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Abstract 
The question of what a PhD is has been a constant in the literature on Higher Education. Articles from as far back as 1928 (Eaton) wonder about the purposes and aims of the doctoral degree. And the debate has remained more or less around the same questions: is this a degree that is preparing someone for a career as an academic and/or researcher, or this is a unique adventure, where deep and hidden truths are to be unveiled, truths that only a particular individual in his lonesome quest can uncover. The debate has been informed by this dichotomy. But is this still the case? This paper will explore institutional views of PhDs. From the starting point of (a) institutional definitions to (b) the supervisors’ and (c) students’ perspectives, this paper discusses and analyses the different views conveyed. Empirical data were collected in a research-intensive Higher Education institution and the study is concerned particularly with social sciences PhD. In-depth interviews were held with students, supervisors and graduate tutors. Importantly, information provided by the institution as well as its programme descriptions and requirements were also considered to assess if actual institutional practice matches institutional, as well as national, policies and regulations.
It is also important to consider what the UK, and each institution in particular, is offering international students at a time when competition for the international market is increasing and where language is no longer an attraction only to Anglo-Saxon countries, since English is becoming ‘the’ academic language. Institutional self-assessments and self-evaluations in terms of doctoral practices are crucial and should be carried out regularly to see if individual (faculty) practice matches the wider institution’s aims. The study finds that whatever the individual opinion of what the ideal-type PhD is, practices are converging. Where to? To the QAA’s and the research council’s recommended practices, which have become imperatives. This paper argues that this exercise, that is, in fact, an institutional audit of practices, has brought a better understanding of doctoral practices in the Institution. It goes on to recommend this practice to other institutions who are looking at improving their practices. There is always place for improvement.  

“This [the PhD] is the antithesis of the whole of the rest of our educational system” 

(student quote in Salmon:1992)
Introduction
This paper proposes to investigate how different stakeholders in the PhD process envisage it. More than definitions of what a doctoral degree may be, the intention is to enquire over the purpose of doing a PhD. Literature often refers to the love for a topic and for research as a reason to undergo a doctoral degree but other reasons are also mentioned. Apathy and discomfort with the unknown (the real world, the world outside academia) also appear to be important reasons to study for a PhD. My aim is to verify if this is indeed the case for the Social Sciences PhD in a research-intensive university. My argument is that in a top university students are generally more pro-active and more career-focussed so the reasons the literature often mentions might not be true for all. It may be that reasons to do a research degree are different in different contexts and this should be true for different types of universities: research-intensive different from teaching-focussed universities, universities with a majority of international doctoral students different from universities less cosmopolitan and international. This debate shall be contextualised within the ongoing debate over whether a PhD is an apprenticeship or an individual intellectual voyage of discovery. 
It is important to understand why students undertake a PhD, and this for various reasons. Firstly, I argue that the reason to undergo a PhD will affect the experience of the degree itself. Secondly, it is important that both the students and the institutions who offer research degrees are very clear in what they are, respectively, ‘buying and selling’. Finally, at a moment when HE is in a period of self-reflection and change, it is important to audit practices to evaluate how new policies are being put in place and how successful this process has been. Data are drawn from policy documents, from the literature available and from in-depth interviews held with students and supervisors at a research-intensive higher education institution. The interviews worked, in fact, as institutional audits that were crucial for an understanding of the institutional processes and practices and, more importantly, as vehicles and drivers for change.
The purpose of the PhD 1: the literature

