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    The beginning of the school year was always a happy time for me. Not only did I love the sense 

of order I felt in my life as I labeled my notebooks and packed my bag in anticipation of the note-

taking to come, but I genuinely loved being a student and always felt at home in the classroom. 

That being said, I used school as a crutch as I grew older and found myself faced with the 

challenges of adjusting to a working life. Eager to avoid the exhaustion, boredom, and wardrobe 

that I understood were corollary to all nine to five jobs, I followed my nose home - again and again 

- to the classroom and it always felt right…until it felt wrong. 

 

    Leaving a Ph.D. program is extremely difficult. People with great ambition—and ambition is a 

prerequisite for simply contemplating devoting five to seven years of your life to a Ph.D. program 

let alone entering into one—are often afraid to fail and are deeply self-critical. However, leaving 

a Ph.D. program shouldn’t immediately be connected to failure. Leaving a Ph.D. program has to 

do with knowing your limits, understanding your needs, and respecting yourself. There are many 

profound and wonderful reasons to embark on and complete a Ph.D. program. However, there are 

just as many compelling reasons to leave one. Though the subject may feel taboo within graduate 

communities, it is important to broach the topic, because feelings of doubt are par for the course 

in graduate school. The trick lies in understanding if that doubt is fleeting—who doesn't question 

their commitment following a particularly lengthy exam or run-in with a rash professor?—or if it 

is rooted in the knowledge that your Ph.D. program is not right for you. 

 

    I began a Ph.D. program in the Humanities in the fall semester of 2012. By the middle of that 

first semester, I realized that something was horribly wrong. Many distressed conversations and 

worrying dreams later, I left the program before the start of the second semester in January 2013. 

Initially, I was floored by the work of the professors in the department, the metropolitan location 

of the university, and the generous fellowship I was offered. However, those feelings soon 

evaporated into a fog of aimlessness and confusion. In order to understand myself and the situation 

I found myself in, I asked myself why I wanted to apply to graduate school in the first place—and 

my answers were very telling. 

 

1.     Because graduate school makes for a smooth transition. 

 

I had been living abroad prior to the start of my Ph.D. program and wasn’t sure where I wanted to 

be or what I wanted to do. Based on past experiences as a Masters student at a small liberal arts 

college, I thought that graduate school would make for a smooth transition by providing me with 

a purpose, a circle of friends, and a paycheck. Turns out, you can’t fake a purpose, you can’t count 

on building a circle of friends who are busy with their own lives, and you can’t live off of a 

university stipend—no matter how generous it is—without going into debt in such a large city.  

 

2.     Because I was having a hard time finding a job. 

 

I was sure that I needed better qualifications to get the kind of job that I was interested in. However, 

I recognized early on that my career goals had changed with exposure to teaching and that my 

interests were more attuned to research and writing. While it is true that some jobs require certain 

levels of education and experience for which a Ph.D. is necessary, a gratuitous Ph.D. can be a 

disadvantage on the job market where an advanced education dictates a higher pay grade and I 

soon came to feel that my potential Ph.D. could do my revised career ambitions more harm than 
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good. 

 

3.     Because I knew it would make my parents happy. 

 

I knew that my parents would be proud of me if I got a Ph.D. and happy to have me back in the 

United States while pursuing the degree. However, fulfilling someone else’s expectations—even 

those of my loving parents—is faulty reasoning for undertaking such a lengthy and personal 

commitment. Where was I in the equation? Graduate school is challenging and so is forging a 

career in the Humanities so it is of vital importance that you and your passion are at the root of 

your desire to go to graduate school. 

 

4.     Because I’m good at it. 

 

Sometimes it is difficult to discern between doing something well and actually enjoying the 

process of doing it. I have always excelled in the classroom and my accomplishments—and all 

that they have made possible for me—made going to graduate school seem like a natural choice. 

While I still love to conduct research and write scholarly articles, I had to come to terms with the 

fact that the structure and purpose of a Ph.D. program were not right for my career goals or sense 

of self. 

 

5.     Because I’m not a quitter. 

 

Once I began the Ph.D. program and realized that something was amiss, I was overwhelmed by 

the feeling that I would be a quitter or a failure if I left the program and that others would see me 

that way as well. I came to see a grave distinction between quitting the program and making a 

conscious decision to leave it: quitting requires very little self-reflection and is often the easiest 

way out of a tough situation whereas decision-making involves careful thinking and great 

responsibility. I left my Ph.D. program with the full support and best wishes of my former 

department and I haven’t had a moment of doubt about my decision since. 

 

  

 

    Ultimately, I went to graduate school because I wasn’t sure what else to do and because it is an 

esteemed pursuit, nobody—not even me! —questioned my choice. As a result of my superficial 

reasoning, I wasn't careful in choosing a Ph.D. program. Consequently, I entered a program with 

a specialization that was too narrow to adequately address my interests. My open mind—which I 

initially congratulated myself on—landed me in a city that I found extremely challenging to live 

in. Together, my lack of true motivation, string of uneducated choices, and miserable living 

situation gave me the push I needed to take stock of my situation and make the necessary 

changes. To my surprise, once I broached the topic with my professors, they were extremely 

encouraging and kind and quick to tell me that I was not alone—though it certainly felt like it at 

the time. 

 

    I am happy to report that there is life after leaving a Ph.D. program—whether you depart after 

one semester or five. The most important aspect is listening to yourself—if you are having doubts 

in your first semester, don't wait until your third semester to analyze them because your well-being 
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is too important to sacrifice for any amount of time. Truth be told, it took me time to feel like I had 

made the right decision—the plaguing sense of doubt that I had as a student resolved itself into the 

fear of the unknown as I joined the ranks of the unemployed. Thankfully, I found a job in university 

administration rather quickly and during my first year as an Admissions Officer at a private 

university, I came to the conclusion that while a Ph.D. program was not relevant for me, I could 

benefit from a Master’s degree. I am currently pursuing a Master’s degree while working part-time 

and my quality of life has never been higher. While my experience is extremely personal, I hope 

that sharing it may be helpful to others who are currently struggling to navigate their own feelings 

and position in and/or beyond the academic world. 

 

 

 


