical studies; critical studies in Asian, Islamic, and Jewish traditions; homiletics and liturgics; Jewish studies (M.A. only at present); New Testament; religion, psychology, and culture; and theological studies. Interdisciplinary studies, both within religion and in other areas of knowledge, are encouraged. The study of religion is pursued both as a critical, humanistic discipline, employing a variety of methodological perspectives, and as a theological discipline, interpreting religions and their historical, theological, and ethical heritage.

DEGREE REQUIREMENTS

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
Ph.D. programs are currently available in the following areas of major concentration: ethics and society; Hebrew Bible; historical studies; critical studies in Asian, Islamic, and Jewish traditions; homiletics and liturgics; New Testament; religion, psychology, and culture; and theological studies. 

The Ph.D. requires 72 credit hours, including 24 credit hours of formal, didactic coursework. Up to 36 credit hours at the master’s level with a B or better may be transferred with the approval of the program and the Graduate School. 
 
Candidates for the Ph.D. degree must demonstrate reading knowledge of one modern language of research, a second language as designated and approved by the area and the GDR, and additional languages as specified by the area (see area requirements). Each of the areas of major concentration specifies which languages are acceptable for its students. If a student has an existing second- language ability not developed through coursework (for example, a student whose native language is not English, bilingual students, or heritage speakers) s/he may, with the approval from their advisor, petition the department to accept their native language as satisfying one modern language requirement. Final approval from the associate dean/chair is required. 

The requirement for modern languages may be satisfied by taking and passing with the grade of B+ or higher in a Vanderbilt University course designed specifically to teach graduate students to use the language in research, or by passing the departmental reading examination. Beyond this department-wide requirement, in biblical studies a knowledge of Hebrew or Greek is required, and in some areas of historical studies a knowledge of Latin or Greek is required. Students should be prepared to learn such other languages, ancient and modern, as may appear requisite for scholarly interests. Students should check with their area directors concerning specific requirements.

Required didactic hours, fulfillment of the language requirements, and required departmental courses must be achieved prior to taking qualifying exams, which must be successfully passed within four academic years of matriculation. When the student has passed the Qualifying Examinations, the Ph.D. Committee shall recommend to the Dean of the Divinity School that the student be admitted to candidacy for the Ph.D. degree.



MASTER OF ARTS
The M.A. program is designed to enable students to explore personal interests or vocational options, to acquire a background for teaching at the secondary level, or to attain a foundation for further studies at the doctoral level. 

For MA thesis and non-thesis programs, a minimum of 30 total hours is required for the master’s degree. This includes successful completion of at least 24 semester hours of formal, didactic coursework plus enrollment in 6 additional hours of formal, didactic coursework or 6 credit hours of research. All requirements for the master’s degree must be completed within a six-year period calculated from the student’s first semester of enrollment in the Graduate School.  “Formal, didactic coursework” is approved courses taken for credit other than thesis and dissertation research courses. On the recommendation of the student’s program and approval of the Graduated School, credit up to 6 semester hours toward the master’s degree may be transferred from graduate schools in accredited institutions, or other schools of the university.

MA program requirements listed above were taken directly from the Vanderbilt Graduate School catalog website: https://www.vanderbilt.edu/catalogs/kuali/graduate-23-24.php#/content/6480a5d8bdb6e4001c8722f1 

1. Specialty M.A. This program involves a concentration in one of the subspecialties of religious study. Students will select a major of at least 12 hours and a minor of at least 6 hours from the following areas: ethics and society; Hebrew Bible; historical studies; critical studies in Asian, Islamic, and Jewish traditions; homiletics and liturgics; Jewish studies; New Testament; religion, psychology, and culture; and theological studies. The remaining hours may be chosen from the above areas or from other departments of the Graduate School.
2. Cross-Disciplinary M.A. This program, to which students are admitted under exceptional circumstances, provides an opportunity for students to relate one of the subspecialties of religious studies to an appropriate supportive discipline. Normally, 12 hours are taken in one of the areas listed under the specialty M.A., with the remaining hours taken in another department of the Graduate School. The thesis will attempt to integrate the methods and subject matters of the two disciplines in relation to a chosen
3. Terminal M.A. The terminal M.A., offered exclusively for D. students who elect not to complete the Ph.D. program, may be received by students who have demonstrated reading knowledge in at least one foreign language at the level required for the M.A. degree; have completed 48 semester hours of formal, graded course work at the graduate level, including at least 24 hours at Vanderbilt; have passed an oral examination conducted by a committee of faculty members from the Graduate Department of Religion; and do not seek candidacy for the Ph.D. degree.
4. Master’s Degree in Passing. Doctoral candidates may earn the M.A. degree upon completion of at least 42 hours of graduate study, satisfaction of the language requirements, passing of the Ph.D. qualifying exam, and approval of the dissertation proposal according to the GDR guidelines.
M.A. candidates demonstrate reading competence in foreign languages, ancient or modern, as required in the program or area of concentration. Students should consult area policies for specific requirements. In most cases, however, reading knowledge in one foreign language is required for the M.A. Students will normally satisfy this requirement by performing satisfactorily in the departmentally administered Ph.D. language examination, taking and passing with the grade of B+ or higher a Vanderbilt University course designed specifically to teach graduate students  to use the language in research, or by presenting an acceptable record of at least 12 hours (or its equivalent) in a language. Candidates specializing in Hebrew Bible or New Testament are expected to work with the original texts in Hebrew or Greek. Students designating Greek or Hebrew as the foreign language may not count introductory courses in these languages toward the requisite 30 hours for the degree.
 