Why doing a PhD?
The PhD degree, more than any other university degree, has historically lacked a precise definition and this has led to various practices arising from different individual understandings of what are the aims of the doctoral degree. Supervisors have been traditionally left to their own devices in their supervisory practices. Already in 1928 Eaton discussed in his article “Research and the Training of the Researcher” what the aims of the PhD should be. This discussion is still very much alive and the debate does not seem to abate. Bent (1962) reflects over the meaning of the PhD and argues the case for the need of clear departmental and institutional definitions of the doctoral degree. This lack of definition may be due, he suggests, to the fact that no one really knows what a PhD is. He thus foresees the need for a new degree, a post-PhD, with clearly defined aims and that will symbolise “the highest values in scholarship and research” (1962:17). Walters (1962) also alludes to the lack of a clear definition of the doctoral degree that institutions offer and administer. He defines this silence as an “amiable anarchy”. Bowen and Rudenstine (1992) confirm this view and go even further by stating that the PhD is the least controlled ‘activity’ within higher education institutions. 
More recently research has been more focussed on why students undergo a PhD degree. Rudd and Hatch (1968) surveyed postgraduate students over the reasons they chose to do a PhD. The most important reasons were ‘academic’ reasons. By academic reasons the authors mean a special interest in a certain subject area, a wish to become a university teacher and an enjoyment of research. The reasons that ensued were vocational (promotion and specialisation outside academia) and inertia. The latter reason includes: enjoyment of university life, fear of leaving the familiar academic setting and going into the real world, a postponement of career choice. Later, Eggleston and Delamont (1983) found that the main reasons why students decided to go for a research degree were: career advancement, interest in topic, self-fulfilment, enjoyment of previous degree, interest in topic arising from job, getting better qualification. These are, overall, similar reasons to Rudd and Hatch’s even if with a different hierarchy in terms of students’ priority choices. 
Interest in topic was again the main reason found by Rudd in his 1985 study, though this time it was associated with a wish to deepen knowledge in the particular subject area. Career, whether going into academia or general advancement of career, was the second reason mentioned. But in this study, inertia, which had been the least mentioned reason why students undertake a PhD study in Rudd and Hatch’s 1968 study is now the third main reason. Are things changing? Well, what Rudd in 1985 makes clear is that the system, academia, appears to create the perception that the longer one persists in the system the more successful you are. Students who share this view see the PhD as one more step in the academic ‘ladder’ of achievement in that particular system. This question had been previously raised by Bourdieu and Passeron (1985) who concluded that the École, as they called the University, in its socialisation process of the students, reinforces its own structure by reiterating its value. Thus, accessing the academic ladder is a valued choice and, more importantly, the more you ‘resist’ in it the more valued one is, the higher one’s achievement are. 
Another important debate surrounding the PhD has been around the question of what, in fact, a PhD is, what purposes it serves. The two opposing trenches are on the one hand the supporters of the idea that the PhD is an intellectual voyage, very individual in its own nature, and on the opposing side those who are partisans of a research degree that is an apprenticeship, a preparation for an academic career. Wakeford (1985) names these two sides as the ‘gentleman scholar’ and the ‘apprenticeship’ models. Young et al (1987)  refer to them as focussing on the ‘process’ or on the ‘product’. Clearly, one type focuses mainly on pushing knowledge barriers, on the voyage that, in the end, will produce a great and unique intellectual. 
This has been closer to the practice on the Social Sciences and the Humanities. In these subject areas, the student has generally been more independent than PhD students in the so-called hard sciences. The other type, the one focussing on the product, is more concerned with what will come at the end of the road. More than an individual and unique adventure, what is seen as a priority is the assurance that the PhD holder will be able to do research and has gained several skills, subject-specific but also, and importantly, transferable skills, throughout the programme. The ‘product’ model tends to see the PhD as a rather more organised and structured programme, whereas the ‘process’ model tends to leave students relying much more on their own and, in cases, sees serendipity as a positive thing. 

It is clear from the literature that this divide has always been present and that it is structural to the debate over where the PhD is going. Becker et al (1994) defend the position that the PhD should be about the preparation of future academics. It should be structured and ‘unorthodox’ topics should be refused to diminish the risk of ‘unpredictability’. Previously, Swinnerton-Dyer (1982) had gone even further and actually suggested that the breadth of the social sciences PhDs should be reduced in order to improve completion rates. For him, the aim of doing the PhD is simply the credential at the end. As we will see below, the academics we interviewed have this divide very ingrained in their arguments over what the PhD is. We will now be looking at how national policy is shaping the PhD and what vision of the research degree they convey. 
The purpose of the PhD 2: policy

National Policies
Jonhston and Murray (2004) note the move of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) towards a PhD that is markedly more market- and industry-oriented. In its recognition of research training outlets, one of the ESRC’s (2005) criteria is “the adequacy of formal, broadly-based and subject-specific training for students in research methodologies and transferable employment-related skills, and the arrangements for the provision of advanced training” (2005:9-10).

