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This paper considers what we know about individual motivations for becoming an academic, examining in particular postgraduates and early career academics. It will also highlight where some of the gaps are currently and reflect on how these might be filled in terms of both the research agenda and methodologies used.
As researchers and academics, we spend surprisingly little time considering the field in which we ourselves work (Blaxter et al. 1995) and I have found that some challenge the need to research our own practice in a critical and reflexive way. However, with the growing impact of change and shifting perceptions of academic work (e.g. Deem and Lucas, 2007; Harris, 2005), and with the PhD/Doctorate no longer so widely viewed as preparation for an academic career (UKGRAD Programme, 2006), it is important to form a better understanding of the perceived attractions and disincentives of academic careers. Such knowledge might not only inform national policy, but could support recruitment and retention to maintain the quality of higher education. These are issues that have to some extent been considered within countries such as the USA and Australia but have not been so widely examined in the UK.
The three key sources of data drawn upon in this paper will be: 1) a review of the existing literature on academic careers and motivations, 2) interviews conducted with postgraduates and newer academics and 3) a research synthesis I am currently undertaking for the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and Research Councils UK (RCUK) to examine what we know about the career choices made by UK PhD graduates. Whilst this latter research is still underway, the indications are that there is a relatively limited understanding of the choices that are made among postgraduates. More than half of all doctoral graduates leave academia on completing their studies (UK GRAD Programme, 2006), but it is not clear that we fully understand issues such as whether they considered an academic career, why/ why not and, if so, whether they were successful in entering that. It is here that I draw on data from my own smaller scale research on academic careers in order to reflect on the reasons individuals had for pursuing an academic career. The focus here is on newer academics, but I will also consider the reasons that more established academics gave, in retrospect, for undertaking an academic career and if there are any apparent differences between the “generations” of academics interviewed.
References:

Blaxter, L., Hughes, C. and Tight, M. (1995) Telling it How it is: Accounts of Academic Life, Higher Education Quarterly, 52(3): 300-315.

Deem, R. and Lucas, L. (2007) Research and teaching cultures in two contrasting UK policy contexts: Academic life in Education Departments in five English and Scottish universities, Higher Education, 54(1): 115-133.

Harris, S. (2005) 'Rethinking academic identities in neo-liberal times', Teaching in Higher Education, 10 (4): 421-33.

UK GRAD Programme (2006) What do PhDs Do?: 2004 analysis of first destinations for PhD graduates, UK GRAD Programme.







