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Doing a PhD is one of the oldest academic traditions in the world. Sources differ 
a bit on the first PhD ever given but most of them point to the German von Hum-
boldt University issuing the first PhD diploma around 1650. The title bestowed was 
the philosophiae doctor, in which the term philosophy indicated a general level of 
wisdom. After its start in Germany, the PhD title spread over Europe and to the 
US, and now is an established tradition around the globe.

A PhD is an academic title, and it signifies that the holder is capable of doing 
research in an independent way and according to the rules of science. One 
could say that the PhD is the highest academic title (in some countries, there is 
also a “second PhD,” the habilitation), since you have it for life, while the title of  
professor is merely an indication of your position that persons will lose once they 
leave the position.

In this booklet, you will find an overview of PhD regulations and traditions around 
the globe. Overall, a PhD always consists of a collection of (original) studies that 
are bundled in a thesis as separate chapters or as a monograph. The work by 
the PhD candidate is also always assessed by an independent committee and 
there is usually a defense of the work by the candidate before a committee.  
Within this scheme, there are many variations, as will become clear from all the 
contributions in this booklet.

Apart from the scientific aspect, PhD defenses also often have a ceremonial 
aspect, with specific traditions and habits, formulae, clothing, and so forth. These 
vary largely between countries, with some having very sober traditions, whereas 
for others there is much showing-off and celebration. In any case, the event is 
always one of the highlights of the PhD candidates’ personal lives and something 
they will remember forever.

I would like to thank all my colleagues who were so friendly and spent their pre-
cious time in writing a contribution about their own country, all together covering 
all continents (save Antarctica). I am especially thankful to Emily Fox for language 
and consistency checking and to Corona Zschusschen for the design of the cover 
and for formatting all of the chapters. I hope this book will inspire many young-
sters to take up the adventure of doing a PhD and to enjoy doing science, and in 
this way contribute to the advancement of knowledge and prosperity in the world.

Enschede, September 2021
Ton de Jong

preface
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Australia

It is probably too soon to say whether 
the PhD will take root in Australia. 
Modern humans (Homo sapiens) have 
lived here, on the world’s largest island, 
wisely and well, for at least 70,000 
years. By contrast, until 40,000 years 
ago, the only credible candidates for 
academic positions in the frosty swamps 
around Oxford, Berlin, Paris, Bologna 
and Enschede were Homo neander-
thalensis. When the British invaded 
Australia in 1788, their scientists and 
curious explorers encountered Indig-
enous Peoples who had worked out how 
to flourish in every ecological niche, 

and whose ways of life had adapted 
to accommodate changing environ-
mental conditions. Indigenous Peoples 
knew how to farm with fire, to migrate 
without maps, to settle disputes without 
war and to live lightly on the land. 
Their knowledge of nature ran deep. 
Indigenous ways of knowing cherish 
the connections between all forms of 
life, learning and land, and raise deep 
questions about some of the claims of 
Western science. Whether knowledge 
can be the property of an individual is a 
case in point.
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“The Australian PhD 
has been around for 
just 70 of the 70,000 

years of human 
occupation.”

Australia’s first university, The University 
of Sydney, opened in 1850, but it was 
not until after the Second World War 
that Australian universities began to 
award PhDs. Prior to that, academics 
working in Australian universities 
typically studied for a PhD at a univer-
sity in the UK or USA. In other words, 
the Australian PhD has been around for 
just 70 of the 70,000 years of human 
occupation. Not until the 1980s did 
the number of Australian PhD supervi-
sors who had themselves done a PhD in 
Australia reach a level where one might 
speak of an “Australian way” of doing a 
PhD.

Currently there are some 40,000 
FTE (full-time equivalent) doctoral 
students in Australia, distributed across 
42 universities, but with a very heavy 

concentration (approximately 50%) in 
the “Group of 8” most research-inten-
sive universities. In 2019, there were just 
under 9,500 PhD completions, of which 
4,800 were in Go8 universities. Just 
over 50% of PhD students, by FTE load, 
are domestic. (International student 
education is a major source of export 
earnings for Australia. International 
students are usually enrolled full-time.)

The field of Education has around 2,000 
FTE PhD students, covering a wide 
range of topics. In contrast to lab-style 
models of graduate study, PhD projects 
in Education tend to be student-led and 
are sometimes only tangentially related 
to the research interests of the super-
visor. Research closely aligned with the 
Learning Sciences is concentrated in 
a small number of universities. There 
are also some significant groupings in 
cognate areas, such as instructional psy-
chology, learning analytics and digital 
education. Notable clusters can be 
found at The University of Sydney, Uni-
versity of Queensland, Melbourne Uni-
versity, University of New South Wales, 
Queensland University of Technology, 
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University of South Australia, University 
of Wollongong and Monash University. 
Education has seen rapid growth in in-
ternational PhD student numbers in the 
last 20 years or so. For example, the 
share of Education PhDs awarded to in-
ternational students grew from 13% in 
2000 to 31% in 2009.

Universities differ in the evidence they 
use to approve an application to study 
for a PhD, but this usually includes 
some combination of transcripts from 
past study, evidence of prior research 
outputs or training (the completion of 
a master’s of philosophy, for example, 
an honours degree, and sometimes co-
authoring of peer-reviewed work), and a 
brief proposal for the student’s intended 
area of study. This is sometimes 
prepared in collaboration with the 
proposed supervisor; sometimes, su-
pervisors are allocated after the student 
has submitted an application.

In Australia, rather few PhD students 
come straight on from full-time study. 
Numbers vary from university to univer-
sity and between lab sciences and other 
fields, but only around a third of PhD 
students move directly from undergrad-
uate/master’s study into a PhD. More 
than 60% of PhD students are aged 
over 30 and 60% study part-time. In 
Education, many PhD students take up 
their studies after a decade or more of 
successful school-teaching experience 
and they study part-time, while continu-
ing to work full-time.

“In Australia, rather 
few PhD students 
come straight on 

from full-time study.“

10

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe



In general, students make their own 
arrangements for funding themselves 
while studying for a PhD. Australian 
domestic PhD students are not charged 
tuition fees, but neither can they expect 
to be paid by their university. The Aus-
tralian federal government provides 
stipends that partly fund domestic 
students’ living expenses. (The base 
rate for the Research Training Program 
Stipend is approximately $24,000 
[USD] per annum, tax free.) Some PhD 
students get opportunities to earn extra 
money through casual teaching, but 
these opportunities are not evenly dis-
tributed. There is no equivalent of the 
North American TA system, nor is it 
common for PhD students to be paid to 
work on research projects, other than 
through occasional small amounts for 
casual research assistance.

The Australian PhD is closer to the 
British than the North American model, 
insofar as the focus is almost entirely 
on researching for, and writing up, a 
thesis. The typical expectation is that a 
PhD will take 3-3.5 years to complete, 
if studying full-time, and 6-7 years if 
studying part-time. Until recently, there 
has rarely been a compulsory course-
work requirement and as with the 
British model, the core activities involve 
the student in reading and reviewing the 
literature, preparing for and carrying 
out some empirical research and writing 
it up in an extended form: all under the 
supervision of a principal supervisor, 
and sometimes with the active guidance 
of one or two auxiliary supervisors. 
On this view, it is quite a private affair.  

11
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The disconnect between the way in 
which supervisors are selected and 
the development of a productive rela-
tionship between the supervisor(s) and 
student mean that universities have es-
tablished clear procedures for replace-
ment of supervisors if needed.

What also makes researching for a 
PhD an unusually private experience in 
Australia is the practice of examining for 
the awarding of the PhD on the basis of 
the thesis alone. In Australia it is very 
unusual to have a viva voce exam and 
there is no equivalent of the public 
defence that we find in European tra-
ditions. Instead, three examiners are 
appointed, of whom at least two will be 
from other universities. Use of interna-
tional examiners is encouraged. Given 
between one and three months to return 
their decisions, the examiners carry 

out their reading and assessing of the 
thesis in strict independence. Indeed, 
they will not normally know who else is 
examining the thesis until their written 
reports are complete. An inconvenient 
feature during this examination period 
is that candidates are not considered to 
be enrolled at the university, and access 
to libraries and other services ceases. 
Some universities offer scholarships to 
support students to produce publica-
tions from their doctoral research for 
three months after thesis submission. 
For some international students, the 
submission of their thesis results in the 
cessation of the visa that permitted 
them to live in Australia, and they are 
required to pack up their lives and move 
back to their home country.

12
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When the examiners’ reports are 
returned, an academic nominated by 
the head of the department in which the 
student is enrolled—not the supervisor—
will collate the independent examiners’ 
reports and a standing committee will 

endorse, or modify, their recommen-
dation. Recommendations may be to 
accept the thesis as its stands—that 
is, with no corrections required—or 
to accept it and move to the awarding 
of a PhD after the student, with the 

guidance of their supervisor, has made 
some minor or some more significant 
amendments. On occasion, the student 
may be told to make major revisions 
and resubmit after substantial further 
work. Very rarely, the thesis is failed. 
Practices vary, but some universities 
allow examiners to remain anonymous. 
So, it is possible to have a situation in 
which the student does not know who 
sat in judgement on their work.

Because there is no viva or public 
defence, there is no tradition of cele-
brating the awarding of the PhD, other 
than as a participant in one of the univer-
sity’s general graduation days. This has 
the virtue of being able to share one’s 
PhD graduation with other students and 
their families, but this is a different, and 
perhaps more dilute, form of convivial-
ity than can be seen in some other uni-
versity systems.

“... it is possible to 
have a situation in 
which the student 

does not know who 
sat in judgement on 

their work”
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Since the mid-1980s, a steady stream of 
research into the Australian way of doing 
a PhD has pointed to a number of poten-
tially problematic issues. One of these 
concerns originality. The two criteria 
commonly underpinning PhD exami-
nations are that the thesis must make 
an original contribution to knowledge 
and that the student should demon-
strate the capabilities needed to move 
forward as an autonomous researcher. 
Research into the Australian PhD ex-
amination process has suggested that it 
favours research that is original, but not 
too original, thereby breeding a kind of 
academic caution or conservatism.

Arrangements and expectations are 
changing. While the classic model is for 
the student to write a unitary book-like 
thesis of 80,000 words or so, many 
universities also allow some version of 
“thesis by publication,” such that the 
central part of the thesis consists of three 
or four chapters, each being a journal 
article (published, or under review). 
Some universities require the student 
to have a paper accepted for publica-
tion before they can submit their thesis. 
 
For most PhD students, voluntary 
courses are available to help them 
develop advanced research design 
and analysis skills, including online lit-
erature and database searching, project 
and records management, obtaining 
ethics clearance, statistics, qualitative 
methods, thesis writing and writing for 
publication. In contrast to PhD course-
work requirements in some other 
systems, Australian PhD students rarely 
take courses aimed at strengthening 
their domain knowledge. Growing re-
alisation that many PhD students do 
not go on to make academic careers, 
but take up a wide range of positions 
in knowledge-intensive work, has been 
accompanied by a proliferation of 
courses and support services intended 
to improve their chances of gaining em-
ployment outside academia. Alongside 
this, we see increasing use of course-
work requirements

“Research into the 
Australian PhD 

examination process 
has suggested that it 
favours research that 

is original, but not 
too original, thereby 
breeding a kind of 

academic caution or 
conservatism.”
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FURTHER READING

At the same time, universities have been 
introducing more rigorous procedures, 
and more centralised structures, for 
monitoring and managing the progress 
of PhD students towards timely comple-
tion: with well-defined milestones and 
mechanisms in place to structure ex-
pectations and to provide scaffolding 
for students and supervisors. Rightly or 
wrongly, this can be seen as a shift from 
trusting the professionalism of individ-
ual supervisors to creating institutional 
quality assurance arrangements, with 
the intention of protecting the student 
and/or the university if things go wrong.

Given these shifts of focus and scope, 
at some point soon serious attention 
will have to be paid to the contradiction 
between a program of PhD education 
that is aimed at producing an employ-
able knowledge worker, and an examina-
tion process that speaks about a thesis, 
not the person who created it.

