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Abstract
Most of the scholarly work on Terrorism Studies focuses on terrorism research (knowledge 
production). By contrast, relatively little attention has been paid to teaching about terrorism 
(knowledge dissemination) at universities. This paper addresses this gap by providing a 
systematic analysis of contemporary terrorism courses at 106 top-ranked U.S. based universities 
and colleges. The study uses 1) key word searches of course catalogues for the academic year 
2010-2011 to identify terrorism courses; 2) descriptive statistics to document the field and 
disciplinary distributions of these courses 2) stepwise regression to assess the relative 
contributions of institutional characteristics to the frequency of these courses; 3) text analysis to 
extract dominant topics and a qualitative review of a sample of syllabi. The results indicate that 
a) most of the these academic institutions offer terrorism courses but courses only secondarily on 
terrorism outnumber those explicitly or primarily on terrorism by 3:1; b) the institutional 
presence of a highly cited terrorism scholar, a security studies program and terrorism research 
center are significantly associated with more terrorism courses c) courses explicitly on terrorism 
tend to emphasize non-state terrorism and prescriptively focus on counterterrorism while those 
only secondarily on terrorism have a broader focus. The results have implications for the 
development of Terrorism Studies as an academic discipline. 

Introduction
The study of terrorism has been described alternately as a “booming field” and as one that is 
“unbounded“ and “unruly” barely existing at the margins or “interstices” of academia. [1]  
Routinely critiqued for not being able to come to a consensus on a definition of terrorism [2] and 
for insufficient rigor in research [3], accused by the those on the right of the political spectrum of 
producing experts who sympathize too much with their subjects [4] and by the left for having too 
state-centric a security focus (and not considering violence perpetrated by states) [5], Terrorism 
Studies could be said to be under siege. Still, publications and dissertations on terrorism are 
increasing, Terrorism Studies programs are exploding at many of the world’s colleges and 
universities and although federal funding for terrorism research has declined in the U.S. in the 
last two years, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security still allocates millions of dollars to 
university-based homeland security research and development programs, especially those in its 
designated COEs (Centers of Excellence). [6] How are America’s top-ranked universities, the 
ones that are often assumed to set academic trends, handling this situation?
Most of the scholarly work on Terrorism Studies has focused on terrorism research (knowledge 
production). [1-3] [7-14] By contrast, relatively little attention has been paid to how universities 
treat Terrorism Studies in terms of teaching (knowledge dissemination).[15]  This may be 
because research is viewed as more important to the legitimization of a field or simply because 
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knowledge creation is seen as something that inevitably and necessarily precedes knowledge 
dissemination. The history of the development of academic fields, however, suggests that 
although research is critical, teaching also matters and indeed new fields may emerge and 
become integrated into college curricula, as many area and ethnic studies did, in response to a 
need and demand for teaching on a subject. Moreover, there is increasing evidence that 
researchers have much to learn from teachers who may refine, re-define or re-construct a subject 
in ways that cast new light on avenues for new research. [16]
This study was designed to address the gap in data on the teaching component of Terrorism 
Studies by providing a systematic review and analysis of recent catalogue descriptions and 
syllabi from academic courses on terrorism and courses with terrorism content at America’s top 
80 national universities and top 26 liberal arts colleges.
Fundamental questions addressed in the study include the following: How visibly committed are 
America’s top academic institutions to offering courses on terrorism? How many offer distinct 
courses on terrorism? How many only offer courses that include content on terrorism, 
secondarily or peripherally, as a topic among other topics? To what extent are institutional 
characteristics associated with more or fewer terrorism courses? Which institutions and which 
academic departments offer the most terrorism courses? What are the dominant topics? Are there 
differences in the number or types of terrorism courses across undergraduate vs. graduate 
curricula? And to what extent does a closer examination of syllabi provide other insights e.g. 
about the scholarly nature of these courses?
Since visible teaching at universities or colleges is one component of the evolution of an 
academic discipline, this study has implications for the legitimization of terrorism as a field or 
discipline. It also has implications for the generation of new terrorism scholars since academic 
preparation, especially at the undergraduate level, is an important influence in the choice of 
research topics at graduate levels.

Background
Evolution of Terrorism Studies
Terrorist activities became a concern for Western governments in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, 
but, unlike war, it was often considered too fuzzy or too policy-oriented for academics. There 
was no one universally accepted definition of the phenomenon. [17-18] The subject, moreover, 
did not fit “neatly” into any one department. It could be researched from the perspective of 
psychology, history, political science, sociology, religion, ethics, and even area studies. And 
while it might appear to fit best in political science or international relations, it was not a topic 
that could be easily adapted to either the realist or liberal paradigms that dominated those 
departments. [19] Perhaps more importantly, terrorism was considered too driven by short-term 
policy agendas and government contracts to deserve serious or sustained attention. A few 
important scholars within university settings e.g. Martha Crenshaw, David Rapoport, Walter 
Laqueur and Paul Wilkinson did make sustained scholarly contributions in these early years, but 
they were exceptional and all too frequently terrorism was viewed as a topic that was risky for 
academics and one that belonged outside the ivory tower. Indeed, as late as 2002, a full year after 
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9/11, Audrey Kurth Cronin observed that for graduate students a “principal interest in terrorism 
virtually guarantees exclusion from consideration for most academic positions.” [19]
Still, in the context of 9/11, dissertations proliferated and the number of terrorism publications 
was estimated to have increased by as much as 60 percent by 2004. [20] [21] The period after 
9/11 also witnessed an infusion of federal money into research and into research facilities 
designed to find solutions to “pressing security concerns”; dozens of homeland security 
programs emerged at community colleges, universities and graduate schools across the U.S. [22] 
Today, according to a listing maintained by the Naval Postgraduate School and the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security, there are more than 340 such programs located among 260 
universities and colleges across the country [23] and a growing number of universities now host 
Terrorism Research Centers. [24]  Although federal funding for such programs and centers is not 
as generous as it was a few years ago [25], some of these academic institutions, designated as 
Centers of Excellence (COE) [26], receive millions of dollars in federal grants annually. These 
trends have helped launch new sub-fields (e.g. cyberterrorism and information security) and are 
believed by some to be opening new career pathways for junior faculty. [27]
The study of terrorism was on its way to becoming a distinct academic field, discipline or 
specialty. Or, was it? For some, the answer was no. Despite initial optimism, writes Andrew 
Silke, the field has not “crystallized” into an academic discipline or even a sub-discipline or 
specialty. [28] Although many explanations for this state of affairs have been advanced, the most 
common ones are that terrorism as an object of study is too diffuse, too unbounded, crosses too 
many disciplines and lacks conceptual clarity.[1] Today the field is also being contested and 
problematized by advocates of “Critical Terrorism Studies” [29] and by subscribers to a theory 
that the field is still dominated by a core of 42 “key terrorism researchers,” many from think 
tanks and non-academic settings. [30]

