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Abstract

To prepare the next generation of academics is considered the primary function of 
doctoral education. This study attempts to identify the role of doctoral study on the 
path of academics. The data were collected by the in-depth interview of Ph.D. graduates 
who had achieved their doctor degree of education successfully at Palacký University 
Olomouc in the past decade. The life stories of seven interviewees were included in 
analyzing by coding process. Six categories were generalized under three themes based 
on the grounded theory.
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1 Introduction

The doctoral degree is necessarily needed for most of the academic positions at the 
university or research institutions. Although there are a range of roles for Ph.D. gradu-
ates based on the doctoral study programme of education, the academic is the primary 
pursuit. Graduate education is considered as the period of “anticipatory socialization” 
(Van Maanen, 1983). The socialization that occurs during graduate education contrib-
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utes to how faculty members understand their work and assume their professional roles 
(Austin & McDaniels, 2002). The Ph.D. students are experiencing several socialization 
processes simultaneously: socialization to the role of graduate student, socialization 
to the academic life and the academic profession, and socialization to a specifi c disci-
pline or fi eld (Staton & Darling, 1989). Through formal and informal opportunities, the 
socialization occurs as doctoral students learn knowledge and skills required for work 
in the fi eld, interact with faculty and student peers, and integrate into the activities of 
their fi elds (Weidman & Twale & Stein, 2001).

However, the study experience is not planned in a way that specifi cally prepares for 
professional development of identity. On the one hand, doctoral education is character-
ized by a lack of systematically and developmentally organized preparation experiences 
(Austin & McDaniels, 2006). On the other hand, the Ph.D. students fail to receive feed-
back to clearly explain their performance (Lovitts, 2004). The nature of academic career 
is lack of attention in the process of Ph.D. study (Golde & Dore, 2001). Therefore, the pre-
vious research fi ndings raised the essential concern about the preparation process and 
effi  ciency of doctoral study on the path to the professoriat for Ph.D. students. However, 
qualitative, ethnographic studies, especially ongoing and longitudinal investigations, 
have been overlooked in the fi eld of graduate education research (Malaney, 1988). 
Future research on graduate education would benefi t from the inclusion of a variety of 
voices and perspectives both inside and outside of higher education (Wulff  & Austin, 
2004). This study presents the role of doctoral study on Ph.D. graduates’ career path of 
academics with specifi c attention on the subject of education.

As the aim of the doctoral study programme of education at Palacký University, this 
programme is to prepare qualifi ed specialists of scientifi c research and independent 
creative activities to solve theoretical and practical problems in the fi eld of education. 
And the Ph.D. graduates might work as qualifi ed teachers at universities as independent 
creative workers in educational research, etc. It is obvious that the focus of the doctoral 
study is not only to improve the knowledge of methodology but also on extension 
the theoretical outlook in the fi eld of educational research. Therefore, the mastery of 
knowledge and ability is essentially centralized as the cognitive domain as well as the 
value of professionalism as the emotional domain on the path to the academics. In the 
previous publication of the author, the emotional impact of doctoral study of education 
was already deeply investigated especially on the professional value and self-cognition 
of Ph.D. graduates (Li, 2014). In the article, three identity eff ects brought from the doc-
toral study of education are listed as the cognition of education as a subject of science, 
identifi cation of themselves as an educational researcher, and confi rmation of doing 
research as a life style in Ph.D. graduates’ academic career. And the author emphasized 
that these three aspects are connected and interacted with each other through the 
proceeding of doctoral study. Hence, the knowledge and ability were concentrated on 
in this study which was interpreted from the doctoral study of education by the Ph.D. 
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graduates on the path to the academics. Moreover, the theory was conducted on the 
basis of these two domains including the cognitive and emotional impact of doctoral 
study on the Ph.D. graduates’ academic path.

2 Methodology

The study addresses Ph.D. students’ experience of the doctoral study programme of 
education particularly on their perspective of the role in their path to the academics. 
Two research questions are mainly focused on. What was learned cognitively by the 
Ph.D. graduates from their doctoral study? What is the impact of the doctoral study on 
the Ph.D. graduates’ professional path to the academics?

The respondents of this study are Ph.D. graduates who fi nished the doctoral study 
programme of education from Palacký University Olomouc during the last ten years. 
As English speakers with C1 level, ten graduates were invited and seven of them were 
interviewed. Five out of seven of them are currently employed as academic staff  at the 
university and the other two respondents are researchers at other educational institu-
tions in the Czech Republic.

