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Background

There exists a common agreement that the quality of research education depends on several

factors, which appear in the course of the educational process from being a student to

becoming a researcher. The main factors may be devided into three main aspects:

- structured and effective supervision of research candidates by the supervisor

- strategic support, assistance and services for study and research by the universities

- induction of candidates into a research culture by the supervisor and universities

The increased focus on more effective and structured PhD studies and have led to more

detailed and elaborated guidelines and regulations for PhD programmes. Recently, most

universities have developed comprehensive guidelines for effective supervision and

introduced structured programmes to induct students into postgraduate studies. These

guidelines mainly intended to by help the students to plan their research projects and write

the necessary project proposals. However, there is still a lack in regard to involve the

students in a collaborative research culture, i.e. how research should be conducted, and how

to learn to be a researcher. This short guide may highlight the main steps and main

problems occurring during these processes.
Development of researchers

One of the first and may be one of the most important steps in postgraduate student success

is the integration of students into the life of a research group. However, this may strongly

depend on the candidates’ view of being a researcher. Students choose to enrol in higher

degrees for different reasons. Some continue on to postgraduate education immediately

after the completion of a first degree. In other cases the candidates return to higher degree

study after having worked some years in order to increase their professional position or

their professional development opportunities in their current employment. Others may do it

because they consider or prepare for a change in their career. This results in a different

basis and background, and research degree students will therefore differ substantially in

their familiarness with the culture of academic institutions in general and with the different

research cultures in particular. Some may come from countries where higher education is

rather different from that of the country where the higher degree study is conducted.

Differences in workplace experiences in industry and commerce may also play an

important role. Furthermore, there will always be candidates that possess extensive work

experience from higher education institutions, but on the other hand only have limited

experience of employment outside of this kind of institutions.

In conclusion the individual candidates will therefore differ in their ability to develop a

sense of belonging to a research culture. In some cases the candidates may be even

reluctant to spend the necessary time and effort to become involved in the wider social and

intellectual life of the education institution or research group. This may be cause by their

concern of being detract from the main processes of conducting research and finishing their

PhD project. This fear may be understandable having in mind the increasing pressure by the

PhD programmes to complete the research project in minimum of time. Therefore the

involvement of students in a research culture needs to be carefully planned in order to be

successful. Necessary steps should be taken to ensure candidates appreciate the benefits

gained from such involvement.
Delamont et al. (2000) describe doctoral research as ‘academic socialisation’ and argue

that the process of becoming a researcher requires learning a certain amount of

‘indeterminate’ knowledge that is most easily and readily acquired by working together

with experienced colleagues in the field or in the laboratory. Phillips and Pugh (1987) state

that although the research project is the immediate concern, the ultimate and final goal of

research education is to help students develop the systematic investigative and

communicative skills that enable them to become professional researchers. However, in

most countries research education is no longer conducted out solely as training for a

position in an academic institution, but increasingly be expected to prepare candidates for

employment outside the university, in industry, commerce and in the professions.

Therefore, the final goal for research education, at least for the candidates, should a

balanced process between conducting research, completing a degree including writing the

thesis, and making the most of opportunities offered them to be involved in a research

culture. All together has to support their development of their skills for employability in a

wider range of research-related professions.
Tools and support opportunities

a) Reading groups

A number of skills are essential for successfully complete a research degree. These skills

comprise theoretical knowledge within the scientific field, an understanding of the research

methods, the ability to apply theory and methodology to the own research project, and

finally the candidate’s capability to respond critically but also constructively to the ideas

and criticism of colleagues. Here, the establishment of reading groups is one already often

chosen way candidates can develop these skills. This is particularly important in qualitative

research, where a researcher may draw on different research practices and theoretical

perspectives to deal with a particular research problem. Nevertheless, this is also just as

important in laboratory-based research and in scientific fieldwork. Here PhD students are

forced to read published papers in order to locate their own research and identify its

potential to contribute to the field. The participation in a reading group also encourages

students to engage in accepted forms of common style academic argument and critique,

practices which are culturally-based and often so taken for granted by supervisors that

students are too often left to learn them it by themselves.

b) Peer review groups

Peer review groups are another “tool” often established on department or centre level at

many higher education institutions. The purpose of review groups are provision of fora for

the exchange of ideas and information, as well as feedback to students on their data analysis

and writing. In a peer review group, students have the opportunity to engage in argument

and critical verification of their own and others’ work. This is an essential aspect of

academic socialisation, because it helps students think in critical and scholarly ways. This

is of particular importance for students who come from cultures where students are more

expected to be “reverent” to their teachers and not engage in academic debate with them.

