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WELCOME TO R&W @ MSU  
 
 
 
Welcome to the Rhetoric & Writing program at Michigan State University. We’re very glad that you’re joining the 
teaching and intellectual community of our program!  
 
The graduate program in Rhetoric & Writing formally began in Fall 2003, when its first five new PhD students and 
seven new MA students began their studies at MSU. Since that time the program has quickly grown -- in 2004 we 
merged with the graduate program in Critical Studies in Literacy and Pedagogy (CSLP) – and today includes two 
MA degrees (CSLP and Digital Rhetoric & Professional Writing, DRPW) and the PhD as well as 30 doctoral 
students and 27 Master’s students working with 30 outstanding faculty whose intellectual work includes rhetoric, 
writing, literacy, pedagogy, and a host of related interdisciplinary areas (20 core faculty, 10 affiliate faculty). 
 
Our program aims to provide a creative and energetic environment for research and teaching in rhetoric and writing. 
We offer a broad array of curricular and extra-curricular opportunities, and an enthusiastic faculty who enjoy 
working with students as they explore the intersections of these opportunities. We have very strong ties to the 
department of Writing, Rhetoric & American Cultures (WRAC), the department where most of you will teach. We 
have strong interdisciplinary ties to other programs at MSU, especially to American Indian Studies, American 
Studies, African American and African Studies, Chicano/Latina Studies, Asian Pacific American Studies, Mass 
Media, Teacher Education, Digital Media Arts and Technology, TOESL, the program in Women, Gender & Social 
Justice, and the Residential College in the Arts & Humanities (RCAH). We are also involved in productive 
collaborative relationships with several professional centers on and off campus, -- the Writing Center, the WIDE 
(Writing in Digital Environments) Research Center, MATRIX (The Center for Humane Arts, Letters, and Social 
Sciences Online), the MSU Museum, the Nokomis Learning Center, the Julian Samora Research Institute in Latino 
Studies, and the Public Humanities Collaborative. Because of these relationships, we believe that our program offers 
students a unique academic space to explore the intersections of scholarly specialty areas both inside and outside the 
traditionally understood provenance of our discipline.  
 
We also recognize that encouraging this kind of intellectual diversity requires an equally diverse community of 
scholars and teachers. Consequently, we strive to provide an intellectual community that seeks out and welcomes all 
individuals and that openly makes space for the broadest possible spectrum of diversity across categories of age, life 
experience, gender, abilities, race, ethnicity, class, religion, spirituality, sexual orientation, and geographic 
identification. We attract promising MA and PhD applicants from all walks of life, and we are excited about the 
possibilities that come with each new cohort of students who enter our program, as each of you have something to 
contribute to our research community and to the future of our discipline. 
 
As you can probably tell, after just this short span of years, our program is thriving. Collectives and writing groups 
are constantly being formed to promote collaborative scholarship among students and between faculty and students. 
These collaborations have in dozens of conference presentations (and other speaking engagements), workshops, 
grant proposals, articles, book chapters, and books. Many members of our community have graduated and moved on 
to public-, private- and university-employment and to other graduate programs. Because we are “young,” we are 
also still fine-tuning our programs in terms of curricular structures, policies and procedures, and mentoring support – 
a process that always includes graduate student input and innovation.  
 
So, welcome! We’re glad you’re here! 
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1.0 MISSION, IDENTITY, & GOALS

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What Is the Rhetoric & 
Writing Program? 
As an organizational entity at 
Michigan State University, 
Rhetoric & Writing (R&W) is an 
autonomous, interdisciplinary 
graduate program in the 
College of Arts & Letters. It is 
NOT a department—and it is 
NOT a program inside the 
Department of Writing, 
Rhetoric, & American Cultures 
(WRAC). 
 

We realize this is not the usual 
way that graduate programs 
are situated at universities. 
Most graduate rhet/comp 
programs are located inside 
departments, and most of them 
are still located inside English 
Departments. Not us. We have 
a different institutional status: 
not only are we not in English, 
we are a graduate program 
outside any department. 
 

What will make your life 
especial-ly confusing is that 
many of the forms you fill out 
will ask you to list your 
“department”—and in those 
cases you list “Rhetoric & 
Writing.” Yes, many of you will 
hold TAships inside the 
Department of WRAC, teaching 
Tier I; but, those TAships are 
R&W TAships that are assigned 
to WRAC.  
 

We think that this 
organizational complexity is 
part of our charm. As you 
become acquainted with MSU, 
you will realize that there are 
very good historical, political, 
and institutional reasons for 
our position in the institution. 
We hope you come to 
understand that institutions 
and organizations can be 
structured in many different 
ways. Understanding the 
implications of those structures 
is an important part of your 
education. 

In all facets of the graduate program, our aim is to prepare students to be 
culturally and technologically engaged thinkers, writers, researchers, teachers, 
and citizens. To meet this goal, we work to provide a humane educational 
experience informed by rigorous intellectual and ethical practices. We believe 
that students should become good citizens of their disciplines, professions, and 
communities. We encourage students to think dynamically about their career 
goals, and to educate themselves for the future, not just for today. This 
conviction is implicit in both the design of our program and in the intellectual 
culture we strive to create. We work to engage students’ intellectual 
development in ways consistent with our desire to prepare students to use and 
to study rhetoric—to become exemplary practitioners of rhetoric within their 
communities, workplaces, and classrooms, as well as to become researchers 
and scholars of practices, methods, and modes of rhetoric, especially as these 
relate to literacy and pedagogy. 
 We believe that our students are, 

as beginning professionals, 
needful of two things: first, 
support in the developmental 
(intellectual and affective) 
processes of learning and identity 
formation; and second, direct 
instruction in disciplinary and 
professional codes and practices. 
That is, we believe that there is a 
body of conventional knowledge 
practicing professionals need, but 
also that it’s important to acquire 
this knowledge in a humane and 
ethical environment—an 
environment sensitive to rhetorical 
concepts of phronesis and kairos.

Our program is distinctive in its 
attention to the productive interchange 
between traditions and areas of study 
historically believed to be divergent or 
oppositional—community literacies, 
cultural rhetorics, digital rhetoric, 
professional writing, critical studies in 
literacy and pedagogy. We are 
committed to introducing our students 
to the discipline of rhetoric and 
composition as an historical, 
theoretical, methodological, and 
institutional entity; we balance this 
commitment with an openness to 
innovation and flexibility in 
envisioning the future of the field.  
Because our program emphasizes 
rhetoric not only as theoretical engagement but also as productive action, we 
envision many sites of practice as appropriate for “doing rhetoric”: 
communities, classrooms, workplaces, cultures, and texts (print, digital, and 
non-alphabetic). The most immediate opportunity that students have to practice 
rhetoric in this way is by answering our open invitation to contribute to the 
shape of our program as it develops. 
 
Our collective sense of ourselves as scholars and practitioners extends to 
commitment to teaching as a significant intellectual activity. We believe the 
work we do in places of literacy instruction is important not just because adult 
literacy development is a disciplinary commitment or because teaching is a 
significant aspect of our professional lives, but also because classrooms (and 
other learning environments) are rich and essential sites of rhetorical practice, 
action, and inquiry. For these reasons, opportunities for various kinds of 
teaching—and occasions to reflect and theorize this practice—are an important 
part of graduate education in our program. 
 
We believe that programs, curricula, and instructors must engage learning as it 
happens in emergent, often unpredictable ways. Further, professional 
development must happen within a context of engagement with individual 
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 needs, motives, and goals, and must recognize the diverse life experiences 
students bring from various histories, cultures, and social positions.  

  
 Our sense of professional identity extends to a commitment to service to our 

department, institutions, professional organizations, and communities. Service 
is often woven into our knowledge making and pedagogy, and as such is valued 
highly. Rhetoricians have a longstanding ethical imperative to make knowledge 
with and for people, a civic-mindedness that infuses our professional identity 
often as much as our teaching and research. Students in our program are 
encouraged to envision their work as taking place at the intersections of 
scholarship, teaching, and service within a range of linguistically and culturally 
diverse contexts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Program Configuration  
 The program is uniquely situated directly within the College of Arts & Letters, 

in contrast to most programs that are located in a department within a college. 
The relationships between the programs and their location can be further 
understood by referring to the following diagram. 
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Program Overview1

The Master of Arts degree program in Critical Studies in Literacy and 
Pedagogy is designed for teachers in middle schools, junior high schools, and 
secondary schools and for persons who plan to teach in English departments in 
two-year colleges. Both groups of applicants seek this professional degree as a 
means of developing career trajectories often already underway in institutions, 
schools, and workplaces. The goal of the program is to prepare scholars and 
teachers in the field of English education. The program emphasizes the 
teaching and learning of language and literacy in multiple contexts and multiple 
modes, including print, digital, and visual. Central to the program’s emphasis is 
the critical examination of ethnicity and multiculturalism as they apply to the 
teaching of literacy; the democratization of the classroom; the role of language 
and schooling in society at large; and the politics of language, literacy and 
culture. 
 

Note – at present, this degree program is undergoing curricular 
revision to better meet the needs of its primary audiences: those 
currently practicing as teachers and those preparing for future PhD 
study in English Education or Rhetoric & Composition. We expect 
changes in this degree’s concentrations and requirements to be 
effective by the beginning of Fall 2008. Since the 2007-08 academic 
year will be a transitional phase for this program, new students should 
consult with the director of Critical Studies in Literacy & Pedagogy 
and with their advisory committees if they wish to adjust their 
program of study to reflect the anticipated revisions. 

 
Concentrations 
Currently, CSLP MA students must choose between two concentrations: 
• The College concentration is specifically designed for individuals who 

wish to teach in English or writing departments at the college level with a 
principle focus on writing, literacy, and language. 

• The Middle/Secondary English Language Arts concentration is 
specifically designed for recently certified teachers who wish to pursue 
their continuing certification coursework in a Master’s degree focusing on 
issues of disciplinary knowledge, methodology, and pedagogy. This 
concentration provides middle and secondary English teachers with 
opportunities to directly address subject-specific pedagogical interests and 
needs. Its content meets the guidelines as set forth by the National Council 
of Teachers of English for academic and professional studies in English 
language arts education. This program is run jointly with the Literacy 
Program in the College of Education. 

 
Note – Under the new program, these concentrations will shift to 
Rhetoric & Composition and English Education, respectively. 