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA:2004) set its precepts for research degrees in its Code of Practice for Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education. It is clear from these guidelines a leaning towards a doctoral degree with a formalised research-training component (cf. guidelines 18 to 20 under the ‘development of research and other skills’ header).

In 2002 the Roberts report was published and it pushed the skills agenda even further. It suggested not only that there was a mismatch between the skills the graduates obtained through their degrees  and the skills employers are looking for; but also that higher education was not helping students gain the transferable skills necessary for the workplace. It was thus suggested that the Research Councils fund PhDs only where the institutions were able to provide ‘training meeting stringent minimum requirements’. This echoes the Government’s Science White Paper’s views, published in 1993, of the doctoral degree. 
In terms of national policy and priorities, the PhD is now mainly seen as a preparation for a particular career, either in academia or not, rather than a exercise whose aim is the exercise itself. The Natural Environment Research Council clearly states that it “believes that a PhD should be primarily a training experience rather than a mechanism for generating research outputs”. The major consequence of this, it is often considered, is that PhDs have become less ambitious and less risky. With the consideration that students should complete their degrees within 4 years, departments have been more aware of the risks that certain research topics can represent. The case is not that the 4-year deadline is new but rather that now departments are being more pressured into having their students finish within that time frame. How do academics view these shifts in terms of what a PhD, and in particular a social sciences PhD, is? What are the universities offering their students?

The universities’ views

How have individual national policies influenced universities’ practices in terms of their doctoral programmes? What are, in fact, higher education institutions selling their students? And are they keeping their word? What are, institutionally, the expectations for a doctoral degree? To answer this question I looked at various definitions from some of the UK’s top Higher Education institutions. We look at definitions given by the top 5 UK institutions, also known as G5.
 These are: University of Oxford, University of Cambridge, and, belonging to the University of London, Imperial College London,
 the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) and University College London (UCL).  

The choice to look at these is a clear one. In the UK, there is a group of 19 research universities that are commonly seen as the top research universities in the UK. They are usually referred to as the Russell Group of universities. It is not within the remit of this project to question the quality of each university, to look at the quality of research outputs and student satisfaction or, even, look at the various league tables that so many newspapers are so keen on producing on a yearly basis. I am assuming that, since the institution I am researching belongs to the Russell Group, then it would be interesting to look at ‘similar’ institutions that have an emphasis in research. All G5 universities belong, obviously, to the Russell Group. 

The information I looked at was information provided in the universities’ websites and the information was collected in March 2005 so, in the 2004-05 academic year and reviewed in 2006. The choice of looking at the information provided only on the website is due to, first, ease of access to information and, secondly, to the fact that increasingly all information is made available on websites because it is an important, and in same cases the only, resource for prospective students. All the quotes in this section are taken from the universities’ websites in March 2004. 
Oxford is particularly frugal and parsimonious. In its website, the university states that

Before recommending the award of the degree, the examiners of the DPhil [PhD as it is know in Oxford] thesis must be satisfied that the student has presented a significant and substantial piece of research, of a kind which might reasonably be expected of a diligent and competent student after three or at most four years of full-time study (University of Oxford 2005)

For Cambridge, the PhD “must represent a ‘significant contribution to knowledge’” and it goes to explain what significant contribution to knowledge may mean. It may be “the discovery of new knowledge, the connection of previously unrelated facts, the development of a new theory, or the revision of older views, and must take account of previously published work on the subject” (University of Cambridge 2005).

At the time of the search, it didn’t seem that Imperial College had any definition or guideline as to what a PhD there would represent. LSE and UCL are the ones who provide more information on their websites about their PhDs, alongside the University of London’s own website, which is by far the most exhaustive. 

For LSE, the PhD “offers the chance to undertake a substantial piece of supervised work that is worthy of publication and which makes an original contribution to knowledge in a particular field” (LSE 2005). At UCL, 

PhD students undertake a piece of supervised research either independently or as part of a team. (…) The thesis must demonstrate a student’s capacity to pursue original research based upon a good understanding of the research techniques and concepts appropriate to the discipline, and must represent a distinct and significant contribution to the subject, whether through the discovery of new knowledge, the connection of previously unrelated facts, the development of a new theory, or the revision of older views. It should show the exercise of critical judgement with regard to both the candidate’s own work and that of other scholars in the field. (UCL 2005) 

Word Limit 

The only mention on Imperial College’s website in terms of defining its PhD is related to word length: the thesis “must not exceed 100,000 words”. Cambridge University states the word limit of a PhD thesis is 80,000 words. For UCL the limit is 100,000 but it insists that these are ‘absolute’ limits and “not recommended limits, which can be significantly lower”. 