15
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Doing a PhD in in Belgium takes four 
years for PhD students with a full-time 
research assignment (allowing them to 
work almost all of the time on their PhD 
project) or six years for those appointed 
to an assistant position (where they 
provide teaching assistance for 1/3 of 
their time and can work for 2/3 of their 
time on their own PhD project). These 
two groups of PhD students get a salary 
that is relatively high—actually, it is com-
parable to what a starting full-time upper 
secondary school teacher would get. 
There are also a number of self-support-
ing PhD students. They do not receive 

a scholarship or salary and can work on 
their PhD at their own pace using the fa-
cilities of the research centres to which 
they belong. Some PhD students can 
only start after a pre-doctoral period 
where they have to improve their the-
oretical and methodological skills. At 
Belgian universities, PhD students pay 
a relatively small course fee (of about 
€500) at their first enrolment and a 
similar fee in the academic year during 
which their public defense takes place. 
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During their PhD period, PhD students 
not only have to realize their research 
project; they also have to fulfil a 
number of requirements in the context 
of the doctoral school with which they 
are obligatorily affiliated. In the French 
part of the country, the Fonds de la 
Recherche Scientifique (FNRS) coor-
dinates the activities of the doctoral 
schools by means of graduate colleges, 
whereas in the Flemish part, these 
doctoral schools are organized by the 

universities themselves. For instance, at 
the KU Leuven, there are three doctoral 
schools, one of which is for all PhD 
students of the cultural and behavioral 
sciences. These doctoral schools have 
mainly a managerial function, but they 
also offer some generic courses (e.g., 
on scientific integrity) and require PhD 
students to fulfil a specified package 
of requirements, such as following a 
minimum number of research seminars, 
giving a seminar themselves, presenting 

17
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a paper or poster at an internation-
al conference, following a course on 
research integrity, …). But, this package 
of extra (course) work is comparatively 
very small. Still, doctoral programs are 
obligatory and must be successfully 
completed before the PhD researcher is 
permitted to submit his/her thesis. 

For more than two decades, a typical 
PhD thesis consists of of a compila-
tion of typically a minimum of three 
published journal articles and/or man-
uscripts submitted to or accepted for 
publication, in which the PhD research-

er reports on the research conducted in 
the framework of the doctoral project, 
preceded by an introductory chapter 
and followed by a discussion and/or 
conclusion chapter. However, theses 
can still take the form of a monograph. 

Most theses are written in English, 
but they can also be written in Dutch, 
French, or any other language for which 
permission is granted. Whatever format 
or language the PhD takes, the PhD 
researcher should be the first author 
of an already published or definitively 
accepted international scientific publi-
cation related to the doctoral research 
project at the moment of submission of 
the thesis. 

A candidate can only start a PhD if (s)he 
has a supervisor who is a full professor, 
an associate professor or an assistant 

professor of the faculty. 
In most cases, the super-
vising team also consists 
of one or two co-supervi-
sors. All (co-)supervisors 
are jointly responsible 
for the guidance and 
monitoring of the PhD’s 
doctoral trajectory. In 
most cases, they are 
also co-authors of the 
(published) manuscripts 
that constitute the PhD 
thesis. Quite commonly, a 
number of master’s thesis 
students are involved too. 
For their master’s thesis, 
they help with the litera-

ture review, they do a pilot of a newly 
developed research instrument or in-
tervention program, or they help with 
the collection of the data for one of the 
empirical studies. 

18

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe



Besides the team of (co-)supervisors, 
a broader committee provides addi-
tional supervisory assistance, but the 
nature of that latter committee differs 
between universities. For instance, at 
the KU Leuven, an additional super-
visory committee consisting of two 
faculty members monitors the progress 
of the doctoral research by evaluat-
ing the candidate’s annual progress 
report, and before the end of the first 
half of the doctoral period, another 
committee, called the mid-term evalua-
tion committee, consisting of members 
from within and outside the faculty, 
is appointed by the Faculty Board to 
evaluate the candidate’s research ac-
complishments and plans based on a 
20-pages report. 

When the PhD project is realized, the 
supervising team agrees that the PhD is 
ready for public defense, and all other 
requirements are fulfilled, the PhD 
student submits the thesis. At the same 
time, the supervisor makes a proposal 
for the composition of the final eval-
uation committee, which typically 
consists of three to four opponents (at 
least one from within the faculty and at 
least one from outside the candidate’s 
own university). It is common to invite 
an internationally well-known scholar 
in the field as one of the opponents. 
If the committee is approved by the 
faculty, the manuscript of the PhD is 
sent to all opponents, who have suf-
ficient time to read and evaluate the 
thesis. Again, regulations differ between 

universities, but in most cases the ex-
amination committee not only can 
decide to approve or reject the thesis 
for public defense, but also can ask the 
PhD researcher to make minor or even 
major changes to the thesis. At some 
universities, the decision to approve the 
thesis for public defense is taken after 
an internal defense. During that defense 
the candidate discusses the thesis with 
jury members. Such discussions can 
take several hours. 

“At some universities, 
the decision to 

approve the thesis 
for public defense 
is taken after an 
internal defense. 

During that defense 
the candidate 

discusses the thesis 
with jury members. 

Such discussions can 
take several hours.”
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Once the thesis is definitively accepted, 
the candidate can prepare the final 
version of the PhD thesis book, send out 
the invitations for the public defense 
and start preparation of the related 
festivities. At all universities, the public 
defense is a very special day for the can-
didates, their family, and their research 
unit. The public defense may take 
several hours (in some universities a time 
limit is imposed, for instance, of two or 
three hours) and has a clear ceremonial 
flavor, but at the same time a genuine 
scientific component. It typically takes 
place in a nice hall or room in a pres-
tigious university building, the members 
of the evaluation committee wear 
gowns, it follows a rather strict schema, 
and language use is rather formal. The 
defense is a public event. At some uni-
versities, jury members for whom it is 
impossible or difficult to participate 
live can attend the defense and raise 
their comments and questions through 
video-conferencing tools. The chair 
opens the session and invites the PhD 
student to give a short presentation of 
his/her PhD research. The length of the 
presentation may differ among univer-
sities, but generally does not exceed 
30 minutes. Afterwards the opponents 
are invited to give their general evalu-
ative comments, to ask questions and 
to engage in some discussion with the 
candidate. Depending on the number 
of opponents, this part of the session 
takes about 45 to 60 minutes. Next, the 
examination committee holds its delib-
erations and decides whether or not 

“The public defense 
may take several 
hours (in some 

universities a time 
limit is imposed, for 
instance, of two or 

three hours) and has 
a clear ceremonial 
flavor, but at the 

same time a genuine 
scientific component.”
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the PhD candidate can be awarded the 
degree of doctor. While it is possible in 
principle, in practice it never happens 
that the degree is not awarded. For 
quite some years now, no grades are 
given. The result is announced in public 
immediately after the deliberations by 
the chair, and the diploma (or often a 
“proxy,” as the official document may 
not be ready yet, given the need for 
signatures of dignitaries) is handed to 
the candidate. Then, the supervisor 
expresses a laudatio to the candidate, 
highlighting—often in a humorous 
way—important characteristics of the 
candidate and his or her PhD trajecto-
ry. And, finally, in return, the candidate 
says some words of thanks to everyone 

who has contributed to the successful 
completion of the PhD trajectory. It is 
not uncommon that some tears appear 
during these typically rather personal 
moments that close the session, and 
that end with the invitation to the 
reception by the new doctor. In some 
faculties, it is common that the graduate 
invites the members of the evaluation 
committee, together with some closest 
relatives and friends, for a festive dinner 
in the evening or that (s)he gives a more 
informal party with a larger number of 
participants.

21
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Completing a PhD in Canada typically 
takes 3-5 years depending on a 
few factors. For example, a student 
beginning a PhD with a master’s degree 
in Learning Sciences or a similar field 
can shorten the time to complete 
a program because they likely have 
completed some theory-based seminars 
and quantitative courses required in 
the core PhD program. Usually, the 
PhD is lighter on coursework than 
a master’s program and emphasizes 
more about research. PhD students 
commonly engage in research at the 
outset by collaborating with their faculty 

supervisor(s) and members of research 
teams. PhD students are encouraged to 
develop research proposals for external 
funding early in their program to gain 
extra financial resources to accomplish 
their dissertation goals. Supervisors also 
encourage students to submit papers to 
conferences and for publication.

There are 5 major parts to the PhD 
program: courses, comprehensive ex-
amination, doctoral proposal, disserta-
tion, and doctoral defence.
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Courses

Courses in the PhD program build 
knowledge foundational to the learning 
sciences. These generally include: 
theories of learning, cognition and in-
struction, self-regulation, motivation 
and emotion, technology-rich learning 
environments, socio-cultural and his-
torical theories of learning; quantitative 
and qualitative research design and data 
analyses. Additionally, some programs 
require an advanced PhD seminar. It 

helps establish a social and scholarly 
cohort and highlights current research 
by faculty. Topics in these seminars often 
provide guidance about reviewing and 
synthesizing literature to help students 
refine research interests and build 
foundations for writing comprehensive 
examination papers. Some programs 
recommend or mandate a course 
on teaching and learning in higher 
education to help students prepare for 
teaching at the university level.  

The comprehensive 
examination

This examination usually occurs at the 
beginning of the second year of the 
PhD or once core courses have been 
completed. While it is an examination, 
almost all programs treat comprehen-
sives as an opportunity for formative 
evaluation. Examination papers mainly 
assess students’ abilities to gather and 
critically review research, and design or 
constructively critique research meth-
odology. Most programs set the exami-
nation as “take-home” tasks, and topics 
of exam items usually are tailored to 

“Some programs 
recommend or 

mandate a course 
on teaching and 

learning in higher 
education to help 
students prepare 

for teaching at the 
university level.”
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the student’s research focus. The exam 
items, usually 2 or 3, may be drafted by 
the student or by the senior supervisor. 
In some programs, the student and su-
pervisor review items before the exami-
nation begins; in other programs, items 
are not shared with the student until the 
examination commences. The period 
for writing responses varies among 
programs, ranging from 2-3 weeks to an 
entire semester.

In some programs, the comprehensive 
exam is a stepping stone to the disser-
tation proposal. In other programs, a 
preliminary form of the proposal for the 
PhD dissertation provides a framework 
for topics on the exam. 

Beyond the substance of examina-
tion papers, marking is also based on 
clarity of expression, using appropriate 
academic language and demonstrating 
competence in applying schemas of 
the discipline. Many programs include 
an oral component in the examination, 
usually providing written feedback from 
faculty readers before the oral. Students 
may be invited to revise responses if the 
examining committee judges that this 
experience provides an opportunity for 
the student to extend their knowledge 
and build skills for developing solid 
scholarly work. Passing the comprehen-
sive examination opens the gateway to 
formal work on the dissertation. It is 
very rare that a student is not passed 
and is required to withdraw from the 
program. 

The dissertation proposal

Almost all programs require students 
to develop a formal proposal for the 
dissertation and present it to the super-
visory committee for review, perhaps 
revision, and final approval. Usually, the 
faculty committee supervising the dis-
sertation is the same as the comprehen-
sive examination committee, sometimes 
minus one of the comprehensive exam 
readers. Supervisors forming the dis-
sertation committee generally see the 
candidate through to completion of the 
dissertation. 

The dissertation proposal summa-
rizes the literature and rationale for 
the student’s research, poses specific 
research questions, and typically goes 
into some detail about methods and 
analyses that will be used to answer the 
research questions. The committee and 
the student work together to ensure 
the research project is manageable 
given available resources and makes 
an original contribution to scholarly 
knowledge. Some programs require the 
student to present a formal seminar 
about the proposal. In other programs, 
the student and supervising faculty 
gather at a roundtable to fine-tune the 
proposal. The committee must approve 
the proposal before the student 
begins actual work on the dissertation 
project. In a sense, the proposal serves 
as a blueprint and a contract for the 
student’s doctoral research.
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The dissertation

There are two types of dissertations, a 
traditional monograph and a multi-study 
dissertation. Both include a compre-
hensive review of relevant literature, 
describe methodology applied in the 
research, carefully present results and 
provide scholarly discussion of them. 
Throughout, it is important to make 
clear how the research makes an original 
contribution to knowledge. 

The monograph-style dissertation 
usually presents a single study. The 
nature of the research can range over 
those in the learning sciences: an exper-
iment situated in the field or a laborato-
ry, a meta-analysis, a qualitative investi-
gation or a mixture of these methods.

“There are 
two types of 
dissertations, 
a traditional 

monograph and 
a multi-study 
dissertation.”

The oral defence committee
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The multi-study dissertation includes 
at least two, usually more, scholarly 
papers on which the student is the first 
author or co-first author. These may be 
published, under review for publication 
or in near final form to be submitted 
for publication. Preceding the chapters 
presenting each paper is a general in-
troduction to the entire collection of 
work that provides a rationale for them 
as a set. Often there are bridging texts 
between chapters to provide conceptu-
al glue joining the several studies. This 
dissertation ends with a final discussion 
that interprets the body of research 
and summarizes its contributions to 
knowledge.

