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How to Become a College Professor

Teaching at auniversity isarewarding career, but with a declining number of available positions, becoming a
college professor isn't easy. More than 70 percent of al college faculty currently teach off the tenure track,
meaning their...

Part 1 of 5;

Completing Your Undergraduate Degree

Succeed in high school. If you know in high school that you would like to become a college professor,
then get the highest grades possible so you can gain admission into an excellent undergraduate institution.
Reputable graduate programs often accept applicants from similarly reputable colleges and universiti esl3l

1. Set aclear study schedule for yourself and plan out your assignments weeks in advance. If you plan
ahead now, you will establish the necessary time management skills you will need in college.

2. Divide your time into manageable chunks. Don't plan for large chunks of time (like 4 or 5 hours)
because it might be harder to maintain that level of attention and commitment. Instead, create
manageable 1-2 hours blocks of time to study and complete projects.

3. Study for your standardized tests. Your SAT and ACT scores are akey part of your application
package. Y ou can find study tips and practice tests at the College Board's web site. Y ou should
study for afew months before the test -- don't cram for it the night before.

4. You can aso check out test prep books at you local library, take prep courses offered by companies
like Pearson and Kaplan or look into studying with a private tutor.[4!
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Resear ch under graduate programs with successful graduates. Many college departments will list how
many students gain acceptance to graduate school on their web site. Y ou can also ask an admissions
officer how many students go onto Ph.D. programs from their university's department.

1. Consider the size and scope of your university. Small liberal arts colleges are great for getting a
personalized attention, but they tend not to have the resources for archival research provided by
larger universities.[d]

2. Similarly, with alarger university, you will need to work extra hard to become known to your
professors since many of them will teach very large survey courses or they will only teach upper
level courses and graduate courses. Attend department events and stop by your professor's office
hours to express your interest in the material and discuss specific projects. Thiswill help your
professors get to know you when they have hundreds of other students.

3. If you are planning to attend a large university, you should aso ook into joining an honors college
within the university as thiswill give you asmaller cohort and more individual attention.[6]
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Perform well in college. Y our performance in your undergraduate program will be the major factor that
your graduate committee will consider when they admit you. Make sure you manage your course load so
you can balance your responsibilities. Anything more than four reading intensive courses each semester
will be difficult to manage. [7]

1. Don't overload courses. You will need to strengthen your reading skillsin college as most graduate
programs require you to analyze an intensive amount of reading material. But don't feel pressure to
cram extra courses into each semester. Talk to your advisor about the recommended amount of
courses to take for your graduate school aspirations.

2. Maintain ahigh GPA. Y ou should have a generally high GPA, but in the courses of your major,
most graduate programs will expect you to earn grades of an A+, A or A-. If you have consistently
earned C's, Dsor failed courses in your mgjor, then graduate school might not be for you.[s].

3. Work or volunteer as atutor. This could be in a position in your school's writing center or you could
tutor students at alocal high school. In most graduate programs, you will be expected to do some
form of teaching and tutoring while you are an undergrad will indicate your interest in this role.[%]

4. Work or volunteer in a professor's laboratory. Many professors need and welcome undergraduates
into their labs to do some of the basic tasks of research. The professor will likely write you a letter
of recommendation and give you valuable advice for applying to graduate schools.



Take an internship. An internship will give you valuable professional experience and will allow you to
learn outside the space of a classroom. It will aso help you to build a professional network outside of
academia.

1. Talk to your university's career center for tips on finding a rewarding internship.[10]

Build up other skills. While being a strong reader and writer are essential skills for most graduate
Fro]grams, you should consider developing other skills that can tranglate inside and outside of academia.
11
1. Consider taking aweb development class and an introductory data analysis or statistics course.
These courses will give you vital technological and quantitative skills that will tranglate into a
variety of professions, not just graduate school.



Take a graduate level course. In your senior year, consider enrolling in a graduate level courseif your
school offersaMaster's or Ph.D. program. Thiswill give you a sense of the level of work required by a
more advanced degree.[12]
1. If your advisor is offering a graduate level course, ask them if you think you should enroll init. This
will let them know that you are interested in graduate study.