 
 

2.0 MA IN CRITICAL STUDIES IN 
LITERACY & PEDAGOGY

800 & 900-Level Course 
Requirements 
The Graduate School specifies 
that more than half of the total 
credits required for a Master’s 
degree must be taken in 
courses at the 800- and 900-
levels (except as specifically 
exempted by the dean of the 
college). In other words, you 
must take at least 16 course 
credits at the 800- or 900-level. 

                                                 
1 Students are to meet the committee formation and course requirements specified for the academic year (beginning in the fall) in which they 
“officially” enter the program). 
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Course Requirements: College Concentration 
This concentration is available under either Plan A (with thesis) or Plan B 
(without thesis). A total of 31 credits is required for the degree under Plan A; a 
total of 30 credits is required for the degree under Plan B. The student’s 
program of study must be approved by the program director. 
 
Requirements for Both Plan A & Plan B 
1. Students must complete all of the following core courses (12 credits): 

AL 833 Composition Pedagogies (3) 
AL 842 Writing Workshop for Teachers (3) 
AL 862 Approaches to Teaching Texts (3) 
AL 875 Theories of Reading and Critical Literacy (3) 

 
2. Students must complete one of the following courses (3 credits): 

ENG 845 Approaches to the English Language (3) 
ENG 991A African American Language and Literacy (3) 

 
3. Students must complete one of the following courses (3-4 credits): 

WRA 410 Advanced Web Authoring (3) 
WRA 415 Digital Rhetoric (3) 
WRA 417 Multimedia Writing (4) 
WRA 420 Advanced Technical Writing (3) 

 
Additional Requirements for Plan A 
1. Students must complete both of the following courses (7 credits): 

AL 872 Methods of Research into Language Learning and Literacy (3) 
AL 899 Master’s Thesis Research (4) 

 
2. Students must complete a minimum of 6 additional credits selected from the 
following: 

AL 878 Composition Studies: Issues, Theory, Research (3) 
AL 877 Community Literacy (3) 
AL 893D Internship in Literacy and Pedagogy (1-3)  
AL 980 Studies in Rhetoric (3) 
AL 992 Seminar in Language, Literacy, and Pedagogy (3) 
ENG 843 Variation in English (3) 
ENG 845 Approaches to Language (3) 
ENG 848 Analysis of English Discourse (3) 
ENG 991A African American Language and Literacy (3) 
LLT 461 Second Language Acquisition (3) 
LLT 807 Language Teaching Methods (3) 
Six credits of 800-level courses in English literature 
Up to four credits in digital rhetoric or multimedia composition 

 
3. Students must pass an oral certifying examination in defense of the thesis 
and on the coursework. 
 
Additional Requirements for Plan B 
1. Students must complete a minimum of 12 additional credits selected from 
the following: 

AL 872 Methods of Research into Language Learning and Literacy (3) 
AL 878 Composition Studies: Issues, Theory, Research (3) 
AL 877 Community Literacy (3) 
AL 893D Internship in Literacy and Pedagogy (1-3)  
AL 980 Studies in Rhetoric (3) 

Course Prefix Key 
AL: Arts & Letters 
ENG: English 
LLT: Language, Learning, and 
Teaching 

Course Descriptions 
For WRA & AL courses appear 
in Appendix B 
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AL 992 Seminar in Language, Literacy, and Pedagogy (3) 
ENG 843 Variation in English (3) 
ENG 845 Approaches to Language (3) 
ENG 848 Analysis of English Discourse (3) 
ENG 991A African American Language and Literacy (3) 
LLT 461 Second Language Acquisition (3) 
LLT 807 Language Teaching Methods (3) 
Six credits of 800-level courses in English literature 
Up to four credits in digital rhetoric or multimedia composition 

 
2. Students must complete a final portfolio exam: 
Purpose. The purpose of the portfolio certifying exam is to enable the CSLP 
MA candidate to articulate a coherent understanding of the major issues in 
Critical Studies in Literacy and Pedagogy, integrating a range of topics from 
composition studies to reading theories to language/literacy issues and other 
related professional concerns. 

Registration Requirement 
The candidate must be 
registered for the semester in 
which the portfolio is 
completed. 

 
Format. The portfolio will contain five representative essays drawn from 
coursework in the Master’s program. Three of the essays must focus on each of 
the critical areas in the program: 1) composition studies (AL 842, 878, or 833); 
2) language/literacy (ENG 845, 848, 991A; AL 872); and 3) reading theory 
(AL 862, 875, or literature courses). The final two essays may be from any 
other courses taken as part of the MA work. (Professors’ grades/comments 
need not be included.) From the five papers selected for the portfolio, students 
will write an eight-to-ten page integrative, reflective essay demonstrating a 
coherent understanding of the issues in the field and indicating a developing 
expertise in the teaching of language, literacy, composition studies, and 
literature. 
 
Schedule. The portfolio is usually completed during the last semester of work 
and should be submitted to the director of CSLP, who will convene the 
portfolio assessment committee composed of faculty who teach in the CSLP 
graduate program. The portfolio should be submitted at least four weeks prior 
to the end of the semester. 
 
Grading. The candidate’s portfolio will be evaluated by the MA advisory 
committee, with results reported within three weeks after submission. A 
candidate who fails the portfolio assessment may revise the portfolio under the 
committee’s guidance. See “Standards for Maintaining Academic Good 
Standing” in Section 5.0 for more details on assessment. 
 
Course Requirements: Middle/Secondary English 
Language Arts 

Requirement for 800- &  
900-Level Coursework 
The Graduate School specifies 
that more than half of the total 
credits required for a Master's 
degree must be taken in 
courses at the 800- and 900-
levels (except as specifically 
exempted by the dean of the 
college). In other words, you 
must take at least 16 course 
credits at the 800- or 900-level. 

This concentration is available only under Plan B (without thesis). Students 
must complete a minimum of 33 credits distributed as shown below. Students 
must take a minimum of two Teacher Education courses from among those 
listed under items (2) and (3) below. Teacher Education 837 should be taken 
early in the student’s program. The student’s program of study must be 
approved by the program director. 
 
Requirements for Plan B 
1. Students must complete both of the following core courses (6 credits): 

AL 872 Methods of Research into Language Learning and Literacy (3) 
AL 842 Writing Workshop for Teachers (3)* 

* TE 802 in the College of Education’s Internship Years 
Studies program may be substituted for the AL 842 
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requirement. 
 
2. Students must complete one course from each of the following four areas (12 
credits): Course Prefix Key 

AL: Arts & Letters 
ENG: English 
LLT: Language, Learning, and 
Teaching 
TE: Teacher Education 
WRA: Writing, Rhetoric, & 
American Cultures 

a. Approaches and Issues in the English Language 
AL 845 Approaches to the English Language (3) 
AL 848 Analysis of English Discourse (3) 
AL 991A Topics in English Language Studies (3) 
LLT 461 Second Language Acquisition (3) 
LLT 807 Language Teaching Methods (3) 
TE 845 Language Diversity and Literacy Instruction (3) 

 
Note: Students who have completed TE 804 in the College of 
Education’s Internship Years Studies program may use it as the choice 
in this area. Course Descriptions 

For WRA & AL courses appear 
in Appendix B 

b. Approaches and Issues in the Teaching of Literature 
AL 862 Approaches to Teaching Texts (3) 
TE 849 Methods and Materials for Teaching Children’s and  
Adolescent Literature (3) 

 
c. Approaches and Issues in Reading 

AL 875 Theories of Reading and Critical Literacies (3) 
TE 843 Reading, Writing, and Reasoning in Secondary School 
Subjects (3) 

 
d. Theory and Research in the Teaching of Writing 

AL 878 Composition Studies: Issues, Theory, and Research (3) 
TE 835 Theory and Research on the Teaching of Writing (3) 
TE 848 Methods of Writing Instruction (3) 

 
3. Students must complete both of the following for a total of 12 additional 
credits. 

a. Students must complete two of the following courses (6 credits): 
AL 893D Internship in Literacy and Pedagogy (1-3) 
AL 992 Seminar in Literacy and Pedagogy (3) 
ENG 848 Analysis of English Discourse (3) 
ENG 991A Topics in English Language Studies (3) 
LLT 461 Second Language Acquisition (3) 
LLT 807 Language Teaching Methods (3) 

 
Note: Students who have completed TE 803 in the College of 
Education’s Internship Years Studies program may use this course 
towards the 6 credits in this area. 

 
b. Students must complete two 800-level English courses in literature (6) 

 
4. A portfolio developed over time must be acceptable to the student’s guidance 
committee. The purpose of the portfolio as a certifying examination is to: 
Á demonstrate an advanced understanding of and ability in practices in the 

teaching of English, and 
Á enable the student to articulate a coherent understanding of the major 

issues in English education. 
 
The submission of an acceptable portfolio satisfies the University requirement 
of a final examination or evaluation. The portfolio requirement includes: 
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Á documentation of expertise in an area of English pedagogy, through 
videotapes of classroom teaching or classroom artifacts that demonstrate 
competence as a teacher of English, accompanied by a reflective essay that 
provides evidence of how the student’s studies have affected this practice 
and his/her understanding of this practice, and 

Á a reflective essay based on a prompt that requires the student to write a 
position paper theorizing an important issue in the field and connecting 
research, theory, and practice.  

 
See “Standards for Maintaining Academic Good Standing” in Section 5.0 for 
details on portfolio assessment. 
 
Advising 
In their first year in the Master’s program, all MA students are advised by the 
director of CSLP. 
 
By the end of their first year in the program, all Plan A Master’s students must 
form an advisory committee. (See “The MA Advisory Committee” in Section 
2.0.) Once the student files her/his plan of study for MA work (which lists the 
advisory committee director and members), then the student’s major advisor 
becomes the chair of the Advisory Committee. Students should consult 
regularly with their advisors—meaning at a minimum of two or three times per 
year (and more often if circumstances warrant). 
 
MA Advisory Committee 
In the first year of her/his program, the MA student is advised by the director of 
CSLP. By the end of the second semester of MA study (typically, by early 
April of the spring semester), the student should form an Advisory Committee. 
The Advisory Committee consists of three graduate faculty in Rhetoric & 
Writing, at least two of whom must be instructors for the core courses in the 
Digital Rhetoric and Professional Writing concentration. One of these faculty 
members should be designated as chair. The student’s Advisory Committee 
must be approved by the director of Rhetoric &Writing. 
 
