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career choice by employing a semi-structured interview protocol with a smaller number 

of individuals. The survey was used to compare the characteristics of the 2007 

California cohort of doctoral students in special education with the national cohorts 

described by the OSEP report (Smith et al., 2001), and the research of Washburn-Moses 

(Washburn-Moses & Therrien, 2006). At the same time, the social cognitive process of 

career choice was explored in individual interviews with a subset of California doctoral 

students in special education. 

The primary constructs of SCCT are self-efficacy, outcome expectations, goal 

attainments, interests, activity choices, and contextual influences. According to Lent 

and Brown, (2006), these factors are active processes that affect career choice and 

attainment. These constructs serve equally well as dependent or independent variables 

depending on whether the focus of the research is causal or outcome based (Lent & 

Brown, 2006). In this outcome based study, all of these factors are held to be 

independent variables and career choice is the dependent or outcome variable. Figure 3 

shows the relationship of the independent variables to the dependent variable (See 

Figure 3). 
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Working backwards, there is a direct linkage from the dependent variable of 

career choice after graduation to interests and goal attainments; goal attainments and 

interests link to self-efficacy, outcome expectations and contextual supports and barriers. 

This study examined how special education doctoral candidates felt about their ability to 

succeed in a graduate program (self-efficacy), what they expected to gain from their 

success (outcome expectations), and the degree to which their goals were supported 

(contextual supports/barriers). In addition to the independent variables derived from the 

SCCT model, three other variables were important to this study: traditional doctoral 

programs, non-traditional doctoral programs, and underrepresented populations. The 

relative efficacy of the approach of traditional and non-traditional in increasing the 

numbers of minority faculty in IHEs has become an important policy question for 

colleges and universities in California. A special interest of this investigation is the 

inclination of ethnically diverse doctoral students in special education to enter the 

professorate. 

Two instruments, the Survey of Doctoral Students in Special Education and the 

Career Choice Interview Protocol were used to collect data on the variables of interest to 

this study; self-efficacy, outcome expectations, contextual influences, interests, goal 

attainments, and career choice after graduation. Each of these instruments are discussed 

in the instrument section. 
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Research Questions 

1. What are the characteristics of the cohort of doctoral candidates in special education 

currently enrolled at IHEs in California and how do they compare to the participants 

in national studies? 

2. How do the factors found in the career choice model of SCCT, self-efficacy, 

outcome expectations, and contextual influences affect career choice after 

graduation? 

Instruments 
 
Survey Instrument 

The Survey of Doctoral Students in Special Education was based on the survey 

developed by Smith et al. (2001) and was used with permission in the current study. The 

original survey consisted of six sections. Three sections of the survey were primarily 

demographic and included questions about areas of academic concentration or age, 

ethnicity, and marital status. The remaining three sections focused on reasons for entering 

a doctoral program, student support issues, and post-graduate plans. The only major 

change for this study was the elimination of Section B, Educational Background.  This 

section featured a list of all of the colleges and universities attended by the participant 

since high school and the researcher decided to that this information was not relevant to 

this study's research questions. Several items in the remaining sections were eliminated 

because they were redundant or not relevant to the variables of this study. 

Each item in the Survey of Doctoral Students in Special Education was 

linked to one of the independent variables, the dependent variable or provided 

demographic data. (see Appendix A) Items 37-44 and item 45 were used to measure self-
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efficacy. Items 26 and 36 were used to measure outcome expectations. Items 7, 8, 9, 11, 

18, and 20 were used to measure contextual influences. Items 26, 27 and 28 were used to 

measure career choice after graduation. Items 1-6, and 46-55 are demographic questions 

and were used for a cross comparison of samples between the current study and the study 

by Smith et al. (2001). This survey was used to address both of the research questions. 

The final version of the survey instrument was constructed with Remark Web Survey 

and hosted on a secure server at www.calspedoc.org. 

Interview Protocol 

The Career Choice Interview Protocol (see Appendix B) was designed by the 

researcher using a series of open-ended questions to collect in-depth information, on the 

experiences of a stratified by program subset of volunteer participants, with an emphasis 

on the impact of SCCT factors on career choice. Particular attention was focused on the 

participants' perceptions of how well they felt they were being prepared to enter the 

professorate. General questions were used, as well as probes, in order to elicit a narrative 

description of their process of career choice. These questions were suggested by the 

research of Lindholm, (2004) who examined the factors that encourage an individual's 

aspirations for a career in higher education. Item 7, describe the opportunities you have 

had to improve your research skills; and item 8, describe opportunities you have had to 

improve your practice as a teacher of adult learners, were related to self-efficacy.  Item 1, 

what attracted you to this particular program; and item 4, were there particular people 

who were influential in shaping your career choice, were related to contextual influences. 

Item 3, when did you decide to pursue a career in higher education; item 5, what specific 

experiences influenced your career choice; item 6, are you more inclined to teaching 
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adult learners or to doing research in education, were related generally to outcome 

expectations. Item 2, how would you describe the doctoral program that you are enrolled 

in, was related to describing a program as either traditional or non-traditional. Item 9, 

what personal values or characteristics motivated you to enter a doctoral program in special 

education, was focused on intrinsic motivations. The Career Choice Interview protocol 

was used to address research question 2. These items were reviewed for content validity 

by a panel of researchers prior to the implementation of the protocol. These items were 

reviewed for content validity by a panel of researchers prior to the implementation of the 

protocol. 

Participants 

Participants were drawn from the ranks of doctoral students in special education 

currently enrolled in the 5 IHEs in California that offer a doctorate in special education. 

Most of the programs are small, while one or two are fairly robust.  It was estimated that 

between 60 and 100 doctoral students were currently enrolled in special education 

programs at IHEs in California, 56 responded to the request for participation channeled 

through their department chairs, and received passwords; 46 participants completed the 

survey. Smith et al., (2001), described the characteristics of doctoral students in special 

education: the majority of their participants were women (82%), almost 18% were ethnic 

minorities, half were in their 40s, nearly two-thirds were married, and nearly all had 

come from careers in education (Smith, et al, 2001). One goal of this study was to 

compare doctoral students in special education in California today with their national 

counterparts of eight years earlier. 
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Procedures 

The department chairperson of each college or university in California with an 

active doctoral program offering a degree or specialization in special education was 

contacted and solicited for his or her support with the survey component of the study. The 

chairperson was given a letter describing the importance of the study.  The chairpersons 

were asked to forward the information on how to participate in the study to their student  

along with a letter encouraging their support and all of the chairpersons agreed with these 

procedures. 

When the participant went to the web site, he or she saw a page that described the 

study, what the data would be used for, and the potential risk for the participant. When the 

participants entered their access code, completed answering the survey questions, and 

clicked the submit button, they documented their informed consent. The data collected 

from the completed surveys was automatically downloaded to a secure computer and 

stored on an encrypted and biometrically protected hard drive. 

