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ABSTRACT
In the near future, the demand for Business professors may exceed the available candidates coming from doctoral programs.  To explore why undergraduates are not pursuing careers in academics, this research investigates Business students’ perceptions of faculty.  Favorable impressions include the view that professors are intelligent, serve as mentors, and can be involved in important issues or causes.  Although low pay was a frequently expressed unfavorable aspect of the job, the participants underestimated full professors’ salaries by 48%.  Finally, only 36% of participants were aware of the benefits of tenure.  Discussion focuses on changing student misperceptions, and encouraging them to pursue academics.

INTRODUCTION

Research findings suggest that the applications for doctoral programs in Business will not keep up with the demand for faculty given the increasing popularity of Business programs [2].  In an attempt to learn why more students are not pursuing careers as Business academics, this research examines undergraduates’ perceptions of professors.  Although some research has focused upon factors that enhance existing doctoral students’ future success [7], there is room for research focusing on the earlier step of encouraging students to consider graduate work and academia.

Similar to most studies that seek to explore past, current, or potential student perceptions [5] [6] [8], this project involves descriptive research with data gathered from surveys.  The long-run objective is to find correctable misconceptions students have so that Business programs will continue to have a wide pool of candidates from which to recruit.

METHOD

Participants and Dependent Variables

Sixty-one undergraduate students enrolled in a Consumer Behavior course at a teaching-oriented public university were asked to anonymously and voluntarily complete a research survey during class time.  The students, all of whom agreed to participate, responded to questions using a variety of measurement types.  First, they were asked in an open-ended fashion to note what first came to mind when they thought of a college professor.  Then, using rating scales, they noted the degree to which professors enjoyed a number of job-related benefits.  Third, using a fill-in-the-blank format, they were asked to estimate the salary of a full professor in their area of study.  Fourth, again using a fill-in-the-blank measure, they were asked to explain what tenure is.

RESULTS

Open-Ended Thoughts About Professors And Ratings Of Job-Related Benefits
Two independent coders examined the participants’ responses for what first came to mind when thinking of a college professor.  The responses were coded generally into favorable and unfavorable sets, and again into simple subcategories.  Coding agreement was nearly 100%, with the few discrepancies resolved by discussion.  Both the percentage and the number of individuals providing each type of thought are provided in Table 1.  (Because some students made multiple comments, the percentages sum to more than 100%.)  It is worthwhile to note that the majority (62%) of the perceptions about professors were favorable, with comments about intelligence and educational success topping the list.  The unfavorable comments were more diverse, with most focusing on perceptions of job stress and low pay.  

	TABLE 1 
What First Comes to Mind When Thinking of a Professor?

	Favorable thoughts
	

	Intelligent/highly educated/respected
	(47.5%, 29)

	Mentor/teacher/inspiring
	(31.1%, 19)

	Miscellaneous thoughts
	(8.2%, 5)

	
	

	Unfavorable thoughts
	

	Stressful job/not respected by students
	(16.4%, 10)

	Receive low pay or compensation
	      (11.5%, 7)

	Conceited/do not care about students
	(9.8%, 6)

	Boring/repetitive
	(9.8%, 6)

	Miscellaneous thoughts
	(6.6%, 4)


Having asked participants to provide self-generated thoughts about professors, the next task was to ascertain if they viewed the academic profession as providing benefits sought in a career position.  Pretests revealed six factors that students found desirable in their future working life.  On eight-point scales, participants rated the degree to which they disagreed (scale endpoint “1”) or agreed (scale endpoint “8”) that professors enjoy the six factors.  Means and standard deviations are listed in Table 2.  Note that the ability to make a difference on an issue of importance was seen as a strong plus for a career in academics.  In contrast, “earning potential” was the only trait with an average rating on the lower end of the scale.  
	TABLE 2 
Job Benefits Perceived to Correspond With Professorships

	The ability to be involved in moral or ethical issues of importance
	M = 6.31 (SD = 1.32)

	Collegial work environments
	M = 6.31 (SD = 1.19)

	Occupational prestige
	M = 5.99 (SD = 1.49)

	Content or satisfaction with their professional lives  
	M = 5.75 (SD = 1.29)

	Flexible work schedules
	M = 5.18 (SD = 2.09)

	Earning potential
	M = 4.00 (SD = 1.81)


In both the open-ended and rating scale measures, participants noted low compensation as a strongly negative aspect of academics.  The next measure provides a closer look at this prevalent concern.

