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CHAPTER 6

The Doctorate:
The Next Educational Step in 
Librarianship
Logan Rath and Carol Anne Germain

While many people think that a master’s in library and information science is the terminal 
degree in librarianship, that does not have to be the case. As a mid-career library profes-
sional, you may feel like you have reached a point at which you don’t know where to go. 
If you have decided that management is not for you right now, yet you still want to grow, 
a doctorate can stretch you and help you to gain more knowledge, research expertise, 
and leadership skills. Pursuing and accomplishing this goal will open career possibilities, 
including promotion, administration, and teaching positions in library schools where you 
could help effect change in librarianship by educating future librarians.

Some people at mid-career retire in place. We both have intellectual curiosity and 
chose to continue our academic paths. Logan had finished a second master’s degree but 
felt he didn’t have enough experience to engage in research the way he wanted. Carol Anne 
was excited about the required research for tenure and wanted to have a stronger knowl-
edge base in methods and data analysis since her master’s had not been comprehensive.

When deciding to pursue your doctorate, there are several options to consider. We 
wrote this chapter to provide a general overview of our experience, looking at doctoral 
program expectations, the personal and professional commitment needed to complete 
this pursuit, as well as the various doctoral programs that might interest librarians.

Type of Program and Degree
When it comes to doctoral study, three types of degrees may be of interest to librarians: 
doctor of philosophy (PhD), doctor of education (EdD), or doctorate of professional 
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studies (DPS or DProf). Each of these programs approaches doctoral study from a differ-
ent standpoint and it can sometimes be confusing to understand the difference.

Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)
Typically, the doctor of philosophy (PhD) is a research-focused type of degree. The PhD 
is standard in most disciplines and implies that the holder has a strong background in 
empirical research methods. The final project for a PhD is the dissertation—in the major-
ity of cases, a research study performed completely independently that investigates a new 
research question. The dissertation typically uses established research methods (either 
qualitative or quantitative) and multiple data collection protocols to answer the research 
question. PhD programs are available in a wide variety of disciplines. Many PhD programs 
are residential and full-time, with some programs providing full funding for those wish-
ing to pursue full-time status, although our search has shown that online and part-time 
options are available.1 For librarians, the most commonly undertaken include library 
science, information science, and education.

Doctor of Education (EdD)
The doctor of education (EdD) is seen as a blending of theoretical and practical study. 
EdDs are more limited to the field of education and usually apply a research-based 
approach to solving an educational problem. The final project for an EdD is sometimes 
labeled as a dissertation, but it will likely vary from the PhD counterpart since the nature 
of the degree focuses on improving practice whereas a PhD dissertation attempts to add 
new knowledge to the world. The blend of theory and practice is typically evident in the 
program titles where you’ll find words like leadership, executive, or change. It is more 
common as well for EdD programs to cater to working professionals offering night and 
weekend course offerings in addition to fully asynchronous programs.

Doctor of Professional Studies (DPS)
The final option we came across was the doctorate of professional studies (DPS or DProf). 
This degree serves as the equivalent of the EdD outside the field of education. A DPS 
program is intensely focused on the application of theory to practice. The goal of a DPS 
program is to make a significant contribution to practice. However, it should be noted 
that this type of degree is not very common. In fact, when searching for DPS programs, 
several institutions have since transitioned to PhD programs.

What Is Your Goal?
Logan had already achieved tenure when he started looking at doctoral programs. His 
second master’s degree had helped him to focus on an active program of scholarship 
to meet tenure, but now he felt stuck. Two master’s had not prepared him to engage 
in research, yet the doctorate was a big commitment. However, his husband had just 
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finished his EdD in an accelerated program, so Logan thought it might be doable. Ulti-
mately, the goal was to have substantial publication credits to reach full rank as well as 
engage in research on a level equal to those of his colleagues with whom he so frequently 
collaborated.