 After submitting the form, participants became part of a pool in the interview 

portion of the study. A sub-set of two students from each of the five programs were 

randomly selected for participation in the follow-up interview. The researcher contacted 

participants who were selected to complete the semi-structured interview portion of the 

study. If one of the students did not want to participate, the next randomly selected person 

in the subset was contacted until two interviews from IHE had been scheduled. At this 

point arrangements were made to complete the interview by telephone. Each interview 

lasted between 30 minutes and one hour and was tape-recorded. The recordings were  
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transcribed and stored on the encrypted hard drive along with the data from the survey 

instrument. 

Data Analysis 

Data from the survey were analyzed using the Statistical Program for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS). The demographic results addressed research question one by describing 

the characteristics of doctoral students in special education currently enrolled at IHEs in 

California. The results this study were compared with those of the national studies by 

Smith et al. (2001). The survey questions that focused on the participant's satisfaction 

with the program and his or her plans for employment after graduation were used to 

address research question two.  

Data from the interviews were coded and analyzed. Content analysis was done 

based on the transcripts of ten 30-minute interviews conducted with two participants from 

each of the five IHEs providing doctoral programs in special education.  Statements in 

the transcripts were coded for their relevance to 1 of 3 elements of SCCT: self-efficacy, 

outcome expectations, and contextual supports and barriers. Particular focus was given to 

the perceived affect of those supports and barriers on the participants intended career 

choice after graduation.  Interview transcripts were further analyzed with regard to 

participants’ perceptions of the structure of their programs.  Statements were coded by 

whether the programs were perceived as being structured traditionally, or non-

traditionally.  Finally, the transcripts were analyzed for the underlying values of 

participants that contributed to their pursuit of a doctorate in special education or would 

contribute to them seeking careers in higher education.  Statements were coded in terms 

of those values falling into 1 of 2 categories: intrinsic motivators or extrinsic motivators.  
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The transcripts were cross-referenced within and across categories by two raters.  Inter-

rater reliability was established by measuring the percent of agreement between the two 

raters.  Inter-rater reliability was 70%.  Discrepancies were resolved through discussion 

between the two raters until consensus was reached for the remaining 30%.  The 

resulting data were used to address research question two. 

Protection of Human Subjects 

This descriptive study used participants who are currently enrolled as doctoral 

candidates in special education at colleges and universities in California. The 

participants were not be contacted directly by researcher unless they volunteered to 

participate in the interview portion of the study. The participants were given a 

considerable level of security as the survey data was encrypted and password protected.  

However, there was still the risk that information about their participation could have 

remained cached on their computer and that their Internet service provider could log their 

access to the survey. To ensure that participants were informed of the potential risks, they 

received notification of the risks along with their access code when their department 

chairperson initially contacted them. Personal information and all data that were collected 

by the researcher were kept on an encrypted and biometrically protected hard drive in a 

locked file. 
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 

 
The literature suggests that K-12 student achievement is positively correlated to 

the quality of their teachers yet there continues to exist a significant shortage of 

credentialed special education teachers both nationally and in California.  The shortage of 

highly qualified candidates for faculty positions in special education at institutions of 

higher education in California still constrains the capacity of institutions of higher 

education (IHEs) to train adequate numbers of classroom teachers.  

This study examined the current cohort of doctoral students majoring in special 

education at IHEs in California.  The researcher contacted program chairpersons at IHEs 

that had been identified as having doctoral programs in special education (N=5).  

Program chairs were asked to solicit the participation of interested candidates for the 

study.   Participants were then contacted by the researcher and given password-protected 

access to an on-line survey.  The survey was constructed using the instrument developed 

by Smith, et al, (2001) for the national study, Survey of Doctoral Students in Special 

Education.  From a potential population of between 60 and 100 doctoral students 

currently enrolled in special education programs at IHEs in California, 56 received 

passwords and 46 (82%) completed the survey.  Data were collected during the Spring, 

2007.  Two participants from each doctoral program in California were invited to 

participate in a semi-structured interview to discuss the particular factors that influence 

their career choices. The surveys and interviews were analyzed using the framework of 

Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) to identify which factors are most influential to 

special education doctoral students' career choices. 
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Research Question One Results 

1.  What are the characteristics of the cohort of doctoral candidates in 

special education currently enrolled at IHEs in California and how do 

they compare to the participants in national studies? 

The data collected from participants in this study were analyzed separately and 

then compared with those in the Smith study by gender, marital status, age, race, 

relocation status, student status, financial support, career aspirations, and overall program 

satisfaction.  In the current study, participants were 15% male, and 85% female; 70% 

were either married or living in a similar relationship.  Participants ranged in age from 25 

years to 59 years of age, the age distribution was bi-modal with 33% of respondents in 

their 30s and 33% in their 50s.  The average age of participants was 41 with a standard 

deviation of 11.6 years.  The majority of participants were white (n= 32, 70%), with the 

largest minority group being African American (n=7, 15%), followed by Hispanic (n=3, 

9%), and Asian (n=2, 4%).  Only 11% of participants had relocated to enroll in their 

doctoral program.  Seventy-three percent were full time students carrying six or more 

units per semester. Seventy-eight percent of the respondents received financial support 

through grants or fee waivers. Almost two thirds (63%) of respondents reported their 

intention to seek employment at an IHE or research institute upon graduation.  Finally, 

the majority (78%) reported being either completely or mostly satisfied with the overall 

experience at their IHEs. 

The Smith study was aimed at graduate students who were enrolled in Spring, 

1999 in all of the special education programs in the nation. (Smith, et al, 2001) The 
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findings of the current study are consistent with the results of the Smith study with 

several notable exceptions (see Table 1).  In the current study the percentage of students 

expressing the intention to seek faculty positions after graduation is dramatically higher.  

Seventy percent of participants in the current study want careers in higher education 

compared with only 44% of participants in the national study.  The percentage of students 

with dependent children is 40% lower than the Smith study.  

Table 1. Comparison of the California Participants with the Smith Participants 

 
 

California, 2007 
N = 46 

 
 

Smith Study, 1999 
N = 1267 

 
Gender 

 
85% Female  

 
82% Female 

 
Married 
or in a similar relationship 

 
70%  

 
66% 

 
Participants  
with dependent children 

 
37%  

 
53% 

 
White 
 
Non-white 

 
70% 

 
30% 

 

 
82% 

 
18% 

 
Participants relocating 
for doctoral program 

 
24%  

 
21% 

 
Participants enrolled full-time 

 
74%  

 
21% 

 
Participants receiving 
financial support 

 
78%  

 
69% 

 
Participants intending to 
seek employment in 
higher education 

 
70%  

 
44% 

 
Participants expressing 
satisfaction with their doctoral 
program 

 
78%  

 
74% 
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With regard to underrepresented groups, the percentage of non-white students (30%) 

was significantly greater in the current study than the percentage in the national study 

(18%).  However the percentage of male students (15%) was even slightly lower in the 

Smith study (18%).  The percentage of students (74%) enrolled full time in their 

doctoral studies was significantly higher in the California cohort than in the national 

cohort (21%), even given that in California graduate students are only required to carry 

6 units to be considered full time. Finally, the percentage of students in the current 

study receiving financial support is higher (78%) compared with the national study 

(69%).  