Joint J.D.–M.A. Program. Students who have been admitted to both the Law School and the Graduate School may work toward the J.D. and the M.A. in religion concurrently. Six hours of religion credits will be accepted toward the J.D. degree, and 6 hours of law credits will be accepted toward the M.A. in religion. The joint program normally takes four years. For further information, write to the chair of the Graduate Department of Religion.


RESEARCH EXPECTATIONS


· Does your program have a requirement to apply for internal and/or external grants? 
Financial aid is available from Departmental sources and in University-wide competitions. Most awards are specified at the time of admissions, although in the case of Dissertation Enhancement Awards and travel grants the decisions are reached in the course of a student’s program of study. Financial aid is not provided for the in-residence and out-of-residence fees assessed after completion of 72 hours of credit toward the Ph.D. or after 30 hours of credit toward the M.A. Various loan programs are available to students, and interested students should consult with the Financial Aid Office.


· Does your program have publication expectations?
Students complete a professional development plan their first year in the PhD program in consultation with their advisers. The plan contains individual benchmarks for academic conference attendance, presentations, and the development of scholarly papers and publications appropriate to their subfield within the study of religion.  

· Does your program have an academic conference presentation expectation?
Students complete a professional development plan their first year in the PhD program in consultation with their advisers. The plan contains individual benchmarks for academic conference attendance and presentations.

· Does your program have a list of resources and trainings that support research?
Students who enter the Graduate Department of Religion may be required to take additional courses to orient them to the field before they proceed to their major and minor concentrations. The number of courses taken for this purpose will vary with the individual student’s background and with the program of study. Decisions concerning orientation requirements are made by the Area Directors in consultation with the respective faculty involved.


TRAINING FOR THE PROFESSION

All PhD students are expected to pass Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training for Responsible Conduct of Research, REL 8900, The Study of Religion, and REL 8004/REL 8008, Practicum in the Teaching of Religion, Part I and Part II. All MA students are expected to pass Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training for Responsible Conduct of Research and are required to enroll in REL 8010, Religion Research for MA Students.

Teaching Expectations (if applicable) 

· Does your program require students to be a teaching assistant and/or instructor of record? If so, indicate the prerequisites, requirements, trainings, and evaluation processes.
POLICY
Teaching and research service as part of a PhD student’s program in the Graduate Department of Religion are characterized by four basic considerations: 
First, Research Assistant (RA) and Teaching Assistant and Associate (TA) assignments are intrinsic to graduate training. Apprenticing in scholarship and teaching aims to prepare PhD graduates for positions in and beyond the academy. The service that is expected of graduate students is designed to teach skills that will help graduates acquire employment beyond Vanderbilt. We hope you will think of every assignment given as a part of a portfolio of classes one can teach and research activities one can use. As the Graduate School's official letter of admission states: "Teaching experience is an important part of your intellectual development and professional preparation. Accordingly, your department has designed a teaching program that is tailored to your graduate experience and will communicate this to you. Collectively, your teaching and research experiences form the basis of your Graduate Fellowship award.” 

Second, there is no set number of TA/RA assignments that students must complete. As is the case with other departments in the Graduate School, students are expected to be available to serve the department in some capacity while receiving a stipend. 

Third, the stipend includes payment for TA/RA service. The GDR does not pay students extra for these assignments. This is consistent with the general policies of other departments in the Graduate School. Exceptions are made when the department asks students to take on more than one discussion session in a class or an additional assignment upon the mutual agreement of the student and the department. 

