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Anthropology Program Review

Department of Sociology and Anthropology

Florida International University

External Reviewer:  Florence E. Babb

I would like to begin by commending the faculty and staff of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology for the cooperative and congenial way in which they facilitated the review process during my visit January 24-25, 2005.  My review benefited from prior reading of the Self-Study report as well as other materials mailed to me, and from my on-site interactions with faculty and students in the department.   Furthermore, the Chair and Directors of Graduate and Undergraduate Studies provided me with additional materials relating to the curriculum and to proposed changes in the degree programs.  The Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences and administrators in the Provost’s office were also very helpful in ensuring that I had the information needed for the review.  In short, I enjoyed and learned much from my site visit at Florida International University.

To discuss my observations and impressions, I will first consider broad questions of the department’s history and current standing, faculty strength and specialization, and student population.  Then I will consider the undergraduate and graduate programs in more detail.   Finally, I will address the questions presented to me by the Provost’s Office.  I will conclude by summarizing my recommendations for meeting present and future challenges in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology.

History and Current Standing

A central aspect of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at FIU is its joint disciplinary history.  Because the university began admitting students as recently as 1972, the department was established at a time when a number of joint sociology-anthropology departments in the country were dividing into separate units.  Now, as the self-study points out, there are only around 40 joint departments at the national level and few of them offer advanced degrees.  While FIU may appear in this regard to be out of step with the rest of the country, the continuation of the joint department presents certain advantages at this point in time.  While many universities are now seeking to support greater interdisciplinarity, the department already has an established base for enhancing social scientific knowledge across out-moded disciplinary borders.  Moreover, a number of traditional four-field anthropology departments (those that include not only sociocultural anthropology but anthropological linguistics, archaeology, and biological anthropology) are now experiencing fractionalization along “cultural” and “physical” lines;  some prominent universities including Duke, Stanford, and Johns Hopkins now have separate departments of sociocultural anthropology.  FIU’s department has brought together sociocultural anthropology and comparative sociology in a harmonious relationship that has withstood the test of time.  And, arguably, the joint department has added currency at a moment when a majority of sociocultural anthropologists in the field are discovering that we have less in common with our “physical” colleagues and more to gain from building connections with our sister social sciences.

The close articulation of Sociology and Anthropology at FIU with other units on campus testifies to the central importance of the department and its faculty at the university.  Not only are faculty members actively involved in such units as the Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies and other area studies programs, but they have collaborative relations with International Relations, Political Science, Women’s Studies, and other units.  Moreover, the strength of individual faculty members in the department is apparent from their selection to perform key administrative roles at FIU.  While this has the positive effect of giving department faculty a vital role at the university, the administrative and service contributions they make also take them away from critical department business including teaching and advising students.

In 2003, the self-study reported 22 faculty, but in 2005 I count approximately 18 faculty members teaching in the department.  The Department of Sociology and Anthropology falls into the somewhat smaller-size category for U.S. doctoral programs in anthropology and sociology.  For departments that are not among the largest and best-known in the country, excellence and visibility generally rest on a clear mission and specialization.  The particular coherence of the joint department at FIU is its exceptionally strong focus on Miami and South Florida in the world, and on related conceptual and practical issues of immigration.   The expertise of a number of faculty members specializing in Latin America, the Caribbean, and diasporic movements to the United States has given the department a distinguished reputation which is disproportionate to its size.  Most notable is the emergent “Miami School,” which principally involves Professors Stepick, Mahler, Pérez, and Grenier.  Those faculty who work in other areas connect to the department’s central strength through their attention to the interface of local-regional-global political economy and society.  

A second, and growing, strength in the department is in the area of the environment and sustainability.  The recent hiring of three assistant professors, Ogden, Greene, and Mathews, adds much vitality and coverage to the area and should begin to attract more students in the very near future.  The fact that all are anthropologists serves to balance the heavier weight of the sociology faculty in recent years and also gives this specialization in the department a desirable coherence.  Ogden’s work on the Florida everglades and Greene’s and Mathews’ research in parts of Latin America mesh well with the rest of the department.  As these three faculty begin advising graduate students, they should build up a recognized expertise on the environment that will also contribute well to FIU’s mandate to support research in environmental studies.

The recent addition of Prof. Goldin, a senior anthropologist, adds luster to the department’s small but impressive research concentration in the Central American region, which includes Professors Kincaid, Mahler, and Tardanico.  Other clusters of research interest include Martín, Mathews, and Tardanico on Mexico;  Mahler, Martín, Rahier, and West on gender in society;  Fjellman and Rahier on culture and performance;  Girard, Rahier, Stepick, and others on race and ethnicity;  Wiedman and others on applied and medical anthropology;  Lavender, Levine, Grenier, and others contribute significantly to theorizing transnationalism.  Overlapping areas of research  work productively to draw faculty together around urgent and compelling scholarly questions.

