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Abstract

We surveyed 882 students enrolled in clinical, counseling, and school psychology doctoral
programs to explore students’ career interests, their satisfaction with preparation provided
by their coursework and supervision, and their perceptions of their preparation for work in
different professional settings. We found that students’ professional interests tended to
shift as they progressed through graduate school towards both research and teaching.
Graduate students’ ultimate interest in research and college teaching was significantly
-associated with the perceived quality of their coursework and supervision. Doctoral
students generally believed that their coursework provided them with a good foundation for
their postdoctoral careers; however, certain courses were viewed as significantly more
helpful than others. Clinical PsyD students rated their coursework as more relevant to their
careers than both Clinical and Counseling PhD students. Towards the end of their doctoral
studies, students from all programs felt more prepared to enter a career in clinical work than
academia.

Introduction

The landscape of the professional psychologist’s workplace has changed dramatically over
the past decade (Belar, 1998). Forces such as managed care and increased marketplace
competition have impacted the work of clinicians. Similarly, increased use of part-time and
non-tenure track faculty positions in university settings affect the job security of many
academicians.

In light of these and other significant changes, are professional psychology programs
adequately preparing graduate students for postdoctoral careers? Previous investigators
have reported conflicting findings. For instance, Tibbits-Kleber and Howell (1987) stated
that the majority of clinical psychology graduate students in their survey described their
coursework and training in favorable terms. However, other researchers have found that

- psychology doctoral students often feel underprepared for careers other than clinical work.
For example, Meyers, Reid, and Quina (1998) found that many graduate students in their
sample communicated that they had received little training for careers in academia; these
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doctoral students felt insufficiently equipped for teaching and other responsibilities that
faculty members assume.

We used national survey data to assess the perceived adequacy of the preparation that
clinical, counseling, and school psychology doctoral students receive for postgraduate
careers. More specifically, the purposes of the present research were to explore doctoral
students’ (a) professional interests, (b) satisfaction with preparation provided by their
coursework and supervision, and (c) perceptions of their preparation for work in different
professional settings.

Method

Procedure and Participants

We mailed research materials to the training directors of all predoctoral internship sites
listed in the 1998-1999 APPIC directory (Hall, 1998); we asked site directors to forward
questionnaires to their interns. A total of 2,601 questionnaires were distributed; the number
of questionnaires mailed to particular sites was based on the number of intern positions
listed for each in the directory. A follow-up mailing was conducted to maximize
participation. Eight hundred and eighty-two doctoral students enrolled in clinical,
counseling, and school psychology programs completed and returned the questionnaire,
representing a 34% response rate.

The sample consisted of 622 women (70%) and 260 men (30%). Participants reported their
racial/ethnic backgrounds as European American (83%), African American (5%), Latino
(4%), Asian American (4%), and Mixed/Other (4%). Students were pursuing PhD (66%)
or PsyD (34%) degrees in clinical (73%), counseling (19%), school (5%), and combined
(3%) doctoral programs. The majority of participants attended APA-accredited graduate
programs (95%) and internships (85%).

Instrument

In addition to providing demographic data about themselves and their graduate program,
respondents rated how well numerous aspects of their coursework and supervision had
prepared them for a post-graduate career, using a scale of 1 (provided absolutely no
preparation) to 5 (provided outstanding preparation). More specifically, we assessed
participants’ satisfaction with regard to nine areas of coursework (e.g., psychological
assessment, psychotherapy, cultural diversity) and four areas of supervision (e.g., research,
teaching, clinical practica). Doctoral students used the same 5-point scale to rate the extent
to which their graduate training had prepared them for different career opportunities (i.c.,
academia, clinical settings, managed care environments, conducting business aspects of
clinical practice). Using a scale of 1 (no interest at all) to 5 (extremely high interest),
respondents also rated their interest in clinical practice, research, and teaching for three times
(i.e., their professed level when applying to graduate school, their actual level when applying,
and their current level).

Results and Conclusions

We conducted a series of paired-sample t-tests to assess differences between graduate
students’ ratings of their professional interests, coursework and supervision satisfaction,
and career preparation. We also conducted a series of analyses of variance (ANOVAs) and
subsequent Scheffé tests to assess differences between the ratings of Clinical PhD, Clinical
PsyD, and Counseling PhD students.
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Doctoral Students’ Professional Interests

When applying to graduate school, participants from all programs reported that they were
dramatically more interested in clinical work than in either research, (881) = 24.35, p < .01,
or teaching, t(877) = 27.52, p <.01. In addition, students in Clinical and Counseling PhD
programs reported that they overstated their interests in research, t(878) = 16.18, p < .01,
and downplayed their commitment to clinical work, t(882) = -2.38, p < .05, in their graduate
school applications.

Students’ professional interests tended to shift as they progressed through graduate school.
Regardless of their program affiliation, respondents became more interested in both
research, t(876) = 7.42, p < .01, and teaching, t(877) = 13.25, p < .01. Multiple regression
analyses indicated that graduate students’ current interest in research was associated with
the preparation that they received in both methodology and statistics coursework (beta =
.27) and during their thesis and dissertation supervision (beta = .19), R square = .15.
Similarly, graduate students’ current interest in college teaching was related to the
supervision of their teaching (beta = .11) and preparation for teaching that they received
(beta = .34), R square = .17.

Doctoral Students’ Satisfaction with Coursework and Supervision

Consistent with past research (Tibbits-Kleber & Howell, 1987), doctoral students generally
believed that their coursework provided them with a good foundation for their postdoctoral
careers; however, certain courses (e.g., ethics, personality, psychopathology, assessment)
were categorized as significantly more helpful than others (e.g., biological and social bases
of behavior). As indicated in Table 1, Clinical PsyD students generally viewed their
coursework as more relevant to their careers than both Clinical and Counseling PhD
students. However, few significant differences were found between the ratings of PhD and
PsyD students’ supervision.

Doctoral Students’ Perceived Career Readiness

Towards the end of their doctoral studies, students from all programs felt more prepared to
enter a career in clinical work than academia, t(871) = 24.72, p <.01. Although participants
felt that they were generally well-equipped to obtain a employment in clinical settings, they
reported that they had received significantly less training for delivering services in a
managed care environment, t(875) = 28.65, p < .01, and conducting the business aspects of
clinical practice, t(877) = 54.86, p < .01. This preparation deficit was particularly true for
Clinical and Counseling PhD students (see Table 2).
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