Fourth, the GDR office sets and final approves all TA and RA assignments. If someone from another department requests that GDR students take assignments in their classes, the GDR office must be informed. This is to assure that students receive proper credit for their service. You should see the familiar application (with a link to a Redcap form), allowing students to apply for TA and RA positions. We will then seek input from faculty members before making assignments. Some adjustments through the year due to enrollment changes and other developments are to be expected, but we should be able to make most of the assignments in the summer. 

PROCESS

The Graduate Department of Religion offers robust pedagogical training in a four-stage process, which takes advantage of both departmental and university resources. 
Stage 1: REL 8004. Practicum in the Teaching of Religion I 
· A two-semester (no credit) course for first year students in the GDR (MA and PhD). (Students will not be assigned as teaching assistants until their second year.) 
· In the Fall, the course meets bi-weekly for 50 minutes.
· Led by a GDR faculty member and includes various faculty members presenting on selected topics, as scheduled in the syllabus. 
· Focus: 
· Training in the basics of teaching in a university setting (with resources from the Center for Teaching). Topics include: 
· syllabus preparation and course design 
· inclusivity in the classroom 
· grading 
· lecturing 
· discussion leadership 
· technologies in teaching 
· teaching documentation (teaching statements, etc.) 
· grant design and writing 
· Discussion of mentoring in the GDR, using the GDR mentoring policy as a guide. 

· Plan a strategy for professional development training catered to each student’s needs and expectations. This plan includes specific Center for Teaching certificates that the student is expected to complete, and other training offered in the CFT. There will be a road map and plan for each student moving forward in professional development, recorded on the Professional Development Planning Form (below). This will be on file in the GDR office and should be reviewed by the advisor each semester. Updates are part of the annual GDR report on each student. 
· Forms:

· Professional Development Planning Form– Completed by student and advisor, in consultation with Instructor of 8004. 

· In the Spring: REL 8008 Practicum in the Teaching of Religion II:  Students shadow a faculty member in one course, as approved by the GDR chair. In each case, they and their faculty mentor commit to a limited number of hours (approximately 12) to discuss course planning, syllabus writing, lecture preparation, classroom observation, grading, and other matters relevant to teaching. 
· Forms:

· Course Shadowing Agreement form

Stage 2: Teaching Assistant Orientation (TAO), led by the Center for Teaching 
· Completed the summer before the beginning of the students’ second year, prior to their first services as at teaching assistants. (MA and PhD) 
Stage 3: Teaching Assistantship 
· Designed as a mentoring activity, which begins with a written strategy mutually agreed to by the student and faculty member, outlining expectations and goals for the semester. (MA and PhD). 
o Forms: 
· Teaching Assistant Agreement Form– Completed and signed by the faculty member (IOR), the teaching assistant, the advisor, and the GDR chair. Filed in the GDR office. 
· Each TA has an opportunity to lecture (a maximum of two lectures, preferably spaced out within the semester). The professor takes notes when TAs lecture and writes a brief report to be given to the students. (This report may also be helpful in writing future letters of recommendation.) The professor may also request that a representative from the Center for Teaching comment on the lecture or a recording of the lecture. 
Stage 4: Teaching Associateship 
· Optional but recommended to PhD students, beginning in their fourth year, who have served at least one semester as a teaching assistant. (PhD only.) 
· Forms: 
· Teaching Associate Agreement Form– Completed and signed by the faculty member (IOR), the teaching associate, the advisor, and the GDR chair. Filed in the GDR office. 
· Graduate students will co-teach a course with a faculty member. 

Other Training Expectations (if applicable)

Doctoral students receiving stipends are paired with professors in research assistant (RA) positions not to exceeed 10 hours/week during the semesters they are not teaching. These RA assignments are to be substantive and provide training useful to the practice of scholarship and research.

· Does your program require other training opportunities?
 Students will be expected to participate in professional development opportunities as required by the department. These opportunities include mentoring for the academic job market and instruction in skills essential for success in teaching and research, as detailed above. 





ADVISING AND MENTORING


· Does your program have a process for the student to select or be assigned an advisor?

Upon entering the GDR, each student meets with the Area Director of Studies for initial advising. After discussing the student's interests, a residence adviser is assigned. Unless a change is requested at a later date, the residence adviser remains the student's adviser until the dissertation committee is formed.  Cross-Disciplinary M.A. students are normally advised by the Chair of the Department or the Associate Dean. All recommendations concerning student programs that involve exceptions to current policy should begin with the adviser. The adviser will direct requests to the Chair, and the Chair will relay the request, if necessary and as appropriate, to the Graduate Policy and Admissions Committee, the Faculty, or the Dean of the Divinity School for action.