 Carol Anne had been working on her tenure dossier when she decided to take on 
the doctoral work. The thought was that she could combine the energies by conduct-
ing, presenting, and publishing research for the courses that would satisfy some of the 
university’s tenure requirements. Best-laid plans do not always work. In this case, some 
courses had exams and other assignments rather than a research component. While she 
had teaching experience in the university libraries’ information literacy program, doctoral 
coursework, research, and a PhD would provide her with the opportunity to teach grad-
uate students in information and library science—a key goal for Carol Anne.

Goals are important. They provide direction and the motivation to stretch, grow, and 
expand. With goals, one has focus and anticipation, which makes it easier to plan and 
set the course for a specific aim. Most importantly, we advise you to think through your 
goals for pursuing the doctorate. If the goal is to teach in academia outside of an education 
department, then a PhD is most likely the right choice. However, if leadership in a library 
or school district is a goal, then an EdD or DPS may better serve you. Regardless of the 
specific degree type, the courses and research or projects available during your program 
are what will really make your studies worthwhile.

The authors of this chapter elected to pursue PhDs. Carol Anne completed the infor-
mation science program at the University at Albany since she was conducting research as a 
part of her librarian position and felt that the doctoral work would dovetail well with those 
tenure and promotion initiatives. (It did not always work out that way!) The PhD made 
it possible for her to gain a teaching faculty position in the information science/infor-
matics programs of the College of Emergency Preparedness and Cybersecurity. Logan 
decided to pursue a PhD in Curriculum, Instruction & the Science of Learning through 
the University at Buffalo because of the personalized nature of the program. With only 
one required course, he could spread his coursework out across literacy, technology, and 
information science. While ultimately doing research in information literacy, his disser-
tation is inspired by coursework in literacy. The degree will also prepare Logan to apply 
for teaching faculty positions in literacy, educational technology, or library science.

Choosing a Program
The type of degree offered is only one consideration when choosing a doctoral program. 
There are several other considerations for choosing the program that will best fit your 
needs.

Residency
Some programs have a residency requirement, which can vary from program to program. 
The value of a residency is that you will be meeting regularly with your PhD cohort. These 
individuals will work together with you through the core courses and are cheerleaders for 
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each other. You’ll study, test, navigate, present, and celebrate together. This may be less 
likely in a non-residential setting, however, with the emergence of so many communica-
tion technologies (e.g., Zoom meetings), a virtual cohort can be established and effective. 
If your program doesn’t have a residency or cohort model, like Logan’s, it just means that 
you will need to work to form connections with other students.

A residency might mean enrolling as a full-time student for one or more semesters or 
going to campus at scheduled times (e.g., weekends or a week in the summer). Alterna-
tively, a residency might coincide with a professional conference. Residencies will require 
you to commit to a set schedule and may mean out-of-pocket expenses for travel if you 
choose a university that is not local. We acknowledge that the type of residency in a given 
program may limit your selection, privileging those who are not geographically bound to 
a specific area or who have the ability to relocate. Average residencies are two semesters 
long and are typically done in subsequent semesters. If you are in an online program with 
a residency, you may find yourself going to campus on weekends or for one or two weeks 
at the start of a semester or attending a conference. The online programs we have found 
did not require students to relocate to campus. Some institutions may waive the residency, 
especially if you have completed a master’s degree at the university or are professionally 
employed at the site. We highly recommend that you request a waiver if you are eligible 
and they exist. Carol Anne received a waiver since she was employed full time at the 
university libraries for almost a decade. Logan’s program did not have a residency when 
he enrolled, but due to program growth, admissions were limited to those students who 
could attend full time in Buffalo, NY. For some, the residency requirement may be a make-
or-break in the program choice since it may be cost-prohibitive, especially if in addition 
to taking work leave one needs to arrange for caregiving time and resources. In addition, 
working full time and taking full-time graduate work in a residency can be overwhelming 
and defeat the original purpose of gaining more knowledge in the field. By researching 
this aspect of a program before signing on, you can find the best strategy for fulfilling the 
residence requirement to save on stress and frustration.