Throughout the process of working on 
the dissertation, the chair or senior 
member of the supervisory committee 
mentors the student. As drafts are 
produced, committee members provide 
feedback for revisions. Once the full 
committee agrees the dissertation is 
ready to move forward for external 
review, the supervisor and student 
decide on possible external examiners. 
The supervisor informally contacts the 
examiner to see if they are willing to 
serve in that capacity, then university 
forms are completed to set the date for 
a doctoral dissertation defence. 

The external examiner is given 4-6 
weeks to read and evaluate the disser-
tation, and provide a report about it. 
The report usually includes general and 
sometimes specific questions that may 
be asked at the oral defence. 

“The doctoral defence 
usually takes 2-3 

hours. The candidate 
is invited to make 
a 20- to 25-minute 
presentation. After 

the presentation, one 
by one, each member 

of the examining 
committee questions 
the student about the 

dissertation.”
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The doctoral defence
 

The composition of the oral defence 
committee includes a chair of the oral 
defence appointed by the universi-
ty, the chair (senior supervisor) of the 
student’s dissertation committee and, of 
course, the student. Others examining 
the student at the oral defence vary 
from university to university. They may 
include: other members of the student’s 
dissertation supervisory committee, the 
department Chair or Associate Dean 
for Graduate Studies, the external 
examiner who may attend remotely, 
and a member of the university faculty 
outside the student’s academic unit. 

Doctoral defences are usually open to 
the public, so fellow students, family 
and close friends may attend.

The doctoral defence usually takes 2-3 
hours. The candidate is invited to make 
a 20- to 25-minute presentation. After 
the presentation, one by one, each 
member of the examining committee 
questions the student about the dis-
sertation. Exchanges between each 
questioner and the student usually 
take 5-10 minutes. The protocol varies 
among universities, but usually external 
members of the committee are first to 
ask questions followed by members of 
the supervisory committee. 

The post-defence celebration
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Almost always, there are 2 rounds of 
questions from committee members. 
After the examining committee 
completes its questioning, it is 
customary to ask anyone attending if 
they have questions of the student. 

After everyone’s questions have been 
addressed, the candidate and everyone 
who is not a member of the examining 
committee is asked to leave. The 
examining committee then discusses 
the student’s presentation, answers to 
questions during the oral defence and 
the general quality of the dissertation. 

A vote is taken to evaluate the disser-
tation and the student’s defence. Most 
universities have four categories: pass 
with no revisions to the dissertation, 
pass with revisions to be approved by 
the supervisory committee’s chair/senior 
member, reserve judgment pending 
major revisions to the dissertation and 
possibly a second oral examination, or 
failure. Almost always, the decision is a 
pass with minor revisions.

The post-defence celebration
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Following the examining committee’s 
vote, the student and audience are 
invited to return and the candidate is 
informed of the examining committee’s 
decision. The candidate is congratu-
lated and, when people can assemble at 
the university or another venue, there is 
a celebration.

Graduation day
 

Come rain or shine, this important day 
is filled with joy and anticipation of a 
bright future. Different universities have 
different customs. At McGill and Simon 
Fraser, bagpipers lead faculty members 
and graduands are piped into the gradu-
ation venue. 

Convocation Day
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A PhD in Chile typically lasts four years 
(eight semesters), with a minimum time 
of 2-3 years and a maximum time of 5-6 
years. In 2012, the actual average time 
to graduate across doctoral programs 
was a bit over 6 years (SIES2014), but 
this figure has probably decreased in 
recent years as programs have taken 
measures to help students graduate 
within the expected time. Students are 
usually funded through governmental 
scholarships that cover four years of the 
PhD program (plus a possible six-month 
extension to write the thesis document) 
as well as a stipend. These scholarships 

are only available to students from ac-
credited programs. Other possibilities 
for students to fund their research 
include university scholarships, or 
research projects. There are also 
students who self-fund their studies, 
which (probably) lengthens their stay in 
the program.

The rules for the PhD programs vary for 
different institutions and can also vary 
slightly between programs. The two top 
research universities in Chile are Pontif-
icia Universidad Católica de Chile (UC) 
and Universidad de Chile (UCh). 

30

Graduating around the globe



At UC, students will typically take three 
semesters of coursework (8 courses) 
followed by a candidacy exam in which 
students must present, in front of 
their thesis committee (but without 
the presence of their advisor!), their 
research area and their planned research 
(including, e.g., their research question, 
proposed methodology and work plan). 
After the exam, students are considered 
PhD candidates, expected to mainly 
focus on thesis work for the remainder 
of their doctoral program. They are also 
required to complete three courses in 

core research-related skills, including 
ethics, to certify proficiency in a second 
language, and to carry out a research 
internship abroad during their studies. 
At UCh, in the Computer Science 
PhD program, students have to take 3 
courses in their research area during 
the first year of studies, as well as a 
course relating to research methodolo-
gy, and conduct initial thesis work. After 
the first year, students must undertake 
an oral qualifying exam covering the 
area where they will do their research, 
as well as their initial thesis work. 

The PhD defence at UC (picture from Michael Arias)
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If this step is completed successful-
ly, students will work on their thesis 
for three semesters, after which they 
must take a Doctoral Proposal Exam. 
This exam must convince the Thesis 
Committee that the research is worth 
continuing (i.e., that the student has 
made enough progress in the three 
semesters and will be able to finish in 
another three semesters). After this, 
students work on their thesis for the 
next three semesters.

Most PhD programs require the student 
to publish at least one Web of Sci-
ence-indexed journal article as first 
author to be eligible for graduation. 
Many students graduate with more than 
one article, or with several articles in 
conferences or other venues as well. 
When students have fulfilled this re-
quirement, they write their disserta-
tion—either as a complete document 
or as a coherent collection of published 
research articles with an added intro-
duction and conclusion— send it to 
the committee, and if the committee 
approves it, they can prepare for their 
final thesis presentation.

Cutting the shirt collar at UCh (picture from Pedro Rossel)
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The thesis committee is generally 
composed of the research advisor (and 
co-advisors if there are any) as well as 
other guests. 

The Engineering PhD program at 
UC in particular includes five ad-
ditional professors, as follows: 

• one professor from the same (or 
close) research area and PhD 
program; 

• one professor from the same (or 
close) research area;

• one professor or researcher studying 
related research topics and belonging 
to another institution; 

• one international professor from 
the research area (who will generally 
be invited to attend the exam in 
person); and

• one professor that represents the 
UC Engineering School of Graduate 
Studies, who may be from any other 
Engineering discipline and acts as 
the president of the Committee. The 
president is usually a full or retired 
professor.

 
The exam is usually public, so students 
will bring their friends and family 
members, and often other PhD 
students will also attend to see the 
process. The exam is a formal event 
in which students are usually dressed 
formally, but the committee members 
may be dressed in their regular clothes. 
The president of the committee will 

introduce all members of the committee 
and lay out the rules of the exam.  
Then, the student will present their 
work for an allotted time, usually around 
45 minutes to an hour, and then, the 
committee will ask questions in a pre-
determined order. There is no limit to 
the number of questions each member 
may ask, no limit to the time they may 
take, and no limit to the number of 
rounds of questions that are asked, so 
each member of the committee can 
ask questions until they are satisfied 
with the answers. The overall questions 
portion will last on average for about 
an hour. After this, the president of 
the committee will ask all guests and 
the student to leave the room, and the 
committee will deliberate. If students 
have reached this milestone, it is 
expected that they will pass the exam—
however, if the committee is not satisfied 
by the presentation or the answers, it 

“There is no limit 
to the number of 
questions each 

member may ask, no 
limit to the time they 

may take, and no 
limit to the number of 
rounds of questions 

that are asked.”
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would be possible to fail the student at 
this point. When they have reached an 
agreement, everyone is called back into 
the room and the student is informed 
of the decision, which is usually positive.

After the exam, each department will 
have its own tradition. Some offer a brief 
celebration—champagne, juice, sand-
wiches, hors d’oeuvres—while others will 
have the committee and students briefly 
congratulate each other and then return 
to their offices. At the UCh Department 
of Computer Science, students’ shirt 

Servicio de Información de Educación Superior - SIES. (2014). Duración real de las carreras en 
Chile. Programas de pregrado y posgrado. Ministerio de Educación. URL: http://biblioteca.digital.
gob.cl/handle/123456789/68

Final UC University Ceremony picture retrieved from: https://www.uc.cl/noticias/165-nuevos-doc-
tores-se-graduaron-en-la-pontificia-universidad-catolica-de-chile/
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collars or a small lock of hair are cut, 
pasted on a sheet of paper, and pinned 
on a bulletin board with their name, 
so other students and family can write 
congratulatory messages. 

A final, formal ceremony is usually held 
by the university to celebrate all of the 
students who have graduated in the 
previous year, who in past years have 
been over a hundred at both UCh and 
UC. In this ceremony, students are 
handed diplomas or medals by the Uni-
versity Rector.

Final UC University ceremony
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Cyprus

The Republic of Cyprus is a small 
island-country in the Mediterranean, 
with a population of around a million. 
The higher education system, which 
is governed by the Cyprus Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sport and Youth, is 
aligned with the direction provided by 
the European Higher Education and the 
Bologna Process. The Cyprus Agency 
of Quality Assurance and Accreditation 
in Higher Education (CYQAA) is the 
local authority that is responsible for 
monitoring the quality of the education 
provided by all higher education in-
stitutions in Cyprus. There are three 

public universities in Cyprus and five 
private ones, and all of them grant PhD 
degrees. The structure and implemen-
tation of the doctoral studies programs 
may vary across institutions, with the 
three publicly funded universities being 
more closely aligned than the PhD 
degrees offered by private universities. 
This document is focused on the PhD 
processes characteristic of the public 
university programs in Cyprus.
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PhD positions are publicly announced 
twice a year, and students can begin 
their studies in the fall or spring 
semester; those selected should have 
already successfully completed, at a 
minimum, a bachelor’s degree in a 
related field, and preferably a master’s 
degree. Studies are usually face-to-face 
for the two of the public universities in 
Cyprus (and not the Open University 
that focuses on distance learning), even 
though a combination of methods are 
used to meet and support students.

Completing a PhD in Cyprus takes 
about four to five years, with a minimum 
residency of three years, while the upper 
limit of the duration of studies is eight 
years. In this time period the candidates 

usually have to attend a number of 
courses, pass a comprehensive qualify-
ing exam, present a research proposal, 
and design, implement and report their 
research through their thesis. All these 
stages usually run under the auspices 
of the graduate school of the univer-
sity, which in the end is responsible for 
granting the PhD degree. (However, not 
all universities have organized Graduate 
Schools.)

The PhD thesis is the culmination of 
the higher education preparation for 
intellectual work. The thesis can follow 
a variety of models, which should 
represent the innovative and original 
work of the candidate: it can either be 
a monograph or it can take the form of 

The first graduation ceremony and the first oath ceremony of  
the University of Cyprus Medical School.
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a series of journal-style papers, which 
have been, or will be, submitted for 
publication in peer-reviewed journals. 
Most of the theses are written in Greek, 
but they can also be written in English.

As part of their PhD graduation require-
ments, PhD candidates often undertake 
teaching responsibilities, which may be 
part of their formal requirements for 
graduation. Many are also employed as 
research assistants in funded research 
projects during their PhD studies.

The thesis is supervised by a faculty 
member (who can belong to any of 
the four tenure-track positions, from 
lecturer to full professor) from the 
PhD student’s department. This faculty 
member acts as a mentor and a su-
pervisor throughout the PhD studies 
of the candidate, along with two other 
members of the department, or one 
member of the department and one 
member from another department of 
the same university, who evaluate the 
candidate’s proposal and advise the 
candidate as part of the supervising 
committee, up until the completion of 
the thesis.

“Most of the theses 
are written in Greek, 
but they can also be 
written in English.”

The gowns used by University of 
Cyprus graduates were inspired by 

the Byzantine years.
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When the PhD thesis reaches maturity, 
as assessed by the supervisor and the 
supervising committee, the aforemen-
tioned three-member committee has to 
formally approve the work. This is usually 
done after a four- to five-year intensive 
supervision period, with many revisions. 
Once the thesis is approved by the 
three-member supervising committee, 
an examination committee is formed.  
At UCY this committee consists of five 
members, whereas at CUT it currently 
consists of three members. External 
members of this examination committee 
should be at the rank of full professor 
and should have prior experience in su-
pervising PhD students. The members 
of the committee receive the thesis and 
have four to six weeks to give written 
feedback and decide whether the thesis 
is “defendable.” Right after the thesis is 
deemed defendable, a date is set for the 
final defense.