· Does your program have a process for changing advisors?
Yes, students may request a change of advisors and should register that change with their area and turn in their signed Graduate School Request to Change Adviser Form to the GDR office.

· Does your program have a process for registering for coursework each semester?
Students are expected to meet with their advisers each semester to plan their schedules for the coming semester. Students should fill out their GDR Registration form provided by the GDR office, have their adviser sign it, and return the form to the GDR office before the start of classes for the semester. All students must register themselves at the appropriate time using YES (Your Enrollment Services) as usual.

· Does your program have expectations for the mentor/mentee relationship, such as a formal mentor/mentee agreement, annual student assessment, or annual individual development plan (IDP)? 

The Department has formal mentor/mentee guidelines in place. The primary goal of these guidelines is to create a supportive community that benefits the Ph.D. students in the Graduate Department of Religion at Vanderbilt University. They are to assist students in the cultivation, success, and completion of the degree. This document assumes between the mentor and mentee mutuality, respect, and attention to the details herein including an annual review of and updating on the part of each mentee, mentor, disciplinary area, and the GDR as a whole.

· Does your program provide channels for student feedback, including a process for student grievances? 

Students looking for assistance with concerns, ranging from program-specific questions and processes to mental health and wellbeing as well as academic support, should begin with the chart of Graduate Student Academic and Personal Concerns (APC chart).  The APC chart takes students through the process of identifying and contacting resources, based on their unique situations. In the absence of clarity as where to turn first, students are advised to approach the Associate Dean for Graduate Education or the Chair of the GDR.


· Does your program clearly outline the roles and responsibilities of both the mentor and the mentee?

The primary goal of these guidelines is to create a supportive community that benefits the Ph.D. students in the Graduate Department of Religion at Vanderbilt University. They are to assist students in the cultivation, success, and completion of the degree. This document assumes between the mentor and mentee mutuality, respect, and attention to the details herein. While these guidelines are not binding, we feel these to be the best practices for the community of students, professors, departments, and graduate school. 

	                          Mentee                              Mentor                                  Area                                                             GDR [image: page1image4273108960][image: page1image4273109248][image: page1image4273109536][image: page1image4273109824]
	First Year
	Create a self-assessment detailing their career goals and what they perceive to be their personal strengths and weaknesses. Discuss with mentor how best to proceed with coursework—identify interests so they can best decide who should be their mentor.
	When the student submits the self- assessment, the mentor will review it thoroughly and discuss it with the student.
	Cooperating with the student, the area will aid in the development of a plan listing short-term and long-term objectives that will develop further the student’s strengths and help strengthen their weaknesses.
Each area will provide the student with a list of goals respective to their field—detailing what and why certain aspects (e.g. languages) of the program are important.
	Offer a comprehensive booklet (or the electronic equivalent,pdf. etc.) to all incoming students with paperwork and policies regarding each step in the program. Offer a list of resources provided by Vanderbilt for teaching (CFT), grant-writing, job opportunities, etc. Offer workshops on faculty mentoring.

	Second Year
	Schedule meetings with faculty to discuss progress through coursework and goals for the following year.

Write an evaluation of their own progress and discuss revisions of their plan (if necessary) with their mentor.
	Work with the student on developing teaching skills (i.e. provide TA opportunities), with the help of the resources available through the University’s Center for Teaching.
	The area will evaluate the student’s progress toward completion of the degree and provide guidance on proceeding to the comprehensive exam stage.
	Offer a list of resources provided by Vanderbilt for teaching (CFT), grant-writing, job opportunities, etc. Offer workshops on faculty mentoring.

	Third Year
	The student will reach out to the University’s Center for Teaching to earn at least one teaching certificate. Prepare a paper to present before students and faculty in their area.
	Work with student on sketching out a plan for publications, including how to orient the student’s research toward producing publishable research papers.
	Provide opportunities for students to present papers to other students as well as faculty in the area. Give feedback on the student presentations.
	Provide students with a list of opportunities for external funding. Offer a list of resources provided by Vanderbilt for teaching (CFT), grant-writing, job opportunities, etc. Offer workshops on faculty mentoring.

	Fourth Year
	Provide feedback to fellow students who present papers at area meetings.