Curriculum
The goal of a published curriculum at the doctoral level is to help you decide on your area 
of research. The curriculum will guide your course choices and help you build the knowl-
edge you need to complete your dissertation. Some programs are focused on one specific 
area, such as Logan’s program in Curriculum, Instruction, and the Science of Learning. 
Carol Anne’s program, on the other hand, had several tracks—for example, information 
assurance, information in organizational environments, and knowledge organization and 
management. The total number of credits can vary greatly (we’ve noticed anywhere from 
thirty-six beyond the master’s to 120), so investigate the options. There may be require-
ments for specific numbers of credits in theory versus research, core courses versus elec-
tives, or credits taken outside of the department or school. There may be milestones to 
meet along the way. If you have recent coursework (the past ten years), you may be able to 
transfer credits if your advisor permits. Also, of note is whether there is a deadline for the 
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completion of program activities. For most programs, the deadline is seven years before 
the student will need to submit paperwork requesting an extension.

The Faculty
When you browse a program’s website, be sure to investigate faculty member research 
initiatives. It is common to initiate correspondence with specific faculty members to 
express interest in a program and inquire about that professor’s research. Both Carol Anne 
and Logan remember having multiple conversations with faculty members before applying 
to their respective programs. Of course, you will meet these faculty members through 
coursework and networking opportunities as part of your program once you’re enrolled. 
Taking a class with a potential dissertation committee member is a great way to get to 
know their feedback style and expertise. It is very important that there is someone on the 
faculty of the program who has a research area that is related to the work you want to do, 
as this person will likely serve as your primary advisor. Some programs require that there 
is someone on the faculty who can take on a student before admission. When forming 
your dissertation committee, you will need at least three faculty members, so choosing a 
program with faculty whose research matches your interests will help the process.

Related to this concept is the type of institution where the program is housed. If 
you are in a Research 1 university,2 faculty carry very heavy research loads and teaching 
is not always prioritized. By contrast, a doctoral/professional university may be more 
teaching-focused yet only offer a small number of doctoral degrees that support prac-
tice-oriented doctorates rather than research-oriented doctorates. Selecting the appropri-
ate institution to meet your needs will also facilitate the prospect of meeting and working 
with faculty mentors.

Mentors can provide motivational, academic, and other support throughout the 
program. Seeking out mentors in the early stages, if not before entering a program, will be 
advantageous. Mentors give advice and guidance on your research and career path. Your 
mentors will include your advisor (someone who will champion your research) and your 
dissertation committee members (a select faculty board that will impact sound advice on 
your work). You need to be strategic in this selection since these individuals will aid with 
methods development, literature and subject expertise, and serve as the core readers and 
editors of your research.3 Do not choose mentors without meeting them, investigating 
their research, and having explicit conversations with peers in your program who have 
that mentor. Again, taking courses with potential members will give you insight into their 
style. With online doctoral programs, e-mentoring can provide the support needed to 
complete the process.4

The Students
Doctoral programs are hard. The dissertation is hard! You most likely will come to a 
point of utter frustration (you give up a lot of personal time for this) and feel like giving 
up. DON’T. Carol Anne remembers getting to a time when she was shouting about how 
much she despised working on the dissertation (and yes, it was “I hate this! I hate this!”). 
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She stopped dead in her tracks, and at that moment of reflection, she knew she didn’t 
have to go forward but instead chose to and thus followed through on the process. Logan 
recalls one month where he completed seventeen one-hour interviews, auto transcribed 
and then corrected those transcripts, analyzed the data, and presented his findings all 
during one calendar month—while working full time. It was at that moment he realized 
he had probably done the most difficult part and that he could make it through the rest. 
Of course, it helped that he was able to meet weekly with other PhD students (over Zoom) 
for moral support.

There will come a time when every student needs support. Investigating the available 
support may help you make a decision. Some programs will list their doctoral students 
on their web pages so that a prospective student or employer can learn more about each 
student’s research area. If the program does have such a listing, it can give a prospective 
student an idea of the types of research projects that a potential advisor supports. If this 
listing is absent, it does not mean the program is inferior, but it does mean that you may 
need to ask questions of the program director to learn more about offerings and support.

