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Doctoral student experience: Events that contribute to feeling like an academic
Context: Despite national variation in program structures, doctoral education can be conceived as a form of workplace learning (Pare et al 2006), with different workplace activities representing opportunities for learning about what it is to be an academic. Underlying our inquiry is the notion that academic ‘work’ is a core aspect of identity. In developing identity, one looks to one’s academic community for recognition, and learns to reconcile potential conflicts between individual and collective values and practices (Henkel 2000). This study set out to address questions not fully addressed in prior research, focusing on student experiences that are productive in their coming to feel like academics. When and where do such experiences occur? And with whom?
Purpose: We report student perceptions of the most significant event in a week that influenced their sense of being an academic. We contrast this with reported difficulties experienced, and how students dealt with them. Further, we examine the extent to which such events and challenges arise within specific structural contexts, particularly, national variation in program structures.
Method: This study involves doctoral students in social sciences in a research-intensive university in Canada and the UK. Data are drawn from weekly logs completed by 24 participants over a period of several months, detailing the activities engaged in during a one-week period.
Results: Events that made students feel most like an academic can be characterized as representing teaching, research and career development. Reasons offered for the meaningfulness of these events varied from a) actually making a contribution to a community, whether disciplinary, institutional or societal, b) receiving specific positive feedback on work, c) seeing models of success in those similar to oneself. Differences in experiences between Canadian and UK students that represent particular program structures are sub-themes of these broad categories, e.g., in the UK, much attention is directed at ‘transfer of status papers’ whereas in Canada, attention is on ‘comprehensive questions’.
In contrast to these experiences are reports of student difficulties and how they were dealt with. The most common theme was lack of time with attempts to reconcile the multiple demands of different activities. Again, differences manifested between the two contexts; teaching as a responsibility was a frequent source of challenge in Canada (where graduate students frequently teach) but rarely mentioned in the UK (where teaching is less frequently a graduate activity).
Significance: These findings are insightful in understanding students’ ‘imagined identities’ (Norton, 2001) - their projections of what it is to be academic, what they may become. Further, the cross-national context affords robustness in understanding the situated nature of doctoral students’ experiences.
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