Finally, the University of London (UoL), to which, and at the time (March 2005), Imperial (which has since seceded), UCL and LSE belonged to, states that the thesis should “not exceed 100,000 words” but “a College may prescribe a lower number in certain subject areas, which shall be detailed in the relevant college regulations”. Word limit usually excludes appendices (Cambridge) and/or ‘supporting data’ (UCL), footnotes (Cambridge), appendices (Cambridge and UoL), and bibliography (Cambridge, UoL and UCL).  For the University of London footnotes are included in the word count whereas in Cambridge they are excluded. 

LSE and Oxford did not mention in their institution-wide website (though some departments refer to word limit) what the word limit for a PhD is. 

Time Limit

Oxford University’s website states ‘three or at most four years’ as maximum length for their PhD. Equally, Cambridge University states that “completion normally requires three or four years of full-time study, or at least five years of part-time study”. Interestingly for LSE “the time taken to complete any research degree depends on [student’s] progress and individual needs” and stipulates six years as the “maximum period allowed”.
 Imperial College is silent about the timeline for their doctoral degrees. UCL recommends that “the research programme is usually designed to extend over three years full-time or five years part-time”. 

Overall, what these guidelines have in common is the notion of the PhD as the outlet, as the opportunity to create new knowledge (against the common perception, the adjective ‘original’ is not always used to describe the thesis and it remains a vague and ambiguous concept)
 and contributing to one’s field, a time limit around the 4 years barrier, and a thesis that shall not be lengthier than 100,000 words. It seems that these are far from exhaustive or even structured descriptions of what a doctoral degree entails. From the interviews with doctoral students that I conducted for this research, it became very clear early on that students lacked the knowledge of what was expected from them as research students and had spent a considerable amount of their initial year(s) trying to understand what, in fact, the PhD degree entailed and what standard of work they were required in order to successfully complete their research degree. 
I believe it is time for universities to be more explicit about what their expectations are in terms of their PhD degrees. Students, and academics, need to know what is expected of them. And, clearly, students need clearer definitions of the degree they are entering into. After looking at national and local policies I will be looking at how both faculty and students perceive the PhD degree. 
The purpose of the PhD 3: the academic

Academics are, usually, the ‘face’ of any higher education institution when it comes to the students. They are one of the most crucial actors for any university. Not only do they teach and research, they also guide and supervise. In many cases, they are the ‘implementers’ of the institutions rules and codes but also of the university aims and philosophy. Students, more than anyone else during their degrees, be it at undergraduate or at postgraduate levels, are constantly in contact with the academics (some PhD students might say not enough though). In their lectures, in their classes and seminars, in their tutorials or supervisions, they are in contact with a member of faculty. Of course departmental and programme administrators play a crucial role in any student’s life, but it is mainly with faculty members that the students are in contact. This, in turn, represents both a great responsibility and privilege to the academic. Responsibility because the university relies on every one of them to ‘educate’ its students, and, conversely, privilege because, in varying proportions, that role is empowering. More so when it comes to the doctoral degree. 
Due to it being a less structured programme
, much of what happens in the PhD is left to individual supervisors and students. Many times, it is the supervisor’s decision as to whether the student should take any training courses, how many times per term both should meet, should the student be presenting in conferences and, if so, when and in which. The next two sections will report both supervisors’ and students’ views and opinions. More than my synthesis of their opinion, what I will try to do is let the actors themselves speak. By this I mean that I have chosen to reproduce interviewees’ quotes that are representative of their peers’ views or quotes that, for their uniqueness and insight, can contribute to our analysis and research. All names were modified to guarantee confidentiality and anonymity. In the following section, I will be looking at academics’ views of the PhD. The analysis will initially focus on two particular aspects of faculty perception and expectations towards the PhD: the scope of the thesis and the role of the PhD. But, a third aspect was inherent to the comments of my interviewees: a notion that now things are different from the past and from their own experiences as doctoral students. Embedded in this is the above mentioned dichotomy between a PhD focussed on the ‘process’ and one focussed on the ‘product’, respectively, the ground-breaking PhD and the research-training PhD. So this third aspect instead of being analysed separately will in fact be visible in the first two foci mentioned above. 
Scope of the thesis

