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Defining the Doctorate: What was it? What is it now? And what should it be?

Convenors: Dr Richard Race and Dr Martin Gough.

Professors Miriam David, Becky Francis, Chris Park and Stephen Rowland led a round table discussion forum by briefly putting forward their own view in answer to these questions, in order to debate with each other and with the audience on the issue.  The discussion will contribute to the national debate called for by Chris Park's recent Higher Education Academy document, Redefining the Doctorate (2007), and will aspire to the meet challenges posed to us by Stephen Rowland's recent book, The Enquiring University: Compliance and Contestation in Higher Education (2006).

Prof. Miriam David is Professor of Education at the Institute of Education, Associate Director of the TRLP programme, and co-author of Degrees of Choice: Social class, race and gender in Higher Education (2005), and of other higher education research, including on PhD assessment 

Prof. Becky Francis is Professor of Education at Roehampton University, and co-author of A Feminist Critique of Education (2005) and Understanding Minority Ethnic Achievement (2006), and of other educational research, including on writing in higher education 

Prof.Chris Park is Director of the Graduate School at Lancaster University and Senior Associate of the Higher Education Academy 

Prof. Stephen Rowland is Professor of Higher Education at University College London.

Summary notes and evaluation
I took notes during the proceedings.  I audio-recorded the proceedings, and used the recording to supplement the notes, so this is my summarising of them and not a transcript, and the recording is erased. 

Martin Gough  

The invited speakers spoke in turn before a short break and then discussion based around questions from the audience to all of the speakers.

Chris Park: 

All the speakers and the convenors expressed appreciation for Chris’s work in producing the HEA sponsored discussion document Redefining the Doctorate and welcomed the chance to debate the questions arising, since the document is designed to map out and prompt debate, and today’s discussion will feed into the corresponding HEA consultation, and Chris took a suitable place in speaking first.

Chris produced and explained a handout which set out stakeholders (various – the funding bodies apparently being the most concerned about getting right the purpose of the doctorate, concerned about value for money), drivers of change and responses (in the sense of recent initiatives and developments in the domain).  The doctorate is certainly the degree of choice for individuals for getting ahead, through its widely understood credibility, a sort of academic kite mark.

Chris’s answer to the seminar question what the doctorate should be is that it depends who is asking: different stakeholders have different views, different accounts of the nature of the doctorate, and the domain is and has been in flux (c.f. the original medieval teaching qualification and the industrial age Humboldtian research qualification).  The development of the qualification has until recently not been complimented by a debate about what its purpose is and whether or not it is fit for that purpose.  A new model of the doctorate which may emerge is not yet crystallised.  To qualify this further: HEI’s do now have to dance more to the tune of outsiders, and so they have less autonomy in that sense; the QAA is and should be an observer and arbiter of the processes; developments in Europe will have a bearing in the UK; and “skills training” has to be accommodated, including within supervisory practice, despite all the various other accountability pressures on the academic community.

Becky Francis:

One of the problems with the notion of drivers is their connotation of being undeflectible and given forces, when in fact they have been generated by ideologies of neo-liberalism, human capitalism and managerialism demanding their versions of accountability.  The traditional mode of running a doctoral programme is also problematic, the “secret garden” of supervisory relations being patriarchal and blind to classist and racist possibilities.  Uncovering the traditional practices offer the potential to be more inclusionary.  But the neo-liberal and audit-governed challenge to tradition is no solution to discriminatory practices. The debate is set up as if through there were now a choice just between (Derridean) binary opposites of an elite professional model or New managerialist approaches. (And it is partly because the latter has continually demanded more work performance from staff with less proportionately by way of resources of funding and staff time that academics have been reluctant to engage in new initiatives such as the skills agenda). 

The answer to the seminar question what the doctorate should be needs to be held in abeyance until we have answered others:

Is it still valid to pursue intellectual study for its own sake? And is there an alternative to the dichotomous model of the ivory tower in opposition to New Managerialism?

Miriam David:

Miriam wished to draw especially from her personal and professional knowledge of the variety of circumstances and practices of research study, including diverse ages and prior experiences of students, part-time status and the implications of the global context, c.f. the high proportion of International students and expansion of higher education globally.  By contrast, the reports and reviews we have seen over recent years do seem unhelpfully to assume an uniformity in the student body (the home full-time recent graduate) and a uniform model which will suit.  As regards what the doctorate was, until recently it was something of an oddity to possess in many academic fields especially the social sciences.   However, its individualised nature is problematic and yet on the other hand it may be a “personal project of the self”, given the many professional doctorates nowadays rather than leading to a job or work within the professional labour force including higher education itself.  A better model is collaborative, after an explosion of the myth of individual ownership of ideas.  The “fetish of the footnote” is a symptom of the myth but ideas proposed in a thesis are never generated just by the individual author, since we all use each others’ work in our own, by one means or another.

Stephen Rowland:

The main problem within the debate around the seminar questions is that answering what the doctorate should be depends upon settling upon what taken from a broad perspective it is and we do not really know the answer to that.  Too few research studies have been done, especially on the question of its purpose, yet we have reviews proceeding on the basis that it is not fit for purpose.  A further problem with the notion of the term “drivers” is the connotation that the initiatives and developments are inexorable, not a matter of someone’s agency, and so not in our or anyone else’s control.  

One central element of the PhD, more specifically, identifies with its purpose being clear, and fit (which is the position of the QAA amongst others).  That is, it requires an original contribution to knowledge, the writing in explanation of which should be publishable.  It is not about generic skills for employment in general, even if skills for employment are important in their own right.

