
Dr. Carolyn Callahan triumphed over that 
1993 life challenge to continue advancing a career 
in which she has pioneered, led and mentored 
like few others. Now the KPMG Distinguished 
Professor of Accounting and Director of the 
School of Accountancy at the University of 
Memphis, she has always embodied the words 
of Mohandas Gandhi that appear beneath every 
e-mail she writes: “Be the change that you want to 
see in the world.”

Anyone given the task of introducing Dr. 
Callahan at a function or conference had better 
come equipped with considerable stamina. The 
first African American woman to earn tenure at 
a doctoral-granting university and first to head a 
major university’s accounting program; member 
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of an important federal government financial 
advisory board; a guiding spirit and early leader 
in The PhD Project’s formation, a respected 
teacher and researcher; Dr. Callahan is perhaps 
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The rising star on the business faculty at the University of 
Notre Dame  had fallen seriously ill, facing surgery and 
a possibly life-threatening condition.  Her department 
chair suggested she take a break. Her husband asked her 
to embark with him on a trip around the world.

Dr. Carolyn Callahan wouldn’t hear of either path. 
Persevering, she completed the term and a  major research 
paper. The night before her surgery, she finished the 
grading of 75 final exams and submitted course grades.

“I wanted to spend my last days, if God had so chosen, 
doing what I loved; being a part of a very special academic 
community,” she would later explain.
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most talked about for an enduring change she has 
driven: improving the education and preparation 
of doctoral students and junior faculty.

Life-Changing Experience

Born in poverty to a factory worker and a 
domestic, Carolyn Callahan always believed 
herself blessed by her parentage: a mother and 
father who by word and example consistently 
instilled a work ethic and moral values, while 
pressing her to pursue an education and achieve 
self reliance.

Graduating college, she launched a successful 
career in corporate accounting, but ultimately 
heard and answered an inner calling to pursue 
academia as her life mission. She has written 
that she never encountered prejudice in her   
community, undergraduate education or corporate 
career – until entering the inner sanctums of the 
upper reaches of higher education.

“I was absolutely stunned by the accepted training 
of a doctoral student and totally unprepared for 
the emotional toll of the complex problems facing 
the few African-American women in academe,” 
she later wrote in an anthology published by 
Notre Dame.

What she encountered was more than simply 
racial prejudice: “Although I met all intellectual 
challenges required by the rigors of my doctoral 
program, I found the accepted training of a 
doctoral student unduly intellectually restrictive 
and at times very demeaning.  The isolation and 
loneliness were debilitating.”

Resolved and determined to overcome the 
challenges of earning a Ph.D. and the rigors of 
junior faculty status, she did – with distinction. 
Her experiences gave birth to the ideas that 
would drive the career that followed:  The newly-
capped Dr. Callahan vowed to make it different 
for the countless doctoral students and tenure-

track young faculty who would 
follow and study under her: 
“I decided to interact with my 
doctoral students in an entirely 
different manner, to treat them 
as my colleagues and to invite 
them to be full co-authors on 
my research projects.”

She excelled (Thomas O’Brien, 
her dean at the University of 
Massachusetts, recalls, “She 
was a star and we knew it. I 
don’t know anyone who worked 
harder at her research and her 
teaching”) – and she rebelled. 
While still untenured, she gave 
full co-authorship credit to 
a graduate assistant, who by 

tradition would have been merely thanked in a 
footnote. She did so despite pressure from senior 
faculty to conform to norms: “I said I didn’t care; 
it felt right for me,” she later said.

Dr. Callahan with Dean Rajiv Grover

I care deeply about the new entrants to our 
field. Although my hours are demanding, I 
have never felt I was working hard. I enjoy 
seeing students or assistants succeed. I am sure 
I would not have worked so hard for myself.

“

”



A New Way to Develop Faculty

She also concluded that the very fundamentals 
of the doctoral process were deeply flawed: 
an “apprenticeship model” in which students 
are “entirely dependent upon the goodwill of 
tenured professors who are not subject to any 
accountability.” That too, she decided, would have 
to change.

This decision would define her career as she 
proceeded to earn tenure – twice – and then turn 
her beliefs into practice in positions of increasing 
prominence and responsibility from the 1980s on, 
at Massachusetts, Notre Dame, the University of 
Arkansas and, since 2008, at Memphis.

As a tenured professor, Dr. Callahan could 
impact any student working with her – but her 
formal reach extended only that far. That changed 
in January 2001 when she arrived at Arkansas 
as director of the doctoral program, with a 
mission and university backing to restructure the 
traditional apprenticeship model. The model she 
created held tenured professors accountable and 
required weekly meetings with doctoral students, 
joint research teams with assistant professors 
participating, output tracked to publication, and 
full co-authorship credits for students. Not that 
Ph.D candidates would be coddled under the 
Callahan model: they were expected to complete 
in three to four years, hopefully having presented 
or published in a top-level forum.

In her tenure, the Arkansas doctoral program 
attracted higher-quality students, increased its 
funding by 50% and won recognition for national 
publications and presentations. The University of 
Arkansas honored the Callahan model with its 
Provost’s Award.