“So what is a PhD now? It is something that is original, it has to be original, but if you like, it is bounded originality. You read as much secondary material as you need to, and sure, you read the historiography, you do the theory, that is the easy bit. But your general background reading, at least initially, is now going to be narrower. And you also do, if you like, less coverage of the original sources. You can’t be expected to have investigated all the materials which you have looked at, but what you need, on the balance of probability, is to have looked at a good range of sources that will give you the different perspectives” 
(Dr Brown, PhD supervisor)

“I try to urge my own doctorate students to contemplate a piece of work that can be completed in three or, at a maximum, four years, that is not conceived as a great book, but is an intellectual training, not a research training, not just a research training but an intellectual training, to know how to formulate a problem, to know how to construct an argument, to know hoe to deploy evidence, to know how to convince your readers, to know how to do that, within 80,000-100,000 words and produce it according to a certain kind of timescale” 

(Prof Magenta, PhD supervisor)
It seems important that after looking at the national strategies and policies for research degrees, and also at institutional guidelines, we turn our eyes to those who are, in fact, the practitioners: PhD students and supervisors. In this section, I will be analysing the outcomes of the in-depth interviews I held with PhD supervisors. 
Considering I was researching a top research university which claims to be at the forefront of research in their subject area, and also having in mind that there have been problems with completion rates, I was expecting the supervisors to be showing a very conservative view of what the PhD should entail and what its aims, ideally, should be. Instead, I found supervisors to show a special “concern for the art of the possible” (Hockey 1995: 201) and to be very aware of the research councils’ demands. As Prof Blue has put it, a PhD is 

An opportunity for a student to use and learn the skills appropriate for independent research.  Relatively imaginative thinking. Making a case or a narrative or an argument reporting on an investigation at length. Making your mark. Locating yourself in the discipline. It is not going to be a Nobel prize winning piece of work, but it is yours, in a way that nothing you have really done, as a student up until then, is. And it is being thrown on your own resources, your own intellectual resources. However supportive, however directing your supervisor is, you have got to do most of it. And I think that is what it is about. (Prof Blue, PhD supervisor)
The notion of the limits of any piece of research can also help the students, and the supervisors, to tame wild dreams and create less ambitious but more manageable research projects. In order for any research project to progress successfully, it is necessary to be aware of its limitations. These limitations can be, in fact, drivers for productive research since they will avoid over-ambitious projects that risk taking too long or being simply unfeasible. It was clear from the interviews with faculty that this was an important consideration in their practice as PhD supervisors. As Dr Orange stated:

People start off on research as if they are going to resolve all problems and it is the job of the supervisors to help people kind of … well, not in a … you never want to narrow people’s ambitions but to help students work out something that is feasible within a certain timeframe because nothing is going to be perfect, nothing is going to be finished. Anyone’s PhD is more or less out of date two months after they have finished it. And once you have recognised that one can approach it in a slightly different way. (Dr Orange, PhD supervisor)
For some academics, the need to complete the PhD within a 4-year timeframe requires a very directive supervision that restrains students’ possibility to go ‘astray’ in their project. At the extreme, this view requires a supervisor that is very much in control of the student’s research process. For assertive, and rather extreme, Dr Green the PhD should be something very similar to a natural sciences PhD, and, since we are in ‘normal science’, he would like to 


Move much closer to a system where I design the doctorate. I have been doing research for a long time, I have got a lot of research grants over the years, I can design research. But students find it very difficult to design research and I think you spend a lot of time, you can spend a year, even two years, getting the plan of the doctorate and the research questions sorted out, if you are not careful. And it is much better if that is sorted out in three months. (Dr Green, PhD supervisor)
For him the PhD is 