The Advisory Committee makes recommendations regarding the student’s 
course of study, including recommending needed coursework and filing the 
student’s Annual Progress report. The Committee reviews the student’s 
professional portfolio at the end of each year of study (typically, in April) and 
provides a written formative evaluation of the student’s work and progress each 
year. For Plan A students, the Advisory Committee also serves as the thesis 
committee, guiding and evaluating the student’s thesis project. (The student 
should select one member of the Advisory Committee to serve as thesis 
director.) For Plan B students, the Advisory Committee serves as the 
examination committee of the final portfolio. The student may make changes in 
her/his Advisory Committee with the approval of the director of Rhetoric & 
Writing. 
 
Annual Progress Report/Annual Review 
See Section 5.0 “Academic Standards.” 
 
Annual Review & Certifying Exam Portfolios 
Every student in the MA program will develop and maintain an ongoing 
professional portfolio, which will be evaluated once per year by the student’s 
Advisory Committee. This portfolio (which can be print, electronic, or a 
combination) will include samples of the student’s work during the degree 
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program—including representative work done in courses (the student should 
include good, excellent, and even not-so-good work) and professional work 
done outside courses (e.g., conference presentations). The portfolio should also 
include a reflective essay (one per year) that provides evidence of reasoning 
and reflection on how the student’s program has affected their research and 
teaching and their understanding of that work in terms of their professional 
goals. This portfolio can serve as both the annual review portfolio and the 
certifying exam portfolio, depending on the student’s year in the program. See 
“Standards for Maintaining Academic Good Standing” in Section 5.0 for 
details on portfolio assessment. 
 
MA Plan A Thesis 
MA students who elect the Plan A Thesis option should inform their Advisory 
Committee chair of that intention early in the semester prior to their planned 
graduation. The student might decide to reconstitute the Advisory Committee 
as a thesis committee, by replacing one or more of the members of that 
committee so as to suit the planned thesis topic. 
 
The student electing the Plan A option works with the Advisory Committee 
chair to develop a short prospectus (3-5 double-spaced pages, or the equivalent, 
plus a short bibliography) for the thesis project. This prospectus should be 
presented to and approved by the entire Advisory Committee during the 
semester before the student plans to finish the thesis. 
 
The student works primarily with the chair to draft, develop, and revise the 
thesis project. The thesis must be prepared in accordance with the 
specifications provided by the Graduate School. The guide for preparing the 
thesis—including procedural guidelines, deadlines, templates, forms, and 
instructions—is available online at http://grad.msu.edu/current/packet.htm. 
Formatting guidelines are available at http://grad.msu.edu/format.htm. When 
the thesis is completed and approved by the Advisory Committee, the student 
should schedule an oral presentation and defense of that thesis with the entire 
Advisory Committee (who must approve the student’s work). 
 
Thesis Process 
Those Master’s students electing Plan A are expected to complete a thesis. As 
part of the Plan A requirements, you will complete six credits of AL 899 
Master’s Thesis Research. While taking these credits you will work toward 
preparing, planning, and writing a prospectus for your thesis. Each of these 
steps help you prepare for completing the thesis itself, which is also done while 
taking the AL 899 credits. After completing these steps you will need to pass a 
final oral certifying exam on the thesis paper and coursework. The thesis 
should be a substantial piece of research or scholarship (typically, article 
length) that shows specific knowledge within the field of rhetoric and writing. 
The thesis should be of publishable quality—that is, the research, scholarship, 
and writing should be at a level that is likely to be published, as an article in a 
major journal in the field. To summarize, then, the thesis project must (a) be a 
substantial work, (b) show specific knowledge within the field, (c) show 
understanding of the field, and (d) is of publishable quality. 
 
AL 899 Master’s Thesis Research 
As part of the Plan A requirements, students complete six credits of AL 899. 
You may register for thesis research credits toward the end of your coursework 
as a Master’s student. You are encouraged to take these all at once, but they 
may be spread out over several semesters, three credits per semester. 
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Stage 1. Preparation, Planning, and the Prospectus 
Preparation will vary depending on the scope of your thesis topic; initial 
discussion of your focus may involve your committee members, but especially 
your committee chair. Such discussion could include samples of coursework, 
informal ideas, or any other items relevant to what you have in mind for a 
topic. Planning for your thesis should involve deciding not only the semester(s) 
you plan to take the AL 899 credits, but also any additional courses that may be 
relevant to helping you address your topic. In addition, an outline, a schedule 
with the committee chair, and discussion with colleagues should all be included 
as a part of your planning. Before beginning your thesis, you are expected to 
prepare a prospectus. The prospectus serves to share with your committee what 
you plan to address, how you plan to write about the topic, and what 
scholarship or research relates to your focus. 
 
Stage 2. Research and Drafting 
While doing research and drafting the project, you will work primarily with 
your committee chair. You should make sure to stay in regular contact with 
your chair, providing intermittent progress reports, asking questions, and 
meeting for discussion as needed or scheduled. You should discuss with your 
committee chair how to handle revisions and the types of feedback most 
relevant as your progress to drafts of your thesis. 
 
Stage 3. Completion 
As you complete an initial draft of your thesis, you should begin to involve 
other committee members more in the process of reviewing. Your committee 
chair will advise you on how and when to send your draft to other committee 
members. In general, though, the process might work like this: You work with 
your committee chair to draft and revise sections of your project. Once a thesis 
draft is complete, your committee chair approves it for release to the other 
committee members for review and feedback. However, you and your 
committee chair should work out a process that works best for your project and 
that also makes best use everyone’s time and energy. 
 
Oral Exam 
As your committee chair and members approve a final version of your thesis, 
you will need to set up an oral exam. The exam will focus not only on your 
thesis, but also on your coursework. Keep in mind that you may prepare 
questions in collaboration with your committee chair. You may also be 
required to make a brief presentation of your thesis to your committee before 
the exam questioning. 
 
(See section 7.0 of this handbook for guidelines concerning thesis formatting 
and filing.) 
 
MA Plan B Certifying Portfolio Examination 
The purpose of the portfolio certifying exam is to enable the CSLP MA 
candidate to articulate a coherent understanding of the major issues in Critical 
Studies in Literacy and Pedagogy, integrating a range of topics from 
composition studies to reading theories to language/literacy issues and other 
related professional concerns. 
 
Format 
The portfolio will contain five representative essays drawn from coursework in 
the Master’s program. Three of the essays must focus on each of the critical 
areas in the program: composition studies (AL 842, 878, or 833); 
language/literacy (ENG 845, 848, 991A; AL 872); and reading theory (AL 862, 
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875, or literature courses). The final two essays may be from any other courses 
taken as part of the MA work. (Professors’ grades/comments need not be 
included.) From the five papers selected for the portfolio, students will write an 
eight- to ten-page integrative, reflective essay demonstrating a coherent 
understanding of the issues in the field and indicating a developing expertise in 
the teaching of language, literacy, composition studies, and literature. 
 
Schedule 
The portfolio is usually completed during the last semester of work and should 
be submitted to the director of Critical Studies in Literacy and Pedagogy, who 
will convene the portfolio assessment committee composed of faculty who 
teach in the CSLP graduate program. The portfolio should be submitted at least 
four weeks prior to the end of the semester. 
 
Grading 
The candidate’s portfolio will be evaluated by the committee, with results 
reported within three weeks after submission. A candidate who fails the 
portfolio assessment may revise the portfolio under the committee’s guidance. 
See “Standards for Maintaining Academic Good Standing” in Section 5.0 for 
more details on assessment. 
 
Transfer Credits 
Up to nine credits may be transferred to the MA program from other accredited 
institutions, with the approval of the director of Rhetoric & Writing. Students 
who have taken coursework in the program through Lifelong Education may 
transfer up to ten credits, with the approval of the director, once they are 
accepted into the regular degree program. 
 
Petitioning for Course Waiver or Substitution 
It is possible for you to petition to waive one of the course requirements or to 
substitute a different course for one of the requirements. If you have already 
taken comparable coursework, it might not be necessary for you to retake a 
similar course at the MA level. (For example, if you took a cross-listed 
undergraduate/graduate course in composition studies as part of your BA work, 
you may petition to have AL 878 waived as a requirement.) In having a 
requirement waived, you do not get credit for the course. You are simply 
excused from the requirement—and so may take a 3-credit elective in its place. 
(In other words, this is a course waiver, not a credit transfer.) 
 
To request a waiver, you need to write a memo to the director of the graduate 
program, making your request and explaining the rationale for the waiver or 
substitution. You must also provide copies of the syllabus(es) and reading lists 
for the course(s) you’ve taken (or plan to take) that you feel are comparable to 
one of the degree course requirements. The director will constitute a 
subcommittee of core graduate faculty members to review the request; at least 
one member of the subcommittee will be an instructor for the course in 
question, if possible. The director may choose to serve as a member of the 
subcommittee. 
 
Time Limit for Program 
Completion of the MA must occur within six years of entering the program. 
The clock starts ticking the semester of the first class that is counted toward the 
degree. 

 



3.0 MA in DRPW     •     11 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Program Overview2

The MA in Digital Rhetoric & Professional Writing (DRPW) serves both as a 
professional degree for students interested in a technical/professional writing 
career track and as a preparatory degree for PhD-level work in rhetoric, writing, 
communication studies, media studies, or technical communication. Designed 
for completion in a minimum of two years, this program provides students with 
a theoretically grounded yet practical experience in technical/professional 
writing, with a special focus on designing writing for digital environments. 
 
Course Requirements 
The MA consists of 30 credits of coursework, which may include a 6-credit 
thesis option (Plan A). There are 12 credits of core courses and 12 credits of 
electives. In the thesis option (Plan A), students complete 6 credits of Master’s 
thesis research and pass a final oral exam on the completed thesis and 
coursework. Alternatively, students may choose Plan B, which entails 
completing two additional courses from a list of electives and passing a 
certifying exam on the coursework. The student’s program of study must be 
approved by the director of Rhetoric & Writing. 
 