Think about why you want to go to graduate school. In order to become a college professor, most
departments require you to have a Ph.D. Before you begin the application process (which is very time
consuming), you should think deeply about why you want to attend, especially when the promise of job
security after you graduate with aPh.D. is very unlikely.[13]
1. Areyou afraid to go on the job market after graduating with your B.A.? Do you not know of
anything else to do? These are not good reasons to go to graduate school.



2. Evenif you have a genuine passion for your discipline and want to study if further, consider if you
would be willing to do this after ten years of very hard work with little pay and no job security.[14]

Part 2 of 5:

Applying to Graduate School

Resear ch different programs. Particularly, research how many of their graduates have been placed in
tenure-track jobsin the past ten years. If the department doesn't supply this information on their web site,
thisisared flag.[19]
1. You should aim to apply for 10-15 programs. Aim high when you apply; only 50% of al vy
League Ph.Ds go on to earn tenure-track jobs and the percentage decreases at |lower tier programs.
Going to a very prestigious school will help your chances of getting a tenure-track job.[16]



A7 N e

Find potential advisors. In graduate school, you will work much more closely with your advisor than in
undergrad. Y ou should look for faculty members who have the title of Associate Professor or just
Professor. This means they have tenure and they have a stable future at the university.

1. If afaculty member has atitle of Assistant Professor or Visiting Assistant Professor, then this means
they are only tenure-track or on alimited term appointment. Do not pick them as an advisor as their
future at the university is uncertain.

2. Asmost Ph.D. programs last between 5-7 years, you will need someone who will be at the
university for along time to support you and approve your dissertati on.[17]

3. Takethetimeto read that professor's research. Don't just peruse their interests as they are listed on
the faculty web site -- read articles and books by them to see what kinds of contributions they have
made to their field.




Consider the funding options. Don't go into significant debt for a Ph.D. UnlikeaJ.D. or an M.D. degree,
the Ph.D. generally does not offer very lucrative careers that can pay down large amounts of debt (the
average salary of atenure-track Assistant Professor is $53,000; the average salary of adjunct professorsis
$25,000-$27,000, although it can be much lower). Y our Ph.D. program should at least cover tuition and
should also provide some sort of living stipend.[18],

1. If you aready have significant debt from your undergraduate degree, you should consider if itis
worth it to take on additional debt for another degree or if it might be worth to spend afew years
paying down your debt.[19]

2. Many programs offer funding through Teaching Assistantships or Instructor positions. Beware of
programs that want you to begin teaching in your first year of coursework or programs that want
you to teach more than one course a semester. A heavy teaching load will make it difficult for you to
finish your research.

3. Look for grants on the U.S. Department of Education's web site or for grants offered for graduate
students by your professional organization (such as American Psychological Association).[20]
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Make an application timeline. After you have decided which 10-15 programs you want to apply to, make
atimeline including al the relevant information for each application. When is the due date for each
application? Do they all require the same materials or do some require different components (such asa
portfolio)?

1. You should start the application process a few months before each due date. Talk to your advisors
and let them know you are thinking of applying to graduate school. Ask them if they will be able to
write letters of recommendation for you. Y ou should make aformal request for aletter of
recommendation at least a month before the application is due.

2. At the beginning of the fall semester of your senior year (or in August if you have graduated),
contact your university's career for any guidance on applying to graduate school. They will have lots
of guidance and can help you network with alumnae who have gone on to graduate school.



Study for the GRE (or Graduate Records Examination). Most Ph.D. programs require the GRE; they
often also require a GRE subject test in your area. Aswith the SAT, you should give yourself time to study
and practice taking this test. Do not cram in the night or week before the test.

1. Look for prep test courses and study guides offered by your university's career center. Y ou can also
study with guide books, takes practice tests offered through Educational Testing Service, or ook
into using a tutor to help you prepare.[21]

2. Inmost major cities, the GRE is offered year round when taken on the computer. The fee for taking
the test is $195 and can be paid on-line with most major credit or debit cards at Educational Testing
Service'sweb site.
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Prepareyour personal statement. Your cover letter should clearly state your professional interestsin the
program and which field of study you would like to pursue. Most graduate programs require some form of
specialization (i.e. if you study history, you will have to choose a geographical and historical




specialization, like early American history before the Civil War).