During the defense, the candidate has 
45 minutes to publicly present his/her 
work, followed by questions from the 
examination committee and, if time 
permits, the attending public. The 
process is strictly academic, with no 
particular rituals attached to it. After 
all questions are answered, the ex-
amination committee decides whether 
the thesis is accepted as is or whether 
further revisions need to be made. The 
committee may also invite the candidate 
for further questions during their delib-
erations. In the case of revisions, the 
candidate needs to make the necessary 

The Cyprus University of Technology 
PhD gowns have been designed to 

emphasize intellectual victory, persever-
ance and reward, using ancient Greek 

symbols such as the olive branch.
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changes and receive approval from 
the examination committee that the 
revisions made were sufficient in order 
for the process to move forward.

After the thesis is approved, it is printed, 
and along with the necessary paperwork 
it is forwarded through the Graduate 
School to the Senate of the university 
for the final approval. The diploma is 
received at a ceremony organized for 
all graduate students. This ceremony is 
formal.

Both academics and graduates wear 
gowns, which were inspired based on 
the history of Cyprus. For example, 
the gowns used by University of 
Cyprus graduates were inspired by the 
Byzantine years (see pictures on page 
37 ), whereas the gowns of the Cyprus 
University of Technology were inspired 
by the ancient Greek times, with olive 

branch patterns at the center, which 
signify the concepts of victory and 
reward, symbolic of the effort, rigor, 
and perseverance of the PhD candidate 
(see pictures on page 38).

Picture on page 36. Retrieved from:   
https://twitter.com/UCYMedical/
status/1149287389694713857/photo/4

Top picture on page 37. Retrieved from: 
http://ucy.gownhirecyprus.com/index.
php?route=product/product&product_id=51

Bottom picture on page 37. Retrieved from: 
https://ucy.ac.cy/fem/en/
home/272-kothari-honorary-doctorate

Picture on page 39. Retrieved from: 
https://www.cut.ac.cy/news/article/?conten-
tId=186970

SOURCES
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In Estonia, doctoral studies in Educa-
tional Science often start almost a year 
before the formal start of the studies. 
Usually, the potential student candidate 
gets in contact with a potential super-
visor, or the latter seeks a student who 
could be involved in a research project. 
Often, the PhD studies are carried 
out in the context of larger projects, 
and the project team supports the 
PhD student in one way or another in 
becoming a researcher and joining the 
research community. The first step 
towards starting with PhD studies is for 
the potential supervisor to write up a 

PhD project. Sometimes, the potential 
PhD student candidate already col-
laborates in this phase. Often, there 
will be more than one supervisor for a 
project, to provide the students with 
different types of guidance needed in 
their studies. The co-supervisors might 
be experts from abroad. The super-
visors’ projects are examined by the 
doctoral programme council; based 
on evaluations made by two reviewers, 
it is decided which projects will be 
presented to potential candidates. The 
candidate will choose one of them and 
prepare their admission application 
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(often in collaboration with the potential 
supervisor). The admission decision 
is made based on the PhD student’s 
project, which has been developed 
further based on the supervisor’s initial 
project, and an admission interview with 
the admission committee.

The standard period of study for PhD 
studies in Educational Science is four 
years. However, it might often take five 
or six years to complete the studies. 
The main part of the PhD studies is 
research, which accounts for 180 ECTS 
credits out of the total 240; however, 
the students also need to complete 
courses for 60 ECTS credits. There 
are obligatory specialty courses such 
as Doctoral Seminar, Philosophy of 
Science, Qualitative Research Methods 

in Education, Quantitative Research 
Methods in Education, and Writing Sci-
entific Articles. In addition, students 
need to complete some specialty 
elective courses and university-wide 
elective courses focusing on transferable 
skills. Finally, they can also select a few 
optional courses to adapt their studies 
to their specific needs according to their 
PhD project. In addition, PhD students 
are expected to actively participate in 
the activities of the doctoral school. 
This is a project-based activity where 
the Educational Science PhD students 
and their supervisors all over Estonia 
have discussions (summer schools, 
winter schools, other seminars), writing 
camps and many other events together 
supporting the PhD studies and building 
a community of researchers. In these 
events our partners from abroad are 
also involved.

“The standard period 
of study for PhD 

studies in Educational 
Science is four years. 

However, it might often 
take five or six years to 
complete the studies.”

PhD thesis will be printed as a book
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Students’ progress is regularly 
monitored by the supervisor, but also 
by an evaluation committee, which 
gives feedback and recommendations 
and awards credit points for scientific 
research based on presented materials 
and discussion, for example, submitted 
or published articles, presentations 
made at scientific conferences or work 
done in research projects related to the 
PhD studies. Evaluation takes place after 
the first semester and at the end of each 
academic year. If students are not pro-
gressing well, they can take academic 
leave and postpone the evaluation 
until after their return. The evaluation 
committee mainly focuses on students’ 
progress on their PhD dissertation. 

The PhD dissertation (a thesis) is usually 
a collection of at least three original 
scientific publications and a rather long 
summary (usually 50–100 pages) pre-
senting the research problem covered 
in different articles, the theory of the 
study, research design, main findings, 
discussion of the findings, as well as lim-
itations and implications of the study. It 
is also possible to present a monograph 
as a PhD thesis, but this is very rare, 
because the PhD student and supervi-
sor(s) are usually interested in already 
publishing the first findings of the study 
in scientific journals or conferences. 
In the case of a monograph, only one 
article needs to be published.

Main part of the PhD defence is an academic discussion between the student and opponent
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When all the required courses have 
been completed, necessary publications 
have been published or accepted in 
journals indexed by the Web of Science 
or Scopus (conference articles indexed 
in these databases are also accepted 
if the respective conferences have 
organised a thorough review process) 
and the draft of the thesis is ready, then 
the student can present his/her work 
to the defence committee, consisting 
of academics (usually professors) from 
the university. The student presents the 
draft of the thesis, all related articles, 
an application for accepting them for 
consideration, and the supervisor’s 
opinion, together with the permission 
for the thesis to proceed to defence. 
The academic secretary of the uni-
versity checks if all requirements are 
met—if the required courses have been 
completed and if the thesis meets the 
formal requirements. The permanent 
members of the defence committee 
read the thesis and if they deem it fit 
for defence, two internal reviewers 
will be assigned—usually one from the 
committee and another from another 
university in Estonia.

After the thesis has undergone the 
internal review, a pre-defence is 
organised. First, the PhD student has 
30 minutes to give a presentation on 
the study and its main points to be 
discussed at the defence. Next, the 
internal reviewers will have a discussion 
with the PhD student, followed by a dis-
cussion with other committee members. 

Usually, numerous recommendations 
are made in this phase that should be 
taken into account in revising the draft 
of the thesis. In the end, the committee 
makes one of two decisions—to approve 
the thesis for public defence or to send 
it back for revision. In the case of the 
former, it is up to the PhD student 
and his/her supervisor(s) to revise the 
thesis. In the latter case, they need to 
implement the changes and present 
to the committee a document with 
responses to all comments. If the thesis 
is approved for defence, the supervi-
sor contacts a potential opponent (or 
sometimes two), usually a professor 
from a university abroad (or at least 
from another university in Estonia, if 
there are two opponents appointed). 
After getting the opponent’s agreement 

“In the end, the 
committee makes one 
of two decisions—to 
approve the thesis 

for public defence or 
to send it back for 

revision. In the case of 
the former, it is up to 
the PhD student and 

his/her supervisor(s) to 
revise the thesis.”
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and negotiating the date of the defence, 
the committee assigns the opponent(s) 
and announces the date and place 
of the defence. Then, the thesis can 
be printed with all this information 
included. Usually, the opponent is also 
included as a member of the defence 
committee. Sometimes, a few additional 
members are appointed to increase the 
expertise of the committee, based on 
the focus of the thesis.

The opponent is expected to read the 
thesis and related articles (most of 
them are usually published in English) 
and present a summary of his/her 
opinion of the thesis and questions/ 
discussion topics that could be taken 
up at the public defence. This should 
be presented to the committee and 
the PhD student, a few days before 
the defence at the latest. It will guide 
the PhD student in preparing for the 
defence.

New doctor thanks the supervisors and the opponent after the defence
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The public defence starts with an intro-
duction of the procedure by the head of 
the defence committee. After that, the 
floor is given to the supervisor(s). He/
she makes a few remarks about the PhD 
student’s journey to the defence day 
and usually wishes the student good luck 
with the defence. Next, the PhD student 
introduces his/her work for 30 minutes. 
This is followed by an academic discus-
sion between the opponent(s) and the 
PhD student. There is no fixed time limit 
for that, but the recommended time 
frame is 30 to 60 minutes. It has mostly 
been done sitting at a desk next to each 
other, with the audience watching the 
“show.” In the discussion, the opponent 
can choose the topics that are most 
important and relevant according to the 
expertise of the opponent, the content 
of the thesis and the PhD student’s pre-
sentation. There is no need to stick to 
the questions and comments made in 
the written review presented a few days 
earlier.

After the discussion with the opponent, 
all committee members and, later, 
everyone from the audience can ask up 
to three questions. The PhD student 
tries to answer all questions. When 
there are no more questions, the 
committee goes to a separate room 
to discuss the thesis and defence. 
The committee’s discussion is secret, 
but they will decide what comments 
will be presented to the audience by 
the head of the committee so that 
everyone can learn from the defence.  

After the discussion, all committee 
members vote on awarding the PhD 
degree. Sometimes, a few committee 
members find that the student 
should not receive the degree.  

“After the discussion 
with the opponent, all 
committee members 
and, later, everyone 
from the audience 
can ask up to three 

questions.”

After the defence guests congratulate the new doctor
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However, so far, the decision has always been positive in Educa-
tional Sciences. After the vote, the committee comes back to 
the main room of the defence and announces the decision: “to 
award a Doctoral Degree in Educational Sciences.” However, 
there is no diploma or any other document presented at the 
defence.

Right after the announcement of the decision, the PhD student 
takes a moment to express his/her gratitude; then, the head 
of the committee, the supervisor(s) and all others congratulate 
the new doctor. Most of them bring flowers and sometimes a 
small present. Often, there are not only academic colleagues 
present at the defence, but also family, good friends and inter-
ested people from the local community. The defence is really a 
public event and it is also advertised to the public. Of course, 

the supervisors are 
also congratulated, 
and the new doctor 
often has a small 
present for both 
the supervisor(s) 
and the opponent. 
After everyone has 
expressed their 

good wishes and shaken hands with or hugged the doctor, the 
new doctor invites all guests to join a reception right after the  
defence – usually an approximately one-hour long event with 
drinks and finger food. Sometimes, an additional defence 
party is organised in the evening.

At some universities, there are special ceremonies to give 
the doctoral diplomas. For example, once a year on the 1st of 
December, the birthday of the University of Tartu, the national 
university, there is an official ceremony in the university’s 
assembly hall where all the new doctors awarded with a PhD 
degree during the preceding year will get their official certificate of  
the degree – the diploma. It will be presented by the Rector of 
the University.

“The defence is really 
a public event and it is 
also advertised to the 

public.”

PhD diplomas are presented by the Rector of the University once in the year in the University’s anniversary ceremony
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PhD diplomas are presented by the Rector of the University once in the year in the University’s anniversary ceremony
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Finnish universities’ doctoral degrees are 
equivalent to a PhD, but the titles vary 
according to disciplines. For example, in 
educational sciences the title is kasva-
tustieteen tohtori (doctor of education), 
officially translated in English as PhD in 
Education.

Doctoral studies in Finnish universities 
have been in transition during the last 
20 years. When the first author of this 
article earned his PhD in the beginning 
of the 1980’s, doctoral studies were 
based on the personal relationship 
between the supervising professor and 
the doctoral student. Doctoral studies 

were solely focused on writing the 
doctoral dissertation. Particularly in 
humanities and social sciences, formal 
training was underdeveloped. In the late 
1990’s, the Ministry of Education started 
to fund national doctoral programmes. 
Some of them were organized within 
one discipline and some were multidis-
ciplinary. Funding allowed the doctoral 
programmes to hire full-time doctoral 
students and organize courses. In 
addition to the full-time positions, there 
were also part-time doctoral students 
who had permission to participate in the 
courses organized by the programme.
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This model was in many ways suc-
cessful. Professors from several uni-
versities worked together in develop-
ing courses and the model provided 
doctoral students with opportunities 
to get support from a larger group of 
scientific experts. National doctoral 
programmes were also active in de-
veloping international collaboration 
in doctoral studies. For example, the 
National Doctoral Programme of Multi-
disciplinary Research on Learning Envi-
ronments, in which both of the authors 
of this article worked, collaborated with 
the Dutch ICO programme in organiz-
ing winter, spring, and summer schools 

for doctoral students. The PhD students 
already started to network internation-
ally during their PhD studies.

