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DOCTORAL STUDENT ISSUES

■■■■■  JULIE E. KENDALL, Feature Editor, School of Business-Camden, Rutgers University

This article examines duties and ex-
pectations of both mentors and
Ph.D. students from the Ph.D. stu-

dents’ perspective. Doctoral programs usu-
ally focus on placing students in either
research institutions, or on schools that
emphasize teaching. Even though both
types of programs meet different market
demands, and they are valuable in their re-
spective niches, we suggest that the teach-
ing/research equation does not necessarily
have to be an either/or situation. A quality
program should strive to make both com-
petent researchers and teachers. This
means that programs with a history of
teaching school placements should still
emphasize the development of research
competence.  At the same time, research-
centered programs should value and re-
ward the development of teaching skills
into the program’s objectives. Hence, we
feel that the suggestions addressed below
apply to both types of Ph.D. programs,

while their importance might vary with the
objective of the program they can be ap-
plied to.

Issues
Preparation for admission

Interviewing prospective new faculty
members is standard procedure at virtually
all academic institutions, but only some
schools are interviewing their prospective
Ph.D. students. We believe that the inter-
view should be part of the Ph.D. applica-
tion process because it helps evaluate the
candidate and his/her fit into the
department’s culture and research interest.
Fit and common interests should be as
important for screening Ph.D. applicants as
it is for prospective new faculty. A careful
screening will insure a smooth and success-
ful completion of the program and the best
mutual benefit between the Ph.D. student
and the department.
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During this interview process, if a
match between the prospective candidate
and the department has been identified, it
is desirable to obtain a faculty member’s
commitment to mentor that student upon
official admission to the program. It often
takes a few semesters before a Ph.D. stu-
dent finds a good and reliable mentor, and
it might be too late (i.e., many times the stu-
dent is almost near completion of the pro-
gram) for that student. A personality fit is
also important here for a proper mentoring
relationship to be successful.

In order for the recruitment process to
be efficient and effective, it is essential to
have a strong Ph.D. program coordinator.
Unfortunately, with two or three classes a
semester, plus research responsibilities, a
professor may have very little time to de-
vote to Ph.D. student recruitment and
coaching. We suggest that programs could
encourage Ph.D. program coordinator’s
involvement by substituting that involve-
ment for some of his/her teaching load.
This would free up the necessary time for
coordination and recruitment of prospec-
tive doctoral students.

Finally, orientation sessions for new
Ph.D. students during the week before the
first semester can be a valuable help to get-
ting a quick start in the program. Part of
the orientation should be an introduction
to teaching techniques, as well as explana-
tions of student commitments and respon-
sibilities, expectations from the faculty,
university procedures, and so on.

Mentoring Process
Peer mentoring

Ph.D. students believe that mentoring is
extremely important. Many students that
enter a Ph.D. program are faced with an
impostor syndrome (also called perceived
fraudulence in the personality literature).
While newcomers are socialized into the
new environment of academia, they often
feel lost. Thus, they begin to question their
competence. With remarks like “Maybe I’m
not good enough for this position,” or
“When are they going to find out that I
don’t know what is going on?” the impos-
tor syndrome often induces feelings of low
self-efficacy to perform in the Ph.D. pro-
gram, and thus, it increases the chances that
the student will abandon the program.  We
suggest that peer mentoring may help with

the negative consequences of the impostor
syndrome.  A second- or third-year student
may be appointed as a “big brother/ big
sister” (as in the De-
partment of Man-
agement at Arizona
State University, for
example) to give
guidance and en-
courage- ment. The
student mentor will
be able to answer
questions and con-
cerns, and help the
newcomer realize that in the beginning
“everybody is in the same boat” and ex-
pectations are high—sometimes they are
hard to meet—but the new student can be
reassured that at one point or another ev-
eryone else felt the same, and that those
feelings of decreased self-efficacy to per-
form the program are part of the process
and “everything will be all right.” The se-
nior student can give peer advice on issues
like classes, housing, and other university-
related questions.

