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INTRODUCTION

Most of us feel we possess some stable, unique identity or core which
characterizes us and sets us apart from other human beings. But at the same
time, we recognize that we change -~ that we are not the same person today
as we were ten or twenty years ago, This theme of permanence versus change
in identities has long intrigued social psychologists.

This thesis addresses the theme of permanence versus change in the lives
of adults. Specifically, the personal changes and transformations experienced
by one group of persons in the process of their assuming the occupation of
university professor are discussed.

e know that persons do not freely choose occupations as if in a vacuum.
From birth, certain constraints are placed upon choice. For example, we know
that certain variables affect a person's life chances -- variables such as
gender, race, parents' income, education, occupation, etc. In the past, study-
ing the variables associated with a person's entrance into an occupation
(multivariate analysis) has clearly been the favored method by which to explain
occupational choice. (For examples pertaining to higher education, see Adaps,
1970; Astin, 1969; Duncan, Haller and Portes, 1968; Harrison, Pidgeon, Rigby
and Vogler, 1977; Harway and Astin, 1977; Lavin, 1965; Peterson, 1958; Sewell,
1967 and 1968; Shattock and Walker, 1977; Turner, 1962, For examples of
studies correlating variables with women's occupational choice and/or persis-
tence in higher education, see Cartwright, 1972; Gysbers, Johnson and Gust,
1968; Hoffman, 1972; Meier, 1972; O'Leary and Hammack, 1975; Parsons, 1976;
Peterson, 1958; Picou and Curry, 1973; Tangri, 1972; Tolone, Zey-Ferrell and

Walsh, 1976, Weston and Mednick, 1970.)



However, while knowing the effects of such variables adds to our under-

standing, it cannot explain the decision-making processes and identitv changes

undergone by persons when choosing occupations. If we are to fully explain
occupational choice, research must be undertaken that concentrates on decision-
making processes and identity changes. In short, we need research which
approaches occupational choice from a different perspective,

This paper explores the decision-making processes and identity changes
undergone by one occupational group -- university professors. It seeks tao
compare the personal changes and transformations experienced by women as
compared to men as they become professors.

Information about past experiences was collected from a small group of
male and female faculty members who have their doctorates and are employed by
a state university. The aim was to begin the construction of an occupational
developmental typology based upon subjectively interpreted experiences.

The design of the research derives from a symbolic interactionist critique
of occupational choice theories and is patterned after a small body of litera-
ture which has used basic tenets of symbolic interaction to explain entrance

into occupations.

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Very simply, theories of occupational choice attempt to explain why a
person enters one occupation rather than another. There are three general
groupings of occuaptional choice theories: psychological theories, purposive
theories and the adventitious approach., As will become evident, none of these

theories can by itself adequately explain occupational choice.



Psychological theories include the works of Holland (1959, 1963, 1966),
Roe (1957) and Roe and Siegelman (1964). Psychological career choice theories
see a core personality as having been formed in a person during childhoood.
For example, according to lolland, certain modal personal orientations are
formed in the individual -- the Intellectual, the Social, the Enterprising,
the Artistic —- which influence occupational choice,

Roe sees parental child-rearing techniques as producing a "“warm" or
"cold" home atmosphere, Persons from warm homes will choose service~oriented
occupations, cold home persons will choose non people-oriented occupatioms.
(See Osipow, 1968, for a more complete discussion of psychological theories of
occupational choice.)

Criticisms of the psychological approach abound, Tecker (1963: 44) points
out that psychelogical explanations cannot account for persons who enter cere
tain groups or occupations but do not possess the supposedly necessary trait
for entrance. Also, Becker claims psychological theories have trouble account=-
ing for change over time.

The psychological approach also fails to recognize that "most occupations
consist of a number, a bundle, of activities" (llughes, 1959: 452). To claim a
certain trait is needed for entfance into an occupation treats occupations as
if they involve one, not many, activities.

The psychological approach also tends to view humans as static. Humans
are seen as forming a personality in childhoed and when choosing an occupation
simply playing or acting out this pre-formed personality. The possibility of
personal change in adulthood is discounted (Becker, 1964; Brim and Wheeler,
1966).