Requirements for Plan A & Plan B 
The core courses (12 credits) required of all students in the MA program are: 

WRA 415 Digital Rhetoric 
WRA 420 Advanced Technical Writing 
AL 841 Professional Writing Theory and Research 
*AL 805 Rhetoric Theory and History 

 
* with the approval of the director and the major advisor, AL 882 may be substituted for AL 805 
 
All MA students must take one of the following courses (minimum of 3 
credits): 

WRA 410 Advanced Web Authoring 
WRA 417 Multimedia Writing 

 
All MA students (Plan A and Plan B) must take one of the following courses 
(minimum of 3 credits): 

AL 852 Portfolio Workshop 
AL 893B Internship in Professional Writing 

 
All MA students (Plan A and Plan B) must complete a minimum of two 
additional courses (6 credits) from the following list: 

WRA 410 Advanced Web Authoring 
WRA 417 Multimedia Writing 
WRA 446 American Indian Rhetorics 
WRA 453 Grant and Proposal Writing 
WRA 491 Special Topics in Professional Writing 
AL 833 Composition Pedagogies 
AL 848 American Cultural Rhetorics: Theory and Methodology 
AL 852 Portfolio Workshop 
AL 853 Development of the Essay 

3.0 MA IN DIGITAL RHETORIC & 
PROFESSIONAL WRITING

Definition of Digital Writing 
“Digital writing” refers to 
writing, composing, and 
publishing in computer-
mediated environments. “Digital 
rhetoric” refers to the body of 
theory and research that 
examines how writing and 
reading practices have changed 
with the advent of electronic 
discourse. 

Limit on 400-Level Courses  
The Graduate School specifies 
that more than half of the total 
credits required for a master's 
degree must be taken in 
courses at the 800 and 900 
levels (except as specifically 
exempted by the dean of the 
college). In other words, you 
must take at least 16 course 
credits at the 800 or 900 level. 

Course Prefix Key 
AL: Arts & Letters 
ENG: English 
LIN: Linguistics 
WRA: Writing, Rhetoric, & 
American Cultures 

Course Descriptions 
For WRA & AL courses appear 
in Appendix B 

                                                 
2 Students are to meet the committee formation and course requirements specified for the academic year (beginning in the Fall) in which they 
“officially” enter the program. 
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AL 854 Nonfiction Writing Workshop 
AL 860 Visual Rhetoric Theory for Professional Writers 
AL 872 Methods of Research into Language Learning and Literacy 
AL 875 Theories of Reading and Critical Literacy 
AL 877 Community Literacy 
AL 878 Composition Studies: Issues, Theory, and Research  
AL 881 Teaching with Technology in Arts and Humanities 
AL 882 Contemporary Theories of Rhetoric 
AL 885 Research Colloquium (with approval of program director) 
AL 890 Independent Study 
AL 891 Special Topics in Arts and Humanities 
AL 892 Seminar in Rhetoric and Writing 
AL 893B Internship in Professional Writing 
AL 899 Master’s Thesis Research 
AL 980 Studies in Rhetoric 
AL 992 Seminar in Language, Literacy, and Pedagogy 
ENG 848 Analysis of English Discourse 
ENG 991A Topics in English Language Studies 
LIN 437 Semantics and Pragmatics or LIN 837 Advanced Studies in 
Semantics and Pragmatics 
LIN 471 Sociolinguistics or LIN 871 Advanced Studies in 
Sociolinguistics 
An STA graphic design course (in consultation with STA instructor) 

 
Additional Requirements for Plan A 
Á Complete 6 credits of AL 899 Master’s Thesis Research (which involves 

producing a thesis paper). 
Á Pass a final oral certifying exam on the thesis paper and course work. 
 
Additional Requirements for Plan B 
Á Take two additional courses (6 credits) from the list of electives above. 
Á Pass a final certifying examination on the course work. 
 
Advising 
In their first year in the Master’s program, all MA students are advised by their 
program director: The director of CSLP directs all the new students in the 
CSLP MA program; the director of Rhetoric & Writing directs all the new 
students in Digital Rhetoric & Professional Writing. 
 
By the end of their first year in the program, all Master’s students must form an 
advisory committee. (See “The MA Advisory Committee” in Section 2.0.) 
Once the student files a plan of study for Master’s work (which lists the 
advisory committee director and members), then the student’s major advisor 
becomes the chair of the Advisory Committee. Students should consult 
regularly with their advisors—meaning at a minimum of two or three times per 
year (and more often if circumstances warrant). 
 
MA Advisory Committee 
In the first year of her/his program, the MA student is advised by a faculty 
member appointed by the director of Rhetoric and Writing. During the second 
semester of MA study, the student should form an Advisory Committee. The 
Advisory Committee consists of three graduate faculty in Rhetoric & Writing, 
at least two of whom must be instructors for the core courses in the DRPW 
concentration. One of these faculty members should be designated as chair. The 
student’s Advisory Committee must be approved by the director of Rhetoric 
and Writing.  

Course Substitutions 
Other relevant graduate courses 
may be substituted by 
petitioning the director of 
Rhetoric & Writing. 
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The Advisory Committee makes recommendations regarding the student’s 
course of study, including recommending needed course work and filing the 
student’s Annual Progress report. The Committee reviews the student’s 
professional portfolio at the end of each year of study and provides a written 
formative evaluation of the student’s work and progress each year. For Plan A 
students, the Advisory Committee also serves as the thesis committee, guiding 
and evaluating the student’s thesis project. (The student should select one 
member of the Advisory Committee to serve as thesis director.) For Plan B 
students, the Advisory Committee serves as the exam committee, developing 
the questions for the exam and evaluating the student’s responses. The student 
may make changes in her/his Advisory Committee with the approval of the 
director of Rhetoric and Writing. 
 
Annual Progress Report/Annual Review 
See Section 5.0 “Academic Standards.” 
 
Portfolios 
Every student in the MA program will develop and maintain an ongoing 
professional portfolio, which will be evaluated once per year by the student’s 
Advisory Committee. This portfolio (which can be print, electronic, or a 
combination) will include samples of the student’s work during the degree 
program—including representative work done in courses (the student should 
include good, excellent, and even not-so-good work) and professional work 
done outside courses (e.g., conference presentations). The portfolio should also 
include a reflective essay (one per year) that provides evidence of reasoning 
and reflection on how the student’s program has affected their research and 
teaching and their understanding of that work in terms of their professional 
goals. See “ Standards for Maintaining Good Academic Standing” in Section 
5.0 for details on portfolio assessment. 
 
MA Plan A Thesis—The Process 
MA students who elect the Plan A Thesis option should inform their Advisory 
Committee chair of that intention early in the semester prior to their planned 
graduation. The student might decide to reconstitute the Advisory Committee 
as a thesis committee, by replacing one or more of the members of that 
committee so as to suit the planned thesis topic.  
 
The student electing the Plan A option works with the Advisory Committee 
chair to develop a short prospectus (3-5 double-spaced pages, or the equivalent, 
plus a short bibliography) for the thesis project. This prospectus should be 
presented to and approved by the entire Advisory Committee during the 
semester before the student plans to finish the thesis. 
 
The student works primarily with the chair to draft, develop, and revise the 
thesis project. The thesis must be prepared in accordance with the 
specifications provided by the Graduate School. The guide for preparing the 
thesis—including procedural guidelines, deadlines, templates, forms, and 
instructions—is available online at http://grad.msu.edu/current/packet.htm. 
Formatting guidelines are available at http://grad.msu.edu/format.htm. When 
the thesis is completed and approved by the Advisory Committee, the student 
should schedule an oral presentation and defense of that thesis with the entire 
Advisory Committee (who must approve the student’s work). 
 
Thesis Process 
Those Master’s students electing Plan A are expected to complete a thesis. As a 

http://grad.msu.edu/current/packet.htm
http://grad.msu.edu/format.htm
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part of the Plan A requirements, students will complete six credits of AL 899 
Master’s Thesis Research. While taking these credits you will work toward 
preparing, planning, and writing a prospectus for your thesis. Each of these 
steps help you prepare for completing the thesis itself, which is also done while 
taking the AL 899 credits. After completing these steps you will need to pass a 
final oral certifying exam on the thesis paper and course work. The thesis 
should be a substantial piece of research or scholarship (typically, article 
length) that shows specific knowledge within the field of rhetoric and writing. 
The thesis should be of publishable quality—that is, the research, scholarship, 
and writing should be at a level where it is likely to be published in the field, as 
a an article in a major journal in the field. Thus, the key criteria for the thesis 
project are (a) a substantial work; (b) showing specific knowledge within the 
field; (c) that shows understanding of the field; and (d) which is of publishable 
quality. 
 
AL 899 Master’s Thesis Research 
As part of the Plan A requirements, students will complete six credits of AL 
899. You may register for thesis research credits toward the end of your course 
work as a Master’s student. You are encouraged to take these all at once, or 
they may be spread out over several semesters, three credits per semester. 
 
Stage 1. Preparation, Planning, and Prospectus 
Preparation will vary depending on the scope of your thesis topic; however, 
initial discussion of your focus may involve your committee members, but 
especially your committee chair. Such discussion could include samples of 
course work that relate to your thesis topic, informal ideas, or any other items 
relevant to what you have in mind for your topic. Planning for your thesis 
should involve not only planning out the semester(s) you plan taking your AL 
899 credits, but also which additional course work if any may be relevant to 
helping you address your topic. Additionally, an outline, scheduling with your 
committee chair, and discussion with colleagues could all be included as a part 
of your planning. Before beginning your thesis you are encouraged to prepare a 
prospectus. The prospectus serves to share with your committee what you plan 
to address, how you plan to write about the topic, what scholarship or research 
relates to your focus. 
 
Stage 2. Research and Drafting 
While doing research and drafting of the project, you will work primarily with 
your committee chair. You should make sure to stay in regular contact with 
your committee chair, providing intermittent progress reports, asking questions, 
and meeting for discussion as needed or scheduled. You should discuss with 
your committee chair how to handle revisions and the types of feedback most 
relevant as your progress to drafts of your thesis. 
 
Stage 3. Completion 
As you complete an initial draft of your thesis, you should begin to involve 
your other committee members more in the process of reviewing. Your 
committee chair will advise you on how and when to send your draft to other 
committee members. You and your committee chair should work out a process 
that works best for your project and that also makes best use everyone’s time 
and energy. 
 
Oral Exam 
As your committee chair and members approve a final version of your thesis, 
you will need to set up an oral exam. The exam will consist of not only your 
thesis, but also your course work. Keep in mind that you may prepare questions 
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in collaboration with your committee chair. Also, the exam may include a brief 
presentation of your thesis to your committee before the exam questions. 
 
(See Section 7.0 of this handbook for guidelines concerning thesis formatting 
and filing.) 
 