1. Clearly state which faculty members you want to work with in your cover letter. Explain how their
research interests align with yours. Discuss which experiences in your background make you
prepared to study thisfield.

2. Avoid making any cliche statements, such as sentences that start with the phrase "I always knew |
wanted to teach this subject” or "Ever since | was achild, | loved reading.” Instead, focus on what
research questions you are interested in exploring in the program.

3. Obsessively proofread your cover letter. If you include any typos or grammatical errors, this will
indicate to the committee that you are either aweak writer or a Iaz]y one. Don't let you entire
application be thrown out over something that is easily fixable.[22

4. Learn more at our Guide to Writing a Personal Statement for Grad School

Submit a stellar writing sample. Y our writing sample should be flawless and meet the page requirements
as stipulated in the application. Do not include a shorter or longer sample; thisis a quick way to get your
application dismissed.[23]

1. Make sure the writing sample is areflection of your research interests. If you want to study ancient
Egyptian art but your writing sample is on the Impressionist movement in the late 19th century, then
thiswill not give the committee a clear idea of your research strengths.

2. Work with your college's writing center to get feedback on your writing sample. Does it make sense
'Egéﬁzomeone who doesn't know very much about the subject of your research? Isit clearly written?

3. Aswith your personal statement, make sure your writing sample is grammatically pristine and
contains no typos.



Be polite. After you have submitted your application, be patient when waiting to hear back. Most graduate
school applications are due in late fall/early winter but you may not hear back until the middle of the
spring semester.
1. Do not harass the department administrative assistant for updates on the status of your application.
Thisisaquick way to get rejected. The school will let you know if your application has been
accepted or rejected.

Visit the campus. Some programs require their applicants to interview before they admit them. You
should participate in thisinterview if only to get a more in-depth sense of the program and how it supports
its graduate students.[2°]
1. Many other programs will offer visiting weekends for students who have been accepted. Once you
have narrowed your choices down to 3-4 options, try to visit at the schools you are most interested
in.



2. Meet with the faculty members you want to study with on your visit. Are they interested in working
with you? Do they have no clue who you are? Do they seem to be the most popular advisor in the
department, perhaps working with too many graduate students? If you answer yes to the latter two
questions, that might be a sign this department wouldn't be the best fit for you.

3. Ask questions from current studentsin your program who work with the faculty members you want
to work with. Does the faculty member support his or her advisees? Will she provide feedback on
your research in atimely manner? Does she encourage students to attend conferences or meet
colleagues she knows at other institutions? Does she help students to get published in reputable
journals?

4. Consider other factors about the institution. Is the university in avery small collegetown or isitina
bustling, expensive city? Is this a place that you would be happy to livein for 5-7 years? How will
you be able to afford to live in this place on a graduate student stipend?

5. If you can, try to stay with a current graduate student when you visit. That way, you will get a sense
of what kind of housing grad students can afford. Can they live on their own in a nice neighborhood
or do they have to have multiple roommates? Isit easy to find an apartment in the city or isthe
rental market really competitive?

Part 3 of 5:

Succeeding in Graduate School

Aceyour coursewor k. For thefirst couple yearsin your program, you will likely be required to take a
range of courses. Try to focus on taking classes with the faculty members you want to advise your
dissertation. Taking a class with afaculty member will give them a sense of your strengths and interests.

1. Read strategically. Y ou will have an overwhelming amount of reading to complete in graduate
school -- perhaps multiple books each week. As you read, take in-depth notes and highlight the most
important sections or moments from each text.[26]

2. You can also generaly get areading list from your professor or find the book list on the course
schedule in the summer or winter break before the class starts. Completing some of this reading
ahead of time will give you alighter load for when you are mired in work during the semester.