The specifi c scheme follows seven stages of an interviewing process which includes 
thermalizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying and report-
ing (Kvale, 1996). The respondents were told clearly the purpose and process of the 
interview fi rstly. The interview outline was settled by a set of topics based on the CIPO 
(Context-Inputs-Process-Outputs) model (Scheerens, 1990) and been divided into three 
areas, the experience before the doctoral study of education, the experience during the 
doctoral study of education and the experience after the doctoral study of education, 
with diff erences brought from the doctoral study process. Based on the framework of 
three periods of experience, the lightly-structured outline of inquiry was generalized in 
the depth interview (Wengraf, 2001, pp. 111–113). The whole interview was recorded 
and transcribed then from taped into the written form. The experience and perception 
of the Ph.D. graduates is generalized as their life stories.

On the basis of the grounded theory, the analysis process was inductively devel-
oped (Glaster & Strauss, 2006; Pidgeon & Henwood, 2004). Firstly, the transcribed materi-
als of each graduate were analyzed initially with open coding by two independent and 
experienced researchers in the fi rst circle and discussed with each other in the second 
circle. Two analytic procedures are fundamental for generalization of the concepts in 
the coding process, including the “making of comparisons” and “asking of questions” 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, pp. 62–63). The categories were developed in terms of their 
properties and dimensions to recognize the relationship between the categories and 
subcategories systematically. Secondly, axial coding was developed in an organizing 
scheme including conditions, actions/interactions, and consequences (Strauss & Corbin, 
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1998, p. 128). However, the frame may extend or limit the vision (Chamaz, 2006, p. 61). 
By means of the paradigm model, the subcategories are linked into a category in a set 
of relationships above. Thirdly, the grounded theory was built upon the core categories 
at a higher, more abstract level of analysis by selective coding. A new life story of the 
Ph.D. graduates of education is recreated with centralized concern of a general descrip-
tive overview of the study experience (Goodley, et al., 2004). The theory was laid out 
with the foundation of the combined relationship between categories as well as their 
properties and dimensions.

3 Findings

The researchers intended to uncover the experience of the Ph.D. graduates during their 
doctoral studies and after graduation. Being analyzed by open coding in the fi rst circle, 
axial coding in the second circle and selective coding in the third circle, the categories 
were generalized as three main activities including “learning methodology of research”, 
“teaching basic subjects of education” and “research for the dissertation” to show the 
process of learning in the doctoral study programme of education. Furthermore, the 
model of impact of doctoral study on the professional path of academics is formulated 
in three themes including “theoretical learning”, “pedagogical practice”, and “academic 
research” under two domains of “professional ability” and “scientifi c disposition”.

3.1 Learning process in the doctoral study programme

The experience of studying in the doctoral study programme is generalized in the 
following chart to show the result of analyzing. The subcategories are related by the 
scheme including “conditions”, “action/interactions” and “categories”. And the subcat-
egories are concluded through the coding process of the life stories especially on the 
studying experience of the doctoral programme of education (see Chart 1). Addition-
ally, the content of interview will be written in italic type in the following explanation 
of the scheme.
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Category 1: Learning methodology of research

During the studying of the doctoral programme of education, there are several exams 
to pass for each of the Ph.D. students. One of them is “research methodology”. “The most 
diffi  cult one was methodology. But I think the most important thing we did was reading 
a lot of books for what I need for my study.” The study is concentrated on and guided by 
the needs of dissertation. As the lack of knowledge and experience of research, it is the 
hardest exam for the students in general. “It would be much easier if I knew something in 
advance, because I had to spend a lot of time studying in the library.”

Although some courses are provided in the study programme, it seems to be in-
suffi  cient for them. “We didn’t have much methodology as Ph.D. students. In the doctoral 
studies, there was only a one-semester methodology course. The courses were held once 
in fi fteen days. That’s all.” The seminar helps simultaneously. “We had some seminars 
on research methodology and one subject called ‘Methodology’. There was a person who 
fi nally came to you and said that you were not good and needed to think more about it. It 
was the best and only one we had about the methodology. That was the exact date when 
I started to go the library and read books to fi nd how to do it about methodology actually.” 
However, the students have to study by their own most of the time. “The examiner 
always only gave us some basic information of subjects. It was up to us if we would like to 
learn more or not.” And the way of learning turns to be self-learning and the trial-and-
error method. “We really had to look for books to read and learn by ourselves. I think 80% of 
what I learned about methodology was from books. I thought all of us had little knowledge 
about methodology, so we made a lot of mistakes in our research. We tried every way we 
found and gave up the wrong ones gradually. That’s how we found the right one actually. 
It was not an easy job. I changed my dissertation at least twice completely.”