An idea. The thesis is one idea. More than that it is too many. And you should be thinking about … I can only advise people in the way that I work. And I think the easiest way of writing a PhD is to find a claim that is made somewhere in the literature which you think is wrong, or, conversely, it might be a good one, but you want to apply it in a new sphere, so it might be a different country or at national instead of local level, or economics which is applied to a firm and you apply it to political parties. Something like that. So it is an idea which you transport from one place to another. Or it is a claim about a historical event or an institution which you think is wrong, and you have an idea of how to test it, based on something else. (Dr Green, PhD supervisor)
Overall, I believe that the academics I interviewed were vary aware of what can be achieved in a restricted timeline but could see, even if not agree with, the advantages for the student to undertake a research project that is both a learning process and a preparation for future research. I believe that, overall, there is a tacit agreement over what the PhD can be: 


A sustained thesis based on an original piece of work, of a fairly modest … you know, in sort of a fairly modest question. And it is a discipline. And it is certainly a very useful tool in many ways. It is not a life’s work and it is probably not the realisation of one’s deepest passions and interests. But it is a genre piece, as someone said to me.  It is working in a discipline and it is  … you know, assuming I am talking to the son of my best friend, I am talking in a personal sense, rather than a professional one. I think perhaps the main thing to impress on someone is that this is, in many ways, a technocratic exercise, rather than a creative or expressive one. (Dr Yellow, PhD supervisor)
What the supervisors, overall, stated is that, nowadays, they view the PhD as a contained project, that should not be over-ambitious and that should be completed within a reasonable timeframe which will both be advantageous for the student and for the institution. The PhD is not the research of a lifetime but rather a preparation, a first step, for a future, more grandiose research project. It is also true that some, few, academics conveyed a certain sadness for the ‘lost’ PhD model where students could take their time and achieve higher goals. This was, they say, beneficial for the widening of knowledge in their subject area. But even these supervisors could see the advantages of a thesis that is likely not to be ground-breaking. On the other hand, there were also supervisors who clearly thought, and this was their experience, that the best thesis they had seen and supervised were theses that had taken less time, up to 4 years. But does this mean that the PhD serves different purposes? In the following section I will analyse what supervisors perceive to be the role of the PhD, why students decide to apply for a PhD. 
Role of the PhD
“I think everybody who is doing a PhD, at one point wants desperately to be an academic. Because when it is going well it is so satisfying. But then you get into the more difficult phases then you think: oh God, I don’t want to be doing this for the rest of my life!” 

(Prof Black, PhD supervisor)

 “I think that the role of the PhD has changed in the context of the changing nature of the academic world”
(Prof Magenta, PhD supervisor)
As we saw above the literature that analyses why students undergo a PhD, often mentions the passion for a certain topic and a wish to undertake research in that topic. The wish to pursue an academic career or to improve career prospects outside academia also comes up as important reasons to do a PhD. Some studies mention inertia as another reason for students to chose to do a PhD.  So, what is the role of the PhD? Is it the rite of passage to enter academia, or is it a ‘parking lot’ for students who do not yet know what they want to do with their professional life or who fear the ‘cruelty’ of the corporate world? It is important to reinforce the idea that we are analysing the opinions of academics in the social sciences in a research-intensive university. This is important because this is not an area where, for example as in the biological sciences or in engineering, many companies fund and are partners in research. Plus, universities belonging to the G5 group tend to prepare more future academics than the other universities, with Oxford at the top with just over 50% of their PhD graduates going into academia. So, what do the academics I interviewed think the role of the PhD is?
For Prof Fuchsia the PhD has become an entrance requirement for a career in academia. 
I think most of us would be reluctant to say that it has become just a hurdle. But I think, to some extent, that is the way that we now sell it to students. This is the first step on the academic ladder which you have to get. (Prof Fuchsia, PhD supervisor)
And this opinion is shared by her colleagues. Dr White stated: “I think you should do a PhD if you really want to be an academic. And otherwise probably not”. Nowadays, it is an essential requirement if one wants to pursue an academic career. 
“You could say that a PhD will get you a job in a credentialist sort of way. If I have this piece of paper I can probably apply for certain types of jobs, I can probably do that job. But there is a sense of preparing to be an academic in a deeper sense, which is what I am trying to say. Through the PhD I have actually established certain ways of thinking and intellectual agendas and so on” (Dr Purple, PhD supervisor)