3. Inyour first and second years, you should attend as many department events as you can -- talks from
current faculty and visiting scholars, graduate student presentations, department parties, etc. This
will show your investment in your professional setting.

Join the academic conversation. In your first and second years, you should spend time familiarizing
yourself with your academic field. Spend a couple hours each week reading the major academic journals
inyour field (if you don't know what these are, ask your advisor or afaculty member in that field). This
will give you a sense of the broader conversations happening in your discipli ne.[27]

1. Join your professional organization. Y ou should join early in your career in graduate school and
maintain your membership. Most organizations offer reduced membership fees for graduate
students.

2. If you are studying English or aromance language, thiswill be the MLA (Modern Language
Association), or the American Psychological Association if you are in a psychology department. In
your third or fourth years of the program, you should plan to attend the major conference hosted by
thisingtitution.[28]



Make publishing a priority. Most tenure-track jobs (even at less research focused institutions) now
require applicants to have published at |east one article. Scientific disciplines often expect an even more
extensive publication record since most papers contain multiple authors.

1. Join awriting group in your department (or start one if it does not aready exist) that will give you
deadlines for turning a paper you wrote for your course work or qualifying exams into a piece of
criticism.[29]

2. Remember that the process for publishing can take along time. Some journals might take months
before they let you know if they have accepted, rejected or requested that you revise and resubmit
your article. After that, it could take even longer before it appearsin print. If you want to have a
publication by the fourth year in your program, then start to prepareit in your second year.[30]

3. Ask your advisor for guidance on which journal you should send your article to. Some journals do
not publish graduate students as a rule whereas others are more welcoming toward junior
scholarship.



Gain teaching experience. Teaching experience will prepare you for the daily responsibilities of a college
professor. Many Ph.D. programs have teaching opportunities built into their programs, where you will
often teach freshmen or sophomore level courses or leading alab for alarge section of an introductory
course.[31]

1. If these opportunities are not built into your program, then you may need to apply for teaching
opportunities. Talk to your advisor about the best way to secure a teaching appointment.

2. Look into taking a Teaching Assistant position. In these positions, you generally assist a professor
with things like grading, taking attendance, and helping students during group work in class. But
make sure that you have the opportunity to contribute some of your knowledge to the course; just
working as a grader might not give you enough professional experience to be ateacher.[32]

3. Savelesson plans, syllabi, student evaluations and lecture notes for your teaching portfolio. These
will be necessary documents for when you apply for atenure track job.




Consider interdisciplinary certificate programs. Many graduate schools will offer certificate programs
for graduate students in other departments that supplement your core interests as a scholar. Popular options
often include programs in Women and Gender Studies, American Studies, Writing and Rhetoric, Non-
Profit Management, Digital Humanities, On-line Teaching and Learning, Instructional Design, etc.
1. Completing a certificate in one of these programs could make you a more competitive candidate for
jobs inside and outside academia than applicants who just have a degree in one field.

Design a compelling dissertation. The most complicated component of the Ph.D. program is writing and
defending a dissertation, which is a book-length research project. Most departments will require that you
submit a proposal at the beginning of the writing process for your topic. When you finish writing it, you
will have to defend your work in front of a committee of faculty members who have read it.[33]

1. Set up aclear, easy-to-follow writing schedule with frequent deadlines. Some programs will give
you ayear of funding to write you dissertation; you should have at least a couple chapters completed
before you embark on this.

2. Break down your time into manageable chunks. Give yourself one or two hour blocks of time with
achievable goals, like adding an extra three pages to your introduction or analyzing in an extra
scholarly source.[34]

3. Maintain clear communication with your advisor. Asyou are writing, don't fall off of your advisor's
radar. They should approve each chapter as you go. Plan to check in with them every 2-3 weeks
during the writing process so they get a sense of your progress.



Schedule your defense far in advance. Once you have completed your dissertation, Most Ph.D. programs
require you have somewhere between 4-6 faculty members to conduct a defense of your work. They will
ask you critical questions about the strength of your arguments and also offer other perspectives on your
work.
1. Coordinating the schedules of multiple academics can be tricky. In many departments, the
administrative assistant will coordinate the schedules of your readers, establish a date and time, and
FS%(])k aroom for you, but you should contact him early in the semester you plan to defend to do this.