Beyond academic support, financial support should not be overlooked. Both Logan 
and Carol Anne pursued doctorates in SUNY as SUNY employees. Their union provides 
the ability to take one course tuition-free each semester. Without this support, we would 
not have been able to pursue such a costly endeavor. Logan also used this support to 
pursue a second master’s degree before deciding on the PhD. Remember that programs 
will allow you to transfer credits taken within the last ten years. Depending on how many 
credits you transfer, your total cost of tuition can be greatly decreased. Even though 
teaching assistant (TA), graduate assistant (GA), or research assistant (RA) paid positions 
may be available, they are not likely to be wise choices for mid-career librarians who are 
employed full time. (It would be like working a second job while going to school.) While 
the expense may deter many from pursuing the doctorate, exploring fellowships, schol-
arships, or awards (especially if you are a member of an underrepresented minority) can 
yield funds to help you complete the degree.

While tuition is the most obvious type of support, be sure to explore conference fund-
ing and research (dissertation or other) support as well. Depending on the purpose of 
funding, it may be available through the student association and/or the academic depart-
ment. Your research may also qualify for federal, state, or other grants to underwrite a 
study. Ask your advisor and campus research unit for advice on garnering these funds.

The final type of support to mention is the ability for students to work with faculty 
members on their research. This is especially true for PhD programs and those seeking 
tenure-track higher education teaching faculty positions. The ability to work in a lab or 
on a research project and publish before graduation will help build an impressive curric-
ulum vitae. Formal publication may also be a requirement of the program. This type of 
experience may be stated in the program’s description (e.g., research practicum) or it may 
come in the form of a research assistantship or independent study.

While your advisor and committee are correct in challenging your research comfort 
zone, there are times when your interpersonal dynamics may clash. (There are big egos in 
academia.) If you find that one or more of these individuals is impossible to work with, 
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it may be time to reevaluate the committee membership. You should initially discuss this 
with your advisor (even if the troublesome person is your advisor) to see if there is an 
amicable way to negotiate a truce or realignment so you can move forward in the program. 
Part of the overall process is developing a research identity within which you understand 
your academic self and find methods to work with others in academia.5

Stages of Doctoral Study
When looking at a program, it can feel like there is a whole new vocabulary used to 
describe the stages of the program. We attempt to demystify some of that in this part, but 
we also recognize that there are always exceptions to the rule. Typically, most programs 
have three stages separated by milestone events. These milestone events may, or not, be 
credit-bearing. We will say that this is a huge time commitment. There is typically a time 
limit of seven years to complete all requirements, but this can usually be extended as long 
as you are making sufficient progress. For each class, plan on twenty hours a week, includ-
ing lectures, readings, and activities. Milestone events such as qualifying exams will take 
much more time. You will likely need to make sure you have vacation days saved up to 
complete a qualifying exam or proposal. Both Logan and Carol Anne timed their disser-
tations to coincide with sabbaticals, another benefit of their employment within SUNY.

In addition to acknowledging your personal investment in the process, it is important 
to communicate these time demands to family, friends, and work colleagues. By flagging 
key occurrences when there will be a time sink or, in some cases, what seems like a disap-
pearing act, they will be in the loop and thus have more understanding. When Carol Anne 
took her multi-day comprehensive exams, she coordinated meal drop-offs with her family 
and friends. This gave them a way to participate in the milestone and for her to enjoy a 
little break and connect time (~half hour). Logan found that writing late at night (from 
roughly 10 p.m. to 2 or even 3 a.m., especially on Friday and Saturday nights) worked 
for his brain. By communicating the doctoral work with your employer, you might find 
ways in which some of your professional and school work overlap. There might even be 
a dissertation study waiting to be undertaken at your institution.

A special note here to our readers who are in committed relationships or who have 
kids: plan a time each week that is just for you and guard it fiercely. It doesn’t need to be 
an entire day (because that’s not always realistic). If you do this, we think you will emerge 
from the other side of your doctorate with a partner and/or kids that still like you.