Research Question Two Results 

2 How do the factors found in the career choice model of SCCT, self-efficacy, 

outcome expectations, and contextual influences, affect career choice after 

graduation? 

This study examined how special education doctoral candidates felt about their 

ability to succeed in their chosen career as a result of the acquisition of a specific set of 

skills (self-efficacy), what they expected to gain from their successful completion of their 

graduate education (outcome expectations), and the degree to which they felt that their 

goals are being supported by their universities, departments, and advisors (contextual 

supports/barriers).  The Survey of Doctoral Students in Special Education and the Career 

Choice Interview Protocol were used compare these factors with the participants 

intention to seek faculty positions at IHEs after graduation.  
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Quantitative Results for Question 2 

The survey instrument was used to compare the career choices of the participants 

with their responses to survey items that are believed to be indicative of the SCCT’s traits 

(see Appendix A). Items 37-44 and item 45 were used to measure self-efficacy. Item 26 

and 36 were used to measure outcome expectations. Items 7, 8, 9, 11, 18, and 20 were 

used to measure contextual influences. Items 26, 27 and 28 were used to measure career 

choice after graduation. 

Self-efficacy 

Items 37-44 asked respondents to rate their satisfaction with the training that 

they have received in specific areas of their doctoral studies and item 45 asked them to 

rate their overall satisfaction with the skill sets taught in their program (see Table 2). 

For items 37-44, not all respondents rated each of the specific areas because they may 

not have received training in those areas at the time of their completion of the survey.  

However, 100% of respondents were able to rate their overall satisfaction with their 

program and 78% stated they were completely or mostly satisfied with the training that 

they had received.  
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Table 2. Satisfaction with training areas. 

 

Training Area 

 

 

n 

 

Percentile Expressing 
Satisfaction 

 

Intervention 34 89% 

Research and Evaluation 41 89% 

Diagnosis and Assessment 29 83% 

Cultural Diversity 32 80% 

Consultation 33 79% 

College Teaching 31 76% 

Elementary and Secondary 
Content 

20 71% 

Administrative Support 22 60% 
 
Outcome Expectations 
 

Item 26 asked respondents to identify their career plans immediately after 

graduation and item 36 asked respondents to rate their assessment of the job market for 

faculty positions at IHEs for applicants with their training.  Sixty-seven percent of 

respondents indicated that they would seek a job that was different from what they were 

currently doing or did before entering their doctoral program.  Twenty percent indicated 

that they intended to remain in their current positions, but this may reflect that portion of 

students who already hold administrative or faculty positions and are seeking their 

doctorate in order to maintain those positions.  Ninety-five percent of respondents 
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indicated that they believed that the job market in higher education for special education 

doctorates was either good or excellent.  Most respondents expressed strong positive 

outcome expectations for the completion of their doctoral studies 

Contextual Influences  

Item 7 asked participants to state the number of doctoral programs to which they 

had applied for admission.  Seventy percent of participants responded that they had only 

applied to a single doctoral program.  This is comparable with the findings of the Smith 

study (72%) and suggests that doctoral students in special education are likely to be 

resistant to relocating.  Items 8 and 9 sought to discover the proximity of participants to 

the graduate schools where they had been admitted.  Ninety-three percent are attending 

institutions in their state of residence and 45% are attending programs in their city of 

residence.  This is also comparable with the findings of the national study. Clearly, the 

data suggest that relocating to attend a particular institution is a significant obstacle to the 

pursuit of a doctoral degree.   In response to item 11, 33% participants responded that 

financial support is a primary factor for choosing a particular program while only 10% 

cited having to relocate as a primary factor (see Table 3). 
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Table 3.  Contextual Supports/Barriers 

 

Factors for choosing a 
particular institution 

 

 

Frequency 

 

Percentage 

The amount of financial 
support 

 

 

15 

 

 

33% 

Program concentration 

 

7 15% 

The opportunity to work 
with specific faculty 

 

 

5 

 

11% 

The need to relocate 

 

5 11% 

Programs reputation 

 

3 <10% 

Proximity of family 

 

1 <10% 

Geographic location 

 

4 <10% 

Needs of family 

 

2 <10% 

Programs’ commitment to 
the special need of its 
students 

4 <10% 
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Items 18 and 19 sought to determine the types and relative importance of financial 

assistance as barriers or supports to seeking a special education doctorate.   Over two 

thirds of respondents received a tuition waiver or stipend for their doctoral studies in the 

previous academic year.   Over 70% feel that receiving some form of institutional 

financial support was a significant factor in their studies; only 24% were funded their 

program with personal or familial resources (see Table 4). Career Choice 

A key variable of interest in this study was career choice after graduation.  The 

items that suggest what the choices might be are items 26, 27, and 28.  Questions 26 

asked participants to state whether they would stay in their current position, change 

positions, or pursue post-graduate study. Over two-thirds responded that they were going 

to seek a different position than currently held, 20% indicated that they would stay in the 

same position, and a little over 10% said that they would seek a post-doctoral position.  

Question 27 dealt with participants’ choices regarding the specific types of settings in 

which they would want to work directly after graduation.  Over half of respondents felt 

that they would be working at a four year college or university, and one fifth indicated a 

preference for research at a college-affiliated research institute, and approximately 10% 

planned to work in public school administration.  One question asked participants to 

select the general category of employment that they intended to seek.  Over 70% of 

respondents expressed their intention to seek faculty positions in higher education, while 

30% thought that they would remain in K-12 or other settings. 
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Table 4. Financial sources of support. 

Sources of financial 
support 

N 
 

Percentile 

Fellowship, Grant, or 
Scholarship 

23 50% 

Family Income 7 15% 

Loans 5 11% 

Earnings from Employment 4 <10% 

Research Assistantships 1 <10% 

Teaching Assistantships 2 <10% 

Traineeships 0 <10% 

Dissertation Grant 1 <10% 

Paid Internship or 
Practicum 

1 <10% 

Personal Savings 0 <10% 

Employer Reimbursement 0 <10% 
 

Qualitative Results for Question 2 

The last question on the on-line survey asked respondents if they would be willing 

to participate in a brief telephone interview.  Thirty-nine responded affirmatively and ten 

participants were selected at random, two from each of the five participating IHEs.  

Participants were contacted by phone, an appointment was scheduled, and then they 
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participated in a 30-minute interview (see Appendix B).  Participants were asked what 

attracted you to this particular program; how would you describe the doctoral program 

that you are enrolled in; when did you decide to pursue a career in higher education; were 

there particular people who were influential in shaping your career choice; what specific 

experiences influenced your career choice; are you more inclined to teaching adult 

learners or to doing research in education; describe the opportunities you have had to 

improve your research skills; describe opportunities you have had to improve your 

practice as a teacher of adult learners; and what personal values or characteristics 

motivated you to enter a doctoral program in special education?  