The Problem of Disciplinarity
But how important “disciplining” is to the future of Terrorism Studies is a matter of debate. 
Avishag Gordon, a proponent of promoting terrorism to an academic discipline, has gone on 
record to state that an important opportunity was missed. [15] Silke, on the other hand, has stated 
that the failure of Terrorism Studies to become a discipline “is not necessarily a bad thing” since 
“good science does not need a ring-fenced academy.” [21]
Whether Terrorism Studies will go on to become a distinct discipline is not yet known. What is 
clear is that the future of terrorism research depends on generating new cohorts of scholars and 
the production of scholars depends on generating interest, enthusiasm and skills, tasks that are 
best accomplished in academic courses that in some way address terrorism as a puzzle that 
requires inquiry and investigation. This consideration highlights the need to take a closer look at 
how terrorism as a subject of academic inquiry is taught in our universities and colleges. The 
present article is designed to contribute to this discussion.

Data and Methods
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The top 80 national universities and 26 liberal arts colleges were identified using US News and 
World Reports undergraduate rankings for 2010-2011. [31] Although these institutions constitute 
an admittedly limited sample of all higher education institutions in the U.S., their “center-to-
periphery” influence as creators or distributors of knowledge has long been acknowledged [32]. 
Many of these national universities train graduate students who “diffuse” or “radiate” models of 
orientation when they go on to teach in other sectors. Similarly, top liberal arts colleges, thought 
to “uphold the traditions of liberal education,” often become models, in the words of the 
sociologist Burton Clark, “for what education would be if properly carried out.” [33] As such 
they may be viewed as trendsetters, both domestically and globally.
Key word searches of course catalogue descriptions, available online, were used to identify 
courses explicitly or primarily on terrorism (defined here as courses with the term “terrorism” in 
the title) or only secondarily on terrorism (defined here as courses with “terrorism” content as 
evidenced in the text of the course description but not in the title). To minimize the potential for 
changes in courses during an academic year, all of the searches of course catalogues were 
performed at about mid term (March-April) in the spring of 2011. To avoid duplication, courses 
that were cross-listed across departments or listed more than once because they had multiple 
sections were only counted once.
Courses meeting the above criteria were listed by nine institutional characteristics. They included 
type of institution (national university or liberal arts college), level of study (undergraduate or 
graduate), institutional funding (public or private), institutional size (in terms of undergraduate 
enrollment), regional location, ranking, the presence of a peace- or security studies program or 
degree, the presence of a Terrorism Research Center, and the presence of at least one well-known 
(i.e. highly cited) scholar. For the purpose of the study, the presence of a security program or 
degree (concentration, minor, major, certificate or graduate degree in security, biodefense, 
intelligence analysis, emergency preparedness) was based on catalogue information, 
supplemented by a listing prepared by the Naval PostGraduate School and the U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security. [34] The presence of a peace studies program (concentration, minor, 
major or degree in peace studies or peace and conflict or conflict resolution) was based on 
catalogue listings supplemented by a listing of academic peace studies programs prepared by 
Pilgrim Pathways. [35] The presence of at least one well-known terrorism scholar was 
documented using Google Scholar listings of scholars with 75 or more terrorism related citations 
using March 2012 data for the period 2000-2012. [36]
All courses were further listed by academic discipline and field (defined broadly as Social 
Sciences, Humanities, Natural Sciences, Area Studies, other Interdisciplinary Studies, 
Professional or Pre-professional fields such as Law and Criminal Justice and other Pre-
Professional fields such as communications, journalism, social work and health).
Dominant topics were identified using course titles and catalogue descriptions for a sub-sample 
of undergraduate courses primarily on terrorism (n=90 courses) and courses only secondarily on 
the subject (n=329 courses). Only universities and colleges institutions with 7 or more 
undergraduate terrorism courses (n=38 institutions) were used for these analyses. To extract 
dominant topics from undergraduate course listings, counts of key words associated with the 
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study of terrorism (e.g. war, crime, tactics, counterterrorism, rights, religion, moral) were 
identified in course descriptions and recorded. 
Additional data relating to required readings and scholarly content were obtained from a review 
of syllabi and textbook requirements from a smaller sample these courses.

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics were employed to document the overall frequency and distribution of 
terrorism courses, primary and secondary. Text analysis, using the Text Analysis tool created by 
the Office for Mathematics, Science, and Technology Education (MSTE), a unit within the 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction in the College of Education at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, was employed to extract dominant topics from course descriptions 
for undergraduate courses.[37] To facilitate comparison of key words for primary and secondary 
courses, rates for key word counts are presented per 100 primary courses and per 100 secondary 
courses. The relationship between institutional characteristics and the number of terrorism 
courses was evaluated by using stepwise forward multiple regression techniques. An advantage 
of stepwise multiple regression is that it allows for simultaneous control of many variables and 
takes into account the overall patterning of a group of variables in predicting a single variable. A 
disadvantage of this, as with all statistical models, is that unknown variables that could have an 
important influence on the outcome may be omitted.

Results
Institutional characteristics for the 80 national universities and 26 liberal colleges in the study are 
shown in Table 1.  Most (69%) of the institutions were privately funded. The Northeast had the 
largest concentration (40%) and the Mid-Atlantic had the smallest (8.5%). One fourth of the 
institutions (mostly liberal arts colleges) were of small size (enrolling 3,000 or fewer 
undergraduates), 48% were of medium size (enrolling 3,000-9,999 undergraduates) and the 
remaining institutions were either large (20%) enrolling 10,000-19,999 undergraduates or very 
large (30%), enrolling more than 20,000 undergraduates. Twenty-five institutions (29 national 
universities and 2 liberal arts colleges offered a security studies program or degree, 22 (15 
national universities and 8 liberal arts colleges) offered a peace studies program or degree and 21 
(24 national universities and one liberal arts college (USMA/West Point) hosted a Terrorism 
Research Center (TRC). Of these TRC, 7 were designated Department of Homeland Security 
Centers of Excellence. [38] Twenty-two institutions (21 national universities terrorism and one 
liberal arts college (USMA/West Point) had at least one well-known terrorism scholar on the 
faculty and many had more than one. [39]
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National Universities 
(N=80)

National Universities 
(N=80)

Liberal Arts Colleges 
(N=26)

Liberal Arts Colleges 
(N=26)

Total (N=106)Total (N=106)