Coursework
This stage of the program is mostly like master’s level coursework, although the readings 
will be more intense (in depth and quantity). When looking at courses, choose coursework 
that will support your dissertation. If you do not have a research area, use coursework to 
explore different areas of your discipline and to meet faculty members who may serve on 
your committees. If you are a current academic librarian with a publishing requirement, 
use your final papers as starting points for publications. Also, know that professors are 
likely to be flexible and let you adapt assignments to fit your professional and research 
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needs. When completing course readings, develop a system for taking notes that will easily 
allow you to find information at later stages in your program. If your notes are analog, 
scan backup copies to be safe. Making connections to a paper you had read four semesters 
ago is much easier if you have a system.

Qualifying Exam
Most programs administer a qualifying exam upon the completion of coursework or at 
a specific number of credits. This stage of a program typically involves having a small 
window of time to complete one or more research papers. The qualifying exam may 
require that you take time off work so that you can dedicate adequate time to this mile-
stone. Doctoral students usually remember their qualifying exams as a stressful time. 
Carol Anne had a twenty-one-part question on an analysis of the meanings of information 
sharing and had three days to read and write the compilation. Logan had to complete a 
research practicum and publicly defend his results in lieu of a formal qualifying exam. 
While you can prepare for the scholarly aspect of this undertaking, make sure to reward 
yourself at the end—this is a huge accomplishment.

Dissertation Proposal
At the end of coursework, comprehensive exams, and other program requirements, the 
candidate (notice the change in language from “student”) is typically referred to as ABD 
(all but dissertation). The dissertation, though, has two components: the proposal and 
the defense. The dissertation proposal for a traditional dissertation usually contains an 
introduction to the problem along with research question(s), a review of the relevant liter-
ature, and the proposed methodology for investigating the research question. Recently, 
though, programs are producing “the three-article dissertation” where the student writes 
three articles in lieu of a traditional dissertation.6 In this case, the proposal might lay out 
the plan for each of the articles with an explanation of the overall study or studies that 
need to be completed to produce the articles. This type of dissertation will also contain 
an introduction and conclusion tying the three articles together. If you choose this latter 
model, read the fine print of the program’s requirements. For example, find out about the 
acceptability of co-authorship, timing (i.e., pre-doctoral publications), copyright issues, 
and peer review requirements.

Dissertation Study and Defense
The final stage of a doctoral program is the dissertation. This unique study (research or 
practice), once complete, will be written up according to the guidelines provided by the 
institution. The dissertation is the capstone project of a doctoral program and for many, 
the culmination of years of learning, collaborating, researching, and writing. It is the 
doctoral student’s venue to demonstrate their knowledge and expertise of a topic. It is 
not an easy undertaking. The intent of the dissertation is not only to demonstrate and 
communicate knowledge about a specialized topic but to also add to the body of scholarly 
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knowledge. Dissertations demonstrate the articulation of a particular topic, with a strong 
understanding of research and theoretical concepts as well as knowledge of suitable meth-
ods. Select a topic you love and would like to follow. This may be an element of your work, 
for example, if you are a cataloger and want to research cataloging issues in discovery 
systems. If you plan on a mid-career change, such as moving into administration, you 
may want to research an aspect of that area (e.g., the effectiveness of telecommuting for 
library professionals) to enhance your knowledge in that area. Whatever the choice, be 
passionate about it—it will be an area you know about more than other people and the 
process enables you to be a scholar on that topic.

While the dissertation does not undergo a traditional peer review, like journal arti-
cles, it is a scholarly and validated monograph.7 For many, this work constitutes the first 
major work of an individual’s lifetime of research and may be one of the most exhaustive 
pieces of work she/he/they accomplish(es). So, before we frighten you too much, know 
that it is doable.