Fill-In-The-Blank Salary Estimates And Tenure Explanation
Participants were asked to estimate the average annual salary of a full professor in their field of study.  (All participants were in Business-related fields.)  Examination of the data revealed an outlier wherein one participant provided an estimated salary of $3000.  After removing that data point, the mean salary is $52,684 (SD = 14,659).  As an estimate to how accurate the participants were, the mean salary of a business professor was estimated at $102,000 [4].     

Finally, participants were asked, “What does it mean when a faculty member receives ‘tenure’?”  One participant did not answer this question.  Of the remaining 60, 37% (22) correctly noted the academic freedom or job security aspects of tenure.  A little less than a third (30%, or 18) noted incorrect descriptions that may correlate (e.g., seniority) or may be unrelated (e.g., more pay) to tenured status.  A final third (33% or 20) of the participants admitted that they did not know what tenure means, or provided random guesses.   

DISCUSSION

This preliminary look at student perceptions of professors provides some clues as to why undergraduates might or might not pursue academic careers.  They admire the educational achievement and professors’ ability to work on projects of moral/ethical importance.  In addition, they recognize the career benefits of inspiring students, having occupational prestige, and enjoying flexible work schedules.  Although the participants volunteered negative aspects of the job in their open-ended thoughts, most of those items (e.g., that professors are boring and repetitious) are variables instructors can overcome with practice.  Only two concerns, low pay and job stress, would be relatively difficult to control, and the former is not as much of an issue as students may think.

In terms of encouraging students to pursue academics, the data clearly reveal that it is important to assuage their concerns about compensation.  Correcting the misperception about salary level may encourage students to think more carefully about entering the profession.  In addition, through mentoring or seminars, students can be made aware of the options professors have to increase their compensation above their annual salary.  Opportunities within academics include teaching summer school, taking administrative positions, obtaining grants, and writing professional books.  Outside of academics, added compensation comes by way of consulting, serving as an expert witness in legal cases, and writing popular books.  Finally, students could be informed of the ability to be compensated with time through sabbaticals and leaves not available in other careers.  

Students might also be attracted to the benefits of tenure.  Those unaware of the promotion system may view academics as requiring high short-run costs (e.g., many years in school) with no forthcoming long-term gains.  As tenure is difficult to attain, the potential of job security and of academic freedom should be explained carefully to prospective students before being used to promote the profession.    

Giving students more exposure to professorial life may also encourage them to enter Business academics.  One way to do this is to involve students in research activities.  In addition to giving students a preview of what professorships entail, experience with research may increase their chance of success in doctoral programs [1].  Although working with undergraduates takes time, efforts to do so have benefited faculty who--in addition to enjoying the rewards of mentoring--have publications from successful joint projects [3] [9].
There are a number of ways to improve upon this preliminary investigation.  Although the sentence completion data show that the participants underestimated what most full professors make [4], the source of the discrepancy is not clear.  It may be rooted in the differences between what professors make across disciplines, or in categorizing professors with other types of educators (such as frequently underpaid teachers).  In a future project, a researcher can ask students what information they used to derive their estimates.  The responses could then be used to direct efforts to change perceptions.   

Other factors to investigate in future research are students’ perceptions of doctoral programs.  Students may automatically exclude the possibility of graduate work if they are worried about the costs associated with advanced degrees [6].  If so, increasing their awareness of teaching and research assistantships, tuition waivers, and loans available to Ph.D. students may alleviate cost-related concerns.

It is worthwhile to note that the participants in this work were students at a teaching-oriented public university.  Those at research-oriented campuses might be better informed about academia life due, for example, to exposure to doctoral student teaching assistants.  Those at smaller private schools perhaps benefit from more direct interaction with professors.  A parallel study at research-oriented or private schools could provide a more balanced view of student perceptions.  There is value in marketing the profession of academics to undergraduates, who can then make decisions about graduate school.  Additional insights could be gained by comparing their responses to those working on master’s degrees.
It is hoped that this research prompts more investigations that result in activities and programs that encourage promising undergraduates to consider careers in Business academia.
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