The loss of several faculty (former professors Chernela, Fernández, Langer, Maingot, Sheriff, and Vickers) in the last few years as a result of retirement and resignation must be taken into account in any assessment of the department’s standing.  While departures may sometimes be a positive indication of the high profile of faculty who are recruited elsewhere, they may also signal dissatisfaction among faculty who leave to accept more attractive offers from other institutions.  In my conversations with several faculty members, I learned of several who had received attractive offers from other universities but who stayed when FIU made counter-offers.  Some of the senior faculty are clearly committed to staying because Miami is not only their home but the site of their research.  FIU’s location alone will not ensure that productive faculty members will stay, however, and measures must be taken to provide incentives for them to remain at the university.

By the end of my visit to conduct the department review, I was struck by the general level of enthusiasm of the program’s faculty and students, whose intellectual interests have brought them together. Yet I also sensed the declining morale as some colleagues have departed, as the faculty have faced difficult contract negotiations at the university, and as woefully inadequate offices and other infrastructure have made everyday work life uncomfortable.  I discovered that while faculty and students are deeply committed to shared research interests, it has been difficult to build community when they have too little space in which to work and associate and too few resources to carry out the ordinary functions of departments—including everything from hosting speakers to photocopying needed materials for their teaching and scholarship.  For graduate students, inadequate assistantships, lack of office space, and insufficient opportunities to associate with faculty are the problems mentioned most often.

At the conclusion of my visit, I was asked during a meeting in the Provost’s office to comment on the overall national standing of the department, based in particular on my knowledge of anthropology departments. I responded that while I would not place the department at this stage in the top 20 departments in the country, I would place it in the top five departments for its strength in a specialized field.  As a research-active department that is able to attract some top graduate students wishing to concentrate on transnational migration studies or on the US and Latin America in the world, the department stands to become a major player if it is provided with certain enhancements, including several new faculty hires, better support for graduate students, and improved infrastructure, all of which will be discussed further. 

Undergraduate program

The department’s undergraduate enrollment has dropped somewhat in recent years, a decline that has occurred elsewhere in the country, at least in anthropology.  At a time when students make calculated decisions about majors leading to employment opportunities, anthropology and sociology do not always rise to the top of the list.  Nevertheless, these fields remain strong as undergraduate options in liberal arts and they may lead in the direction of post-graduate positions in journalism, policy work, and social service, for example.  Many majors go on to professional schools of law, nursing and medicine, or to graduate studies in related fields.  In my conversations with Undergraduate Coordinator Professor Wiedman and others, I heard suggestions for better advertising of courses in the department.  Unlike some fields such as history or mathematics, which students learn more about in high school, anthropology (and to a lesser degree, sociology) requires promotion to attract students.  Many who sample just a single course become hooked, and so spreading the word about courses and the major is critical.  One way to do this may be to spend more time in Florida high schools, at college fairs and in guest lectures, in order to spark interest in the area and to encourage students to apply to FIU.

A broader difficulty in increasing enrollment in the department lies in the paucity of larger classrooms on the FIU campus.  Despite the fact that the university has about 35,000 students, I learned that only one classroom on campus holds as many as 300 students.  In addition, I learned that FIU relies quite heavily on adjunct instructors.  If enrollment is a key factor in FIU’s assessment of departmental centrality and worth, then the declining number of faculty in Sociology and Anthropology coupled with insufficient classroom space conspire to make it almost impossible to demonstrate the department’s ability to produce and meet a growing student demand.  As an external reviewer, I would suggest that growth in number of students is more likely to come at the graduate level (if there is an increase in their support), rather than at the undergraduate level.

Once students are in the program, they appear to take well to it.  I had occasion to speak with only one undergraduate during my FIU visit, the president of the department’s undergraduate association.  He spoke favorably and articulately about the positive experience he himself had, particularly after he approached a faculty member to inquire about research opportunities.  As a result, he became a research assistant to the faculty member and earned a research stipend in addition to gaining valuable academic experience.  This student followed up by writing to me, indicating that the main suggestion he would offer for improvement would be for the department to better disseminate information about scholarships and grants that are available to students.