And this vision of the PhD as a credential, as a certification that the student can complete certain tasks is also echoed by other colleagues. 
“What is the PHD? It is a lots of things. I think it depends who is buying the PhD. If you are buying it as an academic institution, the PhD is the standard that this guy is a qualified academic and you can hire them and they will do research and will meet things that you want to do.” (Dr White)
The interviews with faculty revealed that supervisors shared a strong view of the purpose of a PhD. Even if some mentioned that a PhD could possibly be useful for a career outside academia, the bulk of the opinions were that it is the precursor of an academic career. However, practices are changing and students are getting a Ph programme that has more manageable expectations and outcomes. Of course, issues such as student’s career expectations and institutions’ responsibilities in terms of clarifying their ‘clients’, the students, about the real possibilities of pursuing an academic career should be taken more seriously. Not all students can go into academia but it seems that this is how the supervisors view the degree. Is this the same for the students? 
The purpose of the PhD 4: the student
Bent (1962) argues that the two sides of the PhD experience, the supervisor and the student, have sometimes opposite perspectives about the experience itself. If one is focussing on the intellectual possibilities of the student, the other is, more often, thinking about the practical aftermath of their studies, a particular job or a career. However, this appears not to be the case for the institution being researcher. In the previous section I showed that supervisors were, indeed, very focussed on what the purpose of the PhD is and, in this case, it is very clear that faculty shared the opinion that it is a first ‘hurdle’ into an academic career. It is important to address this issue with the students which are, clearly, the ones most affected by national policies and by faculty views and practices. It has to be made clear to the students which doors the doctoral degree may open and the likelihood that they will be able to get into the career they are aiming for. So, why are the students I interviewed doing a PhD?

Academic Career

“It’s a start for a research career.”
(John, PhD student, Sociology)

“There must be an academic career coming out of this.” 

(Peter, PhD student, Philosophy)
“I would like to be an academic” 

(Cynthia, PhD student, Gender Studies) 

Very clear from the interviews I held with students is the wish to pursue an academic career. This was, by far, the most mentioned to reason for undergoing a PhD with circa three fourths of interviewees sharing this view. Whether one calls it a pragmatic, or even an instrumental view of the PhD, this is clearly a crucial element for theses students’ decisions. Accordingly, this very much fits the perceptions and opinions of the supervisors I interviewed and that was clearly set out in the previous section of this paper. But what else has made the students chose to do a PhD?

Inertia
This term, initially used by Rudd (with Hatch 1968; 1985) in this context, conveys a sense of a certain postponement of a career decision, a certain complacency from the part of the students who choose to do a PhD rather than making some other choice, eventually, avoiding, for a couple of years more, being a part of the corporate world. This is,  many times, associated with a certain dehumanisation in the way they deal with staff and, even, in the way they deal with ethical and environmental issues. In my interviews with students, they tended to convey this naïf image of the corporate world. But inertia, is also about continuing in university because it is a known world, where the students I interviewed had proven to be successful. Some of the students interviewed did make reference to these issues as drivers for them to be doing a PhD. This is how they verbalised it:

I was always on this track. Did my BA then MA then did a couple of years [of work] and then I got tired of that. I don’t mind teaching, I like teaching, working in an academic environment. Whatever? I just want to do it for myself. (Luke, PhD student, Politics)