N % N % N %
Type   
  National Univ. 80 100   - - 80 75
  Liberal Arts  - - 26 100 26 25
Funding  
  Public 31 39   2   8 33 31.1
  Private 49 61 24 92 73 68.9
Region   
  Northeast 28 35 14 53 42 40
  Mid Atlantic  6  8   3 12 9 8.5
  Midwest 15 19   3 12 18 17
  South 19 24   2  8 21 20
  West 12 15  4 15 16 15
Sizea     
   Small  2   2 24 92 26 25
   Medium 38 48  2  8 40 38
   Large 16 20 - - 16 15
   Very large 24 30 - - 24 23

   
Security degreeb 23 29  2   8 25 24

 
Peace studies 
degree/programc

15 19  8 31 23 22

Terrorism 
Research Centerd

20 25 1 4 21 20

Terrorism scholare 21 26  1 4 22 21

Ranking, range 1-801-80 1-261-26

Table 1. Institutional characteristics of study sample

a. Size: small defined as <3,000 undergraduates; medium as 3,000-9,999 undergraduates; large as 10,000-19,999 
undergraduates; very large as 20,000 or more undergraduates.
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b. Homeland Security program or degree: includes degree offerings such as a minor, major, certificate or graduate 
degree security, biodefense, intelligence analysis, emergency preparedness. Based on catalogue information and 
listing provided by the Naval PostGraduate School and the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. Available at 
http://www.chds.us/?partners/institutions

c. Peace studies degree: presence of a peace studies or peace and conflict studies program or degree; based on 
catalogue descriptions and Pilgrim Pathways’ “Listing of Colleges/Universities with Peace Studies Programs.” 
Available at http://pilgrimpathways.wordpress.com/about/

d. Terrorism Research Center (TRC): presence of a TRC based on Freedman, B. “Terrorism Research Centres: 100 
Institutes, Programs and Organisations in the Field of Terrorism, Counter-terrorism, Radicalisation and Asymmetric 
Warfare Studies,” Perspectives on Terrorism 4 (5). Additions to the list include Northeastern U, which opened the 
George J Kostas Institute for Homeland Security in 2011, NYU which houses the Center for Catastrophe 
Preparedness and Response.

e. Terrorism Scholar: presence of at least one well-known or highly cited terrorism scholar on the faculty. Defined 
as a scholar with 75 or more citations for terrorism-related publications (journal articles and books). Based on 
Google Scholar search for 2000-2012, accessed March 2012.

Undergraduate Terrorism Courses
Number of courses. The key word catalogue search on terrorism yielded a total 689 distinct 
undergraduate courses on terrorism for the institutions in the sample. Of these, 159 (23%) could 
be classified as primarily on terrorism since they contained the word terrorism in the course title. 
The remainder (530) were classified as secondarily or more peripherally on terrorism since they 
contained content on terrorism among other subjects but did not use the term terrorism in the title 
of the course description.
More than half of the institutions studied (66% of the 80 national universities and 54% of the 26 
liberal arts colleges) offered at least one undergraduate course with terrorism in the title of the 
course and more than 9 out of 10 of each type of institution offered a course with terrorism 
content either in the course title or description. The total numbers of terrorism courses, however, 
showed considerable variation. Within institutions with any terrorism courses, the number of 
courses explicitly on terrorism ranged from 1-11 while the number with any terrorism content 
ranged from 1-35.
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Institution Number of Primary
Terrorism Courses

National UniversityNational University
Georgetown 11
Penn State 7
U North Carolina Chapel Hill 7
University of Notre Dame 7
Duke University 6
Ohio State University 6
U Southern California 5
American University 4
Cornell University 4
New York University 4
Northeastern University 4
Stanford 4
Tulane 4
U Georgia 4
U Maryland College Park 4
U Virginia 4
Washington U St. Louis 4
Columbia University 3
UCLA 3

Liberal Arts CollegeLiberal Arts College
Barnard 3
Vassar 3
USMA/West Point 2
Williams 2
Smith 2

Table 2. Institutions with the most undergraduate courses explicitly on terrorism

Notes: Based on study sample of 80 top-tier national universities and 26 top-ranked liberal arts colleges, academic 
year 2010-2011. Primary terrorism courses defined as courses explicitly on terrorism, i.e. with the word “terrorism” 
in the title of the course. Includes national universities with 3 or more such courses at undergraduate level, 2 or 
more for small colleges. Courses with multiple sections and ones cross-listed across departments are only counted 
once.

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 	
   	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Volume	
  6,	
  Issue	
  2

26	
  	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   May	
  2012



Most courses on terrorism. The universities and liberal arts colleges with the most undergraduate 
courses explicitly on terrorism (primary courses) are listed in Table 2. Georgetown topped the list 
with 11 courses in the national university sample (n=80), but 17 top national universities offered 
a core of at least four undergraduate courses explicitly on terrorism for the academic year 
2010-2011 and the University of Maryland College Park offered an undergraduate minor in the 
field. In the liberal arts college sample (n=26), 5 institutions offered 2 or 3 courses explicitly on 
terrorism and the USMA/West Point offered a minor in Terrorism Studies.
Most courses overall. Institutions with the ten or more courses either explicitly on terrorism 
(primary courses) or with terrorism content (secondary courses) are listed in Table 3. Again, 
Georgetown with 45 courses overall dominated the list, but several institutions not listed as 
having a high number of primary courses showed visible commitment to teaching about 
terrorism in secondary courses.  
Ratio of primary to secondary courses. On average, the ratio of secondary terrorism courses to 
primary ones at the undergraduate level was 3:1 for national universities and 6:1 for liberal arts 
colleges. These differences are not surprising given the historically broad orientation of liberal 
arts colleges and the more specialized orientations of national universities. Still, within the 
national university cohort, there were distinct differences. At the undergraduate level, the ratio of 
secondary courses to primary ones was greater than 5:1 at three of the nation’s top universities, 
Harvard, Stanford and Yale. Moreover, two West coast universities (Washington University at 
Seattle and UC Berkeley) offered 9 or more courses with terrorism content, but none with 
terrorism in the title. Conversely, primary courses on terrorism outnumbered those only with 
terrorism content by 7:0 at the University of North Carolina while some institutions (e.g. 
University of Maryland College Park, American University) offered approximately equal 
numbers of courses that were explicitly on terrorism or only had content on the subject.
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Institution Number of Terrorism Courses 
(Primary & Secondary)

National UniversityNational University
Georgetown 45
University of Notre Dame 42
Stanford 25
UCLA 16
Northeastern University 15
U Washington 15
Harvard University 13
Boston College 12
Cornell University 12
U Pennsylvania 12
U Southern California 12
Indiana U- Bloomington 11
Lehigh 11
Duke 10
New York University 10
Ohio State 10
U Michigan 10
UC Irvine 10

Liberal Arts CollegeLiberal Arts College
Wesleyan 14
Amherst 13
Williams 12
Colgate 11
Vassar 10

Table 3. Institutions with 10 or more undergraduate courses with any terrorism content