The vast majority of interviewees described strong personal values and life 

experiences that led them to pursue an advanced degree in special education.  Many had 

family members who had disabilities or they had participated in volunteer activities 

within the disability community as teenagers or young adults. The majority of the 

participants said that they had limited opportunities to engage in research, none had 

published independently of their professors, and most said that they had limited 

opportunities to teach adult learners, typically one or two classes in a credential program. 

Most stated that they had applied to particular institutions because of the reputation of 

that college or the particular of research at that institution, but admitted that being offered 

substantive financial support and the proximity of the institution to family or current 

employment were most important. All of the participants described a close mentoring 

relationship with at least one member of the faculty, usually their committee chairperson 

if they had reached proposal or dissertation development.  All but one interviewee had 

been a special education teacher, a special education administrator, or both, before 
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beginning their doctoral studies. Most of the participants described their doctoral 

programs as traditional, but in fact described programs that did not require full time 

residency in the program.  Most of the programs were described as partnerships between 

research institutions and teacher preparation schools.  Participants in the early years of 

training expressed more enthusiasm for a career in the professorate than did those who 

were in dissertation development or who had recently completed their doctoral defenses. 

Summary of Findings 

This study sought to create a picture of the 2007 cohort of doctoral students in 

special education at colleges and universities in California.  The study compared this 

cohort with that of the national study completed by Smith (Smith, et al, 2001) for the 

Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP). The data suggest that the two cohorts 

appear similar, but the California cohort had some significant differences that may reflect 

the cultural diversity of the state and the impact of increased grant support in the last 

decade.  The second objective of this study was to use Social Cognitive Career Theory 

(SCCT) to analyze the survey responses of the participants to the constructs of self-

efficacy, outcome expectations, contextual supports and obstacles, and career choice after 

graduation.   Because of the small sample size of this study and a lack of variance in the 

survey responses it was impossible to correlate the variables in question.  However, 

analysis of the data did provide interesting descriptive findings about those variables.  

Finally, the studies qualitative data suggests some insights into the decision making 

process of this cohort of graduate students in special education.  These findings are 

discussed in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION 

 
This descriptive study examined the career choices of current special 

education doctoral students in California using the theoretical framework of Social 

Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT). No other study has examined the development of 

career choice for doctoral students in special education within the context of the 

relationship among various factors described in SCCT. Using California as a case, this 

study used a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to describe the 

characteristics of current special education doctoral candidates in California and to 

identify which SCCT factors are most significant in motivating them to seek post-

graduation faculty positions in colleges and universities training special education 

teachers. 

Discussion 

The first question of this study addresses the characteristics of the cohort of 

doctoral candidates in special education currently enrolled at IHEs in California with the 

objective of comparing them with comparable special education doctoral student samples 

in a national study.  The researcher adapted the survey instrument used by the Smith 

study (Smith et al., 2001) for use as an on-line survey.  Five institutions of higher 

education (IHEs) were identified as offering doctoral degrees in special education and a 

request for participation was made through each institution’s department chairperson.  

Respondents were given passwords and asked to complete the survey.  Fifty-six students 

responded and 46 (82 %) completed the on-line survey.  The data from the survey were 

then compared to the data from the Smith study.  
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The Smith study identified four questions.  Those questions included data on the 

recent experiences of IHEs in hiring special education faculty; the available supply of 

new doctorates seeking and finding positions at IHEs; the extent that current doctoral 

students were motivated to academic careers; and the current capacity of IHEs to produce 

special education faculty (Smith et al., 2001).  Within the context of the situation in 

California, the current study focused on the demographics of the potential supply of new 

doctorates and their aspirations toward careers in academia. 

The Smith study (2001) described the national cohort of doctoral students in 

special education by gender, marital status, age, race, relocation status, student status, 

financial support, career aspirations, and overall program satisfaction.  The profile of the 

national cohort in 1999 was predominately female (82%). About 18% of these students 

represented ethnic or racial minorities.  Fifty percent of this population was over 42 years 

old, two thirds were married or in a similar relationship, and over half of them had 

dependent children.  Over 90% of the doctoral students studied had already begun careers 

in education prior to application to graduate school.  The data suggested that age, marital 

status, dependent children, and established careers all were factors that limited the ability 

of students to relocate for graduate training or for careers in higher education (Smith et 

al., 2001).  Data from the current study found demographic factors conformed to those of 

the Smith study with some exceptions.  In the California cohort the most significant 

difference was in the number of doctoral students in California aspiring to careers in 

higher education.  Another difference was in number of full time students.   The 

California sample differed from the national data set in that almost three quarters of the 

California respondents were enrolled full time.  However, since a full time doctoral 
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student is enrolled for six or more units per semester, it is likely that many were working 

while they attended the university.  Another area of difference was in the number of 

students from underrepresented groups, with the California sample indicating nearly a 

50% increase in the representation of ethnic and racial minorities.  This may reflect the 

diversity found in California or the active recruitment of students from underrepresented 

groups.  The small number male doctoral students (15%) suggest that they continue to be 

an underrepresented group.  In addition, there were significantly fewer students with 

dependent children, approximately 30%.  There was slight increase reported in financial 

aid between the two groups, 78% for the California cohort and 69% for the Smith study. 

With regard to the factors of age, marital status and having previously established 

careers, factors that were considered in the Smith study to be most limiting to the 

possibility of successfully finding career positions in higher education after graduation, 

the two cohorts are virtually identical demographics (see Table 1). 

In terms of program satisfaction, the Smith study found that the majority of 

students were satisfied with their doctoral program (74%).  With respect to specific areas 

of training such as intervention, research and evaluation, diagnosis and assessment, 

cultural diversity, consultation, college training and elementary and secondary content, 

the Smith study reported that three-fifths of the students held positive views of the 

training that they had received in their programs.  Finally, 44% of the national study 

indicated the aspiration to seek faculty positions in higher education.  In the current 

study, the levels of program satisfaction were similar to the national cohort, but the 

aspiration of participants to seek faculty positions in higher education was significantly 
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higher (70%). This may reflect the perception of students in the current study that they 

will be able to find employment in higher education within the state of California.  