I would also recommend that the department offer more undergraduate curricular attention to areas of  expertise among the faculty.  The self-study noted that among the most popular undergrad courses were several that did not coincide with departmental strength, for example one on myth, ritual, and mysticism.  While there is nothing wrong with offering such a course, I believe that undergraduates would also gravitate toward courses on immigration and globalization, as long as the subjects are made accessible to them.  Immigrant experiences in Miami or South Florida would surely be of interest, especially given the cultural diversity of the students, many having parents or grandparents who are themselves immigrants.  Some of the under-utilized strengths of the department might be tapped in order to develop more courses, for example in the areas of race, gender, and sexuality in diasporic populations.  This would follow the strategy of building on departmental strength as well as taking advantage of connections to contemporary “hot topics” in the field.

Graduate Program

During my visit, I met with around 15 of the department’s 67 current graduate students.  We met in the one available room that is utilized by all grad students who wish to meet with other students or to make use of the small number of computers that are available to them.  We sat around the seminar table in the room, which is taken over by faculty for meetings or classes, forcing grad students to leave.  This limitation of space seemed indicative of the experience of both grad students and faculty in the department.  As one senior faculty member put it, they are  all “resource-starved” and “infrastructurally-challenged.”

Of the group I met with, about half were from the state of Florida, which I had been told to expect since many out-of-state applicants cannot afford to attend given the low number and financial stipend of assistantships.  Of the remainder, about half were international students, presumably with some funding from their home countries.  In general, I was impressed by the group, who appeared to be aspiring social scientists whose interests meshed fairly well with faculty strengths.  Thus I was not surprised to learn that a young woman from Canada selected FIU’s program precisely because of its concentration on immigration and transnationalism.  Others had similarly chosen the department for the right reasons.  Nevertheless, I had to wonder how many more applications the department might receive if entering graduate students could count on adequate funding.  I heard of several highly qualified students who have received prestigious presidential awards, and certainly others will come if available funding increases.

While a majority of the grad students present related their satisfaction with FIU, several suggested that they did not find in the department as close a community of scholars as they had anticipated.  A few said that they had less access to faculty than expected and that they wished for more mentoring.  The desire for a greater sense of community echoes what I heard from a number of faculty, who similarly desired more opportunities to gather together and forge broader ties.  Beyond the self-study’s call for funding for invited speakers, the department might promote more frequent research colloquia in which faculty and advanced graduate students present their work.  This would not require financing as much as a willingness to organize and present colloquia, which would serve to mentor and professionalize graduate students and junior faculty.  A small budget for refreshments would be a welcome enticement to stay and socialize following talks in the department.

If greater funding to support graduate students is obtained—a critical need at this stage—then the department may attract a deeper and stronger pool of grad applicants to the program. At that point, some new prioritizing will be in order and the department will need to consider whether it wishes to focus as much attention as it presently does on Master’s level students, or whether it will turn attention squarely to developing a high quality doctoral program.  This is a typical development in a growing department that is poised to “take off” and rise in national ranking.  While it is laudable to produce MA students who will go out and do applied work as citizens of the world, I would suggest making a priority of recruiting the most qualified doctoral students who will complete the PhD in the program—and be that much better prepared for academic and professional careers that will enable them to make a difference in the world.

At such a juncture, the Master’s thesis will no longer be a necessary hurdle for terminal MA students.  The department has already proposed to phase out the MA thesis and replace it with a written research proposal, which will prepare students for further study and serve as a mechanism for eliminating weaker students from the doctoral program.  My preference would be instead to have students write qualifying papers, perhaps modeled on professional journal articles.  This has been an effective model at the University of Iowa in two departments I have chaired in recent years.  I am concerned that second year students will not be ready to write proposals for doctoral research and that requiring them to do so in order to pass on to the doctoral program may promote early and unwanted competition among the cohort.  When the bar is raised and students with very solid credentials are admitted to the program, they will face later challenges in taking comprehensive exams and defending doctoral research proposals.

Questions emerged in my conversations when I learned that not all tenure-line faculty may serve as chair of graduate students’ committees.  I was surprised to hear that untenured faculty as well as some tenured faculty (who are not counted among the Graduate Faculty) are not eligible to serve as chair.  In my experience, the only tenure-line faculty who may not chair doctoral committees are those who have not yet defended their own PhD dissertations and are at the rank of instructor.  While it is important to protect junior faculty from burdensome assignments, I feel that it is important for the professionalization of untenured faculty that they agree to chair a small number of committees;  this has the benefit of further integrating them in the department and of meeting the advising needs of students.  Likewise, in the case of tenured faculty who are not deemed meritorious of “graduate” status, this seems short-sighted and slighting of senior faculty.  If the reasoning is that some are not sufficiently active in research to supervise that of others, this seems flawed as many excellent teachers may be overlooked;  in turn, other faculty are overburdened with more students than they can advise effectively.  In any event, students will tend to sort themselves and gravitate most frequently toward those who are actively engaged in research and writing.