Be patient with their mentor as they review and edit their work and then respond fully to their mentor’s comments and advice.
	Introduce students to the professional practices of their specific discipline in cooperation with their specific area and the department as a whole. Provide prompt feedback on all work student submits; giving positive and critical feedback.
	Provide opportunities for students to present papers to other students as well as faculty in the area. Give feedback on the student presentations.
	Offer a list of resources provided by Vanderbilt for teaching (CFT), grant-writing, job opportunities, etc. Offer workshops on faculty mentoring.

	Fifth Year
	When asking for recommendations for job applications, provide their mentor with an updated CV, the cover letter, and list of work(s) in progress.
	Meet with students regarding recommendations, discussing the CV and cover letter.
	Provide opportunities for students to present dissertation work to other students as well as faculty in the area. Look over and discuss the CV in the yearly meeting with the student.
	Offer a list of resources provided by Vanderbilt for teaching (CFT), grant-writing, job opportunities, job applications, etc. Offer workshops on faculty mentoring.



List of Expectations:

      1. When serving as a TA for another area, a conversation between mentor, instructor, and mentee is required to outline the expectations for the student. 
2. When deciding on a minor area and minor area advisor, there should be recurring conversations between the student and mentor in conjunction with the minor area advisor so as to avoid any potential difficulties/fallout. 
3. Should the student take on any outside responsibilities, they should let their mentor know. 


PROGRESS TOWARDS THE DEGREE


· Does your program have a specific requirement for time to completion?

The Graduate Department of Religion complies with the following regulations of the Graduate School regarding the maximum time allowed for completion of the course of study:

a. A candidate for the M.A. degree must complete all requirements for the degree within a six-year period calculated from the end of the student’s first semester of enrollment in the Graduate School.

b. A Ph.D. student must take the Qualifying Examinations within eight semesters during which he or she is registered, starting with the first semester of enrollment as a Ph.D. student. After the qualifying examinations are passed, students are entered into candidacy for the degree.

c. A Ph.D. candidate must complete the dissertation within four years after having been admitted to candidacy for the degree. (i.e. four years after passing the qualifying examinations).

· Does your program have guardrails available for student support, including options for students who do not make timely progress toward the degree (e.g., transitioning to a terminal masters, retaking competency examinations, entering into a leave of absence or medical leave of absence as needed)?

At the end of each academic year, the department will review the progress of each student. The student’s advisor will lead the review process, in consultation with the faculty of the student’s area and the GDR office. The review will cover all areas of each student’s progress, including grades, incompletes, language requirements, and overall research plan. If the review concludes that the student is not making progress in these areas, the department will place the student on probation for one semester. At the end of the probationary semester, the department will conduct a follow-up review of the student. If the student’s progress is still unsatisfactory, the department will have the option of dismissing the student from the University. PhD students who receive unsatisfactory reviews will have the option of pursuing a terminal MA according to departmental guidelines. (Please note that the GDR areas may have more specific policies on evaluating student progress, so students should consult their area statements for additional information.)


EQUITY, DIVERSITY, & INCLUSION (EDI) STATEMENT

In keeping with Vanderbilt University's Office for Enhancing Diversity in Graduate Education (VU-EDGE) efforts to provide underrepresented students with access to the tools necessary to reach their professional goals while creating a diverse learning community for all of our students, the Graduate Department of Religion believes that the next generation of scholars and leaders must reflect the gender and racial composition of the country. To that end, our department will aggressively recruit, admit, and retain underrepresented students both for the benefits our University can give them and for the benefits, both intellectual and social, that they bring to our campus and the study of religion. Consequently we commit to treat all student scholars with equity and to work toward an ethos of inclusion, collaboration, and respectful exchange.

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 


· Does your program offer specific support and/or resources for international students?

Faculty are advised that International students are in greater need of an introduction to the academic setting and as such will require more attention from their mentor. The GDR office provides an additional point of internal contact with Vanderbilt’s ISSS (International Student Scholar Services). The faculty of the deparment also features multiple professors of an international background aid international students in adapting to this academic and cultural setting to succeed

OTHER RESOURCES


Vanderbilt University offers a wide array of student support resources for health, wellness, student life and identity, academic support, funding, professional development, and administrative assistance. Please visit Vanderbilt’s Graduate School website at https://gradschool.vanderbilt.edu/ where you can find resources for support units such as the University Counseling Center (UCC), International Student & Scholar Support (ISSS), Center for Teaching (CFT), Career Center, and many others. 
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