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The PhD Journey: 
Part 1
Stuart Benson 

Since starting the PhD in September 2016, a 
number of people have asked me about the 
experience of applying for the PhD all the way to 
the present and how I am going on the project. This 
ongoing report may give the reader some insight 
into the thought process that I went through during 
the many ups and downs in the PhD. Although the 
PhD experience can be very individual, I always 
found it interesting and informative to hear from 
people that have or are going through a PhD to 
realize that I am not the only person. I hope these 
reports will help you in some way, whether you are 
contemplating on going through the PhD journey, or 
you have finished and need to refresh yourself on 
what good or bad times you went through and how 
far you have come from then.

As this is the first of hopefully many more to come, 
I thought I would provide you a little background 
before jumping into my current situation in the PhD.  

After finishing my Master’s, I moved to Japan to 
work at an international university as a lecturer. 
With a brain full of new ideas and the enthusiasm 
to boot, I started designing materials with all the 
knowledge I had received. In the classroom, I used 
a number of activities and ice-breaking games to 
make the students interested in learning English. 
This continued for five great years. I enjoyed 
teaching and helping students in any way I could in 
their language learning. However, I realized very 
quickly that I was not just a language teacher. The 
students would ask about my studying days and life 
back in my home country. This in turn made me 
reminisce on all the fun times I had at university 
and the learning environment that helped me when 
completing my degrees. During the five years I met 
a number of amazing people, some that I could 
clearly see were destined to continue in the 
academic field and pursue a PhD. When designing 
materials, talking to students and seeing my 
colleagues return to their countries to start a PhD, I 
thought starting a PhD was the next logical step in 
my career. 

What to do it on? 
Through talking to my colleagues that were also 
doing a PhD, this was always the question stuck in 
my head that I could never seem to answer. All I 
knew was that it had to be original, interesting 
enough to other academics and myself so I could 
continue on it for several years, and have a goal at 
the end so if I wished to not continue in academia 
after the PhD, it would not be wasted.

One seemingly normal day, an idea popped into my 
head. I had been reading some articles for a study I 
was conducting and then it just came to me. I 
stopped what I was doing and started to note down 
all the ideas that had just came out of nowhere. 
Was this the idea I was waiting for? After reading 
more about the topic, I couldn’t find any prior 
studies on the topic and therefore thought this 
could be the one. 

The process
Having attended the same university for both my 
undergraduate and Master’s, I was hoping to return 
one final time for 3-4 years and complete a PhD. 
Sitting at the computer, I read page after page of 
how to complete the application form. A daunting 
process that was longer than I imagined, the 
application took a month in total. Contacting my 
previous professors and asking them if they 
thought my idea was worthy, contacting professors 
in the field I was interested in and asking for their 
two cents, writing the most humble E-mails to 
professors in the hopes they would be my referees, 
writing E-mails to professors asking if they would 
be my supervisor, and finally the main job, writing 
the expression of research interests.  

Fast forward four months, I am leaving Japan, not 
knowing if I have been accepted into the PhD 
program and not knowing where my life will take 
me. I was nervous but confident that I was making 
the right decision for myself and my career. A week 
after I arrived, I received the news I was accepted 
to the program and to contact my supervisor. After 
a few major hiccups, I started the PhD on 
September 1st, 2016.  

Through the journey – the 
rollercoaster
Every day, the school provides us morning tea with 
tea, coffee, and a place to chat with fellow PhD 
students and professors. This is the one grounding 
opportunity in the day when I am able to relax and 
hear that I am not the only person that is going 
through a difficult time. Before starting the PhD, I 
had heard and read about the ‘PhD rollercoaster’, 
how there are certain times throughout the journey 
where there are emotional highs and lows. In my 

�3



PeerSpectives Issue 18, Spring 2017                ISSN 2187-1191 

case however, this was a weekly occurrence in the 
first two months. I would read for a week solid, 
eight hours of intensive reading and note-taking on 
one little topic that I thought was connected and 
helpful to my study. On the Friday afternoon, I 
would stop reading and try to step back from the 
glorious academic hole I had dug and see how this 
all tied into the larger picture. At times I was able to 
connect the dots and this was a somewhat proud 
moment. Other times, I was lost and thought I had 
just wasted a week on a topic that I still do not 
know anything about and not sure how it would 
connect to the PhD. I compare this to being lost in 
the academic wilderness, occasionally finding a 
ration to save myself from insanity while looking for 
the start of the yellow brick road that starts with a 
plan and leads to graduation.

Status report
Writing, reading, and more writing; that is the 
current life I live. I have set myself a deadline for 
completing the proposal and believe I am still on 
track. While I am writing each section of the 
proposal, I realize I do not know enough on the 
topic and continue reading. This leads to a day or 
two being side-tracked on articles, but ultimately I 
come back to the writing, more knowledgeable and 
more confident on the topic. Personally, I have 
never been a writer. I know that is strange to hear 
from a PhD student, but it is true. I struggle to be 
academically inclined. It would take me a day just 
to write an academic paragraph. This is changing 
since starting the PhD. The more I read, the more I 
take notes. The more I take notes, the more writing 
practice I get. The more writing I do, the more 
confident I become. People constantly told me to 
write and it would become easier. I honestly believe 
that now. I encourage you to do the same. Writing 
is a skill and practice does make perfect.

By the time this is published, I hope to have 
completed the proposal and have almost received 
ethics approval. In the next report, I will explain 
about the ethics process and all the ups and downs 
that I expect will occur.

Bio:
Stuart Benson is currently a Ph.D. student in 
Applied Linguistics at Victoria University of 
Wellington, New Zealand. He has a number of 
research interests, including formulaic language, 
corpus l inguistics, and language learning 
strategies. �
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Second Harvest Japan 

Second Harvest Japan is the local 
affiliate of the Second Harvest 
organization and its focus is on 
poverty and disaster relief through 
distribution of food and essential 
supplies to welfare agencies, 
orphanages, shelters, the homeless, 
and others in need. Volunteers 
generally serve 2.5 hour shifts in 
one of Second Harvest’s numerous 
operations, including food pick-up 
and delivery, food preparation, 
packaging of food for distribution, 
food drives, food distribution, and 
various office activities. Specifics of 
upcoming volunteer activities can be 
found on their event calendar.