Even though the dissertation is the final product of the process, that does not mean 
you must wait until the end of your program to start. We highly recommend that you be 
strategic. Start thinking and working on that dissertation at the beginning. You should 
select a topic and research question as early as possible. For some, selecting the topic will 
be easy; for others, a little more complicated. We suggest that you listen to your voice. 
What do you enjoy professionally and would like to explore further? What new areas are 
emerging in your area of the profession? What’s exciting you in cataloging, on chat refer-
ence, or in scholarly communication? Whatever you choose, make sure that it is a topic 
you can follow for a while. This is a long journey, and you will spend a lot of time with 
this decision. However, do not fret if you realize halfway through your program that you 
want to switch topics entirely. Meet with your advisor and listen to their advice. Logan had 
always planned on studying faculty library anxiety but through his coursework changed 
his topic to information literacy as a social practice. While there was new literature to be 
read, the change did not set him back at all.

Make sure that as you are doing coursework and engaging in other academic endeav-
ors (e.g., presentations, course lectures, etc.) that you bring your dissertation theme into 
the mix, if possible. Use course assignments to investigate specific aspects of your research 
question and to familiarize yourself with the extant research around that question. Develop 
an elevator speech for your research question; you want to share this to get feedback at 
conferences, campus workshops, and departmental meetings. In earning a doctorate, you 
are developing an expertise, and expertise takes time.

We encourage you to start with the literature review, which is a comprehensive compi-
lation of published works in a specific subject area. It is an in-depth, critical bibliographic 
essay that includes the seminal and most significant works of the field. A good start in 
this process is to search Dissertations & Theses to make sure that no one else has written 
a dissertation on your topic. This simple search can save lots of stress since your thesis 
needs to be an original and unique contribution to the body of knowledge. If you find that 
someone has written a dissertation on your proposed topic, see if their dissertation calls 
for future research that you can conduct, or see if you can adapt their study into another 
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context. If you are pursuing a practice doctorate (EdD), you may be able to adapt someone 
else’s study to your context.

Develop a search strategy to follow throughout the dissertation process. Select appro-
priate databases (e.g., PsycINFO for psychology topics, Web of Science for bibliometric 
and seminal connections) and create keyword searches related to your main and subtopics. 
Since most of our readers are librarians, we will not go into advanced search strategies 
(e.g., Boolean logic, proximity searching) since we would expect you to use those tech-
niques for retrieving the best research. Even so, scheduling a research consultation with 
the subject librarian may yield insight into your area and its resources. (It did for Logan 
who supports education coursework but got stuck when investigating one of his potential 
research methods.) Most databases provide save and alert functions—use them. You can 
conduct a saved search to access the latest materials on your topic; alerts will notify you 
via email with new results. Ask your committee members for recommended readings; 
these will prove to be invaluable and keep the conversation going. Maintain a running 
bibliography or works cited page and add cited sources as you integrate them into your 
thesis, for this will save you lots of time. If you don’t yet use a citation manager, start using 
one now. Dissertations have dozens of pages of references and citing everything by hand 
can be exhausting, even for those librarians who love citation styles. (Logan’s dissertation 
proposal had 207 unique citations, but Zotero made short work of it.) However, double-
check the final product; citation generators are not perfect.

Of course, the core of your dissertation is the research. This requires you to develop a 
research design. Quantitative approaches will have test and measurement procedures as 
well as statistical analyses. Qualitative approaches will involve participant observation, 
interview, or content analysis. Before writing your proposal, meet with your advisor and 
committee to make sure they are on board with your efforts. Once you receive their 
feedback and approval, complete the Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements. 
Document these activities for your methods section.

Be strategic in collecting, organizing, and storing your data and other work. Back up, 
back up, back up. For most, coursework will include methods/statistics courses. From 
these, you should identify software packages that fit with your research so that you can 
develop some fluency. The learning curve for some applications is high, so gaining fluency 
will simplify your research analysis. No, it will not make it simple!

As you analyze your data, keep in mind the discussion and conclusion chapters. For 
these sections, one of the big questions you will need to answer is, So what? This query 
is frequently asked and is basically prompting for the value of your research, its impact, 
and whether and how it will make a difference. You need to be prepared to answer this 
and similar questions, which will help you to demonstrate your knowledge, passion, and 
confidence in the topic. By the time you defend your dissertation, you will have confidence 
in your abilities as a researcher. Since your topic is unique, you will be the expert on the 
subject matter and, in most cases, know more about it than anyone else.