Graduate Program Examinations—Our Philosophy 
In this program we view exams as important for helping students develop 
professional knowledge and expertise about their core field and areas of 
specialization. Exams are designed to help students review, assimilate, 
synthesize, and reflect on their knowledge and learning at a more advanced, 
professional level of understanding than individual courses typically achieve. 
Exams show the student’s ability to reflect on and synthesize knowledge 
gained; to develop new knowledge and expertise; and to present knowledge and 
to advance an argument within the field at large, not simply for an individual 
instructor. Exams are opportunities for reflection and integration that move 
students forward as scholars and teachers. In short, we use exams to promote 
each student’s professional development; they are not gate-keeping devices. 
Given our view of exams, it should not be surprising to learn that portfolio 
work constitutes a significant portion (50%) of the MA Plan B exam. 
 
MA students who elect the Plan B option must pass one written exam at the 
conclusion of their MA course work. Exams are typically scheduled for early 
September and early April of each year, but each student should arrange the 
exam scheduling with his/her Guidance or Advisory Committee at least two 
months in advance of taking the exam. See “Standards for Maintaining Good 
Academic Standing” in Section 5.0 for information on exam assessment. 
 
MA Plan B Examination—The Process 
The MA Plan B exam will be based on the required coursework for the MA in 
Digital Rhetoric and Professional Writing (AL 415, AL 420, AL 841, AL 882, 
and two of the following: AL 410, AL 417, AL 852, or AL 893B), plus other 
significant elective course work the student has taken to complete her/his 
program of study. The exam should be taken as soon as possible after 
completing these courses. The exam will be developed and graded by the 
student’s Advisory Committee. The exam itself consists of two parts. 
 
Part 1 Portfolio and Reflective Essay (50%) 
The student should submit a portfolio providing samples of the her/his best 
professional work (typically 5-7 pieces of writing, showing a variety of writing 
types, including academic papers as well as samples of workplace writing and 
electronic products), as well as a reflective overview. The portfolio should be 
submitted one week prior to the date the student receives the take-home portion 
of the exam and will be graded as part of the exam. 

Exam Questions 
Sample exam questions can be 
obtained from your Advisory 
Committee chair or from the 
director of Rhetoric & Writing. 

 
Part 2 One-Week Take Home (50%) 
The take-home exam consists of two essays, based on four required core 
courses in the MA program: AL 415, AL 420, AL 841, and AL 805 (or AL 882 
if it has been substituted). In this section of the MA exam, the student and 
her/his Guidance Committee cooperatively develop a set of questions related to 
the MA core. Upon receiving the final questions from the Guidance 
Committee, the student has one week to complete the take-home portion of the 
exam. The process works as follows: 
Á The student should schedule the MA examination with the Advisory 

Committee at least two months in advance of taking the exam. 
Á The student develops a list of 4-6 topics, issues, or questions, arising from 
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the MA core course work, on which they wish to be examined. The topics 
should show that the student is making connections across and between the 
core courses. The student submits this list to his/her Advisory Committee 
at least one month before the scheduled take-home exam. 

Á Using the student’s list, the Advisory Committee will develop three 
questions to give to the student. These prompts will be revisions of those 
the student has submitted. 

Á The student selects two of the three options to write on. The student has 
one week to prepare her/his two responses. (The responses should be 
limited to 10 double-spaced pages per response, or the equivalent. They 
should include full bibliographical references.) 

Á The student may consult notes, electronic materials, print readings (e.g., 
journals, books, etc.) in preparing her/his responses. The student may not 
consult directly with other people, nor seek personal help in preparing the 
exam responses. 

Á One week (7 calendar days) after receiving the exam questions, the student 
should submit two copies of her/his response to the Rhetoric & Writing 
program secretary. 

 
Transfer Credits 
Up to nine credits may be transferred to the MA program from other accredited 
institutions, with the approval of the director of Rhetoric & Writing. Students 
who have taken coursework in the program through Lifelong Education may 
transfer up to ten credits, with the approval of the director, once they are 
accepted into the regular degree program. 
 
Petitioning for Course Waiver or Substitution 
It is possible for you to petition to waive one of the course requirements or to 
substitute a different course for one of the requirements. If you have already 
taken comparable course work, it might not be necessary for you to re-take a 
similar course at the MA level. (For example, if you took a cross-listed 
undergraduate/graduate course in web authoring as part of your BA work, you 
could petition to have WRA 410 waived as a requirement.) In having a 
requirement waived, you do not get credit for the course. You are simply 
excused from the requirement—and so can take a 3-credit elective in its place. 
(In other words, this is a course waiver, not a credit transfer.) 
 
To request a waiver, you need to write memo to the director of the graduate 
program making your request and explaining the rationale for the waiver or 
substitution. Also provide copies of the syllabus(es) and reading lists for the 
course(s) you've taken (or plan to take) you feel are comparable to one of the 
degree course requirements. The director will constitute a subcommittee of core 
graduate faculty members to review the request; at least one member of the 
subcommittee should be an instructor for the course in question, if possible. 
The director may choose to serve as a member of the subcommittee. 
 
Time Limit for Program 
Completion of the MA must occur within six years of entering the program. 
The clock starts ticking the semester of the first class that is counted toward the 
degree. 
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Program Overview3

The PhD in Rhetoric & Writing prepares students to study writing as situated 
practice and to research, develop, and administer a variety of academic, 
workplace, civic, government, nonprofit, publishing, and digital writing 
projects. Designed for completion in four or five years, the degree promotes the 
critical skills necessary for students to be productive scholars and researchers in 
rhetoric and writing, and prepares students for faculty and administrative 
positions in college writing programs. 
 
The PhD in Rhetoric & Writing offers both a strong common core of courses to 
build disciplinary knowledge and understanding across the varied selection of 
concentrations designed for students interested in college-level composition 
pedagogy, research, and instruction; technical communication and/or 
professional writing; digital composing; cultural and ethnic rhetorics; 
nonfiction writing; teacher-education in English Education; literacy education 
in community and post-secondary settings; or other areas of university-level 
specialization with the discipline of rhetoric and composition. 
 
R&W PhD Core Course Requirements  
The PhD consists of a minimum of 27 credits of graduate course work beyond 
the MA degree. Students who enter the PhD program already having taken 
some of the required core courses as part of their MA program may petition the 
director to waive their requirement in the doctoral program. No more than 6 
credits of 400-level course work will count toward the degree. 
 
All doctoral students in Rhetoric & Writing must complete the following core 
courses (18 credits): 

AL 805*   Rhetoric Theory and History (3) 
AL 833     Composition Pedagogies (3) 
AL 870     Research Methodologies in Rhetoric & Writing (3)  
AL 878** Composition Studies: Issues, Theory, and Research (3) 
AL 882*   Contemporary Theories of Rhetoric (3) 
AL 885     Research Colloquium (3) 
 

* Students who elect the CSLP concentration may substitute AL 875 Theories of Reading and 
Critical Literacy for one of these courses with the approval of the program director and her/his 
major advisor. 
** Students who elect the CSLP concentration may substitute TE 835 Theory and Research of 
Teaching Writing for this course with the approval of the program director and her/his major 
advisor. 
 
R&W PhD Concentration requirements 
The purpose of the concentration requirement is for PhD students to develop a 
specialized area of study complementary to their rhetoric/writing degree. A 
concentration consists of at least 9 credits of course work (typically, three 
courses) in a specialized area at the graduate level. Every PhD student is 
required to develop one concentration; however, we strongly recommend that 
students complete the course work for a second concentration, according to 

4.0 PhD IN RHETORIC & WRITING

Course Prefix Key 
AL: Arts & Letters 
ENG: English 
LIN: Linguistics 
WRA: Writing, Rhetoric, & 
American Cultures 

Core/Concentration Course 
Requirements 
Courses used to fulfill core 
requirements may not be used 
for a concentration. 

                                                 
3 Students are to meet the committee formation and course requirements specified for the academic year (beginning in the Fall) in which they 
“officially” enter the program. 
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their research and professional interests. 
 
The following concentrations are currently available to PhD students: 
Á Community Literacies 
Á Critical Studies in Literacy & Pedagogy 
Á Cultural Rhetorics 
Á Digital Rhetoric and Professional Writing 
Á Nonfiction Writing 
Á Self-designed concentration (with guidance committee approval) 

 
Community Literacies 
The concentration in community literacy is designed for students who want to 
study language and literacy in settings outside of schools and universities (e.g., 
workplaces, neighborhood organizations, non-profits, after-school programs, 
etc.). Theories of and research on democratic participation, phronesis, outreach, 
and activism are explored in light of everyday lives and literacy practices. 
Students who choose this track often conduct qualitative research studies that 
contribute to discussions in literacy and professional writing studies, and often 
blend this track with courses from cultural and digital rhetorics and English 
Education. This concentration trains students to become public intellectuals 
who work for social change by making knowledge with and for the people 
whom the knowledge making serves. 
 
Required for concentration (6 credits) 
AL 877 Community Literacy 
 
One of the following language courses: 
ENG 848 Analysis of English Discourse  
ENG 991A Topics in English Language Studies 
 
Elective for concentration (3 credits)  
AL 881 Teaching with Technology 
AL 842 Writing Workshop for Teachers 
ENG 841 Topics in the Teaching of English 
ENG 845 Approaches to the English Language  
ENG 848 Analysis of English Discourse 
ENG 991A Topics in English Language Studies 
ENG 992A English Education Seminar 
AL 842 (summer) Red Cedar Writing Project  
 
Critical Studies in Literacy & Pedagogy 
The Critical Studies in Literacy & Pedagogy (CSLP) concentration puts 
coursework in language and literacy, teaching and learning with technology, 
and research methodology at its center. Each student in CSLP creates a 
curricular experience that builds from the Rhetoric & Writing core in its 
requirements, and allows students to carefully choose elective courses relevant 
to her/his professional goals. Because of the flexibility of this concentration, 
students should work closely with the director of CLSP and/or major advisors 
in order to plan their program of study. 
 
Exceptions to the Rhetoric & Writing core
With the permission of the director and major advisor, CSLP students may 
substitute: 
Á TE 835 (Theory and Research on the Teaching of Writing) for AL 878 

(Composition Studies); 
Á AL 875 (Theories of Reading and Critical Literacy) for AL 805 (Rhetoric 

Limit on 400-Level Courses  
The Graduate School specifies 
that no more than 6 credits of 
course work at the 400 level 
may count toward fulfilling 
degree requirements for the 
PhD. However, students may 
enroll in an unlimited number of 
400-level courses beyond the 
degree requirements. 
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Theory and History) or for AL 882 (Contemporary Theories of Rhetoric). 
 
