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INTRODUCTION12
The initial motivation for this report was a desire specifically to assess the climate for
women and underrepresented minorities in doctoral programs at the University of
Michigan. In the course of that assessment, the data we collected permitted us to
develop an overview of how graduate students in general (and by gender and raceethnicity) experience several domains of their experience (morale, department
climate, experiences of graduate education, advising and support, and career goals).
In all areas, many graduate students describe their experiences in very positive
terms. At the same time, in all areas women students report somewhat less positive
experiences than do men, and in some areas U.S. born students of color and
international students of color report less positive experiences than U.S. born white
students. As we note at the conclusion of this summary, interventions to address
these issues would improve the experiences of graduate education for all students.
Of course evaluations of the “climate” are always subjective judgments. If we want to
know about what a group of people, or an individual person, is experiencing—how
they feel—it is actually best to ask them. This study, then, measured doctoral
students’ judgments of the climate, with the primary goal of assessing whether that
climate varied for particular groups of students, looking particularly at gender and
race-ethnicity3. The goal of this report is to provide aggregate results across the
sample.
Data Collection. The survey was initially developed by the NSF ADVANCE staff in
conjunction with Rackham Graduate School administrators4 and was further modified
based on feedback received from graduate students. Survey topics included skills,
training and learning experiences, advising and mentoring, career planning goals,
department climate, and background information.
In fall 2004 all doctoral students enrolled in Rackham for more than one year
received a request to complete the on-line survey (n=5340). The surveys were
anonymous and all respondents were promised confidentiality. We received a total
of 1454 surveys (27% response rate). The demographic breakdowns within the
analyzable sample generally reflect the overall rates of doctoral students reported by
Rackham. However, female students responded at a higher rate than male students
(they represent 44% of the Rackham student body but 60% of our sample), as is
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typical in studies of this kind (see discussion in Stewart, Stubbs & Malley, 2002).
Since men and international students of color were underrepresented in our sample.
all analyses presented in this report were conducted with appropriate weights to
account for these differences.5 In addition, all analyses were conducted controlling
for the students’ current financial situation and number of years at UM.
Statistically significant findings reported here account for these controls; that is, they
cannot be accounted for by years at UM or current financial situation. In addition,
where we did find significant differences for gender and/or race-ethnicity, we have
verified that those differences hold up, regardless of differences in the other variable
or by division.

DOCTORAL STUDENTS’ MORALE
Confidence. Women and men were equally confident of their ability to obtain an
academic job and their research skills. However, women were significantly less
confident than men of their abilities as a teacher; to obtain a non-academic position,
and to balance work and family lives. When these gender differences were
examined by gender of advisor the differences on two scales (teaching and obtaining
a non-academic position) only held for students with male advisors.
There were no differences among students by race-ethnicity in their confidence
about teaching and research
abilities or in their ability to
Figure 1: Percent Ever Discouraged by Gender
for Students w ith
combine work and family.
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likely than men to indicate that
they had been discouraged
(75% of the women compared to 67% of the men). When examined by gender of
advisor these statistically significant differences only held for students with male
advisors (see Figure 1). There were no differences on this item by race-ethnicity.

OVERALL CLIMATE OF DEPARTMENT OR AREA
Department Climate. Women students were significantly less satisfied with the
climate than male students; however, when examined by gender of advisor this
difference only held for students with male advisors. No differences were found
among the three race-ethnicity groups.
Slightly more than half of the total sample of students reported that their departments
offered a supportive environment for women, international students and racial/ethnic
minorities. Fewer indicated that it was supportive for men, sexual minorities and
disabled students.
5
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About one quarter of the students reported that some faculty and students have a
condescending attitude toward international students and slightly fewer have
condescending attitudes toward racial/ethnic minorities, women, sexual minorities
and disabled students. Women and students of color were also more likely to report
hearing more negative comments about women, racial/ethnic minorities and/or
sexual minorities.
Women rated their department
climates as less positive on
both climate scales6 than did
their male counterparts. The
difference on the general
climate scale only held for
students with male advisors.
U.S. students of color rated
their departments as being
less open to diversity than all
other students (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Ratings of Department's Openness to
Diversity Scale by Gender
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Sexual Harassment. About
10% of the women students (compared with 1% of the male students) reported
having experienced sexual harassment at the UM within the past year, a statistically
significant difference.

DOCTORAL STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF GRADUATE SCHOOL
Graduate Student Experiences. International students of color reported a
significantly higher total number of insufficient opportunities for a series of graduate
students experiences than all other
Figure 3: Count of Insufficient
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have much information on a variety
each other.
of topics and less likely than all
others to learn from other students. U.S. students of color were most likely to report
that they learned information on their own; moreover, U.S. white students were more
likely to report that they learned on their own than international students of color.
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ADVISING AND SUPPORT
Advisors. Of those who did not have advisors assigned to them (2/3 of the sample),
41% reported that it was hard, or very hard to get an advisor. International students
of color found it hardest. Male students reported a statistically significantly higher
level of satisfaction with advisors than female students; however, when analyzed
separately by gender advisor this difference only held for students with male
advisors.
On two of the three scales assessing advisor support (instrumental help from
advisor; advisor’s availability to the student; and advisor’s respectful treatment) male
students reported average scores that were significantly higher than those of female
students on two scales (instrumental help and general availability); see Figure 4. The
significant gender differences remained on those scales when we limited our
analyses to students whose advisors were male.
International students of color
scored significantly higher on
the advisor instrumental help
scale than white U.S. students;
U.S. students of color scored
higher on the advisor respect
scale than all other students
(see Figure 4). Interestingly, the
results were consistent when
we limited analyses to students
with male advisors. We found
no race-ethnicity group
differences on the instrumental
help and respect scales for
students with female advisors.