Even though you have a committee and an advisor, writing the dissertation can be 
an isolating experience. At this stage, the work can be incredibly individual and feel 
lonely.8 You can limit that loneliness by sharing your work. Most doctoral programs have 
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mixers—go to them and engage with other students. Form a writing group if you work 
better when you commit to deadlines in front of other people. Connect with your advisor 
on a regular basis, check in every few weeks, even if it’s only for fifteen minutes or via 
email. Be prepared and provide the latest updates of your research with questions. This 
will keep the dissertation momentum and energy level strong. As each chapter of the 
dissertation progresses, it is typically sent to the primary advisor who will then distribute 
it to other committee members once it is ready.

The final milestone is the defense. Once successfully defended, the student is consid-
ered awarded the degree and may start using the title “Dr.” as well as adding the degree’s 
credentials after their name. While revisions are almost always required, a dissertation 
study is not typically defended until the primary advisor is satisfied with the quality of 
the dissertation. This defense might sound scary, but it should be a supportive experience 
where the doctoral candidate can discuss their study with other scholars.

Confidence and Motivation
One of the outcomes of completing a doctoral program is the development of confidence 
in your research area. However, this is not a linear path. The Dunning-Kruger effect 
can help explain how confidence builds over time.9 When starting a doctoral program, 
you may be very confident in your subject area. However, be prepared to realize that 
you overestimated your own knowledge about your potential research area. Then, with 
coursework and research experience, you build back up that confidence. Logan noticed 
this in himself. By the end of his first class, he thought it was going to be a short path to 
the dissertation. However, after the second and third courses, he realized he knew very 
little compared to what he thought. By the time you are defending your dissertation, you 
will have confidence in your abilities as a researcher as well as your knowledge in the field.

An essential element for taking on doctoral work is motivation. Simply put, it is the 
driving force to gain more knowledge in a chosen field and earn the associated degree. 
Realistically, this educational journey is a long stretch consisting of coursework, compre-
hensive exams, research, and defending your thesis. To accomplish those tasks, you will 
need motivation. In 2015, Guerin et al.10 studied motivating factors for doctoral work 
across multiple disciplines. They found support from family, friends, and professors was 
essential in this pursuit in addition to the desire for research and career opportunities. 
Africa S. Hands11 identified similar motivating factors in her research on LIS doctoral 
education. These included prior engagement in research-related activities, past experi-
ences in academia, preparation for a future career, the draw of the scholarly environment, 
and encouragement from other individuals. While a number of these include extrin-
sic motivators (e.g., career advancement), these and other research report that doctoral 
subjects describe high levels of intrinsic motivation.12

Intrinsic motivation occurs because the activity is enjoyable or interesting.13 Certainly, 
learning and exploring research is very interesting, though some might question the enjoy-
ability of pursuing a doctorate and writing a dissertation. (We certainly did!) However, if 
you select a topic that piques your interest, the process will be easier to follow and render 
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an enjoyable and successful ending. Individuals who engage in doctoral work lean toward 
careers in teaching and or research—professions rewarded through intrinsic motivation.

Your PhD cohort will be another driving force. Often, the members of this group 
will encourage one another. The members of this group may be quite different from your 
undergraduate configuration; there will be many older students (yes, mid-career; in both 
of our programs, this was actually the majority of students), international students, and 
students from varying socioeconomic levels. Most will be juggling jobs, personal life, and 
schoolwork. International students have limited employment opportunities; they are only 
allowed to work on campus and may struggle with funding. While different, you all have 
a very similar goal—the PhD. Working together to strive for that goal will be a crucial 
motivator. These people will often give you the prompt and/or advice you need to hear. 
When Carol Anne was nervous about defending her dissertation proposal, one of her 
fellow students simply informed her that the advisor would not let it go forward unless 
she was confident with the research and its credibility.