However, the problem with this model 
was that the national programmes, which 
selected full-time doctoral students 
and organized courses for them, were 
separate from faculties responsible for 
formal student admission, organizing 
the review of dissertations and awarding 
doctoral degrees. In addition, many of 
the doctoral students in various faculties 
did not belong to any of the national pro-
grammes. Because of these problems, 
the Ministry of Education decided 
to move the funding to universities.  
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During the last decade, universities have 
developed new models for doctoral 
education. In most of the Finnish uni-
versities, there are nowadays one or 
more university-wide graduate schools 
responsible for taking care of general 
guidelines and the quality control of 
doctoral studies. Within these graduate 
schools, there are disciplinary and mul-
tidisciplinary doctoral programmes that 
organize the practical training. Since 
the introduction of graduate schools, 
“quality control” has been seen in terms 
of acceptance to the PhD studies and 
the way PhD students and supervisors 
have engaged in the PhD process, as 
well as shortened time in PhD studies 
and achieving the degree.

Doctoral studies are designed to take 
four years (240 ECTS points) of full-time 
work, but because many of the students 
work part-time, there are no binding time 
limits for individual students. Doctoral 
students have one to three professors 
or adjunct professors as supervisors and 
an additional follow-up group. Typically, 
students have to complete 40 to 60 
study points worth of coursework and 
write a doctoral dissertation. According 
to national legislation, the dissertation 
can be a monograph or a collection of 
articles with a summary, which includes 
the general theoretical introduction, 
research aims, methods, results and 
general conclusions. Articles can be co-
authored, but the independent role of 

the doctoral candidate has to 
be clearly indicated. Tradition-
ally doctoral dissertations in the 
humanities, social sciences and 
education were monographs 
written in Finnish, but since the 
late 1990’s, article-based disser-
tations have gradually become 
the most typical dissertation 
form in educational sciences. 
There are no national legisla-
tive rules about the number of 
articles included in a disserta-
tion or the required level of 
publication forums. However, 
various faculties of education 
have their own requirements. 
Typically, article-based disser-
tations consist of three to four 
articles in recognized scientific 
journals or in edited books with 
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a reliable peer review process. In many 
cases, local regulations make use of the 
Publication Forum database maintained 
by The Federation of Finnish Learned 
Societies. In this database, accepted 
journals and publishers are listed and 
classified into three quality levels.

After the supervisors agree that the 
dissertation is ready for the review 

process, the faculty council or the dean 
nominates at least two pre-examiners. 
The pre-examiners have two months 
to review the manuscript and propose 
a detailed review statement, in which 
they have to decide if the manuscript 
meets the common quality criteria for 
PhD theses. They can propose giving 
permission to defend the thesis or 
rejecting permission. Based on the pre-
examiners’ review statements, an official 
decision is made as to whether the 
thesis is ready for public defence, and 
one or two opponents are nominated. 
Pre-examiners and opponents cannot 
have recent close collaborations with 
any of the supervisors. In practice, they 
come from other universities in Finland 
or abroad.

“The public defence 
is a big and festive 
event. Traditionally 
men wear a tailcoat 
and women a formal 

black dress.”

51

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe



Before the public defence, the doctoral 
candidate has to finalize the text of 
the thesis by taking into account the 
possible suggestions of the pre-examin-
ers. The thesis has to be made publicly 
available in printed or electronic form 
about one week before the defence. 
The public defence is a big and festive 
event. Traditionally men wear a tailcoat 
and women a formal black dress. The 
main supervisor or another professor of 
the faculty is nominated as the custos 
who opens and closes the event. The 
custos and the opponents have their 
Finnish doctor hats (a special top hat) or 
foreign scholars their academic capes. 

The audience, ranging from 20 to 200 
participants, consists of the doctoral 
candidate’s family members, relatives, 
friends, colleagues and other people 

interested in the topic of the thesis. 
In the beginning of the ceremony, the 
audience stands up when the doctoral 
candidate, custos and opponent(s) 

march to the front of the au-
ditorium.

After the custos has opened 
the public defence, the 
doctoral candidate gives 
her or his lectio praecurso-
ria which is a short (15-20 
minutes) general description 
of the thesis. At the end of 
the speech, the candidate 
asks the opponent(s) to 
present the remarks about 
the thesis. The opponent(s) 
typically starts the defence 
with a short speech including 
general comments about 
the topic and content of 
the thesis. After this short 

presentation, the opponent(s) starts 
asking questions dealing with the theo-
retical background, research questions, 
methods, results and conclusions of 

“The discussion 
typically lasts about 

two hours, but it 
can be much longer 
if there are several 
difficult problems to 

be discussed.”
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the thesis. The discussion typically 
lasts about two hours, but it can be 
much longer if there are several difficult 
problems to be discussed. At the 
end of the discussion, the opponent 
presents the concluding statement in 
which she or he recommends to the 
faculty whether the thesis should be 
accepted. Normally this recommenda-
tion is positive, because there has been 
a careful pre-examination before the 
public defence. The last, for the doctoral 
candidate stressful, part before closing 
the event is the tradition that justifies 
the term public defence. The doctoral 
candidate turns to the audience and 
invites any members of the audience 
who wish to offer criticisms of the dis-
sertation to request the custos for per-
mission to speak. Normally nobody asks 

anything and the custos quickly says 
that the public defence is concluded. 
However, in some cases there can be 
an additional opponent who presents a 
critical comment about the thesis.

A small committee, which consists of the 
opponent(s) and a professor nominated 
by the faculty, meets and decides about 
the grading of the dissertation. There 
are two grading models used in various 
faculties. In some faculties a 5-level scale 
is used, whereas in other faculties the 
grading is pass or in exceptional cases 
pass with distinction.
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Besides the scientific procedure, there 
are also some very established social 
traditions attached to the doctoral 
examination. Immediately after the 
public defence, the doctoral candidate 
invites the audience to have coffee and 
cake, which is served close to the au-
ditorium. In the evening of the defence 
day there is a formal dinner called the 
Karonkka, in honour of the opponent. 
The size of the Karonkka varies, but 
normally the doctoral candidate invites 
the opponent, supervisors, colleagues, 
family members and friends. During 
the formal dinner, there are plenty of 
speeches and toasts. First, the doctoral 
candidate delivers what is often a very 

emotional speech in which she or he 
thanks the opponent, supervisors and 
all who have in some way helped in the 
dissertation process. All the participants 
who are mentioned in the doctoral 
candidate’s speech have to give a talk 
in which they typically tell some jokes 
and express what they admire in the 
doctoral candidate. In all, the Finnish 
doctoral defence tradition has remained 
almost the same for centuries and it is 
still the academic highlight, not only for 
the doctoral candidate, but also for the 
supervisors and close colleagues.
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France

In France research in the learning 
sciences is largely multidisciplinary 
within the Human and Social Sciences 
(HSS) and involves educational science, 
psychology, cognitive science, sociology 
and linguistics. The learning sciences 
nowadays also involve disciplines such 
as science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM), including 
computer science. Thus, students with 
different backgrounds, for example, 
with a master’s in Educational Science, 
in Psychology, in Computer Science, or 
in the didactics of a specific discipline, 
may engage in PhD research in the 

learning sciences. A PhD in Technolo-
gy-Enhanced Learning can be pursued 
in a computer science lab or an edu-
cational science lab, depending on the 
supervisor.

PhDs are pursued within doctoral 
schools accredited by the Ministry 
of Higher Education, Research and 
Innovation. Doctoral schools are af-
filiated with universities and regroup 
research labs from related disciplines. 
Although national rules govern the 
pursuit of a PhD, there may be vari-
ations within these rules depending 
on the university or on the discipline.  
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To pursue a PhD, students must fulfill 
two conditions: hold a master’s degree 
and have the agreement of a supervi-
sor. The supervisor needs to be a full 
professor or an associate professor 
holding a habilitation degree. If there is 
more than one supervisor, at least one 
of them needs to satisfy this require-
ment. Students may apply for specific 
funded projects or submit their own 
research proposal. The majority of 

HSS candidates develop their research 
project themselves in collaboration 
with a supervisor. Obtaining a doctoral 
contract is rather difficult, because 
there are many more candidates than 
contracts offered within public institu-
tions. Thus, students go through a very 
competitive process involving an oral 
examination on the research project 
in front of a committee. Students may 
also contact a company and apply for a 
stipend partly financed by the ministry 
and the company. In some disciplines, 
a doctoral contract, a stipend or other 
resources are mandatory for enrolling in 
a PhD. This is often the case in STEM, 
but less so in HSS, in which students 
may enroll based solely on the quality of 
their research project and their integra-
tion into a research lab.

The formal duration of a PhD is three 
years, which is the maximum covered 
by a doctoral contract. However, most 

“Obtaining a doctoral 
contract is rather 
difficult, because 

there are many more 
candidates than 

contracts offered within 
public institutions.”
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students do not succeed in completing 
their PhD in this time. In order to finish 
writing the dissertation, students often 
apply for a temporary teaching position 
of one or two years. In educational 
science, primary or secondary school 
teachers engaged in PhD research may 
extend their enrolment up to six years. 
During the pursuit of a PhD, students 
are fully part of a research team, par-
ticipating in seminars, conferences, and 
in the writing of manuscripts. 
In such an apprenticeship 
approach, PhD students are 
junior researchers contribut-
ing to the collective effort. 
Each year, the doctoral school 
requires a progress report in 
which the student describes 
the research activities. An indi-
vidual committee also checks 
with the student whether the 
work environment and supervi-
sion are adequate for carrying 
out the project.

PhD students dedicate all of their time 
to research, although there is an ob-
ligation to follow at least 120 hours of 
courses before the end of the PhD. 
Students may also teach a maximum 
of 64 hours per year in order to build 
up experience in academics. A PhD dis-
sertation is traditionally a monograph 
written in French, but nowadays it may 
be in English. Moreover, it may consist 
of a set of articles with a substantial 
introduction to frame the research, a 
presentation of the methodology, and 

a conclusion recapitulating the results. 
In any case, a dissertation in a foreign 
language has to include an abstract in 
French. Thus, PhD dissertations are 
slowly changing from very elaborate 
monographs constituting individual con-
ceptual contributions within an intellec-
tual tradition to sets of articles published 
in international journals as proof of the 
ability to apply techniques and proce-
dures in rigorous investigations.

The authorization and 
organization of a PhD defense

Once the supervisor approves the 
manuscript, he or she solicits two col-
leagues to be the formal referees. These 
need to be full professors or holders 
of a habilitation degree. As external 
assessors, referees are necessarily from 
outside the university and possibly from 
abroad. At about the same time, the su-
pervisor asks at least two academics to 
be members of the jury. The number of 
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jury members is between four and eight, 
and at least half of the jury members 
should be external to the university. 
Moreover, the composition must allow a 
balanced representation of women and 
men. In order to ensure the presence of 
all jury members, the expected defense 
date is agreed upon amongst the jury 
members. After consulting the doctoral 
school, the jury is then appointed by 
the president of the university. The two 
external referees are requested to write 
a review report of two to eight pages. 
They have a month to write the report 
and they need to authorize (or not) the 
defense in their concluding sentences. 
Both authorizations need to be received 
by the doctoral school at least three 
weeks prior to the PhD defense.

Once the defense is authorized, the 
manuscript can be sent to all jury 
members and the actual defense can be 
organized. Some faculties have a special 
room for PhD defenses, but otherwise 
the defense takes place in a regular 
lecture theatre or seminar room. The 
PhD candidate prepares his or her pres-
entation of the dissertation, which can 
take up to 40 minutes, accompanied 
by a slideshow. The presentation is an 
important part of the defense and PhD 
candidates often organize one or two 
dry runs with friends and colleagues in 
order to rehearse and practice ques-
tion-answering before the actual event. 
PhD defenses usually take place at the 
end of the academic year. In any case, 
they need to take place before the end 
of the calendar year in order to meet 
the deadline for the national qualifica-
tion board (see below).

