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Preparing for academic practice or not: differences in doctoral student motivations and trajectories
In various professional fields with growing numbers of doctoral students (e.g. in business studies, education, fields related to medicine, or social work) there may be various sorts of ‘early career academics’ - as well as many who are undertaking a research degree mainly for personal interest and who do not intend to work in universities (Usher, 2002). The ‘academics’ include: full-time students who are seconded from jobs in universities abroad; part-time home students who have moved from professional careers to teach in higher education, who need to acquire a PhD; as well as some young research officers who are writing their own theses alongside employment on a project.
This paper will draw on a follow-up study of doctoral students from the Institute of Education in London (who completed in 1992, 1997 and 2002) and a review of the literature on UK doctoral students’ experiences conducted for the Higher Education Academy in 2006 (Leonard et al, 2006), to compare and contrast the experiences of these various groups – a present gap in the literature. It will look at the changes in students’ experiences through the 1990s and early 2000s and how these fit with the differences in different types of doctoral students’ motivations for undertaking a doctorate; in what they hoped to learn when they started and what in retrospect they see as the costs and benefits of doctoral study; and in the use have they subsequently made of the qualification and their research findings.
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