Professor to Student Mentoring

When a student enters the program, a pro-
fessor has already committed to be his or
her mentor based on the previous interview
process. It is the responsibility of both the
student and the mentor to maintain that
commitment. The most important part of
the mentor or advisor-student relationship
is mutual interest in the research for the
dissertation. To this end, mentors can aid
students in course selection beyond specific
departmental requirements, and in the for-
mation of program and dissertation com-
mittees.

In order for the mentor to be able to
perform successfully all these duties, he or
she can be relieved from teaching a heavy
load. A suggestion is to have a class entitled
“Ph.D. Mentoring” where the mentor/ad-
visor could have two or three Ph.D. stu-
dents under his or her umbrella and still
teach one or two additional classes that
semester. Ideally this mentoring class
would count towards the professor’s teach-
ing load, to reward faculty for their com-
mitment as a mentor.

Ideally, a Ph.D. student and the men-
tor can choose to have weekly meetings in
order to ensure consistency in the progress CONTINUED on next page

of the program. Since publications are im-
portant for the Ph.D. students seeking
placements in research-focused institu-

tions, publications
for those students
can be heavily em-
phasized in the pro-
gram as a desirable
outcome. As a gen-
eral guideline, stu-
dents should begin
working on a pub-
lishable research
project in their first

year with their mentor. In order to encour-
age the mentor to publish with the student,
some universities offer the incentive of pro-
motions. For example, at Michigan State
University in order to obtain tenure, or any
other kind of promotion (i.e., from associ-
ate to full professor), the faculty need to
provide evidence that they have published
with Ph.D. students in the program.

Student Responsibilities and
Expectations

The student, along with his or her mentor,
will select the program and the disserta-
tion committee members from the list of
eligible faculty members in the department,
based on mutual research interests. The
committee member selection can be based
on potential contributions to the student’s
research. Students will consider their
knowledge and skills during the formula-
tion of the research topic and the comple-
tion of the research and dissertation. In
order to make informed judgments in this
area, students will probably have to make
a substantial effort to interact with faculty
to become aware of their research interests
and areas of expertise.

If the research interests of the student
shift, or if a professor who is a mentor leaves
the department, then it is the student’s re-
sponsibility to find another mentor or an-
other committee member. Active and
helpful academic involvement, such as vol-
unteering to assist with conferences that the
department is organizing or participating
in, is an opportunity for the student to show
confidence and interest in his or her mentor.

Fit and common interests
should be as important for
screening Ph.D. applicants
as it is for prospective new
faculty.
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Placement

An early selection of targeted schools can
improve the chances of the student to be
successfully placed. After the student and
the mentor have identified target schools,
they might also identify which journal pub-
lications are recognized at those selected
universities. The mentor can also be of
valuable help to the student with the con-
struction of the curriculum vitae. Early en-
couragement to submit to conferences
related to the student’s area will give the
student the necessary exposure in the field.
The mentor-student relationship is a life-
time commitment which can develop into
a friendship, future co-author publications,
conference presentations and much more.

Conclusion
The suggestions provided here are certainly
not an exhaustive list of improvements.
They only represent the opinions of the
authors. We encourage you to share your
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Southeast DSI Website

SEDSI now has its own permanent website
at:

www.msci.vt.edu/orgs/sedsi

The program for the upcoming SE DSI
Annual Meeting and registration informa-
tion can be found at this site.

Southeast DSI Annual Meeting

The 29th Annual Meeting of the Southeast
Region will be held February 24-26, 1999,
at the Savannah Hyatt Regency Hotel.
Many informative sessions on current re-
search, innovative education, and technol-
ogy are planned as well as tours of

Gulfstream Aerospace and the Georgia
Ports Authority. Visit the website
(www.msci.vt.edu/orgs/sedsi) for more
information about the meeting.

International Arts Festival in
Savannah

If you plan to attend the SE DSI meeting in
Savannah, you may be interested in a num-
ber of cultural that events will be taking
place in Savannah, February 26-March 7,
as part of a 10-day International Arts Festi-
val known as Savannah Onstage.

For more information please call (800)
868-3378 or (912) 236-5745, or visit the
website at:

 www.savannahonstage.org  ■

experiences and ideas with us as you re-
flect on your student-mentor relationships.
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