1.5
1

Figure 4: Ratings of Advisor Instrumental Help
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Non-Advisor Support/Advice. On average, students reported a higher level of
advice and help from faculty and other students than from members of other groups
(e.g., staff). International students of color reported receiving significantly less help
and advice from staff, non-UM faculty, and other students than both groups of U.S.
students. They also reported significantly lower levels of help in several areas.
Across the sample, family and friends were identified often as a source of social and
emotional support for students, particularly in providing emotional support when they
needed it and building their confidence. Not surprisingly, faculty, especially advisors,
were also mentioned frequently as providing such support.
The one area where neither advisors nor faculty in general provided much support
was in talking with students about the conflicting demands between academic life
and starting/managing a family. For this item, other students and family/friends were
far more likely to be identified as providing support.
Men reported receiving more kinds of social and emotional support from UM faculty than
women reported. International students of color reported receiving significantly fewer
kinds of psycho-social support from other students, faculty and staff than both groups of
U.S. students. They also reported significantly fewer groups providing support than all
U.S. students. U.S. students of color were more satisfied with the support their received
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from their primary advisor than white U.S. students.

CAREER GOALS
Future Career Goals. Student ratings of a series of career goals revealed
statistically significant gender differences on several items. Male students rated two
career goals as significantly more attractive than female students: becoming a
professor in a top research university and getting a research job in industry or the
private sector. Women
Figure 5: Attractiveness Ratings of
reported two different career
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race-ethnicity groups on some
items. International students of
color rated being a professor in a top research university and research in industry or
the private sector as more attractive than both groups of U.S. students; in contrast
they rated being a professor in a 4- and 2-year college as less attractive than their
comparison groups. U.S. students of color also rated getting a research job in
industry or the private sector significantly more positively than white U.S. students.
Influential Features of Academia. Overall, men and women students ranked most
of the same features of academic as the most influential to them. The top two
features listed as having the most positive effect by both men and women were
research and teaching as was true for white U.S. students. U.S. students of color
selected teaching more often than research. For these students, making an impact
beyond academia was also highly rated. Research was also a top positive feature for
international students of color; teaching was less popular than other aspects of
careers.
Men’s ratings were significantly higher than women’s on the family life factors scale
(ability to have both children and a career; ability to balance personal and
professional lives; compatibility with spouse’ career options). Similarly, international
students of color scored higher on this scale than the two U.S. groups.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN KEY VARIABLES AND STUDENT MORALE
Correlations revealed strong and significant relationships between students’ morale
and career goals and the climate, advisor, and broader experience factors in the
expected directions. Generally, we found that the climate, advisor, and broader
experience items were all significantly negatively correlated with discouragement
(the more positive the experience the lower the level of discouragement). They were
also positively correlated with four of the five confidence subscales (not with
confidence in obtaining a non-academic job), and having a career goal to become a
professor in a top university (the more positive the experience the higher the
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reported level of confidence). These results suggest that students’ experiences of
their departments’ climates as well as their relationships with their advisors and other
UM faculty have implications for students’ confidence and desire to pursue a career
in a research university.
We also examined the relationship between the climate and advisor variables, since
advisors may play an important role in students’ experiences of their departments’
climate. Correlational analyses again revealed strong positive results. It is important
to note, however, that the correlation coefficients (which range from .21 to .51)
suggest that students are not equating the climate with their experiences with their
advisors, and that other factors beyond their advisors play an important role in how
they experience their department climates7. However, the strength of the relationship
between advisor and climate ratings increases over time.

IMPLICATIONS OF FINDINGS
Taken together, these findings reveal that students’ experiences of the climate, as
well as their relationship with their advisors (and other UM faculty), play a powerful
role in the students’ confidence that they can be successful academics and their
interest in pursuing a faculty career at a top research university. The provision of
opportunities for the broad range of experiences normally open to students is also
important as well as managing a personal and professional life. It is, then, in these
four areas that it seems most important to attempt to create changes in students’
graduate school experience.
Conclusions
The findings from this study point to specific goals individual departments and
schools should adopt to improve the experiences of Ph.D. students at the University
of Michigan. Specifically, units should:
•
•
•
•

sensitize graduate chairs, department chairs, and faculty in general to
different experiences/needs of female students and students of color;
ensure that critical information about graduate training is formally, widely, and
clearly disseminated to all students;
provide formal support structures, including for finding an advisor, especially
for students who may be less well integrated into the department;
Increase exposure to a range of alternative ways of managing personal and
professional lives in academia.

The specific findings from this study do vary in important ways for different
demographic groups of student. However, we note that everything recommended
here would benefit all graduate students, and therefore the entire institution.
Improving the climate and the quality of advising, information and structures for
graduate students should not only improve graduate students’ morale (and thereby
retention), but also their continued aspiration to the kinds of careers they came to the
University of Michigan to pursue.
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For example, students’ discouragement with their interactions with other students, their satisfaction
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