The PhD defense

A PhD defense is called a soutenance 
de these. This means that in French, 
rather than defending a PhD disser-
tation, the candidate gives arguments 
supporting or backing the research and 
its outcomes. When the defense takes 
place in the afternoon, the jury usually 
meets for lunch in a restaurant paid for 
by the university. The jury chooses one 
of its members to chair the PhD defense. 
A PhD defense is a public event and the 
door of the room must therefore remain 
open. The audience consists essentially 
of colleagues or people interested in the 

“A PhD defense is 
called a ‘soutenance 
de these’. This means 
that in French, rather 

than defending a 
PhD dissertation, 

the candidate gives 
arguments supporting 

or backing the 
research and its 

outcomes.”
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topic, and of family and friends. After 
the opening of the session and the pres-
entation of the dissertation, the chair 
invites each jury member to interact 
with the candidate, starting with the 
external referees. Jury members expose 
their view on the dissertation in the light 
of their knowledge and expertise in the 
field and ask questions. They interact 
with the candidate regarding critical 
remarks, remaining issues, or implica-
tions for educational practice. Each jury 
member takes up about 20 minutes of 
interaction time. The PhD supervisor 
also gets the opportunity, either as the 
first or the last speaker, to address the 
candidate and the audience. He or she 
narrates their collaboration with the 
candidate. Sometimes, before adjourn-
ing the session, the chair asks if a doctor 
in the audience has a question. Then, 
depending on the setting in the univer-
sity, either the jury leaves the room or 

the audience is asked to step outside.  
The supervisor participates in the jury, 
but does not take part in the deliber-
ation. After the deliberation, the jury 
delivers the result: the candidate obtains 
the doctoral degree. The candidate then 
invites everyone, jury, family and col-
leagues, to gather for a drink or more. 
Family and friends arrange for drinks 
and, most often homemade, snacks.

After the defense

The jury is in charge of writing a PhD 
defense report signed by all jury 
members. In HSS, the report is rather 
long (up to 12 pages) consisting of 
the accumulated individual minutes 
of the jury members, written by each 
of them in the third person. In some 
other disciplines, such as computer 
science, the defense report is a rather 
short text describing the jury’s general 
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appreciation of the dissertation, its pres-
entation, and the defense. Therefore, 
depending on the discipline, the referee 
reports authorizing the defense and/
or the defense report are important 
documents in the national qualification 
procedure. The national board of uni-
versities has sections for each discipline 
and examines applicants seeking a uni-
versity position once a year. A positive 
outcome results in being “qualified,” 
which allows applying for a permanent 
position at a university in France. Finally, 
PhD dissertations are published on 
https://theses.fr/ and/or on https://tel.
archives-ouvertes.fr/.

Epilogue

In the future, traditions may radically 
change because of the COVID pandemic. 
During the past year, academics have 
had intensive training in videoconfer-
encing technology and the formalities 
have been adapted to include rules for 
in-person, at a distance, and hybrid PhD 
defenses. Even if the threat of the virus 
vanishes, academics may appreciate no 
longer traveling across the country or 
abroad for a PhD defense. Still, family 
and colleagues will always be present for 
the celebration. A new tradition will be 
born, preserving the initiatory character 
of the PhD ceremony.
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Germany

In Germany, the expected duration of a 
doctorate is three years (as determined 
by the duration of most project funding 
schemes), with the average being 
somewhat longer than that. The exact 
title of the doctorate will depend on the 
faculty promoting the student. Students 
doing their doctorate within the Faculty 
of Science obtain a “Dr. rer. nat.” as their 
final degree, whereas within the Human-
ities and Social Sciences a “Dr. phil.” is 
awarded. Traditionally, doing a PhD was 
based on a personal relationship with a 
single supervisor, called the Doktorvater 
or Doktormutter, for whom the PhD 

candidate would work on a research 
project while at the same time doing the 
PhD. This situation was, however, criti-
cized, mostly because the PhD students 
were dependent on a single person’s 
ability and willingness to promote them. 
Thus, the level of supervision could vary 
from nearly nothing to having a great 
scientific mentor who cared about and 
supported the student at great length. 
Moreover, the duration of the doctorate 
could vary immensely, depending on 
how much of the seemingly unrelated 
duties (e.g., teaching, grading, 
running studies for the supervisor) 
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the supervisor would assign to his/her 
student. Thus, the situation for students 
was very opaque, in that it often was not 
clear what would be expected of them 
in doing a doctorate and how long it 
would take. At that time, PhD students 
were required to write a monograph on 
their research; the majority of students 
would not have publications in addition 
to the “big book” when graduating.

The situation changed when, among 
other things, the Deutsche Forschun-
gsgemeinschaft (German Research 
Foundation) decided to provide funding 
for establishing research training units 

and graduate schools. Graduate schools 
were funded for a maximum of 10 years. 
They provided stipends for doctoral 
students, who were expected to solely 
focus on their dissertation projects. 
Additional money was available to offer 
(international) summer schools and 
structured training for the students 
to support them in acquiring the skills 
necessary to become a successful junior 
researcher (e.g., scientific communi-
cation, academic writing, methods). 
Within a graduate school, the student 
would also have at least two supervisors, 
a supervisory agreement, and regular 
meetings based on target agreements, 
and more means were established to 
ensure that the doctoral student was 
not solely dependent on a single person. 

By now, universities especially those 
with a strong research profile and ex-
tra-university research institutions, have 
adopted many of the procedures that 
were initially developed in the context of 
graduate schools. Doctoral students are 
expected to sign up with the faculty at 
the beginning of their doctoral studies. 
For this, they hand in a supervision 
agreement that specifies the rights and 
duties of the parties involved (i.e., the 
student and at least two supervisors) 
and that is signed by everybody. Devi-
ations from that supervision agreement 
can be brought to the attention of an 
ombudsperson. At many universities, 
students are asked to submit an exposé 
(an outline of their doctoral project) 
and one or two progress reports based 
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on target agreements, for which they 
receive feedback from their supervi-
sors and additional external experts. 
Typically, students will do their doctorate 
in the same subject area as they did 
their bachelor’s and master’s degrees 
and only after they have completed 
a master’s degree. Accordingly, it is 
expected that by-and-large they possess 
the necessary skills to do a doctorate. 
Thus, comprehensive formal education 
and training at the doctoral level with a 
required number of ECTS points is rare. 
However, many universities offer pro-
fessional development courses and do-
main-specific training that students can 
participate in. In some cases, students 
earn a certificate in addition to their 
doctorate if they have taken a certain 
number of courses. In other cases, 
there may also be area-specific struc-
tured PhD programs that implement the 
aforementioned offers and regulations 
in collaboration with one or several 
faculties, but provide additional support 
that is specifically tied to the field of the 
dissertation. Some of these programs 
award a PhD title (e.g., PhD in the 
Learning Sciences).

During the course of the dissertation 
students are expected to conduct their 
research, attend conferences, and write 
up manuscripts. Moreover, especially 
when they are hired as research associ-
ates and paid either from intramural or 
third-party project funding, they may 
be expected to perform project-related 
duties along with doing the doctorate. 

Alternatively, the doctorate can be done 
in the context of a graduate school, 
which offers a contract for three years 
to work only on the PhD. Research asso-
ciates and members of graduate schools 
are given a work contract for 65-75% of 
a full-time equivalent position. Officially, 
for research associates the correspond-
ing work time is to be spent on duties 
that come with the job description, and 
the remaining (unpaid) 25-35% may be 
spent on doing the doctoral project. 
However, very frequently, project duties 
and PhD duties have a large overlap. 
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There still exist different forms of handing 
in the dissertation for evaluation at the 
end of the doctorate, which may vary 
across universities. A monograph is still 
possible and somewhat more popular 
in some fields of education research; 
however, it has become quite rare in ed-
ucational psychology. Instead, students 
are encouraged to publish their work 
in national and international peer-re-
viewed outlets. This makes them eligible 
for a paper-based disser-
tation, for which rules and 
definitions vary by univer-
sity. For instance, at the 
University of Tübingen a 
paper-based dissertation is 
“cumulative” when at least 
two journal manuscripts 
have been accepted 
for publication and/or 
published. In that case, 
the PhD student submits 
the papers together with 
a preceding introduction 
of around 20 pages and a 

concluding discussion of 10-15 pages. 
However, to avoid making students wait 
for the acceptance of their manuscripts 
before they can graduate, there is 
another dissertation format, which may 
also include unpublished manuscripts 
but requires a longer introduction and 
discussion. 

One of the peculiarities of the German 
system is that students receive a grade 
for the written dissertation and its oral 
defense. In former times, the grading 
was often done by the supervisors 
themselves. This was fine as long as the 
dissertation consisted of a monograph 
solely written by the student. However, 
for paper-based dissertations, this has 
been criticized, as supervisors are often 
co-authors on their students’ papers; 
therefore, they will be asked to evaluate 
the quality of their own contributions. 
There is currently a transition going 
on, with more and more universities 

“Some programs still 
use the traditional 
grades, which are 
summa cum laude 
(excellent), magna 

cum laude (very good), 
cum laude (good), rite 
(satisfactory) and fail.”
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implementing rules so that only one dis-
sertation reviewer can be a co-author at 
the same time. Some programs still use 
the traditional grades, which are summa 
cum laude (excellent), magna cum laude 
(very good), cum laude (good), rite (sat-
isfactory) and fail. This is very confusing 
for Dutch people, where cum laude 
refers to “with distinction,” whereas in 
Germany, this is a low grade that will 
typically prevent you from having a sub-
sequent academic career. Some of the 
more recently established programs use 
grading systems from 1 (very good) to 5 
(fail), similar to those used in bachelor’s 
and master’s programs in Germany.

After the dissertation has been evaluated 
by two reviewers, the dissertation and 
reviews need to be made available 
to faculty members for at least two 
weeks; these faculty members could 
(in principle) intervene in case of disa-
greement with an evaluation statement. 
These interventions are, however, 
extremely rare. If both reviewers graded 
the dissertation with summa cum laude, 
a third reviewer is usually invited to 
evaluate whether this exceptional grade 
is warranted. After the reviews are in 
and have been acknowledged by the 
faculty, the defense can take place.

Even though the procedures vary by 
university, the oral defense is often quite 
uneventful in Germany. It can take place 
anytime and in any room of the univer-
sity. The committee consists only of the 
two reviewers plus one to two additional 

professors who were not involved in the 
dissertation process. Members from 
other universities can be involved, but 
this is not the rule, rather the exception 
for the traditional doctoral programs, 
and more frequently done in PhD 
programs. No formal attire is required 
and professors might show up in their 
regular street clothes. No fancy togas! 
On a side note, a lot of academic tradi-
tions were abandoned as a consequence 
of the 1968 protests in Germany.  
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Then, students demanded that univer-
sities deal with their own problematic 
history during the Drittes Reich (1933-
1945) and finally start developing as 
democratic institutions. Robes (Talare) 
and other elements of the academic 
traditions were seen as symbols of an 
anti-democratic culture. In the following 
years, most of these elements vanished 
in German universities. 

Doctoral students usually are dressed 
up. Again varying by university, the 
defense starts with a presentation of the 
dissertation by the PhD student. Then, 
the committee members get the chance 
to ask questions—in no particular order, 
and they also develop their questions 
spontaneously. In most universities and 
faculties, these two parts are typically 
open to the public. Then everybody 
(including the student) has to leave the 
room, while the committee discusses 
the performance of the student and 
everybody gives a grade. The grade for 
the oral defense is then announced to 
the student. From now on, the student 
when approached by others as “Dr.” 
does not need to correct this mistake 
any more. However, s/he obtains the 
doctorate only after publishing a copy of 
the dissertation in the university library 
repository. From then on, s/he may also 
call her/himself “Dr.” 

Afterward the defense, colleagues, 
family and friends welcome the student 
with some snacks and drinks. As one of 
the gifts, successful doctoral candidates 

may receive their individually designed 
hat, the Doktorhut. The hat is created 
by fellow colleagues and decorated with 
pictures from the PhD time, small toys, 
and symbols relating to the topic of the 
PhD and to the student. 

Some universities organise big celebra-
tions for all the successfully completed 
doctorates in one field, for instance, 
or all students having obtained the Dr. 
phil. For example, the Ludwig-Maximil-
ians-Universität in Munich organizes 
an event in one of its most impressive 
lecture theatres with all the successful 
Dr. phil. candidates and their families. 
The celebration typically starts with a 
short lecture by an eminent scholar 
followed by the handing over of some 
200 individual doctoral diplomas, with 
every individual being called to the stage 
and the complicated title of every dis-
sertation being presented to a typically 
amused audience. This succession is 
interrupted once or twice by classical 
music performances and followed by a 
celebration with some sparkling wine. 
At the University of Göttingen, doctoral 
diplomas are handed out to all the PhD 

“As one of the 
gifts, successful 

doctoral candidates 
may receive their 

individually designed 
hat, the Doktorhut.”
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students of that year on a specific day. 
After the ceremony in the Aula, each 
PhD student gets to sit in a hand cart, 
decorated to represent the field of 
the PhD and its specific topic. Fellow 
colleagues will pull the hand cart from 
the Aula (imagine a lineup of colorful 
hand carts being pulled through the 
inner city) to the Gänselieselbrunnen. 
Upon arrival, every PhD student has to 
get out of the hand cart, climb up to 
the Gänseliesel, and kiss it. Since the 
bronze figure is placed in the middle of 
a well, getting up there (especially when 
wearing fancy clothes) can become an 
interesting experience. 