In addition to independent learning, the Ph.D. students consult other internal and 
external teachers specialized in the related areas as well. “I tried to discuss my project 
with other teachers of the institute. And they helped me indeed. I always tried to ask them if 
they had time to discuss with me and they did… So I had to try to contact people at another 
university and asked help from some people teaching there who focused more on … But 
the teachers working there didn’t really like to help me and they just asked me to read this 
book and that book. And that’s all.” The opportunity to attend the academic conference 
is also a way to get feedback from the experts and other students. “We had to go to 
some conferences. They gave me a lot of feedback but without much information or positive 
suggestion. They just told me that it could be good or bad but they never know, and it could 
be good but you will fi nd more things if you think more about it. I think they never tell you 
directly their opinion about the work. And there were usually seminars for Ph.D. students 
at the conference. It was great.”

The mastering of methodology increases in proceeding ways of learning. “I was quite 
scared about my study at the third time. I was afraid that it would be bad again because 
it was the fi nal decision. I would stop my studies if it was bad again. However, they said it 
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was great on my state exam. I think it was quite easy to answer their questions for me.” It 
is verifi ed to be a positive end of the learning process at least for the dissertation. “The 
last year’s study and the fi nal defence of my dissertation were quite easy for me to fi nd the 
right way and do the research as I planned.”

Category 2: Teaching basic subjects of education

For the second category of “teaching basic subjects of education”, it is another compul-
sory task of the Ph.D. students in the doctoral programme of education. “And we had 
some task to teach courses for bachelor and master students at the faculty as Ph.D. students. 
I taught master students of Pedagogy for a whole semester and some other subjects for two 
hours sometimes”. “It was part of the deal to receive the scholarship I think. All of the Ph.D. 
students taught at least one seminar on other subjects.” In preparing their teaching, the 
guidance is provided by an experienced teacher of the specifi c subject. “In teaching 
the statistics, the professor gave us the syllabus and we didn’t change so much. He told us 
what to teach and gave us materials he was using in teaching. We used the book written 
by him. We prepared it each week with his guidance. And we also tested the students at the 
end of the semester to get passed or failed.” However, there is not always such guidance. 
“I prepared the teaching, taught what I wanted, and examined them by myself. Everything 
was fresh for me so that I had to fi nd a topic, collected all of the information of it and pre-
pared the presentation even I had learned it before.” It is a time-consuming task for Ph.D. 
students. “We tried to do what he would do because we didn’t have time or experience 
or knowledge to prepare anything else. So we were rather happy that he gave us all the 
materials to teach. The teaching was once a week, maybe a 50-minutes lesson. I have to 
spend at least 50 or longer to prepare it.”

An important change of self-cognition happens during the teaching experience. “In 
these three years’ study, I experienced a big change of the role from a student to a teacher at 
the university at least in my mind. At that moment, I knew I had to teach as a Ph.D. student. 
It was a big problem for me to change my role from a student to a teacher, because I had to 
be act like a teacher. I was a student as well as a teacher in a period. Although it took a long 
time to learn how to behave as a teacher, I learned when I started to teach. I started to feel 
that I was a teacher at the university when I studied the doctoral programme. The experi-
ence made you feel like a teacher.” It becomes a prior practice for the future job. “I think 
it was necessary to teach at the university as a Ph.D. student studying Pedagogy, because 
it was only good to have doctoral studies when you wanted to work at the university. So 
you should try teaching as well. I think we should have some competency in teaching but 
there were always problems because it doesn’t mean you are a good teacher when you are 
a good researcher.”