The similarities between the characteristics of the participants in the current study 

and those of the participants in the Smith study are as problematic as the differences 

between them are promising.  In the nine years between the two studies, federal financial 

support for professional preparation programs has increased significantly (Kleinhammer-

Tramill, Tramill, & Brace, 2008; Washburn-Moses & Therrien, 2006).  Changes in the 

structure of programs that train doctoral students in special education have included 

partnerships between IHEs that focus on research and IHEs that specialize in teacher 

preparation with some relaxation of residency requirements (Evans et al., 2003; Evans et 

al., 2005).   In spite of this, the median age of doctoral students in special education 

remains high.  This continues to mean that many of these students have established 

careers prior to beginning their doctoral training and that the opportunity cost of leaving 

those careers for a career in higher education remains prohibitive(Sindelar & Taylor, 

1988).  Increases in the levels and availability of financial subsidies for doctoral students 

in special education may have improved the racial diversity of the candidate pool in 

California and certainly may be responsible for the significant increase in the full time 

enrollment of these students (Washburn-Moses & Therrien, 2006).  This may also have 

contributed to a significant increase in the students’ intention to pursue faculty careers at 

IHEs  

The second question in the current study compared responses to items in the 

survey instrument that corresponded to factors of the career choice model of SCCT, self-

efficacy, outcome expectations, and contextual influences, in order to analyze their affect 
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on career choice after graduation. The study also used the Career Choice Interview 

Protocol to examine these factors as well as questions about the participants perception of 

the structure of the programs in which they were enrolled and the participants motivation 

to seek employment in higher education. Self-efficacy expectations are an individual's 

beliefs that he or she can successfully perform a given task.  Self-efficacy may be 

acquired or modified in four primary ways: personal accomplishment, vicarious learning, 

social persuasion, and affective states (Bandura, 1997).  For example, when a doctoral 

student has the opportunity to successfully teach other adult learners in a university 

setting, his or her belief in the ability to make a positive contribution to higher 

education may increase.  

The current study found that most doctoral students in special education were 

satisfied or mostly satisfied in specific areas of training provided by their doctoral 

program.  Studies suggest that feelings of satisfaction in skills training reflect a person’s 

perception of their level of self-efficacy (Lent, 2005; Washburn-Moses, 2008).  However, 

the results of the interview protocol suggest that very few students were given any 

significant opportunities to develop their skill sets for teaching adult learners and several 

respondents expressed apprehension about their abilities to teach upper division or 

graduate level classes.  Similar results were found in the area of conducting research or 

preparing research for publication.  Several of the respondents stated that they had 

worked on publishing research or presenting research at conferences with the support of 

professors, but none had published on their own and only a few had presented their 

independent research in a national or regional forum. The SCCT model suggests that if 

individuals are not given adequate opportunities to experience self-efficacy and positive 
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rewards for successful performance that they will be unlikely to pursue academic career 

goals, even if they have previously demonstrated aptitude for those activities (Lent et al., 

2002).  This may ultimately lead to doctoral candidates not choosing careers in higher 

education.  

Outcome expectations are beliefs about the probable consequences of completing 

a particular set of tasks. While self-efficacy is focused on "Can I do this?", outcome 

expectations are the imagined consequences, "If I try this, what will happen?" (Lent et al., 

2002). Outcome expectations are the product of a person's previous experience of the 

rewards that accompany a successful performance. There are a number of types of beliefs 

that create outcome expectations. For example, the possibility of a material reward for an 

exceptional performance or simply the personal satisfaction of successfully completing a 

difficult task (Bandura, 1997).  

In the current study, when participants were asked about the potential 

employment opportunities in higher education, they had strong positive responses.  

During interviews, some students expressed concerns about the economic rewards or 

working conditions, but remained highly motivated by the desire to make contributions to 

the field of special education through the training of teachers. 

Contextual influences are the supports or barriers that directly impact an 

individual's goals and actions toward attainment in a given domain. These supports or 

barriers are an important focus of research in SCCT because of their predictive 

relationship to goal attainment and career choice, (Lent, 2005).  In the context of 

programs engaged in professional preparation there are a variety of supports and barriers.  

The barriers include the need to relocate to attend programs or to find employment after 
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graduation, the cost of graduate education, and the need to balance their education with 

other career and familial responsibilities.  Most respondents in the current study did not 

feel that attending programs or finding employment after graduation were important 

barriers.  However, these responses were given in spite of the fact that the survey had 

suggested that very few of the participants had chosen to relocate in order to attend their 

college or university.  While some of the students already held positions in higher 

education, most did not. Their choice not to relocate for training suggests that they may 

not relocate to accept faculty appointments at IHEs.   

Supports included the availability of financial support, professional mentoring, 

and opportunities to participate in research or teaching (Washburn-Moses, 2008).  The 

single area of contextual support that the majority of respondents in the current study 

found most important were offers of financial support.  The second area of contextual 

support considered important by respondents in the current study was the mentoring 

relationship with program faculty or committee chairpersons (Lindholm, 2004).  These 

responses suggest that financial support for doctoral studies may offset the opportunity 

costs of changing a career, and that close mentoring relationships are vital to supporting 

decisions about career choice after graduation.  

Conclusions 

1. Increases in federal support and changes in the training regimes at IHEs have changed 

the basic characteristics of the California cohort primarily by allowing larger 

percentages of full time enrollment. This in turn could increase in the number of 

participants that will choose faculty positions at IHEs after graduation.  
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2. There has been a significant increase in the number of underrepresented groups in 

California, particularly in racial and ethnic minorities. But this has not held true for a 

persistent underrepresentation of males.  

3. There has been a dramatic increase in the aspirations of the current cohort of 

doctoral candidates in special education to seek faculty positions in higher education  

4. The majority of doctoral students in special education at IHEs in California receive 

inadequate opportunities to engage in research or to practice the craft of teaching adult 

learners sufficient to assure the development of a strong set of self-efficacy beliefs 

during their graduate experience. 

5. The SCCT model offers a robust framework for understanding the factors that 

motivate doctoral students in special education to consider careers in higher education. 

6. The participants in the current study, in general, believe that they are receiving 

appropriate support from their IHEs in terms of financial aid and mentoring.   

7. The participants in the current study demonstrated an adequate expectation of attaining 

a faculty position at an IHE. 

Limitations  

The researcher has identified six limitations to the current study.  First, the 

selection of participants made it difficult to find an accurate number for the total 

population of doctoral students in special education at the five institutions studied.  

Students were contacted indirectly through their department chairs and only those who 

responded initially had the opportunity to participate.  The study design may have missed 

students who failed to be notified or were not identified by their departments or who 
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undertook their training at IHEs that do not have established doctoral programs in special 

education. 

Second, the sample size was small (N=46) which impaired the analysis of a 

number of the items.   For example the factor of race had to be reduced to white and non-

white because of extremely small numbers of some minority groups. The third limitation 

was the time constraint for data collection and interview process that was limited to 

approximately a six-week window during Spring, 2007.  That time frame limited the 

ability of the researcher to find additional participants. A fourth limitation may be with 

the survey instrument itself.  Some of the items were worded awkwardly leading to 

participants being confused; several important items were framed as “select all that 

apply”.  This meant that there might not have been enough responses to draw 

conclusions.  Fifth, a larger pool of interview participants could have significantly 

enriched the qualitative data.  Participation was limited to two students from each of the 

five IHEs.  This limited the diversity of the students that responded.  Finally, the study 

was primarily of students who were currently enrolled.  That means that the dependent 

variable of career choice after graduation was not measured.  Only the intention to pursue 

faculty appointments at IHEs was measured.  Since the intention to do something 

fluctuates over time with new students frequently being more enthusiastic in their 

outcome expectations than students who have advanced to candidacy, there is no 

adequate way of knowing what choice they will ultimately make. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This descriptive study used a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methods to describe the characteristics of current special education doctoral candidates in 
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California and to identify which SCCT factors are significant to motivating them to 

choose to accept appointment to faculty positions in colleges and universities training 

special education teachers.  The study was conducted over a six-week period in Spring, 

2007 using an on-line survey and telephone interviews.  Because of the small size of the 

sample, some of the most interesting data had to be derived from the qualitative protocol 

used in the telephone interviews.  