As the department reaches out to a wider and stronger pool of graduate applicants, it will be important to have the resources to advertise the joint program better.  At present, it may be well known to the initiated, but posters and brochures highlighting the particular strengths of the department will be effective in spreading the word to those considering graduate studies.

Provost’s Questions and External Reviewer’s Recommendations

Although one of the questions posed to me as an external reviewer was whether the Department of Sociology and Anthropology ought to be divided into two separate units, the idea seemed to have no traction either in the Department or at higher levels of administration at FIU.  If the sociologists and anthropologists in the department maintained separate identities, methodologies, and intellectual positions in the department, there might be a basis for such a division.  However, the self-study and my visit made clear to me the shared mission of members of the department.  Often, I forgot whether I was speaking to a sociologist or an anthropologist, since all faculty appear to value qualitative as highly as quantitative research and to have a high regard for comparative research that spans non-Western as well as Western industrial societies.

Having said that, I would agree with several faculty members, particularly junior anthropologists and one senior anthropologist in the department, who suggested that while the joint department works well as a unit, it would be beneficial to allow doctoral students the option of specializing in sociocultural anthropology as well as comparative sociology.  By tailoring the curriculum so that graduate students may elect to specialize in either comparative sociology or sociocultural anthropology, they would likely be better positioned in the job market.  For students specializing in anthropology, greater attention to anthropological theory in the curriculum will be necessary.

Another key question is whether, given the size of the department, there is sufficient research productivity and PhD production for a “top urban public research-extensive university.” I would say that faculty CVs and the self-study show a substantial degree of research productivity.  I note that more books have been authored by members of the department than is typical of many public research institutions.  Since books are held in highest regard in anthropology, along with peer-reviewed journal articles, I conclude that the department is in good shape overall.  Of course, like all departments this one reveals some unevenness among faculty who are more or less productive as scholars.  It is notable that a fair number of faculty have remained at the rank of associate professor and may be unlikely to be promoted;  perhaps this is a legacy of past expectations that faculty devote more time to teaching than to research and publication.  At the same time, there is a significant number of full professors (I counted seven), and a new complement of three faculty at the rank of assistant professor.  One concern I have is that in FIU’s desire to achieve recognition as a top-tier research institution it may be undervaluing the considerable accomplishments of some senior faculty who have made outstanding contributions to teaching and service.  While it is essential to set a high bar for achievement in all three areas of publication, teaching, and service, over time stellar teachers and citizens of the institution ought to be rewarded as well.

Other indicators of faculty vitality include the presence of the Journal of Latin American Anthropology which is now at FIU and edited by Professor Rahier;  participation of department faculty at national and international conferences;  symposia hosted by the department, including the forthcoming symposium on the African diaspora in summer 2005.  A number of faculty have successfully attracted external grants to carry out research, as indicated in the self-study.  In addition to the past record of receiving prestigious awards from such foundations as NSF, Ford, Macarthur, Kellogg, Pew Charitable Trusts,  and the Open Society Institute to name a few, other initiatives to obtain external funding are in the works.  During my visit, I heard about grant writing by Stepick on Miami immigration, Goldin on HIV/AIDS, Ogden on the Florida Everglades and Alaska, Mathews on forestry in Mexico, and Greene on biomedical prospecting in Peru.  I also learned of the possibility that the department and FIU might attract Alejandro Portes to join the faculty, which would be a major coup;  his ongoing collaboration with department faculty and his distinguished reputation as a sociologist who has been affiliated with Johns Hopkins and Princeton would make him a highly desirable colleague.  Finally, the number of faculty who have been chosen to serve in key administrative positions beyond the department suggests that these are esteemed members of the FIU academic community.

What is needed for the department to attain greater stature has been discussed in this report, and is summarized in my recommendations below:  

Several faculty hires in the next few years to return faculty size to its past level.  Strategic hiring should build on strengths, particularly emergent ones such as environmental studies.  Other areas to build upon might include medical sociology or gender studies, perhaps in relation to migration.  At present, only about a third of faculty members are women and efforts should be made to bring the number of women to about half of faculty.  This should not be difficult to achieve, since women comprise over fifty percent of new PhDs in the two disciplines.  Growth in faculty is absolutely essential at this stage if the department is not to lose ground and is to rise in national ranking and prominence.