However, the result of teaching is lack of evaluation in the doctoral study pro-
gramme of education as it has not been concluded in the assessment system of the 
achievement of the Ph.D. students. “In our programme, we had to prove that we were 
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good in research by publication and dissertation. But you didn’t have to prove that you were 
a good teacher without any evaluation system in the programme. Nobody came to my class 
and evaluated it. I could do what I want. Nobody knows what you do there, even if you did 
nothing. There was no evaluation system of teachers’ performance in teaching. I think the 
students were upset sometimes because they were always expecting a professional teacher 
in the class. But we never knew whether we were good or not. We should be qualifi ed and it 
is extremely important to have good teachers at the university in my opinion.”

Category 3: Research for the dissertation

For the third category of “research for the dissertation”, the process of connection is 
presented from the condition of “primary planning in application process of doctoral 
study” fi rstly. “I wrote a plan of my thesis with the aims of my research, what I was trying 
to do, why it was important to do this research, the theory of it and other aspects. I sent it 
to the commission. I think they were glad to see my project what was something new and 
interesting for them. It was an original and new topic for them. They believed that I had to 
change it because there were a lot of problems in the proposal that was not perfect. But they 
thought I could make it better. Finally they accepted me easily because it was good to give 
me a chance to do it and my supervisor had accepted me as her student yet.”

There are some basic subjects of education that have to be examined compulsorily 
and optionally besides “research methodology”, such as the “philosophy of education”, 
“psychology of education”, and so on. The Ph.D. students learned the theory and meth-
odology which is related to their own project of dissertation from diverse perspective 
of these subjects. Additionally, the publication of research outcomes is compulsorily 
required to get the credit each school year. “The requirement of publication pushed me 
to publish works but I would still try to do that even without the requirement. There was 
no problem for me to fi nish all of the tasks in publication because I wrote them as my free 
time activities. I enjoyed it. I think it’s necessary to get articles published in journals which 
would provide some evidence to the academic committee to make the judgment of your 
research. It was also important for the university that would get money for the publication. 
For the students, you could really learn how to write academic articles correctly before your 
dissertation.” It is important for students to do research and get it published under the 
guidance of a supervisor. “I always asked my supervisor where to send the article when I 
fi nished. That’s what we discussed mostly about.” “I always sent my articles to my supervi-
sor to ask for her comment. And she usually gave me some suggestions and modifi ed my 
articles.” There is also research on which they cooperated with their supervisors. “I had 
a cooperated article with my supervisor which connected her dissertation and my thesis in 
the master programme together. We used the same questionnaire and I just combined the 
result from her schools and mine. It was quite easy to do that because the data were similar 
thanks to the same questionnaire.”
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3.2  Impact of the doctoral study on professional path 

of academics

Based on the life stories generalized preliminarily from the experience of Ph.D. gradu-
ates, two domains are categorized under three themes of the doctoral study of educa-
tion. On the one hand, the domain of professional ability is the visible identity in which 
concludes the knowledge and skill achieved from the doctoral study. On the other hand, 
the domain of scientifi c disposition is the invisible ident ity including the character and 
value acquired from the doctoral study. Meanwhile, three themes are specifi cally the 
responsibilities of the Ph.D. students involved in the doctoral study programme of 
education. Firstly, the learning responsibility is basically required through the process 
especially on self-learning. Secondly, the teaching experience is necessarily needed 
within the study programme as Ph.D. students as well as university teachers. Thirdly, 
the academic research is essentially concentrated on conducting the dissertation. The 
theory is provided as follows to show the impact of the doctoral study programme of 
education on the perspective of the Ph.D. graduates.

Chart 2
Model of Impact on the Professional Path of Academics from the Doctoral Study 
of Education

There are two distinct stages in most doctoral programmes: coursework and disser-
tation (West et al., 2011). For the doctoral study programme of education, there is 
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another important process involved which is the teaching experience. In processing 
the three responsibilities of learning, teaching and writing the dissertation, there are 
three contents of study including the “theoretical learning”, “pedagogical practice” and 
“academic research” in the doctoral study programme of education. Under the theme 
of “theoretical learning”, the professional ability of “mastering fundamental knowledge 
of pedagogy” is one essential category in evaluation of the impact of the doctoral study 
while the scientifi c disposition of “learning how to learn” is the other identity. Under the 
theme of “pedagogical practice”, the categories are the ability of “developing didactics of 
teaching adults” and the disposition of “self-cognition of the role as a teacher”. Besides, 
the criteria of evaluation are concerned with the ability of “conducting a research pro-
ject for dissertation” and spiritual character of “team work in an academic community”.

