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COMMENTARY 

For unto him that hath • • • 
Virginia Trimble 

The concept of P-selection, by which graduates of the more prestigious (P) universities tend to publish longer than 
those from other (NP) universities, is herewith introduced into the literature. 

IF you really want a career in scientific 
research, then get your PhD from the 
most prestigious university that will take 
you. This conclusion (which should 
surprise very few) follows from data 
collected for the Astronomy and Astro
physics Survey Committee, now in the 
process of preparing a report to the US 
National Academy of Sciences on Astro
nomy and Astrophysics for the 1990s. 

To be precise, astronomers who received 
their doctoral degrees from a university 
that ranks repeatedly among the 'top 
three' American astronomical PhD 
programmes1 continue to publish in the 
field about twice as long as those with 
degrees from a university that ranks in the 
'second ten'. In addition, they are about 
twice as likely to have current jobs that 
primarily involve research and/or advanced 
teaching at observatories or PhD-granting 
universities. 

One can imagine a variety of reasons for 
the difference. The more prestigious 
institution may genuinely provide a better 
education, or it may skim the cream from 
the available pool of entering students. Or 
its name may serve as a lubricant to 
smooth the paths to research grants, 
acceptance of papers and good jobs for its 
alumni, at least early in their careers. The 
data say nothing whatever about the 
relative importance of these or other 
causes for the phenomenon, though I am 
privately of the opinion that the third 
factor is not negligible. 

The sample populations include 106 
recipients of PhDs between 1952 and 1988 
from the high-ranking institution (here
after P) and 94 recipients ofPhDs between 
1966 and 1988 from the lower-ranking one 
(NP hereafter). Figure 1 shows their 
publication histories. The horizontal axis 
is number of years since receipt of doctoral 
degree. The vertical axis is the fraction of 
all astronomers who had had their degrees 
for at least N years who were still publish
ing papers listed in the semi-annual issues 
of Astronomy and Astrophysics Abstracts' 
at least N years after their degrees. Upper 
points pertain to P and lower ones to NP, 
and the differences are large enough to 
require no words to guide the eye. 

The doctoral programme at P is the 
older one, and it might be hypothesized 
that the difference shown in Fig. 1 is a 
result of good jobs being easier to get in 
the past (back when our towers were made 
of real ivory rather than plastic and all our 
students were above average). As a test of 
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this hypothesis, Fig. 2 shows the publica
tion histories of post-1966 degree reci
pients from the two universities (85 from 
P, 94 from NP). Indeed the difference 
between the two is smaller than in Fig. 1, 
but the P astronomers are still about twice 
as likely to continue to publish for more 
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FIG. 1 Fraction of astronomers who have held 
PhDs for at least Nyears who are still publish
ing research papers N years after their 
degrees. Upper points = people from the 
prestigious university, P; lower points = 

people from the non-prestigious university, 
NP. Neither set of points starts out a unity 
because a few people from each place never 
published anything. Numbers drop below 10 
people at 18 years for NP and 28 years for P. 
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FIG. 2 Fraction of post-1966 degree recipients 
who are still publishing in astronomy as a 
function of number of years since the PhD. 
Upper points = P alumni; lower points = NP 
alumni. Numbers drop below 10 people 
between 18 and 19 years post-PhD for both. 

than 18 years (when both samples drop 
below 10 members) than are the NP ones. 

Current employment patterns of the 
two groups are also significantly different. 
There are members of each group in each 
of nine categories: (1) astronomy research 
and teaching at observatories and PhD
granting universities; (2) astronomy 
research at government and industrial 
laboratories (like Los Alamos National 
Laboratory and AT&T Bell Laboratories); 
(3) research in other sciences; (4) scientific 
support services (data processing, hard-

ware and software development); 
(5) industrial employment; (6) govern
ment employment (generally science 
administration); (7) teaching at places 
with no PhD programme in astronomy; 
(8) employment outside science; and 
(9) lost to follow-up and not publishing in 
astronomy (two from P, three from NP). 

The most striking difference is that 65 
per cent of the P astronomers, but only 32 
per cent of the NP ones, have jobs in 
category 1. A large majority of incoming 
graduate students at both places describe 
their career goals as research and 
advanced teaching in the field. Most 
graduate programmes concur that their 
primary purpose is the production of the 
next generation of researchers. Thus the P 
astronomers can be described as more 
successful than the NP ones by their own 
standards. 

Life being somehow easier in the past 
is not the primary cause. An artificial 
sample of P astronomers, age-matched to 
the NP ones, has 66 per cent of its 
members in the most desirable category of 
employment, just the same as for the total 
P sample. Curiously, this does mean that 
things are getting worse. People continue 
to diffuse out of the astronomical research 
community over their entire careers. But 
they almost never come back (though 
there is diffusion into the field of PhDs 
from physics and other sciences). No one 
in either sample resumed publishing after 
a hiatus of as long as five years. And the 
few returns to jobs in categories 1 and 2 
occurred only when the excursions had 
been brief ones to positions in science 
administration. Thus we can expect that, 
10 or 20 years from now, the fraction of 
the 1966-88 P astronomers still in research 
and advanced teaching will be less than 65 
per cent and so smaller than the fraction of 
the total P sample now engaged in these 
activities. 

The moral of the story is thus two-fold: 
it still pays to go to the most prestigious 
graduate institution you possibly can, but 
the gold paving, even on the streets of P, is 
not as thick as it used to be. 0 
Virginia Trimble is Professor of Physics at the 
University of California, Irvine, and Visiting 
Professor of Astronomy at the University of 
Maryland, College Park, Maryland 20742, 
USA. 
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