Some consider the Doktorhut, as well 
as the more festive events offered at 
some universities, as part of a desire to 
(re-)establish a more salient tradition to 
mark the extraordinary event of a suc-
cessful doctoral defense. On the one 
hand, many academics in Germany 

would not be opposed to having a 
slightly “more eventful event” as the 
final step in a doctorate. In fact, they 
come home from defenses in the Neth-
erlands and Finland and enthusiastically 
tell stories of dignified procedures and 
traditions. And yes, you can hear from 
time to time that it is a pity that we do 
not have these in most of our faculties 
around Education and Psychology. On 
the other hand, re-discovering and 
selecting the more appropriate tradi-
tions and symbols from a set of older 
traditions, or even establishing new ones 
is not easy and is currently undertaken 
rarely in Germany’s faculties. After all, 
organising a defense in its current rather 
ordinary style is not very exhausting and 
time consuming, which is certainly an 
advantage. And from time to time, we 
are invited to one of the fancy doctoral 
events abroad, which we all look very 
much forward to.

Gänseliesel, by Marc Olivier Schulz/Universität Göttingen, licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0

68

Graduating around the globe



ST
AV

RO
S 

D
EM

ET
RI

AD
IS

 &
 A

N
G

EL
IQ

U
E 

D
IM

IT
RA

C
O

PO
U

LO
U

Greece

Why a PhD?

The first question we often ask of 
someone who inquires about starting 
a PhD is, “Have you ever thought that 
you can live happily without ever getting 
a PhD degree?” This is not, of course, 
to disappoint them, but to make them 
seriously consider the difficulties of 
working as a doctoral student in Greece. 
Indeed, a PhD candidate student 
remains usually without financial remu-
neration, spending countless hours on 

advancing their research work, support-
ing (as teaching assistant) the courses 
of their supervising professors, working 
(if lucky) for a research project (EU- or 
nationally-funded) and/or struggling to 
get any of the few awarded scholarships 
from the State Scholarships Foundation 
(iky.gr) or the Hellenic Foundation for 
Research & Innovation (elidek.gr).
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Acceptance to the PhD 
program

If, however, you are serious about 
starting your PhD, there are two ways 
for getting accepted as a PhD student: 

A. Each semester, the school (depart-
ment) issues an open call for those 
interested in submitting an application 
and a concise research proposal as a 
future PhD student. Applicants should 
mention the broader area of their 
research focus, a possible PhD title, 
the proposed supervisor (should be a 
professor; full, associate or assistant) 
and a draft research proposal (2000 
words at most). The school could have 
already published the subject areas 
where it wishes to accept PhD proposals, 
or, if not, the applicants may propose 
any subject area of interest, selecting—
of course—among those offered by the 
school faculty.

B. Alternatively, you may directly 
contact the professor you would like 
to work with and inquire about being 
accepted as a PhD student. In this case, 
and provided that the professor is willing 
to accept you as a PhD candidate, a 
specific open call for interest in PhD 
positions is published, defining exactly 
the area of interest for research. As it 
is an open call, all those interested may 
apply, but, as it usually happens, those 
who initiated the call are better prepared 
and suited, thus highly qualified, and 
their application is shortlisted as first, 
so you get selected.  

In both of the above cases, the 
school’s General Assembly appoints a 
three-member “acceptance committee” 
of faculty members to examine the ap-
plications. The committee examines the 
files and invites—if necessary—the can-
didates for an interview. The committee 
then submits to the Assembly a mem-
orandum stating the reasons why each 
candidate should or should not be 
accepted, as well as the nominated 
supervisor, in case the one nominated 
by the candidate is not appropriate. 
Eventually, the Assembly, after consid-
ering the committee’s memorandum, 
approves or rejects the application of 
the candidate(s). In case of approval, the 
Assembly also defines the principal su-
pervisor and two other faculty members 
to form the three-member “supervis-
ing committee” of the new doctoral 
student.

The typical formal qualifications required 
for admission to doctoral studies are: 

A. A basic degree from a Greek uni-
versity or technical institute or an equiv-
alent degree form a foreign institution 
recognized in Greece by the Hellenic 
National Recognition and Information 
Center of Higher Education (Doatap.
gr), with a grade of at least very good.

B. Postgraduate diploma from a 
domestic university (or an equivalent 
from a foreign institution).

C. Very good knowledge of English, 
based on certification.
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All of the above must be completed by 
the time the application is submitted, 
with the exception of the postgraduate 
degree, provided that a satisfactory 
detailed score is presented and a cer-
tificate from the university the applicant 
is attending, stating the expected date 
of graduation from the postgraduate 
program. In some cases (e.g., interdis-
ciplinary research), the Department 
Assembly agrees that the candidate will 
also be assigned certain specialization 
courses selected from among those 
offered in the Department’s master’s 
programs.

Doctoral studies

The length of the doctoral studies 
should be no less than three years, 
while the upper limit usually depends 
on the internal rules of each institution. 
Typically, an upper limit is set at six 
years, but after an appropriately justified 
request, this period could be extended 
to eight years at most.

The key objective of doctoral studies 
is, of course, to provide evidence of a) 
making an essential contribution to the 
development of scientific knowledge, 
and b) publishing a number of scientific 
publications in high-quality international 
scientific journals and conference pro-
ceedings.

The former is accomplished in close 
collaboration with and under the super-
vision of the principal supervisor. The 
other two members of the supervising 
committee may guide and support the 
candidate, but their role is usually not 
so essential in bringing the research to 
a successful end. Usually the first (or 
even the second) year is devoted to 
literature study that should lead to the 
successful presentation and defense of 
a concrete research proposal. During 
the presentation, the candidate usually 
gets guiding comments and suggestions 
by faculty, but the proposal itself is not 
critical in continuing the PhD studies. 
The objective of this activity is to set 
a pace for the candidates and make 
them aware of the necessity for clearly 
defining concrete research questions 
and methodologies for collecting 
adequate research data and getting 
reliable results.

The latter is usually achieved as the 
candidate matures and is able to 
publish interesting and high-quality 
research outcomes in international 
fora. The exact number of publications 
required for successful PhD work varies 

“The length of the 
doctoral studies 
should be no less 
than three years, 

while the upper limit 
usually depends on 
the internal rules of 

each institution.”
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depending on the internal rules of the 
school. Some of them may define a 
specific number (for example, they 
require at least two major publications 
in indexed international journals with 
impact factor), while others leave this 
issue open for the supervisor to decide. 
Journals indexed in the first quartile 
(Q1; such as, for example, Computers 
and Education, IEEE Transactions on 
Learning Technologies, International 
Journal of Computer-Supported Col-
laborative Learning and others) are 
typically major publication targets for 
candidates, although second quar-
tile-ranking journals are also considered.

While the PhD work advances, 
the candidate and the supervising 
committee are responsible for submit-
ting a progress report each year to the 
General Assembly. This report should 
concisely explain the progress and 
publications achieved in the previous 
academic year and suggest either con-
tinuation of the dissertation or its sus-
pension, in case the doctoral student 
fails to work successfully and advance 
the PhD work as planned.

In the field of learning technologies 
(aka “educational technologies”), one 
should keep in mind also the “cultural” 
difference between the Science vs. 
Humanities research perspectives. 
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Depending on whether the dissertation 
is conducted in a Science/Engineer-
ing or Humanities (e.g., Pedagogical) 
school, the research approach and pub-
lication record may differ. In the former 
case, the dissertation might include the 
development of a technology (software/
hardware) prototype and its evaluation 
using a quantitative or mixed methods 
approach, while in the latter case the 
research plan may be largely based on 
qualitative methodologies (also mixed 
methods), collecting data from field 
studies in the school context and using 
technologies that either are already 
produced, or do not require a hard 
design/development process. Either way, 
the publication record of the doctoral 
student is evidence of maturity and suc-
cessful work, and defending the thesis 

without any reputable publications 
should be considered as an exception-
al situation that raises concerns about 
research integrity and should normally 
be avoided.

The grand finale

Working conscientiously under well-tar-
geted supervision, the candidates 
should not have a problem in producing 
research results that conclude their PhD 
dissertation in a period of four to seven 
years (in case of part-time studies). It 
is the sole supervisor’s decision to say 
when the dissertation has come to an 
end; however, the quality of the candi-
dates’ work, their overall maturity as re-
searchers and their publication record 
are strong evidence that justify the 
decision.
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When the decision is taken, the su-
pervising committee submits to the 
Assembly the final progress report and 
suggests that the doctoral student be 
given the coveted typothíto, which 
actually simply means “print.” This is 
the formal “green light” for writing the 
dissertation, which typically includes 
an introductory part with background 
literature and research question formu-
lation, a second part involving a number 
of chapters presenting the theoretical 
framework and the research design, a 
third part lining up the research work 
and outcomes and a last part or chapter 
with discussion on the results and major 
conclusions summary. The dissertation 
also includes an abstract section with 

an extended abstract in English. In the 
case of a foreign student who writes the 
dissertation in English, the text includes 
an extended abstract in Greek.

After the dissertation is written, the 
Assembly assigns a seven-member eval-
uation committee for the candidates 
to defend their thesis. Typically, the 
PhD evaluation committee consists of 
the three members of the supervising 
committee, some additional members 
of the school or department and some 
external faculty members (from other 
departments, schools, or universities).
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When the first version of the disserta-
tion is ready, the candidate typically 
submits the text to the members of 
the evaluation committee and asks for 
their comments/suggestions. Most of 
the time (and since the text has already 
been checked by the supervisor), 
the other members’ suggestions are 
minor remarks (typos and such) that 
the candidate considers in order to 
produce the final version. Of course, 
if one member has serious objections 
regarding the quality of the work and/or 
the dissertation text, more time should 
be given for appropriate remedial 
actions.

When the big day of thesis defense 
comes, the candidate is naturally a bit 
anxious about the event (a public PhD 
defense). In reality, and as long as the 
candidate has really done good work, 
there is no reason for that, since the 
core evaluation of the work has already 

taken place during the reading of the 
first version by the members of the 
evaluation committee. Thus, all the 
candidate has to do is to concisely 
present the work (usually in 30 to 40 
minutes) and provide reasonably well-
thought and scientifically adequate 
answers to the examiners’ questions. It 
should be emphasized that there is not 
any “opponent” examiner role during 
the PhD defense, as happens in some 
other countries. Examiners take turns in 
asking the candidate their (2 to 3 usually) 
questions, focusing on further exploring 
various aspects of the presented work 
and—as it usually goes—advising the 
candidate, after hearing their answers, 
on how to go on with future work and 
further explore interesting outcomes 
that their current research has revealed.

The whole event (presentation and ex-
amination) should last no longer than 
two hours, and after answering the 
examiners’ questions the candidate 
leaves the room for the committee to 
reach a decision and sign the relevant 
document. Although by law the grade 
for the dissertation can be either 
“Excellent” or “Very Good,” we have 
rarely witnessed a committee assigning a 
degree to a successfully defended thesis 
other than “Excellent.” Afterwards, 
the candidate is invited into the room 
again and the decision is announced, 
along with congratulating him/her for 
the work he/she did and the successful 
presentation and defense.

“It should be 
emphasized that 
there is not any 

‘opponent’ examiner 
role during the PhD 
defense, as happens 

in some other 
countries.”
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Traditionally (at least in the pre-COVID 
era), the newly nominated PhD holder 
invites the members of the committee, 
along with friends, and offers a lunch 
where in a happy spirit many wishes for 
prosperity and future success are said 
by participants.

Sometime later (which could be a few 
weeks depending on the scheduling 
by the institution), the new Drs. of the 
university are given the oath in a formal 
ceremony in front of the university 
authorities. In this oath, (stated in the 
Ancient Greek language) they declare 
that: “Science, as much as possible, we 
will always try in our lives to cultivate 
and brighten and lead it to be the 
most perfect, without practicing it for 

profit and arrogance, but with the aim 
of advancing knowledge for the social 
good,” or in the case of another univer-
sity (since each one has its own oath), 
in Modern Greek they declare, inter 
alia, that: “….I will fulfill the obligations 
of being a Doctor of the University, 
with conscientiousness, morals, dignity, 
as demanded by scientific ethics and 
academic freedom.”