2. To prepare for your defense, re-read important moments in your dissertation (introduction,
conclusion and the thesi s statements of each chapter) so you can quickly and eloquently respond
with the key points of your argument.

3. Take adeep breath and remember that no one knows your work better than you. Y ou have spent
years with this material and you have every ability to defend it successfully.[36]

Part 4 of 5;

Takinga Tenure Track Job



Goon thejob market. Most tenure track jobs are posted in the fall semester of the academic year before
they are meant to begin. They will generally have thetitle of Assistant Professor.[37]

1. Job postings for tenure track jobs are often listed on the web site of your major professional
organization (like the Modern Language Association or Computer Research Association) or other
places like HigherEdJobs, the Chronicle of Higher Education, and H-Net.

2. Most academic candidates go on the market in the last year of their program when they are still
ABD (all but dissertation). Y ou should plan to have defended your dissertation and earned your
degree by the time the tenure track job beginsin the fall of the next academic year.

3. You will generally need many of the same documents that you used to get into graduate school: a
cover letter (personal statement), a C.V. listing your academic accomplishments such as
publications or teaching awards, a writing sample, letters of recommendation from your advisors,
etc. You also will be frequently required to present a teaching portfolio consisting of things like
student evaluations, lesson plans, a statement of your teaching philosophy, etc.



Survivethejob interview. Interviews for tenure track jobs are notoriously rigorous. First, you may have
to pass preliminary interviews conducted at the conference hosted by your major professional
organization. You may also have a phone or Skype interview, which will be less expensive to attend than
traveling to the professional conference.[38]

1. You will generally be asked questions about your research, what contributions do you make to the
field, how did you become interested in your topic, etc. You will also be asked questions about
teaching -- such as how you structure a lesson plan or how you manage alarge survey class. You
should have tangible examples to provide when you get these qu%tions.[39]

2. After you pass the preliminary round of interviews, you will be asked to come on a campus
interview. The campus interview generally lasts 2-3 days. Y ou will travel to campus and may be
required to do some of the following things: give an extended talk (25-50 minutes) on your research
interests, lead a class to demonstrate your teaching interests, and conduct multiple smaller
interviews with members of the job search committee or other faculty members.[40]

3. Always expressinterest in the research of other faculty members while you are on your visit. You
want to make it clear that you are a helpful, congenial potential colleague.["'l]

4. You aso will be required to meet with the Chair of your department, the Dean of your college and
possibly other administrative figures. These interviews generally take place in the spring semester
before the fall semester when they plan to hire you.



Preparefor tenurereview. Once you have been hired, most institutions expect to assess faculty members
for tenure within seven years of starting as an Assistant Professor. However, they will often require pre-
tenure review within the first two years of appointment and then again in the fourth of fifth years.

1. Departments have different requirements for tenure review. Once tenure is awarded, the professor
has a secure future at the university (barring any major financial crisis) and the professor can enjoy a
lifelong career teaching students in the subject of their expertise.

2. For the humanities, you often have to publish at least one book with a reputable academic press
and/or multiple articles in well-respected journals.

3. For the sciences, you have to receive funding from an institution like the National Institutes of
Health or the National Science Foundation to start alab and procure the equipment need to conduct
your experiments. Writing and winning grants for this has become increasingly difficult, especially
with major financial cuts to these institutions.[42]




Learn the culture of your department. Asyou are preparing to apply for tenure, consider where you
should focus your energies. Does the department value research or teaching more? If it values research,
resist the urge to spend extra time mentoring students or planning events for students in the department.
Put that time into conducting research.[43]

1. Similarly, if the department mostly values commitment to students (as frequently isthe case as
liberal arts colleges and community colleges), then put more of your focus on advising and
supporting students. Consider serving as the advisor to a student group in your department.

2. Alwaystalk to your chair or dean about the expectations for tenure at your university. Most schools
want to improve their nationa profile, which means that the will value research. From your first
year forward, work as hard as you can to meet those expectations.