The two domains show the visible and invisible identities brought from the doc-
toral study programme of education to the Ph.D. students and then refl ected in their 
career path to the professoriate. It is the advanced period of evaluation the impact of 
doctoral study programme on the perspective of the Ph.D. graduates compared with 
the concept of “academic match” defi ned by Hoskins and Goldberg which is compared 
to the correspondence between “student goals and reasons for pursuing the degree” 
and “the program focus and the curriculum” (2005, p. 183). It is also proved to be an 
appropriate way to evaluation of the doctoral programme of education.

4 Discussion

In the previous research, the Ph.D. students of education are believed that they have 
little formal training in education research before they started their doctorate, with 
their educational background in other disciplines or on educational practice (Labaree, 
2003). In this case, the concept of “doctors of education” is defi ned as stewards of both 
the fi eld of study and the enterprise of education (Richardson, 2003). This study is con-
sistent with the assumption that the doctorate is primarily for research training. The 
doctoral candidates should be expected to do creative scholarly work and outline what 
they feel are the psychological, theoretical-methodological, and institutional contexts 
required for creative work (Bargar & Duncan, 1986). Centralized by the aim of preparing 
the future academics, the knowledge, ability and value are supposed to be devoted in 
cultivating the Ph.D. students as well as the educational researchers.

The key objective was identifi ed by three core activities including learning, teaching 
and research. In each of these three responsibilities, the signifi cance was emphasized 
on learning of research methodology, teaching of basic subjects of education, and 
research for their dissertations based on the life stories of Ph.D. graduates. Therefore, 
the process of learning in the doctoral study programme of education was explained 
from the “condition”, “action/interaction” and “consequences” specifi cally during the 
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“learning methodology of research”, “teaching basic subjects of education” and “research 
for the dissertation”. Firstly, “learning methodology of research” is one of the most sig-
nifi cant parts of the doctoral training process. The emerging literature on preparing 
doctoral students in education emphasized methodological sophistication as the key 
to improving education research. Based on a collection of anecdotes and experiences, 
simplistic approaches to methodology hinder deep understanding of what it means to 
make and justify a claim about educational phenomena (Schoenfeld, 1999). Secondly, 
doctoral persistence increases within the programmes that recognize the challenges 
associated with transitioning from structured coursework to unstructured dissertation 
writing by building a connection between coursework and skills needed to execute 
the dissertation (de Valero, 2001; Spaulding, L. S. & Rockinson-Szapkiw, A. J., 2012). 
Mullins and Kiley found that for examiners there was a tacit link between candidates’ 
knowledge of the field and their ability to do substantive, well-justified research (2002). 
Back to the basic assumption of this study, the doctoral dissertation is the capstone 
to formal academic training of the doctoral study programme of education. There is 
an emerging consensus that the perceived lack of quality in education research stems 
from problems with doctoral preparation. And it is essential to improve the quality of 
doctoral preparation by increasing the effi  ciency of connection and transformation 
from the learning activities to the research outcomes.

As a conclusion, the doctoral education is a key means of preparation of academ-
ics. This study suggests criteria and formulates a model to evaluate the impact of the 
doctoral study of education and reports the result that examined the perspective of 
the Ph.D. graduates of education at Palacký UniversityPalacký University Olomouc. It 
turned out that the Ph.D. students are required to develop deep understanding of 
pedagogy as a discipline, to recognize their role as teachers as well as researchers. And 
the self-cognition process prepares the Ph.D. students on the way to be the academics 
in balancing the responsibilities of teaching, research and others. Based on the empirical 
research, the impact of the doctoral study of education is formulated by means of six 
major and interrelated categories which signifi cantly infl uenced the professional path 
of the Ph.D. graduates: mastering fundamental knowledge of pedagogy, developing 
didactics of teaching adults, conducting a research project for dissertation, learning 
how to learn, self-cognition of the role as a teacher, team work in an academic com-
munity. The fi rst three categories are the criteria of professional ability while the others 
are the criteria of scientifi c disposition. The impact of the doctoral study of education is 
evaluated by these two domains under three themes as the conclusion. In the follow-
ing research, the model will be the fundamental criteria in evaluation the perspective 
of other stakeholders involved in the doctoral study programme of education. The 
longitude interview of the Ph.D. graduates is expected to verify and modify the model 
in the future research.
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