Higher levels of support for graduate students in the department.  The pool of applicants will grow stronger in proportion to the financial support and assistantships offered.  The faculty profile is sufficiently high to attract more and better applications, but students will not come to FIU so long they receive much better offers to study elsewhere.  Better funding is also critical to retaining the best students who are entering the program.  The objective should not be to enlarge the current number of graduate students, and indeed the number may decline when the department raises its admission standards and offers funding to the majority who enter the program.

Better infrastructure for faculty and students.  Most of the offices used by faculty are abysmal, far too small and many lacking windows.  I understand that a new social science building may alleviate the problem in a few years, but at present inadequate space has multiplying effects on the department as faculty spend less time in claustrophobic offices and students have one single room that is not always available to them.  In addition to more space, the department needs greater budgetary support for office supplies and copying.  I was dismayed to hear that faculty are expected to design syllabi of only two pages and that they often must purchase their own basic office supplies.  If FIU aspires to become a top notch public research university it will need to do much better than this.

Library resources need to be strengthened.  I was impressed by my visit to the FIU library to discover the innovative ways that the collections are being built on limited resources, notably through partnerships with other institutions.  I was also pleased to see that the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF) and AnthroSource are being acquired.  Nevertheless, it is clear that to become the sort of leading institution that FIU aspires to be, an increased budget for growth of the library collections, both textual and other media, is essential.

Support for faculty travel to conferences and for research needs enhancement.  This will position the department for greater prominence and will help attract more and better graduate applications.  Moreover, it will greatly enhance faculty morale.  During my visit, I did not hear much about institutional support for faculty and student research.

Building community will be necessary to developing a culture of productive scholarship among faculty and students.  A speakers series, backed by FIU support, is one key component in bringing people together on a regular basis.  Beyond that, research colloquia and more active mentoring will draw faculty and students closer and will stimulate intellectual exploration and higher morale.  This is all the more important because departmental faculty are based on FIU’s two campuses, which are some distance apart;  stronger involvement of professors Fjellman, Rahier, and Gladwin on the main campus would be desirable.  I would also recommend that graduate students be invited to select representatives to participate in departmental meetings, to serve on search committees, and so on.  Such involvement will give them a greater stake in the program, help prepare them for professional careers, and also promote democratic participation in the department.  

Curricular development along the lines described earlier will strengthen the undergraduate and graduate programs.  Beyond the changes discussed in the department and addressed earlier in this report, there is one further suggestion I would offer that may serve to build both the programs in a coherent way.  I have suggested that the departmental strengths could be brought more successfully into teaching at the undergraduate level.  An innovative way to do this is through the collaboration of advanced graduate students.  ABD students could be invited to submit proposals to teach thematic courses under faculty supervision in areas of departmental strength and their own research, for example a course on Gender and the City or Cultural Politics of Immigration.  They would then teach a course with the support of a teaching assistantship that would be directed to undergraduate majors who have taken core prerequisites and would have much to gain from an issues-oriented course.  This would address the need identified in the self-study for students to become more familiar with cutting edge issues and debates in the field.  The addition of such courses would attract higher enrollment and also provide needed support to graduate students who are at the dissertation-writing stage in the program.

I would note that during at least four conversations with faculty members I heard references to a “disconnect” between the current standing of the department and perceptions or responses to the department at higher levels of FIU—and between the FIU’s aspiration to become a leading research university and what it is willing to do to achieve that objective.  My understanding of the matter is that while the Department of Sociology and Anthropology views itself and is viewed nationally as a significant player in scholarly production and engaged participation in local, national, and international arenas, it is not always perceived in the same way by its home institution.  The “disconnect” signals a need to bring the institution to greater awareness of the talent it has in this department and to reward the department commensurately.  For its part, the department will need to work harder to build community, mentor students, and engage collaboratively with the university as a whole.  I hope that this report may serve to identify some ways that the department must be strengthened if it is to realize its unique potential as a high caliber program in sociology and anthropology that promotes interdisciplinary approaches to understanding our transnational world.

I have not addressed the possibility raised by Dean Bruce Dunlap of the College of Arts and Sciences and later discussed with faculty that there may be reorganization within the College into several new Schools, including a School of International Studies.  In general, I am persuaded that housing several relevant units in such a school would be a good idea, though some faculty may be right in worrying that such a change may cost time and money while pressing needs go unaddressed.  The school would further FIU’s mission to promote international and interdisciplinary studies, and given its orientation the Department of Sociology and Anthropology would be a logical and natural fit with such a school.  If the plan moves forward, FIU should seize the opportunity to showcase important work being done by faculty and students in Sociology and Anthropology, which is at the forefront of exploring the interface of Greater Miami, Latin America and the Caribbean, and the world.

Respectfully submitted to the Office of the Provost on February 8, 2005.

Florence E. Babb

External Reviewer