Notes: Based on study sample of 80 top-tier national universities and 26 top-ranked liberal arts colleges, academic 
year 2010-2011. Primary terrorism courses defined as courses explicitly on terrorism, i.e. with the word “terrorism” 
in the title of the course. Secondary terrorism courses defined as ones with the word “terrorism” only in the course 
description. This is a conservative listing since courses with multiple sections and ones cross-listed across 
departments are only counted once. 
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Institutional predictors: Many of the universities with the most terrorism courses were associated 
with terrorism research centers, securities studies programs, peace studies or the presence of at 
least one well-known terrorism scholar. To explore the influence of these characteristics on the 
number of terrorism courses while controlling for other institutional characteristics (e.g. type of 
institution, regional location, funding, ranking, size) we conducted an exploratory stepwise 
regression. The results, shown in Table 4, indicate that institutional characteristics explained a 
relatively small percent of the variability in terrorism courses (R2=38% for primary courses and 
24% for secondary courses). For courses explicitly on terrorism (primary courses), size (large) 
and the presence of a well-known terrorism scholar were both positively and significantly 
associated with the number of courses (p<0.02). None of the other institutional characteristics 
were significant. For all courses (primary and secondary), the presence of a terrorism scholar and 
the presence of a peace studies program were both positively and significantly associated with 
the number of courses (p<0.01). None of the other institutional characteristics were significant, 
except regional location in the South (p<0.03) which was negatively associated with the number 
of all terrorism courses. This effect was not a function of fewer primary courses but rather of 
fewer secondary ones in the South. 

Dependent 
Variable
Dependent 
Variable

Standardized 
coefficient

t p

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Terrorism scholar 1.0 4.4 0.0001*Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Size (large) 0.5 2.3 0.02*
Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses Peace studies 0.4 1.9 0.06

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Security studies 0.4 1.8 0.08

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Region (Mid-Atlantic) 0.5 1.8 0.08

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

R2=0.38   F (df 5,100) =12.1, p<0.0001R2=0.38   F (df 5,100) =12.1, p<0.0001R2=0.38   F (df 5,100) =12.1, p<0.0001R2=0.38   F (df 5,100) =12.1, p<0.0001

All TerrorismAll Terrorism Terrorism scholar 2.9 3.4 0.0001
CoursesCourses Peace studies 1.9 2.7 0.009CoursesCourses

Region (South) -1.6 2.5 0.03
R2=0.24   F (df 3,102) =10.7, p<0.0001R2=0.24   F (df 3,102) =10.7, p<0.0001R2=0.24   F (df 3,102) =10.7, p<0.0001R2=0.24   F (df 3,102) =10.7, p<0.0001

Table 4. Stepwise regression of undergraduate terrorism courses by institutional characteristics

Notes: Number of institutions = 106. The dependent variables are the numbers of primary terrorism courses and of 
all terrorism courses (primary and secondary). The following 9 variables were permitted to enter the regression: 
institution type, funding source, ranking, regional location, size of undergraduate student body, presence of a 
terrorism research center, security or peace studies degree or program and presence of at least one well-known 
terrorism scholar. The table shows variables in the final model with p values <0.10.

Disciplinary distribution of courses: As shown in Figure 1, more than half (52%) of the courses 
explicitly or primarily on terrorism were in the field of Social Sciences (defined here to include 
political science, international relations, international studies, sociology, anthropology and 
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psychology), but almost one fifth (17%) were in the Humanities (including history, philosophy, 
religion, literature, film and drama). About 13% could be classified as falling under 
Interdisciplinary Studies (including freshmen seminars and area studies e.g. Middle Eastern 
Studies, African Studies, Latin American Studies). Relatively few fell under the rubric of Law 
and Criminal Justice (6%), or Pre-professional studies such as journalism and communications, 
security studies (4%), and natural sciences (4%).

Figure 1. Distribution of undergraduate terrorism primary courses by academic field

Notes: Primary terrorism course defined as one with the word “terrorism” in the title.

Broken down by discipline (Figure 2), the total number of courses with any terrorism content (in 
the text or title) was highest at the undergraduate level for political science (164), history (100), 
and international relations (92). Courses explicitly on terrorism were most frequent in political 
science (38), international relations (27) and sociology (18) followed by history (14). Only one 
institution in the national university sample (University of Maryland) offered a minor in 
Terrorism Studies and none offered a major. As shown in this figure, there were distinct 
disciplinary differences in the ratio of courses only peripherally on terrorism to those explicitly 
on the subject. For some disciplines (e.g. philosophy, anthropology, literature/drama, area 
studies, history) peripheral courses outnumbered explicit ones by as much as 6:1. However, for 
IR, political science and religion the ratio was closer to 3:1.
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Figure 2. Frequency of undergraduate terrorism courses (primary and secondary) by discipline

Notes

a.  Course primarily on terrorism defined as one with the word “terrorism” in the title; course secondarily on 
terrorism defined as one with the word “terrorism” only in the content of the course description.

b. Bars show total number of courses by discipline and breakdown for primary and secondary terrorism 
courses.

c. Basic science includes biology, microbiology, engineering, space sciences. International Relations includes 
courses in International Studies and in Global Studies. 

d. Data based on catalogue description for top-tier national universities (n=80) and liberal arts colleges 
(n=26).

Dominant topics. Figure 3 shows the relative rates of references to specific topics per 100 course 
descriptions of courses primarily on terrorism and per 100 course descriptions of courses only 
secondarily on the subject.
Dominant topics. Figure 3 shows the relative rates of references to specific topics per 100 course 

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 	
   	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Volume	
  6,	
  Issue	
  2

31	
  	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   May	
  2012



descriptions of courses primarily on terrorism and per 100 course descriptions of courses only 
secondarily on the subject.
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Figure 3. Dominant topics in undergraduate terrorism course descriptions