 Future investigations should include a more developed qualitative measure.   

Focus groups could be used so participants can discuss and compare impressions of their 

doctoral training.  They would also be able to compare their perceptions of the 

expectations of IHEs in terms of the relative value of particular skill sets in research or 

graduate experiences in teaching adult learners.  A larger study using a survey instrument 

similar to the one used in the current study, would allow a factor analysis of the survey 

items against the variable factors of Social Cognitive Career Theory.   

Recommendations for Practical Application to Education 

The implications of the findings of the current study for application to education 

are both at the policy level and at the program level.  There appears to be a serious 

dissonance between the characteristics of the consumers that doctoral programs in special 

education target, how students are trained in those programs as they currently exist, and 

how candidates are recruited and vetted in the faculty hiring process at IHEs that train 

special education teachers for the K-12 classroom. 

The data from the current study suggested that, beyond academic competencies, 

the applicants to doctoral programs in special education are highly motivated by intrinsic 

beliefs about the people that are served by special education professionals, and by the 
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impact of those people have had in the applicants’ life experience.  The potential 

applicant is typically a public school teacher or administrator who believes that by 

becoming a teacher of teachers he or she will have a multiplier effect on the production of 

positive outcomes for the disabled community.  The applicants to these programs are 

typically not in their mid-20s, coming directly out of a bachelors or masters program with 

the intention of becoming a professor or a researcher. 

When students in the current study enter a special education doctoral program, the 

data suggest that they are not doing so as discerning consumers of theoretical research, 

but rather as adults with established careers in education who are choosing their college 

or university more on the basis of current proximity, scheduling flexibility, and financial 

support than the national reputation or their facilities for research.  These are the students 

most likely to resist relocation or to find the opportunity cost of taking a faculty position 

at an IHE to be prohibitive.  A productive policy of these programs would be to offer 

their students a substantial number of opportunities to engage in research and teaching 

experiences necessary to encourage students to choose careers in higher education.  

Instead, many of these students will earn their doctorates with minimal research and 

teaching experience. 

Traditionally, when IHEs seek to increase the size of their faculty or replace a 

retiring professor, the skills that are most sought, research experience and teaching 

ability, are typically not the skills in which recent graduates have the greatest experience.  

In addition, there is an unwritten prohibition among many IHEs against reaching into 

their own pool of earned doctorates in order to fill open positions.  Of course, like all 
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employers IHEs are looking for the brightest, the best, and those who offer the potential 

of the longest and most productive careers. 

Colleges and universities in California face unique challenges having adequate 

applicant pools for search committees to select future faculty.  The results of this study 

suggest that IHEs may want to revisit both how they train their doctoral students and how 

they select their faculty.  If the institution is focused on publishing research it may offer 

research preparation at the expense of teaching competencies. However, if the 

institution’s focus is on teacher education, it may want to focus on teaching experience 

over research. Given the current doctoral training regime, the data suggest that finding 

both is an unlikely outcome. 

Summary of the Study 

This descriptive study examined the career choices of current special 

education doctoral students in California using the theoretical framework of Social 

Cognitive Career Theory. This study used a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methods to describe the characteristics of the participants and to identify which SCCT 

factors are most significant in motivating special education doctoral candidates to seek 

faculty positions in colleges and universities training special education teachers.  The 

study sought to survey all of the doctoral students in special education attending IHEs in 

California using an on-line survey based on a previous national study of doctoral students 

in special education.  Also, the study conducted a series of telephone interviews with a 

subset of the survey participants.  

The survey was conducted during a six-week period during the spring semester of 

2007. Five institutions of higher education (IHEs) that had established special education 
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doctoral programs in California were identified as offering doctoral degrees in special 

education and a request for participation was made through each institution’s department 

chairperson.  Respondents were given passwords and asked to complete the survey.  

Fifty-six students responded and 46 completed the on-line survey. A subset of 

participants from each doctoral program in California was invited to participate in a semi-

structured interview to discuss the particular factors that influence their career choices. 

The surveys and interviews were analyzed using the framework of Social Cognitive 

Career Theory (SCCT) to identify which factors are most influential to special education 

doctoral students' career choices. 

The results were mixed with a number of limitations.  Because of the small 

sample size and the homogenous nature of the sample demographic characteristics there 

was not sufficient variance in the survey data to establish a statistically significant 

relationship between that data and the factors of Social Cognitive Career Theory.  

The data did suggest some note worthy findings. There has been a dramatic increase in 

the aspirations of the current cohort of doctoral candidates in special education to seek 

faculty positions in higher education, which may be associated with increased federal 

support for doctoral programs in California.  The SCCT model does provide a robust tool 

for framing an understanding of the factors that motivate doctoral students in special 

education to consider careers in higher education. 

Implications for future research should include a more developed qualitative 

measure to exam the elements of SCCT in relationship to career choice and perhaps a 

series of focus groups that discuss and compare the participants impressions of their 
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doctoral training with their perception of the expectations of IHEs in terms of the relative 

value of research versus teaching experience. 

The implications of this study for educational practice will be demonstrated as 

colleges and universities seek to plan the future development of special education 

doctoral programs. IHEs will be addressing the problem of bringing new candidates into 

these programs in addition to developing the faculty within their teacher training 

programs to meet the demands of public education for highly qualified special education 

teachers. 

 



 

 

78 

78 

REFERENCES 
 
Ajzen, I. (1988). Attitudes, personality, and behavior. Stoney Stratford, UK: Open 

University Press. 
 
Arends, R. I., & Castle, S. (2003). Faculty supply and demand in education. Journal of 

Teacher Education, 54(2), 112+. 
 
Astin, H. S. (1984). The meaning of work in women's lives: A socio-psychological model 

of career and work behavior. The Counseling Psychologist, 12, 117-126. 
 
Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory. 

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
 
Bandura, A. (1997). Self-Efficacy: The exercise of control. New York, NY: Freeman. 
 
Barak, A. (1981). Vocational interests: A cognitive view. Journal of Vocational 

Behavior, 19, 1-14. 
 
Barkume, M. (1997). The job market for Ph.D.s: Two views. Occupational Outlook 

Quarterly, 40, 2-15. 
 