A second group of theories, rational-process, or what Sherlock and Cohen

(1966) call "purposive" theories, sees occupational choice as a rational



decision-making process. Occupational choice is seen as a series of decisions
in which a person fits his or her abilities and interests to "reality."
Rational-process theories include the works of Super (1953, 1957) and Ginzberg
et al. (1951).

Both Super and Ginzberg et al. view occupatiomal choice as a ratiomal,
irreversible decision-making process. The person undergoes a series of
developmental stages and at each stage fits his or her self-concept or internal
needs and desires with '"reality."

By viewing occupational choice as a series of compromises between individual
needs and the "real world," Super and Ginzberg et al. treat reality as something
outside of the individual with no possibility that reality is "created” or
interpreted by people (Berger and Luckmann, 1967).

Also, Super's and Ginzberg's purposive theories discount the possibility
that occupational choice may be "nonrational, spontaneous and based upon
situational pressures" (Sherlock and Cohen, 1966: 303). Concentrating upon
these nonrational, spontaneous aspects of career choice constitutes the third
grouping of occupational choice theories -- the "adventitious approach,"

Sherlock and Cohen (1966) deem the adventitious approach most appropriate
for viewing entrance intc unskilled or semi-skilled occupations, with the pur-
posive approach being the most appropriate for viewing entrance into the skilled
occupations, including the professions, Sherlock and Cohen assume before
beginning their observations that choices which are nonrational, spontaneous
and situational could not precipitate entrance into the professions because of
the long training periods required. In fact, a theoretical perspective which
allows for nonrational, spontaneous decisions has seldom been used to explain
entrance into professions. The exceptions are Katz and Martin (1962), White

and Skipper (1971) and London (1978).



The adventitious approach offers certain advantages cver psychological
or purposive theories, However, by concentrating on nonrational, spontanecus
choices, the adventitious approach restricts Inquiry into purposive, rational
choices,

In sum, the psychological approach cannot explain change over time, it
treats occupations as involving only one set of activities and it cannot explain
persons who enter an occupation but do not possess the supposedly necessary
trait.

Purposive theories discount the possibility of situational contingencies
and pressures affecting the choice process and they treat “reality" as some-
thing outside the person rather than having been interpreted and, in part,
"created" by persons.,

The adventitious approach does not allow for any planning, forethought or
rationality in the choice process and it has seldom been applied to entrance
into professions,

What is needed is a perspective that allows that occupational choice
processes may be purposive at times, spontaneous at others; may Iinvolve child-
hood experiences or may not; may be rational or nonrational. A perspective is
needed that allows a search for these possibilities without discounting them
before observations begin,

Symbolic interaction as a general perspective allows us to search for the
rational and nonrational, purposive and spontaneous, psychological and social
psychological aspects of occupational choice. A small body of literature,
which I refer to as the "becoming" literature, utilizes the symbolic inter-
actionist perspective to explain entrance into certain occupations and roles.
With his study of marijuana users, Howard S, Becker (1963) can be seen as

stimulating the publication of the becoming literature.



Following Becker came Lofland and Stark (1965) and Lofland (1966),

Skipper and McCaghy (1970), White and Skipper (1971), Carey, Peterson and
Sharpe (1974), Cross (1977) and London (1978). These works follow basic
tenets of symbolic interaction by paying particular attention to the meanings
arrived at by actors, their soclal relationships and the fitting together of
lines of action by actors. Each work recognizes the inadequacy of a model of
occupational choice, or "becoming" based only upon background characteristics
and predisposing conditions, and each sees entrance into an occupation as a
process or sequence of steps occurring over time,

It should be noted however, that wirtually all of these works concern
entrance into "deviant" occupations (marijuana user, strip-tease, go-go dancer,
etc,) The becoming genre is almost exclusively the product of deviance litera-
ture. This appears to be because researchers have made the a priori assumption
that persons entering deviant occupations or roles could not possibly have
rationally chosen these roles —- that the persons must instead have adventi-
ticusly fallen inteo them. The a priori assumptions are reflected in the ap-
roach and the findings of the researchers. But it appears that this approach
may be useful to the study of occupational entrance in general.