Required for the concentration (9 credits) 
AL 881 Teaching with Technology* 
 
One course in language, literacy, and culture: 
AL 877 Community Literacies  
AL 992 Seminar in Language, Literacy, and Pedagogy 
 
One additional course in research methodology: 
TE/CEP 931 Qualitative Methods in Educational Research 
TE/CEP 932 Quantitative Methods in Educational Research I 
CEP 955 Research Design and Methods for Learning, Technology, and Culture 
CEP 930 Educational Inquiry 
ENG 848 Analysis of English Discourse 
ANP 833 Ethnographic Analysis 
AL 872 Methods of Research in Language Learning and Literacy 
 
* CEP 953 Teachers and Technology, CEP 952 Technology for Teaching and Learning in Higher 
Education, or CEP 916 Technology and K-12 Education may be substituted with the approval of 
the director and the student’s guidance committee. 
 
Elective for the concentration (3-6 credits) 
One or two courses in Reading, Linguistics, Literacy Development, 
Sociocultural Diversity, Educational Technology, Educational History or 
Policy, or Teacher Learning (AL, CEP, EAP, TE, ENG, LIN, LLT, or ANP), as 
approved by the director and the student’s guidance committee. For a current 
listing of possible courses, contact the director of CSLP. 
 
Cultural Rhetorics  
We believe that rhetoric provides a multi-methodological heuristic framework 
for examining cultures as material and discursive processes. The Cultural 
Rhetorics concentration places rhetoric at the epistemological center of 
inquiries into specific cultural, economic and historical contexts. This 
concentration is distinctive both in its emphasis on located practices and in its 
methodological flexibility—it requires students to receive formal training in 
rhetorical methodologies (ranging from critical textual analysis to 
phenomenological and naturalistic studies of rhetorical practices) and  it 
encourages students to develop a specific cultural focus through consultation 
with their guidance committees. This focus will include Rhetoric & Writing 
seminars and topics courses in areas such as American Indian rhetorics, 
working class rhetorics, rhetorics of protest and reform, and the ethnography of 
rhetoric, as well as appropriate coursework taken in other interdisciplinary 
programs such as American Studies, American Indian Studies, African 
American and African Studies, Women’s Studies, and the Julian Samora 
Research Institute in Latino Studies. This concentration invites students who 
wish to explore literary and theoretical approaches to specific cultural 
traditions, as well as those who are interested in conducting qualitative research 
into rhetorical practices in particular cultural scenes. 
 
Required for concentration (3 credits) 
AL 848 American Cultural Rhetorics 
 
Electives for concentration (6 credits) 
With the guidance and approval of their guidance committee, students should 
assemble at least 6 credit hours in courses appropriate for the Cultural 
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Rhetorics concentration. It is generally expected that students will take 
advantage of courses offered by Rhetoric & Writing faculty (core and affiliate) 
before they search outside of the program and/or college for appropriate 
concentration coursework. 
 
Digital Rhetoric & Professional Writing 
The concentration in Digital Rhetoric and Professional Writing is intended for 
students who want to teach and do research in rhetoric and technology, 
computers and composition, digital media arts and writing, visual rhetoric, 
technical communication, or professional writing. Students electing this 
concentration should make sure to develop the advanced technological skills 
necessary to succeed in this area. (Some students will have these skills entering 
the program; others may need to take additional course work to develop those 
skills.) 
 
Required for concentration (6 credits) 
WRA 415 Digital Rhetoric 
AL 841 Professional Writing Theory and Research 
 
Elective for concentration (3 credits)* 
WRA 410 Advanced Web Authoring  
WRA 417 Multimedia Writing 
WRA 420 Advanced Technical Writing 
WRA 453 Proposal and Grant Writing 
AL 852 Portfolio Workshop 
AL 860 Visual Rhetoric 
AL 877 Community Literacy 
AL 893B Internship in Professional Writing 
AL 881 Teaching with Technology in Arts and Humanities 
An STA graphic design course (in consultation with STA instructor) 
 
* A relevant graduate course may be substituted with approval of student’s guidance committee. 
 
Nonfiction Writing 
The concentration in Nonfiction Writing is intended for writers and teachers 
who find the many forms of literary and creative nonfiction—lyric, narrative, 
digital, and hybrid genres including personal cultural criticism—central to their 
study of rhetoric, literacy, and culture. At the heart of the concentration is a 
balance between the writing workshop, readings courses, and active internships 
in the nationally-recognized literary journal Fourth Genre: Explorations in 
Nonfiction. 
 
Required for the concentration (6 credits) 
AL 853 History of the Essay 
AL 854 Nonfiction Writing Workshop 
 
Elective for the concentration (3 credits)* 
ENG 423 Advanced Creative Nonfiction Writing 
AL 852 Portfolio Workshop 
AL 893B Internship in Professional Writing 
 
* With the approval of their guidance committee, students may select an appropriate offering of 
AL 891 (Special Topics) or AL 890 (Independent Study). 
 
Self-Designed Concentration  
Once a student has formed a guidance committee (after the first year in the 

Repeat Coursework 
PhD students who have 
completed the MA in Digital 
Rhetoric and Professional 
Writing at MSU have, in effect, 
completed the requirements for 
this concentration. Thus, these 
students can earn this 
concentration at the PhD level 
by taking an additional nine 
credits of course work in the 
area, without repeating courses 
already taken for the MA. 
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program), s/he and that guidance committee chair can petition the Rhetoric & 
Writing Graduate Committee (RWGAC) for approval to do a self-designed 
concentration. The letter of petition should provide RWGAC with a list of 
courses to be taken (minimum of 9 credits*), a list of guidance committee 
members that is broadly representative of the breadth of the concentration, and 
a rationale for the concentration: How will this particular concentration assist 
the student’s intellectual work and professional development in the field of 
rhetoric and writing?  
 
*Please note that most self-designed concentrations will require more than the 
minimum number of credits. 
 
Dual Concentration 
Students who develop two concentrations are only required to take a 
concentration exam in one of the two areas; however, students must declare this 
exam area on their Report of the Guidance Committee, filed before they 
prepare their concentration exam. It is the responsibility of the student and of 
the guidance committee chair to insure that the guidance committee broadly 
represents both concentrations, especially the concentration in which the 
student will be examined. 
 
 
R&W PhD Language Requirement 
Multiple literacies are important for researchers, scholars, and professionals. 
Learning a second language is also useful for teachers working with increasing 
linguistically diverse students in K-college classrooms. Furthermore, for 
teachers at every level, the experience of language acquisition as a 
metadiscourse activity is useful in understanding the complexities of 
bilingualism and of second language learning and use. 
 
Process 
Once you have assembled your guidance committee, late in the first year of the 
doctoral program, you should discuss with that committee her/his plans for 
completing the language requirement. If meeting that requirement means that 
you must take coursework, then you should carefully plan and schedule that 
course work in conjunction with your other program coursework; and you 
should list the language courses on your Report of the guidance committee. 
 
If you plan to meet the language requirement through language coursework or 
experiences that you have done previous to your degree work, or through non-
course experiences that you are planning during your degree work, you will 
need to petition to have those courses or experiences counted as meeting your 
language requirement. A petition for the language requirement consists of: a 
short (one-page) note or email making your request and providing a rationale 
for why the experiences should count toward satisfying the language 
requirement; and supporting documentation (e.g., course descriptions or 
syllabi), evidence, or testimony in support of your request. This petition should 
be sent to your major advisor—and submitted as early as possible in your 
degree work. Your major advisor will consult with your guidance committee 
and/or RWGAC to determine whether the petition can be granted. 
 
Language Options 
Candidates must complete the language requirement through one of the 
following options: 
a. Demonstrate second-year proficiency in a non-English language, 

indigenous American language, or American Sign Language. 

Demonstrating Language 
Proficiency 
At minimum this language 
proficiency includes being able 
to read and understand 
professional journal articles 
written in the second, target, 
language. Students may 
demonstrate "proficiency" in 
any of the following ways: 
Á through the equivalent of 

two-years of coursework 
(non-University courses 
must be approved by the 
supervisory committee as 
sufficient to demonstrate 
proficiency); 

Á through passing an 
Educational Testing Service 
examination in the target 
language; 

Á through petition, used in 
the case of native-level 
fluency in a language other 
than English (this petition 
must be presented to the 
supervisory committee as a 
statement of rationale for 
waiving other demonstra-
tion mechanisms). 
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b. Complete two courses in language variation.* 
c. Complete two courses in African American vernacular English and 

rhetoric.* 
d. Complete two courses in teaching English to speakers of other languages.* 
e. With approval of guidance committee and as appropriate to the student’s 

research interests, demonstrate proficiency in some specialized symbolic 
system, such as a computer language, statistics, etc. 

 
* These cannot replicate courses taken to fulfill core or concentration requirements for the degree. 
 
Advising 
In their first year in the doctoral program, all PhD students are advised by the 
director of Rhetoric & Writing. 
 
During their second semester in the program, all doctoral students must form a 
guidance committee. Once the student files her/his plan of study for doctoral 
work (which lists the guidance committee director and members), then the 
student’s major advisor becomes the chair of the guidance committee. 
 
Students should consult regularly with their chair—meaning at a minimum of 
two or three times per year (and more often if circumstances warrant). 
 
PhD Guidance Committee Formation 
The guidance committee consists of four MSU faculty. At least three of the 
committee members must be core graduate faculty in Rhetoric & Writing (until 
the student successfully completes her/his core examination, after which at 
least two members must be core faculty). One of these faculty members should 
be designated as chair. The student’s guidance committee must be approved by 
the director of Rhetoric &Writing. The student may make changes in her/his 
guidance committee at any time with the approval of the director of Rhetoric & 
Writing. 
 
The guidance committee makes recommendations regarding the student’s 
course of study, including recommending needed course work, reviews the 
student’s Annual Review portfolio each year, and files the student’s Annual 
Progress report. The guidance committee also serves as the PhD core exam 
committee, developing the questions for the core exam and evaluating the 
student’s responses. 
 
Guidance Committee Selection. During the first year of coursework, students 
are expected to select a guidance committee. When choosing this first guidance 
committee, students select the committee that will supervise their remaining 
coursework and will oversee their core examinations. So, although students 
should select some faculty with whom they think they might want to work with 
during the dissertation, students should also remember that the constitution of 
the committee can, and sometimes should, change as they approach their field 
concentration examination.  
 