Notes: Bars show number of references to topics per 100 courses primarily on terrorism and per 100 courses 
secondarily on terrorism. Rates per 100 courses calculated from catalogue course descriptions of 90 courses 
primarily on terrorism and 329 courses secondarily on the subject at the 38 institutions in the sample with a 
minimum of 7 terrorism courses (primary or secondary). 
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These rates are based on adjusted totals of 90 courses primarily on terrorism and 329 secondary 
ones from the studied universities and colleges with at least seven undergraduate terrorism 
courses overall (n=38 institutions). While counts of key words from text descriptions in 
catalogues could be viewed as somewhat impressionistic, the results provide valuable insights 
into the ways terrorism courses are constructed and summarized for potential students. 
The most common words for courses primarily on terrorism in order were war, violence, 
counterterrorism, response and threat. The most common words for courses only secondarily on 
terrorism were war, policy, security, conflict and history. Although the word “war” dominated 
both lists, it was more than two times as frequent in the descriptions for courses only secondarily 
on terrorism compared to those explicitly or primarily on the subject. “Peace”, while it occurred 
more rarely, was also more common in the descriptions for secondary courses. Terrorism 
perpetrated by states (“state terrorism”) was not a dominant topic in the courses explicitly on 
terrorism. The concept of state terror, however, did appear relatively often courses secondarily on 
terrorism (especially in history, in the context of terror perpetrated by Nazi Germany, Stalinist 
Russia and some Latin American regimes).
The two types of courses referred to the “war on terror” about equally often. They also placed 
terrorism in the context of “insurgency” about equally often. However, they differed in their 
relative emphases on many other topics. For example, there was much more emphasis in the 
primary courses on terrorism as a “threat” and the construct was more often framed in terms of 
“violence.” The words “Islam” and “Islamic” and the events of “9-11” were more prominent. 
There was a greater emphasis on “terrorist organizations.” There was also a greater emphasis on 
recent events such as “9/11” as opposed to the past (“history”). In addition, there was a more 
frequent focus on terrorism as “crime” and on immediate prescriptive measures such as 
“counterterrorism” and “response.”
By contrast, courses only secondarily on terrorism placed more emphasis on contexts of 
“conflict”. They placed less emphasis on direct “response” and greater emphasis on more 
reflective measures such as “intelligence” and “policy.” In addition, they framed the subject of 
terrorism in broader contexts, e.g. social and political “movements” rather than terrorist 
“organizations.” They referred more often to “ethics” and “morality” and to issues of “human 
rights.” In addition, they focused more often on other broad constructs and processes that might 
affect the emergence or manifestation of terrorism e.g. “ethnic” issues, “culture”, “religion”, 
“development”, “democracy”, “economics,” and “globalization.”
Required readings and scholarly focus. There was no evidence from the syllabi review of courses 
explicitly on terrorism that non-academic texts dominated the required course readings. Most of 
the courses had 1-3 textbook requirements. Of these, two out of three on average were from 
scholarly (academic) presses and only one out of three were from general publication presses. 
Almost all required 2-3 additional weekly readings in the form of scholarly articles from journals 
or chapters from books. Among these, works by ten of a “core” 42 researchers, identified by 
Reid and Chen [10] as dominating the field as of 2003, appeared at least once. However, with the 
exceptions of now classic papers and chapters by Bruce Hoffmann and by Martha Crenshaw, the 
most frequently required readings were produced by a newer group of scholars not on that list. 
[40] Almost all of the courses focused primarily on non-state terrorism. Only two provided full 
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modules on state terrorism. There was no evidence, however, to support contentions made by 
advocates of Critical Terrorism Studies, that the concept of terrorism as a practice or 
phenomenon was not interrogated or challenged. Most (82%) contained a distinct module 
addressing the problem of defining terrorism. Fewer than half (40%) had a distinct module on 
bioterrorism and/or nuclear terrorism, but 70% had a module on suicide terrorism. About half 
(48%) emphasized case studies as a methodology in teaching.

Graduate Terrorism Courses
Number of Courses. Catalogue descriptions were more limited for graduate courses than for 
undergraduate courses. Within this constraint, data was available (if sometimes limited) for 76 of 
the 80 national universities. This set of data yielded 491 distinct graduate courses with terrorism 
content (in the title and/or text description of the course). Of these, 136 (28%) contained the 
word terrorism in the title and could be viewed as courses primarily on terrorism and the 
remaining 355 courses (72%) could be viewed as secondarily or more peripherally on the 
subject.
Compared to undergraduate programs, a lower proportion of the national universities studied 
offered at least one graduate course explicitly on terrorism (52% vs. 66%) and fewer (7 of 10 vs. 
9 of 10) appeared to offer courses with any terrorism content. These differences may have been a 
function of the more limited number of institutions with available data, the more specialized 
missions of graduate programs [41] or simply an artifact of using catalogue descriptions. (At the 
graduate level, course descriptions are often more condensed; they may only refer generally to a 
seminar or independent study). As at the undergraduate level, the overall number of graduate 
courses varied widely, in this case from 1-18 courses.
Most primary terrorism courses. The graduate programs with the most courses primarily on 
terrorism are listed in Table 5. As at the undergraduate level, Georgetown dominated the list with 
18 such courses, but 5 other graduate programs (including George Washington University, Johns 
Hopkins, University of Chicago, the University of Maryland College Park and Penn State) 
offered 6 or more courses and 13 institutions in all offered a core of 4 or more such courses. 
Most of these institutions (11 of 13) offered a security studies degree. Several hosted a terrorism 
related research center (TRC) and some (George Washington University, Northeastern, New 
York University, Penn State and U Maryland) offered both. These characteristics of the 
institutions help explain the higher number of primary courses. One or more terrorism courses 
may be required for a security degree or may fit into a terrorism research mission and the 
institution may decide to invest the time and resources to develop such courses.  In the case of 
Georgetown, where 7 of the 18 primary courses (39%) were law courses, this institution’s unique 
offerings in security law, international affairs and law and international human rights law may 
also have played a role in the number of primary graduate courses. [42]
Most courses overall. The graduate programs with the most courses overall (primary and 
secondary), identified from catalogue descriptions, are listed in Table 6. Among national 
universities Georgetown dominated the list, but several other private institutions (Harvard, New 
York University, George Washington University and Boston University) also showed very high 
numbers of courses with any terrorism content at all.  The exceptionally high number of courses 

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 	
   	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Volume	
  6,	
  Issue	
  2

35	
  	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   May	
  2012



found for Georgetown is likely to have been a function of two factors.  First, Georgetown (like 
Harvard, NYU and several other of the private institutions) offered longer (less condensed) 
course descriptions in its graduate course catalogues. As a result, it was easier to detect a large 
number of secondary courses with terrorism content. (Some of the public institutions may 
include as much or almost as much terrorism content in secondary courses, but it may not be 
identifiable in catalogue descriptions).   Second, Georgetown’s unique law offerings through its 
law center and its graduate programs in foreign service, as well as security studies and 
international affairs, are likely to have played a role. Twenty-eight (32%) of its 87 secondary 
terrorism courses (courses with terrorism content) were law courses, twenty (23%) were in 
security studies, 15 (17%) in government and international affairs and 11 (13%) were in its 
graduate foreign  service program.  Law courses also made up significant numbers of graduate 
courses with any terrorism content for American University (12 courses), University of 
Pennsylvania (9 courses), UCLA (9 courses), and Harvard (8 courses). 
Ratio. On average, the ratio of secondary graduate courses to primary ones was similar to that at 
the undergraduate level (3:1). Again, however, graduate programs differed in these ratios. At 
some institutions (e.g. Harvard, Yale and University of Pennsylvania), secondary courses were 
10-14 times as frequent as primary ones at the graduate level. At others, (e.g. the University of 
Maryland at College Park, Johns Hopkins and the University of Chicago) the reverse was the 
case and graduate courses explicitly on terrorism were seven times as frequent as courses only 
secondarily on the subject. These differences are likely to be a function of the broader missions 
of the former institutions and the more specialized offerings in security and terrorism in the 
latter. However, they could also be a function of differences in how much information is 
provided in catalogue descriptions.
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Institution Number of Primary
Terrorism Courses