Motivation is key for the completion of a doctorate. To determine levels of well-being 
and motivation throughout the doctoral phases, Sverdilk and Hall14 conducted a study 
with more than 3,000 doctoral students and found that well-being and internal moti-
vation scored highest during the coursework cycle and lowest during the challenging 
comprehensive examination schedules. As you are pursuing this dream, it is important to 
monitor both well-being and motivation; remaining cognizant of these factors will help 
you keep them strong so you can actualize the goal. Receiving motivational support can 
also be beneficial since it can lead to better satisfaction with the doctoral process, stronger 
engagement, and persistence.15 We recommend that prior to taking on this huge goal that 
you consult with family and friends. Communicate the scope of this undertaking and the 
support you will need. They will be your doctorate team!

Concluding Thoughts
It is not uncommon to see a job posting asking for a second advanced degree.16 A doctorate 
can make a difference in getting that job as well as acquiring grants, receiving promotions, 
obtaining faculty positions, and attaining personal and professional growth. Earning a 
doctorate can increase your credibility as an academic, provide in-depth expertise in the 
research area you choose, help you understand the research needs of your faculty, and give 
you a deeper understanding of how research happens.17 As a mid-career librarian, you 
have experience and insight that adds value to the research as well as course discussions. 
Both Logan and Carol Anne feel refreshed as a result of pursuing the PhD. It also brought 
a new perspective to their library work since they better understood data and methods. 
However, there are also challenges to be expected. Along with this, there is the tension 
between being a researcher and a librarian. Many librarian positions do not have the level 
of research requirements that teaching faculty do.

Earning a doctorate has changed the way Carol Anne and Logan see the world as 
well as engage with scholarship. You might, as we have, find yourself a victim of citation 
overload when communicating with colleagues. (Sorry for all the citations in this chapter; 
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this is just who we are now.) You will be more confident when discussing your research 
area at the end of your program, and that may cause colleagues to see you differently than 
they did before you began.

While we have chosen to pursue doctoral degrees in and outside of LIS—and we 
encourage you to do the same—we would be lying if we said that you needed a PhD to 
conduct research outside of the library. Setting up a vigorous research agenda can most 
certainly be done outside of the support of a structured doctoral program experience. 
Finally, you should know upfront that you will not necessarily earn more money for 
possessing a doctorate. However, pursuing a doctorate can help you achieve promotion 
milestones that can result in a higher salary.

Our Advice
is a doctorate for you?

• Think through your goals and whether they align with a doctorate.
• Research several programs and negotiate for your needs.

Surviving the experience
• Develop a support system early. Let those individuals know your plans and the 

assistance you will need. Keep them updated.
• Be organized—with your time, data, and technology.
• Identify your most effective workflow strategy. If you work best with large, inde-

pendent chunks of time, carve them out.
• Back up your work every time you write. You do not want to lose anything!
• Keep paperwork organized. (Save a copy of the program requirements just in case 

you need to use the previous requirements.)
• Use support systems. Sometimes life gets in the way. Ask for a leave of absence, if 

needed; this will stop the clock and pressure.
• Set aside time every week to spend with your family and friends.
• ENJOY and LOVE your work!

The dissertation
• Pick a topic you love. Your continued work within this area may mean that you fall 

out of love with it after a little while.
• Create database searches and alerts of the literature. This will keep you up to date 

on your topic.
• Create a log (in-print or electronically) to document your research—in particu-

lar, the methods, literature review search strategies, and data analysis techniques. 
Trying to remember what you measured two years ago may be problematic.

• Do something every day. Progress comes one step at a time. Yes, sometimes there 
are slow periods; use these times to do some of the less time-consuming tasks, 
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such as citation formatting, proofreading, checking citations with endnotes, and 
paperwork (there are lots).

• Buy the citation style manual. You will need this to check citations even if you use 
a citation generator.

• Communicate with your advisor (so there are no surprises). This includes compli-
cations as well as glory stories.

• Set a timeline and share it with your committee when you ask them to serve. Profes-
sors do retire and take sabbaticals.
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