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Abstract

Higher education is complex. While in a doctoral program, students might get limited insight into the complexities of
an academic role and the faculty search process. This qualitative study examines the ways in which doctoral students
can prepare themselves for faculty positions. Analysis of eight semi-structured interviews conducted with current and
former school library faculty members suggests that doctoral students should hone their soft skills and use strategies
to build connections, understand complexities, and prepare themselves. Examples of recommended soft skills include
networking, self-presentation, communication, planning, time management, leadership, and cultural awareness.
Examples of recommended strategies include attending conferences, going to job talks, being active in associations,
mapping your skills with teaching needs, practicing for interviews, learning about location, socializing, using support
options and conducting research. The study provides a foundation for future research including exploring the
experiences of current doctoral students as they prepare for academic positions.

Full paper
Introduction

Universities as organizations are complex and doctoral students may not understand these complexities
(Ghaffarzadegan et al., 2017; Rexroth, 2015) and may have a limited understanding of “what is needed to secure a
job” (Fernandes et al., 2020, p. 1). In addition, the faculty job market is constantly changing (Austin & McDaniels,
2006; Mathews, 2000) and it is increasingly competitive (Larson et al., 2014). Lightfoot et al. (2021) suggest that
doctoral “students need help transitioning from their role as a doctoral student to navigating the academic job market”
(p. 153).

This research examines the ways in which doctoral students can prepare themselves for faculty positions by
developing specific soft skills and using specific strategies to build connections and understand the complexities of
higher education.

Literature Review

Weston (2020) defines soft skills as interpersonal and intrapersonal transferable skills. Research detailed soft skills
for all work settings (e.g., El-Fakahany, 2022; Robles, 2012), and for academic work in particular (e.g., Brungardt,
2011; Curtin et al., 2016; Dorenkamp & Ruhle, 2019; Kinman & Jones, 2008; Orsini & Coer, 2022; Strawser et al.,
2022). Gaff (2002) and Hanson (2022) detail the gap between experiences in a doctoral program and the realities of
an academic position. The academic job search landscape has been studied from multiple perspectives (e.g., Austin
& McDaniels, 2006; Carter & Scott, 1998; Hsu et al., 2021; lacono, 1981; Martin, 2017; Perlman et al., 1996).
Lightfoot et al. (2021) explored the job search life cycle while Lantsoght (2018) shared a number of tips for successful
career in academia.

Methodology

This research uses a generic qualitative research paradigm and aims to “understand how people make sense of their
lives and their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23) by looking at how “social experience is created and given



meaning” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 14). The research team conducted qualitative, semi-structured interviews with
eight current and former school library faculty members. All the participants were women, spoke English, and were at
different stages of their academic careers in Canadian, US, and Australian universities. Common themes and trends
that emerged across the three researchers’ analyses were gathered together (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Miles &
Huberman, 1998).

Emerging Findings

Findings from this research suggest that doctoral students should hone their soft skills and use specific strategies
(see Figure 1) to gain a deeper understanding of academic positions.



Soft Skills

Develop Networking Skills and Build
Connections

Refine Presentation Skills
Enhance Communication Skills
Work on Self-Presentation
Improve Cultural Awareness
Strengthen Planning Skills
Sharpen Time Management Skills
Revitalize Leadership Skills




Figure 1. Emerging soft skills and strategies for faculty job search

Examples of soft skills include:

e Develop networking skills and build connections (“Build some connections there with people, get to know
what it's like working at your university”);

e  Work on self-presentation (“Start thinking about you know how you want to present yourself”);

e Enhance communication skills, particularly with strangers (“Try to get yourself used to talking to strangers,
whether that's at a conference...”);

e Improve your cultural awareness abilities ( “...Having a sense of what the culture of that institution is or that
department is...they can be quite different”);

e  Strengthen planning skills (“Figuring out your path like your five year plan...”);

e Revitalize leadership skills (“Taking on leadership roles in those [organizations and associations]”).

Examples of strategies include:

e Explore opportunities to attend Conferences (“You know ALISE has a job market and the program for
preparing young faculty members...");

e Learn more about the location of your future employment (“Well, | would say location location location...Go
to a place, you want to be...that's important”);

e Be active in associations (“Build relationships through conferences and join organizations and
associations...”);

e Map your skills with teaching needs (“Making sure that the area that you're going to be teaching matches
with your skill set...”)

The emerging findings align with previous literature from different academic disciplines, for example, “impression
management and self-presentation”(Cotten et al., 2001 p. 26); “do your homework” (Gray et al., 2019 p. 23; Carter &
Scott, 2001), interview preparation (Stasny, 2001; Gray et al., 2019), presentation and communication skills (lyer and
Clark, 1998); networking and “conference attendance” (Camacho, 2014 p. 17); and, “...get a sense of the culture of
the place” (Prieto, 2015 p. 48).

Conclusion

This research presents findings and enriches the research literature on soft skills and strategies that doctoral
students can use to build connections, understand complexities, and prepare themselves when exploring faculty
positions. The study provides a foundation for future research including exploring the experiences of current doctoral
students as they prepare for academic positions.

References

Austin, A. E., & McDaniels, M. (2006). Preparing the professoriate of the future: Graduate student socialization for
faculty roles. In J. C. Smart (Ed.), Higher education: Handbook of theory and research (pp. 397-456). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/1-4020-4512-3_8

Bogdan, R. C., & Biklen, S. K. (1992). Qualitative research for education: An introduction to theory and methods (2nd
ed.). Allyn and Bacon.