Because the PhD field concentration exam is intended to move a student closer 
to a dissertation topic and to funnel exam work toward the dissertation 
prospectus, once students have successfully completed the PhD core 
examination, they should meet with the director of their guidance committee to 
discuss the specifics of the concentration exam, both in terms of the schedule 
for taking that exam and in terms of possible dissertation topics. This is also the 
time for students to make adjustments in the guidance committee memberships 
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or directorships—both with an eye toward selecting committee members who 
will oversee the concentration exam, approve the dissertation prospectus, 
supervise the dissertation process, and help prepare for the dissertation defense.  
 
In the third year of doctoral study, the student’s guidance committee becomes, 
in effect, a dissertation committee. At this time, the student may decide to add a 
fifth member to the committee (which could be a faculty member at another 
university).  
 
Annual Progress Report/Annual Review 
See Section 5.0 “Academic Standards.” 
 
Portfolios 
Every student in the PhD program will develop and maintain an ongoing 
research and teaching portfolio, which will be evaluated once per year by the 
student’s guidance committee. This portfolio (which can be print, electronic, or 
a combination) will include samples of the student’s work during the degree 
program—including representative work done in courses (the student should 
include good, excellent, and even not-so-good work); professional work done 
outside courses (e.g., conference presentations); and teaching material (e.g., 
course evaluations, syllabuses, instructional material). The portfolio should also 
include a reflective essay (one per year) that provides evidence of reasoning 
and reflection on how the student’s program has affected their research and 
teaching and their understanding of that work in terms of their professional 
goals. (One of the aims of the AL 885 Research Colloquium will be to help 
advise students on the preparation of their portfolios.) 
 
Graduate Program Examinations—Our Philosophy 
In this program we view exams as important for helping students develop 
professional knowledge and expertise about their core field and areas of 
specialization. Exams are designed to help students review, assimilate, 
synthesize, and reflect on their knowledge and learning at a more advanced, 
professional level of understanding than individual courses typically achieve. 
Exams show the student’s ability to reflect on and synthesize knowledge 
gained; to develop new knowledge and expertise; and to present knowledge and 
to advance an argument within the field at large, not simply for an individual 
instructor. Exams are opportunities for reflection and integration that move 
students forward as scholars and teachers. In short, we use exams to promote 
each student’s professional development; they are not gatekeeping devices. 
Given our view of exams, it should not be surprising to learn that portfolio 
work constitutes a significant portion (50%) of the PhD core and concentration 
exams. 
 
PhD students must pass two comprehensive written examination—one in the 
Rhetoric & Writing core, the other in the student’s selected field 
concentration—and also a pre-dissertation prospectus exam. Each student 
should arrange the exam scheduling with his/her guidance committee at least 
two months in advance of taking the exam. 
 
PhD students must also successfully complete an oral defense of the 
dissertation prospectus and preliminary bibliography and pass a final oral 
examination in defense of the dissertation. Students must be enrolled for at 
least one credit the semester in which they take the final oral examination. See 
“Standards for Maintaining Good Academic Standing” in Section 5.0 for 

Non-MSU Committee 
Members  
Students may choose to add a 
5th committee member from an 
institution other than MSU.  
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information on exam assessment. 
 
PhD Exams—Core, Concentration, Pre-Dissertation 
 
PhD Core Exam. The core exam is based on the core courses in the PhD 
program. Thus, the core exam should be taken as soon as possible after the 
student has completed the core course requirements—typically no later than the 
fall semester of the student’s third year in the program. The core exam consists 
of two parts. 
 
Part 1. Portfolio and Reflective Essay (50%) 
For the PhD core exam, the student should submit a portfolio of work that 
pertains to the PhD core courses. This portfolio should provide samples of the 
student’s learning in those core courses -- typically, 3-5 papers -- with a 
reflective overview that shows the student synthesizing knowledge gained 
across the core courses. The portfolio should be submitted to both the chair of 
the guidance committee and to the program office at least one week prior to the 
date the student receives the questions for the one-week take-home exam. 
 
Part 2. Week-long Take Home Exam (50%) 
The take-home portion of the core examination will consist of two essays in 
response to questions that engage and focus on the student’s experiences in the 
core courses. The essay questions will be cooperatively developed by the 
student and her/his guidance committee. The process works as follows: 
 
Á The student should discuss the schedule for core examination with the 

guidance committee at least two months in advance of taking the exam. 
The ideal time for this discussion is during the student’s Annual Review.  

Á The student then develops a list of 4-6 topics, issues, or questions, arising 
from their PhD core course work, that they wish to be examined on. The 
topics should show that the student is making connections across and 
between the core courses. The student submits this list to the guidance 
committee at least one month before the scheduled take-home exam. 

Á The guidance committee revises the student’s list into a set of appropriate 
exam questions. If there are substantial changes to the student’s original 
list, the committee chair should communicate that to the student.  

Á On the agreed-upon date, the guidance committee gives 3 of these revised 
questions to the student – this begins the clock for the week-long exam. At 
this time, the guidance committee chair should also send a copy of the 
complete set of exam questions to the graduate program secretary, 
indicating which 3 have been chosen for the exam. 

Á The student selects two of the three prompts to write on, and has one week 
to prepare her/his responses. Each response is limited to 15 double-spaced 
pages, or the equivalent. Full bibliographical references should be included 
but do not count towards the 15-page limit per question. 

Á The student may consult notes, electronic materials, print readings 
(journals, books, etc.), in preparing her/his responses. The student may not 
consult directly with other people, nor seek personal help in preparing the 
exam responses. 

Á One week (7 calendar days) after receiving the exam questions, the student 
should submit her/his response to the guidance committee chair and to the 
Rhetoric & Writing program secretary.  

Á The student’s guidance committee is asked to submit a written response to 
the exams within two weeks from the time they are submitted to the 
graduate secretary, and the guidance committee chair should fill in, and 

Exam Questions 
For sample exam questions, 
contact the graduate secretary, 
Melissa Arthurton, at 
arthurt1@msu.edu 
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sign, the appropriate section of the Examination Record form (which is 
prepared by the graduate secretary and kept in the student’s file). 

 
See Section 5.0 of this handbook for details on how the PhD Core Exam is 
evaluated. 
 
PhD Concentration Exam. The concentration exam is based on coursework 
the student has taken in that specialized field. Thus, the concentration exam 
should be taken as soon as possible after the student has completed the core 
exam, and the required nine credit hours of concentration coursework. The 
concentration exam is developed and evaluated by the student’s guidance 
committee. The exam itself consists of two parts. 
 
Part 1. Portfolio and Reflective Essay (50%) 
For the PhD concentration exam, the student should submit a portfolio of work 
that pertains to the concentration. This portfolio should provide samples of the 
student’s learning in the concentration courses -- typically, 3-5 products (course 
papers, syllabi and instructional materials, electronic material, conference 
presentations, any outside work that pertains to the student’s development in 
the concentration, etc.) -- with a reflective overview. 
 
Part 2. Review of Literature and Annotated Bibliography (50%) 
The second half of the concentration exam consists of a literature review plus 
annotated bibliography addressing a topic, issue, or question within the 
concentration.  
 
This literature review should collect, review, and evaluate research and 
scholarship related to a question or issue of significance to the discipline and of 
interest to the student. The review essay is not intended to be a comprehensive 
treatment of research and scholarship in the selected area; rather, it functions as 
an implicit argument for the relevance of selected literature in understanding 
the chosen concentration area as an area. The purpose of this literature review 
is not only to test the student’s knowledge of key sources within the 
concentration, but also to provide an opportunity for the student to situate their 
own work in this area within the discipline, and to serve as a segue to the 
dissertation. In fact, the review might well become a chapter in an eventual 
dissertation. (The review should be limited to 25 double-spaced pages or the 
equivalent, not including the annotated bibliography.) 
 
Research and scholarship for the literature review essay should be drawn from 
the Annotated Bibliography, a list of 40-70 sources that includes short (1-2 
paragraph) annotations that describe and suggest the relevance of each entry in 
the concentration area. The organization of entries should be rhetorically 
meaningful, suggesting possible themes or issues to be mapped out, or taken 
up, in the review essay. 
 
In consultation with her/his guidance committee, the student should set a date 
by which both parts of the concentration exam will be submitted. Two months 
prior to taking the concentration exams, the student should submit to his/her 
guidance committee a short proposal (no more than one single-spaced page), 
indicating her/his plans for the literature review: What topic, issue, or question 
will be discussed? How is that matter of significance to the field? What key 
sources will the student consider? What is the student’s general approach, 
methodology, or theoretical framework for understanding the matter? At this 
stage, the guidance committee might recommend that the student consult 
additional sources or adjust the direction of the review. This proposal must also 
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include a timeline for exam submission. (In consultation with his/her guidance 
committee, the student should set a date by which the entire field exam will be 
submitted.) The student’s guidance committee is asked to submit a written 
response to the exams within two weeks from the time they are submitted to the 
graduate secretary, and the guidance committee chair should fill in, and sign, 
the appropriate section of the Examination Record form. 
 
See Section 5.0 of this handbook for details on how the PhD Concentration 
Exam is evaluated. 
 
PhD Pre-Dissertation Exam. PhD students fulfill the pre-dissertation exam 
requirement by participating in an oral defense of their written dissertation 
prospectus with members of their guidance committee. (The student should 
complete the pre-dissertation exam within one year of completing the 
comprehensive and field concentration exams.) The written prospectus should 
be no more than 20 double-spaced pages (or the equivalent), not including a 
bibliography of key works. The prospectus is distributed to the guidance 
committee at least 2 weeks in advance of the oral defense of the prospectus. 
During the oral defense of the prospectus, the guidance committee will ask 
questions, pose solutions, and give feedback to the student concerning the focus 
and scope of the dissertation. At the end of the oral defense, the guidance 
committee should inform the student whether s/he has passed the pre-
dissertation exam, and the guidance committee chair should fill in, and sign, the 
appropriate section of the Examination Record form. 
 
See Section 5.0 of this handbook for details on how the PhD Pre-Dissertation 
Exam is evaluated. 
 
Upon successful completion of all three of these PhD exams, a doctoral student 
is considered to be “a candidate for the degree” and is “ABD” (all but 
dissertation). Once you are ABD, full-time status is defined as enrolled in a 
minimum of 1 credit hour. 
 