This is going to sound really awful, but I had come to London to do my MSc because I wanted to live in London and then I couldn’t get a job so I thought I would do a PhD. Because I always liked university and schools. And I thought it sounds fun. (Joanne, PhD student, Industrial Relations)
I wanted to continue the life of a student. (…) I still think there is nothing as good as student life, I maintain that, and having done a PhD I would find it extremely difficult to go to a nine to five job, or even more than that, which is what is expected nowadays. You do learn to value flexibility and you learn to value discussions with other people. And you learn to value, because of the academic community. (Sarah, PhD student, Politics)
What makes the Social Sciences students I interviewed study for a PhD is, firstly, a wish to either follow an academic or a research position in an university setting. They have been successful students before and believe they will be successful again and that, sooner or later, they will manage to complete their doctoral degree but also that they will get into academia. A sign of this is the increasing numbers of students taking the teaching accreditation course available for them at the institution. This programme has been very successful and is a reflection that students want to improve their skills set so that they become more employable in academic terms. They put considerable time and effort in this certification and are overall satisfied that this is made available to them. 
Conversely, I argue that it is because they have been successful students that inertia sets in. So, success can be a driver for inertia, paradoxically as it may seem. If one has passed through all the hurdles in education but one (the PhD), and has generally been very successful as these students have been, why not just stay longer in a field where the game being played is familiar? Plus, academia is a sector that still embodies a certain social prestige that can be rather attractive to students. And, as Bourdieu and Passeron (1985) showed, and I mentioned previously, this is a field where permanence is valued and acclaimed. So, success being the one of the common denominators between these students
, it translates in both confident students that want to pursue an academic career and students who have been successfully enough to keep playing the academic game. These are, clearly, not mutually exclusive categories.  
Discussion and conclusion
The purpose of the PhD: divergence and convergence
Below I briefly review which aspects I have focussed upon the different stakeholders’ views converge and diverge. I also make some recommendations that arise from this experience of researching the Social Sciences PhD. 
Reasons to study for a PhD

It appears that, to a certain extent, the literature view on why students decide to study for a PhD matches that of the academics and students we interviewed, namely that the wish to undertake an academic career, the enjoyment of university life and a certain sense of inertia as explained above. What differs from the literature and the interviews is that the former usually mention career reasons and not always specify a career in academia, as is so clearly to case for the cohort interviewed for this study. 

The purpose of the PhD
National policies (embodied in governmental papers as well as in the research councils’ strategies) converge with the supervisors’ views that the PhD is, more than an unconstrained voyage of discovery, a preparation for a career. The difference here is that the latter’s view is that of a traineeship for an academic career rather than a preparation for a career in, say, the industry. 
Scope of the thesis

Again, national policy and faculty converge in the view that the PhD should be a project that should reasonably be expected to be completed in a 3 to 4-year timeline. University information has a strong focus on this aspect of the degree they offer. It appears that this has been the issue that has been more contentious and though, the one that seems to be the point of convergence of practice and policy. The fact that research councils are now threatening to penalise departments who do not comply with this requirement is, surely, an important driver for convergence. But, it seems, it is working. Of course there are strategies to circumvent these guidelines. Students can apply to take leave of absence and to formally interrupt their studies but these would be marginal cases and not common practice. 
Recommendations
Universities do not provide students with enough information of what a PhD is what students are buying themselves into. Since students are making one the of the biggest investments of their lives, in terms of time and money, it is just common sense, I think, that universities provide a clearer platform where the degree can progress. As one student mentioned, there should be some workshops for masters
 students who are thinking of embarking on a PhD to inform them of what they might encounter during their PhD and what constitutes a PhD in the university they are applying for. These could be a PhD Open Day, in the style of the undergraduate and graduate Open Days that are common practice in UK universities. 
This exercise provided important information for the institution under study and constituted the basis for some changes in practices that we believe would be beneficial to the students and yet did not compromise the strategy and philosophy of the institution. I would strongly recommend an internal audit of supervisory and departmental practices to better assess differences (usually more than one could expect) and, more importantly, to share examples of good practice. 
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� The Times Higher Education Supplement defines the G5 universities as ‘super-elite’ universities


� From 2007 Imperial College London will become independent from the University of London


� This is still the case in May 2006


� It is usual that, in conversation with colleagues, the reference to ‘original’ as one of the commonalities between all PhD requirements. This is, however, and from the information present on the universities; websites, not always the case. 


� Historically, the PhD in the Social Sciences has been known not to be a very structured programme. However, and with the new research council requirements and the focus on research and skills training, changes in practices are occurring. 


� All students names have been altered to guarantee anonymity and confidentiality. 


� The other commonalities between these students are the fact that they are an international and cosmopolitan cohort, and that they are all PhD students in the Social Sciences.  


� The majority of PhD students I interviewed had gained a masters before the PhD degree and the general policy at the institution being studied is that, besides few exceptions, students are now expected to have a masters degree to gain access to study for a PhD. 
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