London's (1978) study of the career paths and identities of a group of
community college teachers is one of the few works that does not concern a
"deviant" occupation and Londen's work is most closely related to the study
to be described below. But London's community college teachers appear to
differ substantially from the group of university professors I have studied.
London's community college teachers were failures, in a sense, having arrived
at their present occupations because of the premature ending of their graduate
or university careers. This does not appear to be the case for university

professors,



In summary, each occupational choice theory discussed cannot by itself
adequately explain entrance into an occupation. What is needed is a general
perspective that allows us to search for a variety of explanations. Symbolic
interaction appears to be such an approach.

The symbolic interactionist approach will be applied by allowing the mean-
ings and interpretations of the actors themselves to take precedence, by
searching for the possibility that occupational choice involves a process in
which situational contingencies, social relationships, changes and transforma-
tions in identity become crucial, and by beginning with the assumption that

humans are interpretive rather than responding beings.
RESEARCH PROCEDURE

The faculty members interviewed were employed by State University, a
medium-sized institution with an enrollment of approximately 18,000 students,
Ten in-depth focused interviews were conducted, each lasting an average of two
hours and twenty minutes. Five men and five women were interviewed. The
interviews were conducted in a private office, a private room near the faculty
nmember's office or in the faculty member's home.

To facilitate comparison, older persons (persons who reéeived their Ph.D.s
before 1970), persons with long time gaps between degrees, and persons with
circuitous job histories were excluded. Also, in an effort to keep objective
characteristics as similar as possible, persons in the biological and physical
sciences were excluded because of thelr prevalence to have completed post-
doctorates, making comparisons more difficult, Only persons in the social
sciences, arts or humanities were included in the pool. The pool of names was
obtained by reviewing State University's affirmative action files. Tive persons

were selected at random from the pool of males, five from the pool of females.



The mean age of interviewees was 32. The average year for receipt of the
Ph.D. was 1974. All persons were white and had their doctorates. Four of
the males were married and one was single. Four of the females were divorced,
with one remarried. One woman was engaged to be married.

During the interviews, faculty members constructed "life histories" cover-
ing the time from high school graduation to the present, although they were
free to recount earlier experiences. Information elicited included such things
as whether or not persons went directly to college, how they decided upon a
particular college, how the person thought others viewed him or her during high
school, college, graduate school, how decisions were made and what influenced
the decisions, The subjective feelings of the persons, how they viewed events

and what others influenced decisions were concentrated upon.

FINDINGS

Turning Points

In general, it appears the process of becoming a university professor
involves a series of decisions made in increments to solve immediate problems,
These decisions can be seen as having been nade at "critical junctures'" or
"turning points" (Strauss, 1969; Lofland, 1966). The concept turning point
offers an appropriate and convenient method of organizing and explaining the
occupational choice process,

Strauss describes the concept turning points as "critical incidents that
occur to force a person to recognize that 'l an not the same as I was, as 1
used to be',.,.,These critical incidents constitute turning points in the onward
movement of personal careers' (1969: 93).

Lofland describes turning points in persons' lives as:

a moment when old lines of action were complete, had failed,



or had been or were about to be disrupted, and when they (are)
faced with the opportunity or necessity for doing something
different with their lives...The significance of these
various kinds of turning points lies in their having produced
an increased awareness of and desire to take some action on

their problems, combined with a new opportunity to do so., Turning

points (are) circumstances in which old obligations and lines
of action (have) diminished, and new involvements (have) become
desirable and possible (1966: 93),

Turning points are not simply sudden changes in a person. The changes may
have been coming on slowly for a long time, It is at a turning point that a
person has a sudden realization of the changes he or she has been experiencing.