Georgetown 18
George Washington U 10
Johns Hopkins 7
U Chicago 7
U Maryland College Park 7
Penn State 6
New York University 5
Baylor 4
Boston University 4
Duke University 4
Northeastern University 4
Northwestern 4
Tulane 4
American University 3
Columbia University 3
Case Western 3
Rutgers 3
Syracuse 3
U Pittsburgh 3
U Texas Austin 3
UCLA 3

Table 5. Institutions with the most primary terrorism courses, graduate level

Notes: Based on study sample of graduate programs associated with 76 top-ranked national universities, 2010-2011. 
Primary terrorism courses defined as courses explicitly on terrorism, i.e. with the word “terrorism” in the title of the 
course. Includes graduate programs with 3 or more such courses. Courses with multiple sections and ones cross-
listed across departments are only counted once. 

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 	
   	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Volume	
  6,	
  Issue	
  2

37	
  	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   May	
  2012



Institution Number of Terrorism Courses
(Primary & Secondary)

Georgetown 105

Harvard U 29
NYU 24
George Washington U 23
Boston U 20
Northeastern 18
UCLA 18
American U 14
Northwestern 12
Penn State 12
Yale U 11
Case Western 10
Princeton U 10
Tulane U 10
U Michigan 10
U Pennsylvania 10

Table 6. Institutions with 10 or more graduate courses on terrorism overall

Based on study sample of graduate programs associated with 76 top-ranked national universities, 2010-2011. 
Primary terrorism courses defined as courses explicitly on terrorism, i.e. with the word “terrorism” in the title of the 
course. Secondary terrorism courses defined as ones with the word “terrorism” only in the course description. 
Includes graduate programs with 3 or more such courses. This is a conservative listing since courses with multiple 
sections and ones cross-listed across departments are only counted once.

Institutional Predictors. Region and Security Studies were the only variables which accounted 
for a significant proportion of the variance in terrorism courses at the graduate level when all 
institutions (n=76) were considered. Examination of the residuals revealed one significant outlier 
for the number of terrorism courses (the numbers of explicit and all courses were 3 SD above the 
mean for the group) and the analysis was recalculated excluding that institution. The results of 
the regression analyses, excluding the outlier, are shown in Table 7. These results indicate that 
that when the other predictor variables were held constant, three variables (location in the Mid-
Atlantic, the presence of a Security Studies program, and the presence of a Terrorism Research 
Center and) explained 43% of the variability in the number of primary terrorism courses. The 
same three variables, with the addition of regional location in the Northeast, explained 27% of 
the variability in all terrorism courses (primary and secondary).
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Dependent 
Variable
Dependent 
Variable

Standardized 
coefficient

t p

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses Region (Mid-Atlantic) 1.7 4.5 0.0001

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Terrorism Research 
Center

0.7 3.0 0.004

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Security studies 0.7 3.1 0.002

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

Primary 
Terrorism
Courses

R2=0.43   F (df 3,71) =18.1, p<0.0001R2=0.43   F (df 3,71) =18.1, p<0.0001R2=0.43   F (df 3,71) =18.1, p<0.0001R2=0.43   F (df 3,71) =18.1, p<0.0001

All TerrorismAll Terrorism Region (Mid-Atlantic) 2.8 2.1 0.04
CoursesCourses Region (Northeast) 1.7 2.4 0.02CoursesCourses

Terrorism Research 
Center

1.7 2.1 0.04
CoursesCourses

Security studies 1.6 2.1 0.04
R2=0.25   F (df 4,70) =6.0, p<0.0004R2=0.25   F (df 4,70) =6.0, p<0.0004R2=0.25   F (df 4,70) =6.0, p<0.0004R2=0.25   F (df 4,70) =6.0, p<0.0004

Table 7. Stepwise regression of graduate terrorism courses by institutional characteristics

No. of institutions = 75. The dependent variables are the numbers of primary terrorism courses and all terrorism 
courses (primary and secondary). The following 8 variables were permitted to enter the regression: funding source, 
ranking, regional location, size of undergraduate student body, presence of a terrorism research center, security or 
peace studies degree or program and presence of at least one well-known terrorism scholar. The table shows 
variables in the final model with p <0.10.

Distribution of Courses. As shown in Figures 4 and 5, the field and disciplinary profiles of 
graduate terrorism courses differed in important ways from those at the undergraduate level. 
Much larger proportions of explicit (primary) courses were in the fields of Law and Criminal 
justice (43% vs. 6 %) while lower proportions were in the Social Sciences (27% vs. 52%) and 
humanities (6% vs. 17%). Surprisingly, considering the security image of Terrorism Studies, only 
6% of graduate courses explicitly on terrorism could be classified as belonging in the field of 
Security or military studies. There were 3 times as many courses at the graduate level in other 
Professional fields e.g. health sciences, communications, urban planning, engineering (15% vs. 
4%). Overall, these differences are in line with the more career-oriented focus of graduate 
degrees compared to undergraduate ones.
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Figure 4. Distribution of graduate courses by academic field (primary courses only)

Note: Based on study sample of 76 national universities with graduate studies programs, 2010-2011.

Broken down by discipline (Figure 5), the highest numbers of courses explicitly on terrorism 
were in law and criminal justice (56) followed by international relations/studies (22), health 
sciences (12) and political science (11). Among graduate courses with any terrorism content in 
the text or title the highest numbers were in law and criminal justice (189), international relations 
or international studies (69), security (46) and the health sciences including public health (34). 
The high number of graduate terrorism courses in law and criminal justice compared to the social 
sciences in general may reflect a consensus at this level that terrorism is best addressed in terms 
of criminal and legal constructs (as opposed, for example, to political ones) or it may simply be a 
function of allocating more resources to develop courses in marketable career fields and fewer to 
less marketable research oriented ones. As at the undergraduate level, there were distinct 
disciplinary differences in the ratio of secondary courses to primary ones. For security studies the 
ratio was almost 5:1. However, for law and the health sciences it was closer to 3:1 while for 
international relations it was closer to 2:1.
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Figure 5. Frequency of graduate terrorism courses by academic discipline

Notes: Based on study sample of 76 institutions with graduate programs; courses primarily on terrorism defined as 
courses with “terrorism” in title. Courses secondarily on terrorism defined as ones only with “terrorism in text of 
course description. Basic science includes biology, microbiology, engineering, space sciences. Health Sciences 
includes public health, nursing, and medicine.