Points from general discussion with the audience:

Tensions articulated in discussion;

- the lonely researcher in isolation (traditional PhD model) vs collaborative research

– the teaching role and the research role of the apprentice academic, how integrate them without imposing too much on individual? – arguably there is bias in the skills agenda in favour of employment roles in industry rather than the academic teaching role, as additional to the research experience in itself – if the employability generic skills are important, maybe they should be engaged in at levels lower than postgraduate, freeing research study time for research
- are HE staff a workforce, which has therefore to perform to a certain level, or can they be treated apart, because of the aspect of disinterestedness of the academic pursuit?

- academic vs Industry goals for the qualification (the bias of Big Science)
– different types of doctorate, and their diverse specifications and goals

- the manager in the academic environment, who has to make things work with resources provided, despite views about the rights and wrongs of it all arising from intellectual discussion.
Interestingly, generic skills provision tends to be taken up more enthusiastically by International rather than Home students, even though the rationale of the Roberts framework and the skills agenda generally is focused around the UK’s economic needs.  Despite some negative images, of the unworldly ivory tower moulded postgraduate, many employers value the PhD, and its graduates, as they are.  

What is the correct conceptualisation of the (relatively) novice researcher?  Reviews and policy discussion has tended towards infantilisation of the doctoral candidate, for instance the deficit model of the inexperienced individual assumed by the skills agenda.  However, many researchers are admirably focused and clear about what they are trying to do, and know how to achieve it, displaying passion, dedication, their own self-financing, as well as know-how.  An example of this is the “worker ant” syndrome, where junior researchers perform long hours and drawing from their own expertise, contributing to research team output (and then they often find the senior professor who has not displayed much industry and has not had the great idea gets most of the credit).  This could, however, be a symptom more pronounced the more collaborative is the structure of the research.

There was criticism of the debate which emphasised the importance of the claims of “stakeholders”, insofar as it omitted the value of the experience of students, in favour of seeing students as producers of knowledge for some other stakeholder’s aims.  Reviews tend to be issued by top down comfortably well funded bodies rather than reflecting concerns of students or academics.
There was no claim by anyone present to the effect that doctoral study does not need to be of benefit to society but, arguably, the contribution to a body of knowledge required of successful PhDs is in itself a contribution to society.  

One of the main problems with the current debate, insofar as it is premised on the doctorate as essentially problematic in today’s society, is that too little research has been undertaken into it and the milieu which surrounds it.  Questions such as just how much do researchers contribute and in what ways, and just how much does having a PhD student actually cost a department or an institution, or the economy in “dead labour time”, remain insufficiently explored.   So it is perhaps rash to rush into making changes based on insufficient evidence.  

Challenges to curricula often premise themselves on the future needs of society, such that programmes of study can better prepare graduates for society to be, but also emphasise the uncertainty about the future.  What is unknown is flimsy pretext for change, it has to be pointed out!  
Additional points post-event (Martin Gough):

I aim to give an overall summary impression of the debate, to a large extent in the form of pointing towards answers to some of the questions posed in the “Framing the debate” section of the document Redefining the Doctorate (available at http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/5101.htm ).  The whole seminar can be viewed as approaching the questions in the section under the themes of “Doctorateness” and “Purpose”.  More specifically…
Under the theme “Supply chain”, the sense of the discussion would suggest for Q.(b) that students’ employability generally does not have to be enhanced, even if, organised well, generic skills programmes can enhance particular students’ progress and achievement in broad ways.   The doctorate, the PhD in particular, as it is contains a particular strength in offering preparedness already for the “uncertain world”.  This would be precisely because, if a thesis is to be a successful original contribution to knowledge, it demands innovativeness as well as rigour and resilience in the candidate.  SRHE is re-launching this year its series of Guides, Issues in Postgraduate Education: Management, Teaching and Supervision, with, inter alia, Martin Gough’s and Pam Denicolo’s Research Supervisors and the Skills Agenda: Learning Needs Analysis and Personal Development Profiling, which offers an exploration of the proper integration of the skills agenda into research study programmes.

Under the theme “Funding”, there was a strong expression of an affirmative answer to Q.(b), suggesting at the same time a negative answer to Q.(d), since variety in doctoral practice and in the student experience has been seen as valuable to date.  As regards Q.(e), there was a strong call for more research before attempting to answer these sorts of questions.
Under the theme “Doctoral Student Experience”, Q.(a) asks whether doctoral candidates should be treated as students or as staff.  The sense of the discussion pointed towards retaining the student status: being staff would facilitate the possibility of greater regimentation and channelling of candidates, as employees; student status reinforces the autonomy of the candidate to direct their own enquiry unbeholden to demands of an employer.  Securing this autonomy might be the answer to the questions under the theme “Nature and dissemination of research”.  This position also indirectly addresses the theme “Autonomy, responsibility and accountability”, which is asking questions about institutions, so avoiding asking the question about the autonomy of researchers themselves.   Q.(b) under that theme and Q.(c) of the “Quality Assurance” theme (c.f. Q.(d ) of the “purpose” theme) consider the external “driver” from the Bologna Process, which has put pressure on the UK to lengthen its normal period of study.  There was a strong view in the discussion of the importance of teaching, and learning how to teach, for budding academic researchers, which might well be a rationale for lengthening periods of study (for a pre-Bologna argument in favour of this you might like to look up Gough, M. (1995), "An Alternative Future for Postgraduate Research in the Humanities", Journal of Graduate Education, vol.1 (no.4), pp127-133 !).