CBED. (2004). CBED Professional Assignment Information Form (Publication. 

Retrieved 2007: www.ed-data.k12.ca.us 
 
Darling-Hammond, L. (1984). Beyond the commission reports: The coming crisis in 

teaching. Santa Monica, CA: The Rand Corporation. Document Number) 
 
Digest of Educational Statistics. (1987).   Retrieved October 31, 2006, from 

http://nces.ed.gov/Programs/digest 
 
Dil, N., Geiger, W., Hoover, J., & Sindelar, P. (1993). Available special education faculty 

positions in higher education,. Teacher Education and Special Education, 16(3), 
230-239. 

 
Esch, C., Chang, R., & Shields, P. (2005). Qualified teachers in short supply for special 

education students: California Curriculum News Report. Document Number) 
 
Evans, S., Andrews, L., Miller, N., & Smith, S. (2003). An alternative model for 

preparing special education teacher educators. Teacher Education and Special 
Education, 26. 

 
Evans, S., Eliot, M., Hood, J., Driggs, M., Mori, A., & Johnson, T. (2005). Assessing the 

special education faculty shortage: The crisis in California-A statewide study of 
the professoriate. Teacher Education Quarterly, 32(4). 

 



 

 

79 

79 

Fideler, E. F., Foster, E. D., & Schwartz, S. (2000). The urban teacher challenge: Teacher 
demand and supply in the great city schools. 

Geiger, W. (1983). National Directory of Special Education Teacher Preparation 
programs. Retrieved April 25 2008, 

  
Hackett, G., & Lent, R. W. (1992). Theoretical advances and current inquiry in career 

psychology. In D. Brown & R. W. Lent (Eds.), Handbook of Counseling 
Psychology (2nd ed., pp. 419-452). New York, NY: Wiley. 

 
Hebeler, J. R. (1968). An Evaluation of the Impact of the Graduate Fellowship Program 

in the Education of the Mentally Retarded, Authorized Under Public Law 85-926 
[Electronic Version], 

  
Holland, J. L. (1985). Making Vocational Choices: a Theory of Vocational Personalities 

and Work Environments (2nd ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 
 
Kleinhammer-Tramill, J., & Fiore, T. (2003). A history of federal support for preparing 

special educators and related services personnel to serve children and youth with 
disabilities. Teacher Education and Special Education, 26(3), 217-229. 

 
Kleinhammer-Tramill, J., Tramill, J., & Brace, H. (2008). Contexts, funding history, and 

implications for evaluating the Office of special education program's investment 
in personnel preparation. The Journal of Special Education. 

 
Lent, R. W. (2005). A social cognitive view of career development and counseling. In D. 

Brown & R. W. Lent (Eds.), Career Development and Counseling:  Putting 
Theory and Research to Work (pp. 101+). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons. 

 
Lent, R. W., Brown, S., & Hackett, G. (1994). Toward a unifying social cognitive theory 

of career and academic interest, choice, and performance. Journal of Vocational 
Behavior, 49, 79-122. 

 
Lent, R. W., Brown, S., & Hackett, G. (2002). Social Cognitive Career Theory. In D. 

Brown (Ed.), Career Choice and Development (4th ed. ed.). San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass. 

 
Lent, R. W., & Brown, S. B. (2006). On conceptualizing and assessing social cognitive 

constructs in career research: a measurement guide. Journal of Career 
Assessment, 14(1), 12-35. 

 
Lent, R. W., Larken, K. C., & Brown, S. (1989). Relation of self-efficacy to inventoried 

vocational interests. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 43, 279-288. 
 
Lindholm, J. (2004). Pathways to the professoriate: The role of self, others and 

environment in shaping academic career aspirations. Journal of Higher 
Education, 75(6). 



 

 

80 

80 

 
McLeskey, J., Tyler, N., & Sanders-Flippin, S. (2004). The supply of and demand for 

special education teachers: A review of research regarding the chronic shortage of 
special education teachers. Journal of Special Education, 38(1). 

 
Minner, S., Ellsworth, J., & Prater, G. (1994). Experiences of applicants for college and 

university positions in special education. Teacher Education and Special 
Education, 7(3), 200-210. 

 
Nougaret, A., Scruggs, T., & Mastropieri, M. (2005). Does teacher education produce 

better special education teachers? Exceptional Children, 71(3). 
 
O'Neal, L. C. (2002). A new policy to transform teacher education: doctoral preparations 

of teacher-scholars. Journal of Instructional Psychology(16). 
 
Osipow, S. H. (1990). Convergence in theories of career choice and development: review 

and prospect. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 36, 122-123. 
 
Pipho, C. (1998). A 'real' teacher shortage. Phi Delta Kappen, 80(3), 181. 
 
Rosenberg, M., & Sindelar, P. (2004). The proliferation of alternative routes to 

certification in special education: a critical review of the literature. The Journal of 
Special Education, 38(2). 

 
Rosenberg, M., Sindelar, P., Connelly, V., & Keller, C. (2004). CLD position statement: 

alternative routes to certification in special education. 
. Learning Disability Quarterly,, 27(2). 
 
Rottinghaus, P., Larson, L., & Borgen, F. (2003). The relation of self-efficacy and 

interests:  a meta-analysis of 60 samples. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 62, 
221-236. 

 
Ryndak, D., Webb, K., & Clark, D. (1999). Faculty advertisements: a road map for future 

faculty. Teacher Education and Special Education, 22. 
 
Savickas, M. (1995). Current theoretical issues in vocational psychology: convergence, 

divergence, and schism. In W. B. Walsh & S. H. Osipow (Eds.), Handbook of 
Vocational Psychology (2nd ed.). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

 
Savickas, M., & Lent, R. W. (1994). Convergence in career development theories: 

implications for science and practice. Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologist 
Press. 

 
Sindelar, P., Buck, G., Carpenter, S., & Watanabe, A. (1993). Supply and demand of 

leadership personnel in special education: a follow-up study with analysis of 
failed searches. Teacher Education and Special Education, 16(3), 240-248. 



 

 

81 

81 

 
Sindelar, P., & Rosenberg, M. (2003). The demand for faculty in special education: a 

study of searches conducted in 1997-98. Teacher Education and Special 
Education, 11(4). 

 
Sindelar, P., & Taylor. (1988). Supply and demand for doctoral personnel in special 

education and communication disorders. Teacher Education and Special 
Education, 11((fall)), 162-167. 

Smith, D., & Lovett, D. (1987). The supply and demand of special education faculty 
members: will the supply meet the demand? Teacher Education and Special 
Education, 10. 

 
Smith, D., Pion, G., Tyler, N. C., Sindelar, P., & Rosenberg, M. (2001). The study of 

special education leadership personnel with particular attention to the 
professoriate (No. H920T970006-00A). Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of 
Education. Document Number) 

 
Smith, D., & Salzberg, C. (1994). The shortage of special education faculty: toward a 

better understanding. Teacher Education and Special Education, 17. 
 