Discussion
This study focuses on a relatively understudied area, namely the teaching component of 
Terrorism Studies. The study has several limitations. First, it is limited to one academic year 
(2010-2011). As such it only provides a snapshot at one point in time. Since university curricula 
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change from year to year, inclusion of other years could have produced different results. There is 
good evidence that the number of university courses on terrorism exploded in the U.S. in the 
immediate aftermath of 9/11. Gordon, for example reports that UCLA had 50 terrorism-related 
courses the following academic year. [43] The results presented here suggest that this trend may 
have moderated.
Second, the study is limited to a small sample of colleges and universities in the U.S. that are 
ranked at the top of the U.S. News and World Reports ranking system. Although these 
institutions have long been thought to set trends, the strength of their influence on other 
institutions in the U.S. and elsewhere is a matter of increasing debate. [44] Extension of the 
study to a wider range of colleges and universities in the U.S. and abroad could have generated 
different results in terms of numbers and topics. A recent Homeland Security report lists as many 
as 56 academic institutions are currently addressing homeland security, defense and terrorism in 
their curricula. [45] Of these only four (Johns Hopkins, Penn State, University of Connecticut 
and University of Washington) are included in this study. Other reports estimate that as many as 
271 higher education institutions offered Homeland Security degrees or certificates with content 
on terrorism in 2009. It is unclear whether the mix of courses in such programs would or would 
not mirror those in the study reported here. Some of these programs may offer certificate or 
graduate degrees that are more skills-oriented, targeted to combating terrorism. [46]  The 
frequency and mix of terrorism courses in European institutions may also differ significantly 
from the U.S. profile. [47]
Third, many terrorism courses are cross-listed across two or more departments. They may be 
listed under political science, but also under international relations, sociology or even religion. 
Course catalogues also frequently describe multiple sections of a course more than once. Since 
this study counted cross-listed courses and multiple sections only once, it has the potential to 
underestimate the overall frequency of courses on terrorism as well as the number in some 
disciplines.
Fourth, the results could have been distorted by the study’s use of text descriptions of courses on 
terrorism or with terrorism content in course catalogues. In a few cases, course descriptions were 
not available. Only titles of courses were provided. Additionally, some universities (e.g. Harvard) 
offered long and rich (3-4 paragraph) descriptions of each course. Others, especially very large 
universities, e.g. (Penn State, U California Berkeley) often gave only condensed (1-2 line) 
descriptions. These differences could have led to underestimation of the number of courses with 
terrorism content for some universities and may also have led to underestimation of key terms 
related to dominant topics.
Fifth, following recommendations made by Martha Crenshaw [48] and adopted by the Task 
Force on Political Violence and Terrorism of the American Political Science Association, 
terrorism content is now often subsumed in political science and international relations curricula 
under the rubric “political violence” and may not be visible in catalogue course descriptions in 
political science courses.
Despite these limitations, the study has several important strengths including its systematic 
approach, its inclusion of different types of higher education institutions (e.g. liberal arts colleges 
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as well as national universities) and its effort to separate out courses uniquely on terrorism from 
those only secondarily on the subject at undergraduate and graduate levels.
Overall, the results suggest that top ranked academic institutions in the U.S. are visibly but still 
somewhat cautiously committed to offering content on terrorism in their curricula. While two-
thirds of the national universities offered at least one distinct undergraduate course explicitly on 
terrorism and 52% offered at least one distinct graduate course, most offered only one or two 
courses specifically on terrorism in 2010-2011. For the most part, terrorism was addressed 
secondarily as one topic among other topics in courses on other subjects. This pattern was 
especially apparent in liberal arts colleges where the ratio of primary to secondary terrorism 
courses was 6:1 and at national universities with some of the highest US News and World 
Reports rankings (e.g. Harvard, Yale and Stanford) where the ratios of primary to secondary 
courses was at least 5:1. 
Placing terrorism content in other courses may signal recognition that terrorism is still a 
contested concept [49] or reflect a tacit policy of “reticence” towards using the word terrorism in 
course titles because of its negative connotations and more specifically because it “implies a 
political judgment about the legitimacy of actors and their actions.” [50] On the other hand, 
departments and programs may place terrorism within courses on other subjects because they 
believe that the topic is best studied in the context of other constructs and problems (e.g. political 
violence) or because of the missions of individual institutions. (In the U.S., liberal arts colleges 
are generally committed to a broad education, but some of America’s national universities, 
including Harvard, Yale and Stanford, are multitier structures that have evolved to contain 
colleges with a broad mission and universities with more a more specialized focus.[51]).
About 20% (17/80) of the top-tier national universities studied here have clearly made a niche 
for undergraduate courses on terrorism. These institutions offer 4 or more courses explicitly on 
the subject. A slightly smaller proportion (17%) (13/76) of the graduate programs offered at least 
4 distinct courses explicitly on terrorism.
The R squares for the exploratory stepwise regressions of institutional characteristics on the 
number of terrorism courses were low, indicating that the studied characteristics explained only a 
small percentage of the variability (24-43%) in the number of terrorism courses. This result is 
likely to be a function of the relatively small but diverse set of institutions used. It should not be 
taken to mean that the characteristics identified as relevant are meaningless. As James Colton 
and Keith Bower observe, a small R square indicates that not everything was explained, but a 
few important variables were identified.[52]
The presence of a well-known terrorism scholar showed the strongest associations and was 
significantly related to the number of explicit courses and to the number of courses with any 
terrorism content at the undergraduate level. This finding suggests that terrorism knowledge 
dissemination tends to be furthered when the knowledge producers are on campus. Institutional 
size was also identified as having an influence (large institutions were associated with more 
explicit terrorism courses). This result is likely to be a function of more resources in large 
institutions. Three other variables (the presence of a security studies or peace studies program 
and regional location in the Mid-Atlantic, near the nation's capitol) showed similar but non-
significant effects for the number of explicit courses. The presence of a peace or peace and 
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conflict studies program clearly enhanced the number of courses with any terrorism content 
(primary and secondary courses) for undergraduates. This finding was an interesting one given 
the growing and now sometimes contested coordination of activities between the peace and 
conflict and security sectors. [53] 
At the graduate level, regional location in the Mid-Atlantic had the strongest effects on the 
number of explicit courses and all courses, but the presence of a security studies program and the 
presence of a Terrorism Research Center also showed significant independent effects enhancing 
the number of graduate terrorism courses overall. The high concentration of courses in the Mid-
Atlantic is understandable since this region can more easily draw on security and policy experts 