To say persons make decisions at critical junctures in order to solve
immediate problems does not mean they have no long-range goals. But if they
have long-range goals they often are diverted from them by events they cannot
control. They may become faced with situations they could not have anticipated
or become involved in social relationships they could not have predicted,

Decisions made at critical junctures result from an interplay between
background characteristics, situational contingencies and soclal relationships
defined as important by the person. We can better understand the changes and
transformations which occur in the process of becoming a university professor
by tracing critical junctures or turning points which lead people to become

members of the academic profession.,

Beconing Committed to an Academic Area

Becoming personally and academically committed to one area of Interest is

the first transformation experienced by persons on thelr way to becoming



10

professors. Each person interviewed experienced a critical juncture or turn-
ing point which can be seen as having committed the person to an area of

study. Two general types of turning points can be identified.

Lack of initial commitment. In the first type of turning point, the person

decides to major in one academic area but does not feel committed to it. Some
persons begin studies in an area because they are required to choose a major by
their college, but they have not yet pared down their interests, Others re-
ceive a scholarship they do not want to turn down, even though they are unsure
what the discipline is like. For others, it is what they are doing "best" in
at the moment they must choose. When there 1s this initial lack of commitment,
the person in every case began to dislike the field as he or she continued in
it.

These persons reached critical junctures when they took a class or classes
in another field which were pleasing to them and/or experienced an event in
their chosen field which they defined as disgusting or displeasing. That is,
at the same time their chosen discipline becomes displeasing, another becomes
pleasing.

For example, one interviewee, Sam, came from a poor family. He wanted to
attend college but his family cou}d not afford tuition., le lived in his state's
capitol and learned the state offered scholarships in engineering. 1Ile applied
and received a scholarship., Although Sam did not feel committed to engineering,
he began college in the discipline.

Sam had always had an interest in geography, but his high school had
offered no classes in the subject. He decided to take a geography class. His
first geography class was taught by a man who enchanted Sam (see Adelson, 1962

on the teacher as a model),
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The first class I had in geography at college was taught by
one of the top two or three teachers I have ever known. I
was fascinated, I was overwhelmed., He opened ny eyes to

the world. T would leave his class and think about what he
sald the rest of the day. After I had that course from him,
I took twelve more hours in geography. DBut they were totally
useless hours for me == I couldn't use them toward my degree.

Sam came to dislike his engineering classes as he took more of them. e
may not have discontinued his studies in engineering if it had not been for
an unhappy summer field experience he had to complete. The combination of the
enchanting professor and the unsuccessful field experience marked a turuning
point for Sam, Against his parents' wishes, he gave up his scholarship in
engineering, became a geography major and worked part-time and during the
summers to pay his tuition.

In sum, for persons experiencing the first type of turning point, there
is an initial lack of commitment to a discipline, a pleasing experience in
another discipline coupled with increasing disenchantment with the initially
chosen field. In each of the cases of lack of initial commitment, the person

ultimately transferred out of the field.

Heaving together of threads. A second type of turning point leading per-

sons to become committed to a discipline can be called a "weaving together of
threads." 1In this type of turning point, persons are initially committed to a
discipline. They describe it as part of their "identity." Usually this com=
mitment began long before the person reached college. For example, two persons
had played the same sorts of roles in their families as they were called upon
in their chosen fields. Another person was treated by everyone in her high

school as a practitioner in this field.
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These persons have builtf up an identity in one field, but at college they
are bombarded with classes in mdny other disciplines which interest them. Yet
they are too personally committed to forsake their chosen field; that 1s, too

much of who they believe they are is intertwined with their chosen field. They

n v

are known by significant others as the "artist," the "counselor," and so om.

These people find themselves with many disconnected threads which interest
them but they are unsure how to combine the threads. At this point they are
seekers, seeking some way to weave together their diverse interests, yet retain
their identity. Most characteristically, they take a course either as an
undergraduate or graduate student, in which they suddenly see a way to combine
their many threads of interest into a whole,

For example, Lora built up an identity as an artist long before entering
college. She lived in a city with a large artist community. Iller parents gave
Ler private art instruction. She mentioned that in high school whenever an
artist was‘needed she was called upon. She never considered majoring in any
other subject in college.

But at college, she discovered she had interests in two other subjects.
She graduated with forty extya credit hours because of her interest in these
other subjects., She never considered switching from art, however, and ulti-
mately received her bachelor's degree in art.