Smith-Davis, J., Burke, P. J., & Noel. (1984). Personnel to educate the handicapped in 

America: supply and demand from a programmatic viewpoint. College Park, MD: 
Institute for the Study of Exceptional Children and Youth. Document Number) 

 
Super, D. E. (1991). A life span, life-space approach to career development. In D. Brown 

& L. Brooks (Eds.), Career choice and development: applying contemporary 
theories to practice (2nd ed., pp. 197-261). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 
Tyler, N. C. (1996). An analysis of factors affecting the career decisions of doctoral 

graduates in special education:  can the demand for special education faculty be 
met? Albuquergue, NM: University of New Mexico. Document Number) 

 
Washburn-Moses, L. (2008). Satisfaction among current doctoral students in special 

education. Remedial and Special Education, 29(5), 259-286. 
 
Washburn-Moses, L., & Therrien, W. J. (2006). The impact of leadership personnel 

grants on the doctoral student population in special education. Unpublished article 
in press, Teacher Education and Special Education. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 

82 

82 

APPENDIXES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

83 

83 

Appendix A 
Survey of Doctoral Students in Special Education 
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Appendix B 
The Career Choice Interview Protocol 

 
1. What attracted you to this particular program? 

2. How would you describe the doctoral program that you are enrolled in? 

3. When did you decide to pursue a career in higher education? 

4.  Were there particular people who were influential in shaping your career choice? 

5.  What specific experiences influenced your career choice? 

6.  Are you more inclined to teaching adult learners or to doing research in education? 

7.  Describe the opportunities you have had to improve your research skills? 

8.  Describe opportunities you have had to improve your practice as a teacher of adult 

learners? 

9. What personal values or characteristics motivated you to enter a doctoral program in 

special education? 
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Susan Evans, EdD. 
Professor 
USF School of Education 02130 Fulton Street,  
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415-422-5892 
evanss@usfca.edu 
Career Choice for Doctoral Students in Special Education 
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Background and Rationale 

This descriptive study will examine the career choices of current special education 

doctoral students in California using the theoretical framework of social cognitive career 

theory. No other study has examined the development of career choice for doctoral 

students in special education within the context of the relationship among various factors 

described in the SCCT model. This information is needed in order to understand the 

continuing shortages of special education professionals seeking careers in higher 

education. 

Description of Sample 

Participants will be drawn from the ranks of doctoral students in special education 

currently enrolled in IHEs in California. Five IHEs offer doctorate in special education. 

Most of the programs are small, while one or two are fairly robust. A conservative 

estimate of the current cohort of doctoral students pursuing special education doctorate in 

California is less than 100 and more probably between 50 and 60. 

Recruitment Procedure 

The department chairperson of each college or university in California with an 

active doctoral program offering a degree or specialization in special education will be 

contacted and solicited for his or her support with the survey component of the study. The 

chairperson will be given a letter describing the importance of the study and will be 

provided with an access code for each potential participant. Chairperson will be asked to 

forward the information on how to participate in the study to their student along with a 

letter encouraging their support. Since there are only five programs in California, it is 

anticipated that the chairpersons will agree to have their students participate. After 
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submitting the survey form, participants will be asked if they are willing to take part in the 

interview portion of the study. . Upon their affirmation a sub-set of 2-3 students from 

each of the five programs will be directed to a response form that goes directly to the 

researcher. The researcher will contact participants who elect to complete the semi-

structured interview portion of the study and arrangements will be made to complete the 

interview by telephone. 

Subject Consent Process 

Subjects will receive a written notification of the risks along with their access code when 

they are initially contacted by their department. When the participants enter their access 

code, complete answering the survey questions, and push the submit button, they will 

have documented their informed consent. 

Procedures 

The department chairperson of each college or university in California with an active 

doctoral program offering a degree or specialization in special education will be contacted 

and solicited for his or her support with the survey component of the study. The 

chairperson will be given a letter describing the importance of the study and will be 

provided with an access code for each potential participant. Chairperson will be asked to 

forward the information on how to participate in the study to their student along with a 

letter encouraging their support. Since there are only five programs in California, it is 

anticipated that the chairpersons will agree to have their students participate. 

When the participant goes to the web site, he or she will see a page that describes 

the study, states what the data will be used for, and explains the potential risk for the 
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participant. When the participants enter their access code, complete answering the survey 

questions, and push the submit button, they will have documented their informed consent. 

The data collected from the completed surveys will be automatically downloaded to a 

secure computer and stored on an encrypted and biometrically protected hard drive. 

After submitting the form, participants will be asked if they are willing to take part in the 

interview portion of the study. Upon their affirmation a sub-set of 2-3 students from each 

of the five programs will be directed to a response form that goes directly to the 

researcher. The researcher will contact participants who elect to complete the semi-

structured interview portion of the study and arrangements will be made to complete the 

interview by telephone. The interview will last between 30 minutes and one hour and 

will be tape-recorded. The recordings will be transcribed and stored on the encrypted 

hard drive along with the data from the survey instrument. 

Potential Risks to Subjects 

This descriptive study will use participants who are currently enrolled as doctoral 

candidates in special education at colleges and universities in California. The 

participants will not be contacted directly by researcher unless the participants have 

volunteered to participate in the interview portion of the study. The participants will be 

given a considerable level of security as the survey data will be encrypted and password 

protected. However, there is still the risk that information about their participation could 

remain on their computer and their Internet service provider could log their access to the 

survey. 
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Minimization of Potential Risk 

To ensure that participants are informed of the potential risks, they will receive a written 

notification of the risks along with their access code when they are initially contacted by 

their department. When the participant goes to the web site, he or she will see a page that 

describes the study, states what the data will be used for, and explains the potential risk 

for the participant. When the participants enter their access code, complete answering the 

survey questions, and push the submit button, they will have documented their informed 

consent. 

After submitting the form, participants will be asked if they are willing to take part 

in the interview portion of the study. Upon their affirmation a sub-set of 2-3 students 

from each of the five programs will be directed to a response form that goes directly to the 

researcher. The researcher will contact participants who elect to complete the semi-

structured interview portion of the study and arrangements will be made to complete the 

interview by telephone. The interviews will be transcribed and stored on the encrypted 

hard drive along with the data from the survey instrument. 

Potential Benefits to Subjects 

The subjects will be offered copies of the study results distributed through the 

participating departments. The result may offer subjects insight into their own career 

choice process. 

Cost to Subjects 

The only cost to subjects will be their time to complete the survey and interview. 
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Reimbursement/Compensation to Subjects 

None 

Confidentiality of Records 

The data collected from the completed surveys will be automatically downloaded to 

a secure computer and stored on an encrypted and biometrically protected hard drive. 

Personal information and all data that are collected by the researcher will be kept on an 

encrypted and biometrically protected hard drive in a locked file. 
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Appendix D  
Informed Consent 

 

 
 
 
 