in the nation’s capitol than institutions at a greater distance. There may also be greater demand in 
the mid-Atlantic since students (and faculty) see opportunities to influence terrorism policy when 
they are near the capitol. On the other hand, this heavy concentration in one region also speaks to 
the need for academic institutions at a greater distance from the capitol to develop more courses 
on terrorism and with terrorism content.   
Within the universities and colleges studied, there was wide variation across disciplines in the 
extent to which terrorism was treated as a primary or secondary course topic. In disciplines such 
as political science, international relations, communications and religion, primary courses (those 
with terrorism in the title) constituted 25-30% of all courses with any terrorism content. In 
history, however, courses primary courses constituted only about 14% of all courses with 
terrorism content. This distribution in history departments is unfortunate given growing criticism 
that Terrorism Studies have become too focused on contemporary terrorism and ignore valuable 
lessons of the past. [54]
On the other hand, the overall multi-disciplinarity of terrorism courses, explicit and peripheral, is 
encouraging. Terrorism research has previously been criticized for being too narrowly 
concentrated in a few disciplines, namely political science, international relations and security 
studies. The multi-disciplinary of terrorism research, however, may be one of its strengths. The 
results presented here on the teaching component of undergraduate Terrorism Studies bodes well 
for generating new cohorts of graduate students who may study the topic from a wide diversity 
of perspectives including anthropology, sociology, economics, philosophy, religion, peace 
studies, area studies, basic sciences and communications.
The perspective that the study of terrorism focuses too narrowly on terrorism “from 
below” (ignoring state terrorism) [10], "exceptionalizes 9/11" and so-called “Islamic” or 
“Islamist” terrorism and is overly prescriptive [55] was largely supported in the review of 
dominant topics in the texts of catalogue descriptions of courses explicitly (primarily) on 
terrorism. However, the results suggested that courses secondarily or more peripherally on the 
subject were more likely to frame terrorism in broader contexts incorporating “religion” in 
general (rather than Islam in particular) and other broad constructs such as “democracy”, 
“development” and “globalization.”
The syllabi review of undergraduate courses explicitly on terrorism indicated a strong emphasis 
on scholarly publications and wide readings well beyond the "core" once thought to dominate the 
field. There was no evidence from this review that courses explicitly on terrorism focused only 
or even predominantly on strategic threats or Osama bin Laden. Further, the presumption put 
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forth recently by Dixit and Stump, that terrorism courses in the U.S. do not, as a rule, interrogate 
terrorism (i.e. question the assumptions behind the concept) [56] was not supported in this 
sample of syllabi from top-tier universities and colleges. In fact, the syllabi review indicated that 
88% of the courses, even ones requiring the textbooks cited by Dixit and Strump, contained 
specific modules on the challenge of defining terrorism.
Going forward, what do the results mean for the academic development of Terrorism Studies? 
The evolution of “studies” programs into disciplines is a complex process in part because the 
concept of academic discipline is itself “neither simple nor undisputed.” [57] The term discipline 
as Krishnan points out, comes from the Latin word discipulus, which means pupil, and 
disciplina, which means teaching (noun). Krishnan observes that as a verb it means “training 
someone to follow a rigorous set of instructions, but also punishing and enforcing obedience.” As 
such, it has a moral dimension that “defines how people should behave or think.” At an academic 
level, disciplines are most often visibly associated with subjects taught at universities but usually 
have to meet five other criteria including the presence of 1) an object of research 2) a body of 
accumulated specialist knowledge 3) theories and concepts related to that knowledge 4) specific 
terminology 5) specific agreed on research methods. Not all disciplines meet all of the above 
criteria. English literature, for example, as Krishnan observes, “lacks a unifying theoretical 
paradigm or method and a definable stable object of research but still passes as an academic 
discipline.” Criminology too, although viewed as a discipline, lacks one “overarching theory that 
explains all the complexities of crime” and draws on a multiplicity of perspectives. [58] 
However, as Krishnan further points out, the more “boxes a discipline can tick, the more likely it 
becomes that a certain field of academic enquiry becomes a recognized discipline capable of 
reproducing itself and building upon a growing body of its own scholarship.” In general, when a 
discipline is called “studies”, it usually means that it “falls short of some of the above mentioned 
criteria.” Such studies disciplines can go on to discipline themselves or remain “undisciplined” 
as some studies programs (e.g. Women’s Studies) consciously chose to do in the 1970s.[ 59] 
Some studies programs may come to be perceived as disciplines as has happened with Peace & 
Conflict Studies.
Whether Terrorism Studies will or should go on to become a distinct discipline is still unclear. 
This study demonstrates that the field meets the minimum criterion of a taught subject. While 
debate continues about the ability of the subject to meet the other five criteria, the fact that 
content on terrorism is taught across so many disciplines suggests that it is still best constituted 
as an interdisciplinary field. Such fields, as Julie Thompson Klein points out, are well suited to 
the task of trying to “answer complex questions” and trying “to solve problems that are beyond 
the scope of any one discipline.” [60]  Although progression from multi-disciplinarity to inter-
disciplinarity takes time and, in Klein’s words, requires moving through a series of stages 
(including “playing the old songs,” playing “the glass bead game” of building common jargon 
and finally coming to synthesis) an interdisciplinary paradigm may be particularly well suited to 
Terrorism Studies because of its potential to bridge the current divide between ‘mainstream’ and 
‘Critical Terrorism Studies.’
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Conclusion
The future of Terrorism Studies depends on generating new cohorts of scholars and the 
production of this cohort depends at least in part on the availability of teaching faculty and 
courses on terrorism. This study investigated the still relatively unstudied area of the curricular 
component of Terrorism Studies. Future research on the subject could be enhanced by extending 
investigations such as the current one to a larger range of colleges and universities in the U.S., by 
conducting cross-national studies of terrorism courses and programs, by looking at differences in 
traditional and newer online courses, and by examining changes in the frequency and dominant 
topics of terrorism courses over time. Studies over time, in particular, could help us better gauge 
the evolving state and maturity of the Terrorism Studies field. To further measure growth in 
institutional commitment and the unique relationship between teaching (knowledge 
dissemination) and research (knowledge production), data should be collected on the number of 
faculty, researchers and graduate students that different institutions send each year to national 
and international conferences (e.g. ISA) to present scholarly papers on the subject of terrorism. 
Since no two institutions or degree programs (nor the faculty within them) are alike, quantitative 
analyses such as the ones presented here should also be paired with thorough qualitative analyses 
to enrich our understanding of the field of Terrorism Studies and how it has evolved (and 
continues to evolve). In addition, since research can benefit from a better understanding of the 
challenges of teaching a subject, qualitative work on the experiences faced by faculty trying to 
clarify content on the subject to students is recommended. 
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