However, it seems it is also important for postgraduate and research students generally,

since attention is often drawn to the shift that occurs in higher degrees towards independent

and self-directed learning, in comparison with undergraduate study. It may be useful for

supervisors to establish a peer review group with initial input from other academic staff,

gradually encouraging students to assume control of the group’s reading agenda and review

procedures.

c) Seminar programmes

One of the most commonly applied means to integrate students into the research

community is seminar programmes. The three main purposes of such research group

seminars are:

- To facilitate the exchange of knowledge and ideas, and eventually the exposure of the

candidates’ work to critical review by colleagues. This is extremely important if

students are to understand what is happening in their field and identify the contribution

their research can make, and will keep them informed about current developments in

their research field.

- Attending seminars helps candidates to begin the critical process of networking for

career advancement. Students without workplace experience may not have existing

networks, while those who bring extensive experience from professional, industrial or

commercial environments may have networks that are less useful in a research context.

It is often easier for students to establish written contact with someone they have met at

a seminar, especially if the meeting has provided them with an opportunity to discuss

their work with that colleague and receive an interested response.

- Finally, seminars provide opportunities for candidates to talk about their research with

colleagues who are not familiar with their work. Each time this happens, students may

find they are able to present the key issues more succinctly and coherently than before.

Aside from the importance of being able to summarise the relevance of one’s research

for a non-expert audience, students also benefit valuable practice in communicating and

presenting their research.

Participation and presentations on conferences

The benefits of attending and presenting at conferences are rather similar as those

applicable for seminars. However, depending on the type of the conference or meeting and

their level, the experience can have unexpected effects. The audience of larger conferences

such as national or international, may be more critical than participants in local ones. They

may also be less tolerant of speakers who do not follow traditional formalities in regard to

presentation time, presentation techniques or just simply lack good presentation skills.

Often it will be necessary that students develop both their work and their presentation skills

before attending on large conferences. Besides gaining valuable initial experience through

school seminars and smaller conferences, there are other ways of building up to a full

workshop or paper presentation at a large conference. In order to obtain better skills

students could:

- give poster presentations

- join a round table session or symposium

- be co-presenter together with supervisors or other more experienced colleagues

Publishing of scientific papers

In natural science disciplines, candidates are encouraged to be at least co-authors of journal

papers written by supervisors and/or other researchers and publications before finishing the

thesis are not uncommon. In the humanities and social sciences, however, papers are more

likely to be single-authored and students are less likely to publish during their candidature.

Writing a research paper has several benefits for the candidate. The writing process can

help them to present their preliminary findings and argue the case for using particular

theoretical frameworks and methods. It is also a helpful mean for organising own ideas;

often an argument only takes shape as it is written. Furthermore, a paper published in a

peer-reviewed journal and included as a part/chapter of the PhD thesis will also impress

examiners, since it has already been reviewed by experts. However, using considerable time

for writing a paper that is not part of a thesis can take up valuable time. The commonly

estimated and recommended six month that it takes for a paper to be written and accepted is

a considerable part of the available time for a PhD. Here supervisors will feel impelled to

guide their students carefully and help them to manage their time effectively. Co-authoring

papers with students is one way supervisors can consult and advise the unexperienced

writers and simultaneously limit the amount of time they need to spend on completing a

paper.

Student jobs and part time employment

In some cases PhD candidates take on part time employment due to individual personal

reasons. If the work is closely related to the candidate’s research project it can be a useful

contribution to their progress. However, if the work is in a different area and in addition

requires significant time for reading or other preparation, it may impede the progress of the

PhD project. Nevertheless, there are significant advantages associated to taking up part time

work within the university if students are able to manage their time effectively. Part-time

work can comprise undergraduate teaching, tutoring, being a research assistant or a

collaborative researcher or writer on a particular project. That kind of part-time work can

provide opportunities to:

- improve work experience and skills in a certain area

- practice certain analytic techniques

- apply their existing knowledge and understanding

- acquire and improve their teaching skills and experience

Conclusion

Goal of educating PhD students should not solely focus on the competition of the designed

PhD research project, but should also have the purpose of inducting the candidates into a

collaborative research culture. This will not only facilitate and help the candidates to

successfully complete a particular research project, but they will also experience an

education that will give them the confidence and skills to develop and shape future research

projects.
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