In academic-speak, the model is synergistic, 
enabling full professors to stay current, engaged 
and accountable while students and junior 
faculty gain greater opportunity to be published 
and tenured. Dr. Callahan says it another way: 
“This is the model I have always followed – take 
responsibility for the professional development 
and success of others in your care.”

Helping Launch The PhD Project

This was on her mind in the mid 1990s when 
she joined the team that would launch The Phd 
Project in 1994. Sitting in the first row at the 
first meeting, she recounted her experiences of 
isolation and alienation as a doctoral student. 
KPMG Foundation president Bernard Milano, 
who would become PhD Project president, asked 
her what would have made it easier for her. She 
replied, “Why can’t there be an association for 
doctoral students of color to get together once a 
year to see and support each other?”

Mr. Milano said, “We are going to do that.” 
That was the seed for the five Doctoral Student 



Associations that are credited with the PhD 
Project’s remarkably high completion rate for 
doctoral students.  Dr. Callahan served as the 
first faculty advisor of the Accounting Students 
Doctoral Students Association, and served in the 
same capacity initially for the Finance Students 
Doctoral Student Association.

 “It is impossible to overstate her importance to 
The PhD Project and to doctoral students,” Mr. 

Milano says. “She has mentored so many that it 
is amazing.”

One of them, Associate Professor Ann Gabriel of 
Ohio University, has measured the true impact 
of Carolyn Callahan. She believes that every 
academic Dr. Callahan has worked with has gone 
on to receive tenure: “She nurtures people all 
through their career, and instills the same values 
in them, so the doctoral students and assistant 

excerpt from Dr. Callahan’s article 

Trailblazing: A Mission Enhanced by Faith and 
Commitment
published in Labors From the Heart: Mission and Ministry in a 
Catholic U. edited by Mark Poorman CSC, Notre Dame Press

I have developed a deep empathy for the vulnerable in the 
academy because I personally know the pain of being an”outsider” 
inside the university.

I view an academic career as a life of service to one’s students, 
colleagues and profession. When I go into the classroom, I feel 
a moral obligation to challenge my students on an intellectual 
level.  Faculty popularity contests and grade inflation, with its 
associated ills, do not serve our students well. 

I am often told that  minority students need me as a role model; 
however, I feel that my majority students also benefit from my 
presence.  I try to stress the importance of ignoring physical 
attributes in assessing competency.

I’m excited about my research area and can easily become 
immersed in it. My husband knows my habits and calls me 
promptly at 7:30 p.m. daily so that I will leave my office and 
start for home.  (Editor’s note: former doctoral students dispute this 
assertion, reporting regular sightings of lights on in Dr. Callahan’s  
office until midnight or beyond.)

As an African-American woman,  it was not easy to gain 
acceptance in my research field. It took a concerted effort to 
build a network of colleagues that I could count on to review my 
work. It is difficult to describe my early years in academe without 
feeling emotional pain. I could not have survived this period of 
my life if it had not been for my faith.

I embrace the responsibilities of the trailblazer and I hope other 
women and minorities will follow my path.



professors she has worked with will then carry on 
that tradition of mentoring the junior faculty.”

They are a diverse group, the doctoral students 
and junior faculty she has mentored: “Maybe 
this is the way we will move academia forward in 
diversity of  ideas and thought – by all of us seeing 
our students and junior colleagues as just another 
student or colleague who needs our support. We 
really cross our cultural (and gender) barriers 
and meet on an intellectual plane supported by 
compassion and love.

In the early 2000s, Dr. Callahan published 
groundbreaking research that presaged a key 
factor in the end-of-decade economic bubble 
burst: she demonstrated how public companies 
could benefit financially by manipulating and 
managing their earnings. When the boom 
ended, she was appointed one of two academic 
members of the Financial Accounting Standards 
Advisory Council, which serves  the Financial 
Accounting Standards Board  under the auspices 
of the Securities and Exchange Commission,  
by advising it on technical issues and priority 
projects.  She has long served the American 
Accounting Association (AAA) as well, currently 
sitting on several research advisory groups, and 
previously as vice-president and committee 
chairperson.

Rising To Leadership

In 2008, the University of Memphis recruited Dr. 
Callahan from Arkansas, where she was Associate 
Vice-Provost for Academic Affairs in the graduate 
school,   to head its accounting department, a 
position she began in January 2009. In addition 
to her other responsibilities, she is building a 
doctoral program there that stresses the same 
student-centered approach she pioneered at 
Arkansas.

“This is the next barrier for faculty of color to get 
past – to become department heads, directors 
and deans,” she says. “These are still historic 
appointments for faculty of color; we haven’t held 
these positions yet.”

Dr. Callahan views her own historic appointment 
as more than an individual achievement: “One 
person cannot do this herself. There are people of 
good will in accounting education who want to 
see us move forward.”

Moreover, she adds, “as Bernie Milano told me, 
this is something I had to do not just for myself, 
but for all the others who will follow me. It also 
helps students – they will live in a more diverse 
world, and they should start seeing that when 
they are undergraduates.”

Sponsorship of The PhD Project creates 
opportunities for corporations to interact 
with many of today’s and tomorrow’s 
brightest new business professors, and 
to develop meaningful relationships 
with them that will last for their entire 
careers. To learn more, contact Marie 
Zara, Development Manager, at 201-307-
8660, or mzara@kpmg.com

phdproject.org