Brungardt, C. (2011). The intersection between soft skill development and leadership education. Journal of
Leadership Education, 10(1), 1-22. https://doi.org/10.12806/v10/i1/rf1



Carter, R. G., & Scott, J. M. (1998). Navigating the academic job market minefield. PS: Political Science and Politics,
31(3), 615-622. https://doi.org/10.2307/420624

Cotten, S. R., Price, J., Keeton, S., Burton, R. P. D., & Wittekind, J. E. C. (2001). Reflections on the academic job
search in sociology. The American Sociologist, 32(3), 26-42.

Curtin, N., Malley, J., & Stewart, A. J. (2016). Mentoring the next generation of faculty: Supporting academic career
aspirations among doctoral students. Research in Higher Education, 57(6), 714-738.

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2003). Collecting and interpreting qualitative materials. Sage.

Dorenkamp, I., & Ruhle, S. (2019). Work-life conflict, professional commitment, and job satisfaction among
academics. The Journal of Higher Education, 90(1), 56-84. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2018.1484644

El-Fakahany, E. (2022). Moving up in academia: Essential skills for tenure and promotion. McFarland & Company.

Fernandes, J. D., Sarabipour, S., Smith, C. T., Niemi, N. M., Jadaviji, N. M., Kozik, A. J., Holehouse, A. S., Pejaver,
V., Symmons, O., Bisson Filho, A. W., & Haage, A. (2020, June 12). Research culture: A survey-based analysis of
the academic job market. Elife, 9, 1-30. https://doi.org/10.7554/eL ife.54097

Gaff, J. G. (2002). The disconnect: Graduate education and faculty realities: A review of recent literature. Liberal
Education, 88(3), 6-13.

Ghaffarzadegan, N., Larson, R., & Hawley, J. (2017). Education as a complex system. Systems Research and
Behavioral Science, 34(3), 211-215. https://doi.org/10.1002/sres.2405

Gray, J., Larson, L. R,, Fernandez, M., Duffy, L. N., Sturts, J., Powell, G. M., & Roberts, K. (2019). The academic job
search: Steps for success. SCHOLE: A Journal of Leisure Studies and Recreation Education, 34(1), 16-28.

Hanson, J. L. (2022). “There are many reasons that people succeed in academia”. In C. R. Madan (Ed.), Academia
and the World Beyond. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-82606-2_23

Hsu, N. S., Rezai-Zadeh, K. P., Tennekoon, M. S., & Korn, S. J. (2021). Myths and facts about getting an academic
faculty position in neuroscience. Science Advances, 7(35), 1-14. DOI: 10.1126/sciadv.abj2604

lacono, W. G. (1981). The academic job search: The experiences of a new PhD in the job market. Canadian
Psychology/Psychologie canadienne, 22(3), 217-227. https://kbsgk12project.kbs.msu.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2011/02/Academic_search_experience.pdf

lyer, V. M., & Clark, D. (1998). Criteria for recruitment as assistant professor of accounting in colleges and
universities. Journal of Education for Business, 74(1), 6-10.

Kinman, G., & Jones, F. (2008). A life beyond work? Job demands, work-life balance, and wellbeing in UK
academics. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 17(1-2), 41-60.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911350802165478

Lantsoght, E. O. (2018). Chapter 13: Navigating career options after your PhD. In the AZ of the PhD trajectory: A
practical guide for a successful journey, 257-287. https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-77425-1_13

Larson, R. C., Ghaffarzadegan, N. & Xue, Y. (2014). Too many PhD graduates or too few academic job openings:
The basic reproductive number RO in academia. Systems Research and Behavioral Science, 31(6), 745-
750. https://doi.org/10.1002/sres.2210

Lightfoot, E., Franklin, C., & Beltran, R. (2021). Preparing for the academic job market: A guide for social work
doctoral students and their mentors. Journal of Social Work Education, 57(1), 153-164.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2019.1671263



Martin, K. C. (2017). Tips for young scientists on the junior faculty/independent investigator job search. Neuron,
93(4), 731-736.

Mathews, A. L. (2000). The changing structure of the academic job market. PS: Political Science and Politics, 33(2),
237-242.

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. Jossey-Bass.
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1998). An expanded sourcebook: Qualitative data analysis (2nd ed.). Sage.

Orsini, J., & Coers, N. (2022). Leaders and scholars: How faculty mentoring behavior influences the development of
leadership self-efficacy. Journal of Leadership Education, 12(1), 114-134. https://doi.org/10.12806/V21/I1/R8

Perlman, B., Marxen, J. C., McFadden, S., & McCann, L. (1996). Applicants for a faculty position do not emphasize
teaching. Teaching of Psychology, 23(2), 103-104.

Prieto, G. (2015). On the Phone, on Campus, on the Market. In Mack, D.A., Watson, E., & Camacho, M.M. (Eds.).
Beginning a Career in Academia: A Guide for Graduate Students of Color (1st ed.). pp. 39-51, New York, USA:
Routledge.

Rexroth, D. D. (2015). Nazarene universities: Effective boards and the church-school relationship [Doctoral
dissertation, Olivet Nazarene University]. Ed.D. Dissertations, 88. https://digitalcommons.olivet.edu/edd_diss/88/

Robles, M. (2012). Executive perspectives of the top 10 soft skills needed in today’s workplace. Business
Communication Quarterly, 75(4), 453-465.

Stasny, E. A. (2001). How to get a job in academics. The American Statistician, 55(1), 35-40.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1198/000313001300339914

Strawser, M. G., Smith, S., & Rubenking, B. (2022). A focus on faculty: Mentorship, organizational identification, and
job satisfaction. The Journal of Faculty Development, 36(1), 38-47.

Weston, D. (2020). The value of ‘soft skills’ in popular music education in nurturing musical livelihoods. Music
Education Research, 22(5), 527-540.



	206 Understanding how Doctoral Students Prepare for Faculty Positions in Higher Education: Building Connection, Gaining Insight and Understanding Complexities
	Research Domains
	Abstract
	Full paper
	References