Lora began graduate school in art but still had not pared down her
interests. While in graduate school, she took classes in art history. She
began to like this specialty more and more, realizing it encompassed all her
interests. Lora said: "Art history ended up being such a logical choice.
It's really a cross-discipline -- it cuts across all fields, It was such a

logical choice. It allows me to keep up in all the other fields, but is still

art as well,"
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Allen described how he played the role of counselor at home and with

friends. When he entered college, he knew exactly what he wanted to study,
Ever since I was little, ever since I was seven years old,
for Christ's sake, I've been the person who helped people —-
who people could talk to. I mean I'm just an average shmo.,
I was always just average =~ I'm not the best, I'm not the
worst. I fit in the middle, I got by by helping people.
It became an identity with me...I wanted to get into a pro-
fession where I could counsel people.

In college Allen found that although he had gotten into a field in which
he could help people (psychology), this was too general., le lacked a specific
interest, He had many threads of interest, but could not fit them together.

Then in graduate school Allen took a class in the family and all the
threads were woven together for him. Allen said, "before this I had had
courses in the family, but they treated the family in an abstract way...I had
this course in family and for the first time, it all fit...All my interests
before suddenly fit together. So I decided to change my emphasis to the
family,"

In summary, I have identified two routes a person takes in becoming com-
mitted to an area of study. One route is characterized by an initial lack of
commitment and a later transferring out of the field. The other route involves
an initial commitment based upon an identity built up over the years coupled
with interests in other fields. Later, the person discovers a specific area
that encompasses his or her varied interests,

Everett C, Hughes (1959: 453) has noted that "(o)ccupations vary greatly

in the degree to which they become the master determinants of the social
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identity, self-conception, and social status of the people in them." The
fact that interviewees for this project became personally committed to a
discipline as a first step in becoming a professor seems to indicate a stroung
degree of social identity and self-concept invested in their chosen fields.
But whether or not this personal cormmitment is a necessary precondition for
entrance into academe, we cannot say on the basis of the evidence collected.
It i1s interesting to note that for each interviewee, the initial commit-
ment was to a field of interest, not to becoming a professor. The decision to
enter academe per se came at a much later time for the interviewees. We turn

now to a second critical juncture in the process of becoming a professor.

The Decision to Pursue Graduate Studies

For some persons the pursuance of graduate studies is a natural continua=-
tion of their educations and is seen as the minimum amount of education they
should receive. For others, the decision is traumatic and they settle upon it
with great difficulty, That is, one group makes no decision while the other
group undergoes a decision-making process before pursuing graduate studies.

Persons who perceived a break -- and therefore had to make a decision ==
between undergraduate and graduate years either arrived at college with vague
notions about their future or had very specific plans, but these plans did not
initially include graduate school,

Persons who had difficulty deciding to pursue graduate studies experienced
two types of turning points which marked the solidification of their decisions.
After they experlenced a turning point the persons pointed themselves firmly in
the direction of graduate studies, For three persons, the decision to attend

graduate school was created by a job-related experience.
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Job-related turning points. Carla had no intention of going bevond the

bachelor's level when she entered college. THer goal was to teach high school
and she completed her teaching certificate simultaneously with her bachelor’'s
degree. She felt she modeled herself around an influential high school teacher
who taught human relatioms.,

Ironically, the year Carla finished her degree was the year the influential
teacher left her job, Carla ended up taking her former teacher's job. Eut
things did not work out as expected.

I wanted to teach in high school just like Miss . I
changed when I got in that position...I didn't have the
skills to do what I wanted to do...In our high school, guid-
ance counselors were there to get you into college, but they
didn't try to interpret your growth. The human relations
person did., It was very rewarding, but I had not been
trained in counseling...After one year of this I was moti-
vated to go on for my master's...The experience of teaching
motivated me. I felt inadequate. I wanted to be better at
it,

Carla's feelings of inadequacy once she got into a job situation were
directly responsible for motivating her te continue her studies. Also, because
Carla, like other interviewees, had been an achiever before and throughout
high school and college, she was not accustomed to being unprepared.

Once Lisa became committed to computer science she began toc work in her
chosen field during the summers. It was during her summer employment that

Lisa became committed to pursuing graduate studies,