Maintain the appropriate records. For your tenure review, you will often be required to produce an
extensive file of documents cataloguing your successes in the department. These often include: [44]
Student evaluations and evidence of your teaching record (lesson plans, syllabi, etc.)

Copiesof all of your publications or any technical documents/creative projects

L etters from scholars at other institutions which assess the value of your research

A log of your serviceto your institution, any additional certifications you have earned

After you have compiled your dossier, the tenured members of your department will vote on
whether or not to recommend you for tenure, Y our file will also be sent out to other faculty
members from other departments for review. The final decision will be made by the President,
Provost or Chancellor at your university.[4°]
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Part 5 of 5:

Taking aNon Tenure Track Job
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Goon thejob market. With the increasing scarcity of tenure-track jobs, more Ph.D. holders are taking
limited term or contingent faculty positions. Non-tenure track professors currently make up more than
70% of al teaching positions in the American university. Some of these titlesinclude: [46]

SRR A

Post-doctoral research fellow

Visiting Assistant Professor

Lecturer (often with different levels such as Lecturer | or Il or Senior Lecturer)

Adjunct

The first two categories of jobs can sometimes be found posted during the fall alongside tenure track
jobs, but they are also regularly posted during the spring and throughout the academic year. Lecturer
and Adjunct positions are often interviewed closer to the start of the upcoming school year in which
they are needed.




Interview for aNTT job. Theinterview process for these jobs can be very similar to atenure track job;
you may have to go on a campus visit and give a presentation, but the focus will probably be more on your
teaching abilities than your research.
1. Beware of post-doc positions that have heavy teaching loads (such as a 4-4). A post-doc is meant to
help you turn your dissertation into a book manuscript to publish. If the position requires you to
have a heavy teaching load, you might not be able to accomplish this.[47]

Under stand the perils of adjuncting. With the rising costs of tuition and the growth of administrative
salaries, many schools have turned to adjuncting to cover the bulk of their teaching needs.[43]

1. Adjunctsare Ph.D. holders who are often kept on a part-time basis so they do not receive benefits or
health insurance from the university. They are not paid a salary but rather, on a per-course fee which
averages $2700.00. Currently, adjuncts make up more than 50% of the current college faculty
workforce and they earn on average $25,000-$27,000 a year.[49]

2. Becauseingtitutions are hesitant to grant adjuncts course loads that would make them full-time
employees, many adjuncts are forced to teach at multiple schools in any given semester. They might
have long commutes to get to many different campuses.

3. Departments are also likely to cut courses at the last minute, leaving adjuncts to scramble to find
other ways to supplement a meager salary. Working as an adjunct provides very little job security.



Consider other career options. Y ou might decide that working long hours for little pay, no health
insurance, and no stability isnot for you. In this case, you should spend part of your graduate career
preparing for alife off the tenure track or even out of academiaaltogether.[50]

1. Build up aportfolio of non-academic writing. Y ou can volunteer to edit medical or technical
documents, write grants for a non-profit in your area, or freelance for alocal magazine or
newspaper. But you should have a body of writing that transl ates outside of academia.

2. Prepareto revise your job search materials. Whilea C.V. is supposed to be multiple pagesin length,
aresume should be no longer than one. A cover letter should be just one page also.[>1

3. You must learn how to communicate your transferrable skills. If you lead a lab, you have project
management skills. If you wrote and structured your dissertation, then you have excellent
organizational prowess.[5?]

4. Think of alternative career paths. Many Ph.D.s go on to have successful careersin industry, non-
profits, teaching at private high schools, researching in governmental jobs, or by starting their own
businesses. Talk to the Career Center at your graduate institution about finding ways of transitioning
out of academia

5. Theweb site VersatilePhD also provides tips from Ph.D.s who have found career paths beyond the
tenure track.

Y ou finished reading the article "How to Become a College Professor" edited by the TipsM ake team. We hope
this article has provided you with many useful tech tips and tricks. Y ou can search for similar articles on tips and
guides. Thank you for reading and for following us regularly.
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