Dissertation Process 
Each doctoral student is expected to produce a major piece of research or 
scholarship—also known as the dissertation. The dissertation is typically a 
book-length work that demonstrates in-depth knowledge of the field and 
discipline; creates new knowledge within that field; and has the potential for 
significant impact on the discipline (e.g., it addresses questions of importance, 
it develops new avenues of thought, it challenges predominant assumptions). 
The dissertation should be of publishable quality—that is, the research, 
scholarship, and writing should be at a level where it is likely to be published 
as a book or as a set of articles. Thus, to summarize, the dissertation project 
should meet the following criteria: 
a. be a substantial work; 
b. illustrate an in-depth knowledge of the field and discipline; 
c. create new and original research/scholarship;  
d. be of significance to the discipline; and 
e. be publishable quality. 
 
Stage 1. Preparation, Planning, and Prospectus 
Although formal preparation for the dissertation typically begins during the 
completion of students’ concentration exam, informal preparation for the 
dissertation begins when students begin the Rhetoric & Writing program. We 
do not expect students to arrive at the program with a fully formed dissertation 
focus. Instead, we realize that although many PhD students arrive with a 

Registering for AL 999 
All doctoral students must 
complete a minimum of 24 
credits of AL 999 in order to 
graduate. 
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specific area of focus in which they plan to organize their scholarship and write 
their dissertation, many don’t, and many who do change or shift that focus 
during their coursework. We encourage students to explore the breadth of our 
program’s offerings and to find an area of study about which they are 
passionate and committed. 
 
As students prepare for the PhD field concentration exam, and think more 
concretely about their dissertation projects, they will want to read widely in 
their area/field of focus and stay in close contact with their guidance 
committee, especially their chair. This fairly nebulous planning stage is best 
accomplished through intellectual exploration and collaboration with faculty 
chosen to guide the larger process of dissertating and finishing the PhD. 
Staying in contact with guidance committees about reading and thinking 
processes also insures that students will have informed (instead of surprised) 
readers for their concentration exams, and good support for their dissertation 
work. 
 
Dissertation Prospectus. Once students have 
successfully completed the PhD field 
concentration exams, they should begin 
working on the dissertation prospectus. In 
composing the dissertation prospectus, 
students should work closely with the 
director of their guidance committee and 
should also consult regularly with the 
members of that committee. This committee 
will help focus the scope of the project to a 
reasonable, do-able size, and will provide 
feedback about how to position the project both within students’ specific field 
and within the larger discipline of Rhetoric & Writing. 
 
Although students are given a year after completion of the core and 
comprehensive exams to write and defend their PhD prospectus, we expect that 
most students will be able to do so within a few months of completing the 
exams. A dissertation prospectus should be no more than 20 double-spaced 
body pages (with a bibliography that can extend beyond the 20-page body 
maximum). The specifics of its content should, of course, be determined in 
consultation with the guidance committee, but at minimum a dissertation 
prospectus should describe each chapter of the dissertation, elaborate its 
theoretical and methodological frame, and include a rationale for how the 
dissertation will contribute to the field in which it is written and to the 
discipline Rhetoric & Writing. The prospectus is turned in to the committee and 
at that time a meeting is scheduled for the oral defense. (See “Standards for 
Maintaining Good Academic Standing” in Section 5.0 for details on 
assessment.) 
 
Stage 2. Research and Drafting 
During the research and drafting phase of the project, the student works 
primarily with her/his guidance committee chair. The student should make sure 
to stay in regular contact with the director, providing intermittent progress 
reports, asking questions, and meeting for discussion as needed. You might 
expect to meet with your chair about once per month to analyze data, to discuss 
relevant readings, to go over rough drafts, to build chapter outlines, or to 
address questions or problems that come up during this phase of the project. 
You can certainly consult the other members of your committee as needed—
but you’ll work that consultation process out with your chair. 

Dissertation Credits 
All doctoral students must 
register and pay for a minimum 
of 24 credits of doctoral 
dissertation research (AL 999). 
All students using 
University services (faculty 
consultation included) must be 
registered each semester. 
Minimum registration consists of 
one course, one credit. If a 
graduate student has previously 
registered for the minimum 
number of credits required for 
Master’s thesis or doctoral 
dissertation research, but has 
not completed the other 
requirements for the degree 
and continues to study using 
University facilities and/or 
faculty service to take 
examinations, complete the 
thesis or dissertation 
requirements, etc., the student 
must enroll and pay for the 
minimum registration fee. (See 
the MSU Academic Programs 
Catalog / Graduate Education / 
Course Fees & Tuition). 

We don’t intend for the 
prospectus stage to be major 
stumbling block for 
students—in fact, some 
students will negotiate with 
their committees to include a 
draft of the prospectus in 
their concentration exam
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Stage 3. Submitting Chapters 
As you start completing chapters of your dissertation, your chair will advise 
you on how and when to send chapters to other committee members. This part 
of the process can work in many different ways. The committee chair and the 
student should work out a process that works best for the project and that also 
makes best use of committee members’ time and energy. 
 
Return of Chapters 
When you send a chapter out for review by your director or committee 
members, you should expect that your readers will take about one month per 
chapter to respond (perhaps longer if you are sending the chapter out during the 
summer). (Likewise, committee members should make every effort to provide 
response to a chapter within one month’s time.) Students who plan to complete 
a dissertation during the summer (a) should make sure to complete their 
chapters well in advance of the summer to allow committee members enough 
time to respond to chapters, and (b) should not expect that committee members 
will necessarily be available during the summer to read chapters or hold a 
defense. A student wishing to graduate during the summer should make 
arrangements with the committee well in advance of the summer. 
 
Stage 4: Defense Scheduling 
During the semester in which the student plans to complete the dissertation, 
she/he should schedule a dissertation defense with the members of the guidance 
committee. It is the student’s responsibility to schedule the defense (a two-hour 
block of time) at least one month in advance. The student should deliver copies 
of the completed dissertation to the entire committee no later than two weeks 
before the scheduled defense date. 
 
If a committee member determines that there are significant problems with the 
dissertation, then the dissertation defense should be cancelled. (Cancellation of 
a dissertation defense should be a rare occurrence. If the student delivers 
chapters well in advance of the defense and has been revising the chapters 
based on feedback, and if the committee members have been approving those 
chapters all along, there should seldom be need to hold up the defense.)  
 
Defense Format 
Traditionally, dissertations are “defended.” However the word “defense” has 
some unfortunate connotations, suggesting that your project will be “under 
attack.” That is not the case. Your committee members are committed to 
helping you develop a strong project, a dissertation that will have positive 
impact on the discipline, that will create new knowledge, that will lead to 
pedagogical innovations, that will help people become better writers (or 
understand writing better), and that will help your professional development. 
Your committee also wants you to produce a dissertation that is publishable—if 
not as a book then as a series of articles or chapters. 
 
To achieve these ends, your committee is going to ask you tough questions and 
raise critical points through the entire process, challenging you to make the 
project better. By the time you get to the dissertation defense, you should have 
already encountered all the tough questions the committee has. If you and your 
committee have been engaged in a serious, critical dialogue through the 
dissertation process, you will be more than adequately prepared for the 
dissertation “defense.” 
 
The dissertation defense is structured as follows: 

Committee Approval 
Requirement 
All committee members must 
approve the dissertation. Thus, 
if a committee member has 
significant criticisms or issues 
with the project, you are 
obliged to address those 
concerns to the satisfaction of 
the committee member. 

Guest Invitations 
Guests may be invited by the 
student to attend the 
dissertation defense, but they 
must leave for (c) and (d). 
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a. The student begins by delivering a short presentation about the dissertation 
(10-12 minutes maximum). 

b. Each committee member has time to raise questions and make suggestions 
about the dissertation (approximately 15 minutes each), allowing the 
student an opportunity to respond. Discussion of the dissertation might last 
about an hour. 

c. The dissertation chair asks the student to leave the room to allow time for 
the committee to deliberate about the dissertation. The committee will be 
discussing three questions in particular: (a) Is the dissertation document 
and the student’s defense/presentation of it acceptable? (b) What revisions 
or editorial amendments are necessary? (c) How should the student think 
about preparing the dissertation for future publication (as a book or a set of 
articles)? (Typically this deliberation might take 15-20 minutes.) 

d. Once the committee has concluded its deliberations, the committee director 
invites the candidate back into the room to hear the decision, to discuss any 
needed revisions, and to get advice about future publication. 

e. All official university forms are signed by the committee. 
 
(See section 7.0 of this handbook for the guidelines concerning dissertation 
formatting and filing.) 
 
Transfer Credits 
Some credits may be transferred to the PhD program from other accredited 
institutions, with the approval of the director of Rhetoric & Writing. Students 
who have taken coursework in the program through Lifelong Education may 
transfer up to ten credits, with the approval of the director, once they are 
accepted into the regular degree program. 
 
Petitioning for Course Waiver or Substitution 
It is possible for you to petition to waive one of the course requirements or to 
substitute a different course for one of the requirements. If you have already 
taken comparable course work in your MA program, it might not be necessary 
for you to retake a similar course at the PhD level. (For example, if you took a 
rhetoric history course as part of your MA degree work, you could petition to 
have AL 805 waived as a requirement.) In having a requirement waived, you 
do not get credit for the course. You are simply excused from the 
requirement—and so can take a 3-credit elective in its place. (In other words, 
this is a course waiver, not a credit transfer.) 
 
To request a waiver, you and your guidance committee chair need to write 
memo to the director of the graduate program making your request and 
explaining the rationale for the waiver or substitution. Also provide copies of 
the syllabus(es) and reading lists for the course(s) you've taken (or plan to take) 
you feel are comparable to one of the degree course requirements. The director 
will consult the Rhetoric & Writing Graduate Advisory Committee to review 
the request and the instructor for the course in question, if possible.  
  
Time Limit for Program 
Completion of the PhD must occur within eight years of entering the program. 
The clock starts ticking the semester of the first class that is counted toward the 
degree. 
 
Career Services & Job Placement  
The Graduate School provides a variety of career services specifically designed 
for doctoral students. A listing of workshops and other career counseling 
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activities can be found at http://grad.msu.edu/career.htm. Additionally, MSU 
has partnered with the online credentials management service Interfolio, Inc. to 
manage distribution of credentials files during the job search. Finally, the 
program holds a year-long series of job placement workshops for graduating 
doctoral candidates.  
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