The corpus of all PhD theses produced 
by Hellenic universities are published 
online by the National Documentation 
Center (Ekt.gr) and thus can be viewed 
and downloaded from the National 
Archive of PhD Theses (didaktorika.gr).
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India

In India, doctoral studies programs are 
very competitive. Moreover, beginning 
in June 2021, a doctorate will become 
a mandatory recruitment require-
ment for appointment to an assistant 
professor position at universities. Given 
the diverse backgrounds of prospec-
tive doctoral candidates, universities 
offer integrated programs (master’s and 
PhD), dual degree programs, and tra-
ditional programs. In addition, eligible 
candidates can opt to take up full-time 
or part-time research.

A prospective doctoral student’s 
journey begins by taking a standardized 
test, since the pool of candidates is very 
large. Subject-specific exams are held 
by the National Testing Agency (NTA). 
The National Eligibility Test (NET) is 
conducted for Humanities and Social 
Sciences disciplines, and the Council of 
Scientific & Industrial Research (CSIR) 
holds exams related to the Sciences. 
These exams are held twice a year, and 
only the top 6% qualify. Finally, the 
Graduate Aptitude Test in Engineering 
(GATE) is held for candidates in Engi-
neering and allied disciplines.
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Based on their test scores, prospective 
students apply to individual universities, 
where an entrance exam and interview 
are conducted. Students who clear NET 
or GATE are exempted from writing 
this exam and are directly invited for an 
interview. The selection of candidates is 
based on the standardized test results, 
academic background, Statement 
of Purpose, Research Proposal, and 
interview performance.

At Amrita University, project proposals 
aligned with tangible solutions for 
region-specific issues/problems iden-
tified in their study are encouraged. 
Therefore, candidates who demonstrate 
an understanding of society and reflect 
pathways to achieving sustainable devel-
opment goals that drive social change 
are accepted into the PhD programs 
across disciplines. The university awards 
scholarships to PhD scholars to make 
the program accessible to researchers.

Typically, a full-time student takes 
between three to six years to complete 
a PhD, while part-time students may 
take six to eight years to complete the 
program. The times may vary across 
disciplines, and the period may differ 
for dual degree or integrated PhD 
programs. Once a doctoral student is 
admitted to the PhD program, the first 
year is dedicated to completing the 
coursework. The coursework provides 
a theoretical foundation and in-depth 
understanding of subjects related to 
the scholar’s research area, emphasizing 

Research Methodology and Ethics. 
A written examination assesses the 
student’s understanding, and a CGPA of 
8.0 must be maintained.

Following the successful completion 
of the coursework, a Comprehensive 
viva is conducted. In the form of an 
oral examination, it is conducted in the 
presence of the doctoral committee 
members and other experts to assess 
the doctoral scholar’s grasp of the 
subject. Then the doctoral student 
formally begins to actively participate in 
research-related activities. During this 
crucial period, the essential role played 
by the thesis advisor reflects the guru-
shishya parampara (teacher-student 
tradition), where the advisor directs and 
guides the student’s work. During this 
time, the groundwork for the research, 
comprehensive review of literature, 
mastery of the subject, and critical 
thinking skills give shape to the research 
project.
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The progress of each doctoral student 
is evaluated at the end of each term, 
where the work completed to date 
is presented. Based on the scholar’s 
satisfactory progress, the doctoral 
committee allows one to enroll in the 
following semester. The next crucial step 
is the Qualifying Examination, an oral 
examination. The scholar submits the 
research proposal and presents it to the 
doctoral committee, experts from the 
department, and an external examiner.

Following the successful completion of 
this stage, the doctoral candidate shifts 
focus to research and writing the thesis. 
The candidate advances to “candidacy.” 
In collaboration with the thesis advisor 
and the international advisor, a rec-
ommended practice, they co-author 
journal articles and present papers at 
noted national and international con-
ferences. The requirement for peer-
reviewed paper publications and paper 
presentations varies across disciplines.

The thesis advisor recommends to the 
doctoral committee that two Open 
Seminars are conducted. The candidate 
presents the research work during the 
seminar to the doctoral committee 
members, experts, and other research-
ers. Based on the feedback received, in 
consultation with the thesis advisor, the 
candidate incorporates the suggested 
changes and prepares the Synopsis and 
thesis. Next, the PhD candidate submits 
the Synopsis to the thesis advisor, and it 
is duly forwarded to the university.

After the Synopsis submission, the 
PhD candidate submits the thesis and 
the additional documents prescribed 
by the university to the thesis advisor. 
The thesis advisor forwards to the uni-
versity these details and the list of at 
least eight panel members, four Indian 
academics and four academics from 
abroad, who have agreed to evaluate 
the thesis. Next, the university selects 
the examiners. The thesis is assessed 
by two Indian experts and two inter-
national experts, within 6 to 8 weeks. 
The examiners can either accept (with 
modifications) or reject the thesis. 

Based on the examiners’ report, and if 
the examiners have approved the thesis, 
the date of the PhD defense is finalized. 
The public PhD defense takes place, 
where the PhD candidate presents the 
research work followed by a question-
and-answer session guided by the 
panel members. The decision made on 
whether to award the PhD is based on 
the comments from the panelists. The 
formal awarding of the doctoral degree 
is on Graduation Day.
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Following the university system in the 
UK, traditionally, the attire worn on 
Graduation Day in most universities 
included the ceremonial black gown 
and cap. However, the color black is 
not considered an auspicious color and 
is inappropriate for a formal occasion. 
Therefore, Amrita University embraces 
the diversity of Indian culture and tradi-
tions, reflected in the attire worn during 
the graduation ceremony. Traditional 
dress is adopted on Graduation Day.  

Men wear a traditional cream dhoti, or 
pajamas, and women wear a saree with 
a golden border. The PhD graduates 
wear a blue cap with gold trimmings and 
a blue stole with the University emblem. 
Other premier universities like the 
Indian Institute of Technology Madras 
and the Indian Institute of Technology 
Delhi have followed suit. The deans and 
other heads wear the same attire, but 
sport a maroon turban and sash with 
gold trimmings. 
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Another essential part of Graduation 
Day is the procession. The academic 
procession comprises students and 
the various academic heads of the uni-
versity. The procession symbolizes the 
students’ journey under the tutelage of 
the academic heads coming to a close 
as they take the first step into the future. 
Student representatives hold the univer-
sity flag and enter the hall escorting the 
heads of schools and the chief guest to 
the graduation ceremony venue. Then, 
the dignitaries are escorted to the dais. 
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The ceremony commences with the in-
vocation of blessings from all the sages 
and masters on this auspicious occasion. 
Then, the chief guest addresses the new 
graduands. Following this, the Gradu-
ation Day is formally declared open, 
and next, the oath-taking ceremony 
takes place. Finally, the PhD candidates 
are invited onto the dais. The doctoral 
degrees are awarded to them, marking 
the end of their doctoral studies and 
the beginning of their new careers.

Picture page 78: https://amma.org/news/amri-
ta-phd-fellowships

Picture page 79: https://www.facebook.com/
AmritaUniversity/photos/umas-thesis-was-ti-
tled-progressively-immersive-multimedia-rep-
resentations-for-en/10156688517968719

Picture page 80: https://www.amrita.edu/
event/graduation-day-2019-amrita-vish-
wa-vidyapeetham-amritapuri-campus

Picture page 81: https://www.amrita.edu/event/
graduation-day-2019-coimbatore-campus

Picture page 82: https://www.amrita.edu/
event/graduation-day-2019-amrita-vish-
wa-vidyapeetham-amritapuri-campus
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Admission

Doing a PhD in Italy takes three years 
with a full-time research assignment. 
Doctoral students receive a monthly 
scholarship from the university, which 
gets funds from the Ministry of Uni-
versity and Research. There are usually 
very few positions available each year; 
thus, a highly competitive admission 
contest selects the students to enroll in 
a doctoral program. For instance, there 
may be more than 100 applications for 
12 positions (scholarships). At the end 
of the contest, only the students whose 

rank-order position is not greater than 
the number of available scholarships are 
admitted to the program they applied 
for. It is also possible that a scholarship is 
available within research funds, but this 
happens to a much smaller extent, and 
only a candidate who has been selected 
through the competitive contest can 
get the scholarship. A graduate student, 
therefore, can be enrolled in a PhD 
program only if s/he is in a position to 
get one of the available scholarships. 
Another particular type of scholarship 
is called “industrial,” as it is sponsored 
by an industry or private company that 
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supports research training at the univer-
sity for an employee. Private companies 
can also open a call for an “apprentice-
ship” PhD. 

The competitive admission contest is 
based on requirements that may vary 
across the universities. For instance, at 
the University of Padova, for admission 
to the PhD program in Psychological 
Sciences, which includes educational 
psychology, the competitive contest 
is based, in the first stage, on master’s 
graduation grades, CV, interest letter 
and research project written in English, 
two recommendation letters and, 
possibly, conference presentations and 
publications. Only the candidates who 

pass the first stage are interviewed (in 
English) in person or remotely. Finally, 
the ranking of the interviewees is drawn 
up. 

Regulations may differ across universi-
ties. At the University of Florence, for 
instance, PhD programs are interdisci-
plinary (e.g., Education and Psychology) 
and candidates from different disciplines 
may compete for the same ranking. It 
is mandatory for candidates to include 
a CV and a research proposal when 
applying; it is also desirable to include 
publications or other qualifications, 
besides a master’s degree or equiva-
lent. The exam can be written or oral 
and it includes: i) an assessment of the 
CV, publications, master’s degree thesis 
and other titles; and ii) an assessment 
of the research proposal. The oral exam 
can be held in Italian or English. If the 
oral exam is held in Italian, then English 
competence is assessed. 

Trajectory

At the beginning of the PhD trajectory, 
doctoral students are usually assigned 
a supervisor and, in some cases, a co-
supervisor. They may be full, associate, 

“There are usually 
very few positions 

available each 
year; thus, a highly 

competitive admission 
contest selects the 

students to enroll in a 
doctoral program.”
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or assistant professors. In addition, a 
supervisory committee of three profes-
sors (or the entire panel) of the doctoral 
school evaluates the PhD students 
at the end of each year based on the 
written report and oral presentation 
of their work. A formal judgment is 
required for admission to the next year 
of the doctoral program. 

During the PhD period, doctoral 
students not only have to realize their 
research project under the supervi-
sion of one or two professors, but also 
to fulfil a number of requirements in 
the context of the doctoral school. 
More specifically, during the first year, 
students must attend a number of 
courses mainly devoted to the acquisi-
tion of methodological skills. Mandatory 
courses are about various advanced 

statistical procedures and software, 
scientific writing, and publishing in 
high-ranking journals. Courses about 
current topics and research paradigms 
and techniques are also mandatory. 
When enrolled in interdisciplinary 
PhDs, students need to attend courses 
on a variety of themes and topics to be 
exposed to different academic fields 
and extend their research methods and 
contents, in accordance with the com-
plexity of the contemporary world and 
multicultural knowledge. At the end of 
each year, PhD students must present 
their work to the aforementioned 
committee.

During the second (or third year), it is 
mandatory (or strongly encouraged) 
to spend a period of research (at least 
three months) in a university or research 
center of another country. All courses 
and seminars are taught in English. 
Students are strongly recommended 
to attend (and present at) interna-
tional conferences. They are financially 
supported for registration, travelling, 
and accommodation expenses. 

During each year, PhD students are 
offered several other mentoring op-
portunities; for instance, they are asked 
to attend “school lunch” presentations 
of invited professors as well as the 
presentations of the students who are 
approaching the end of their doctoral 
training. 

“During the second 
(or third year), it 
is mandatory (or 

strongly encouraged) 
to spend a period 

of research (at least 
three months) in a 

university or research 
center of another 

country.”
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On a voluntary basis, a doctoral student 
can also run seminars for bachelor’s or 
master’s students. It is very common 
that PhD students co-supervise master’s 
students in designing an empirical study 
for their master’s thesis, helping in par-
ticular with the preparation of research 
instruments and materials, and data col-
lection in labs. 

Around the end of the third year, PhD 
candidates present their work to all 
members of the doctoral school and 
fellow students of the doctoral school.  

Doctoral thesis  
and evaluation

As concerns PhD students’ research 
projects, they must include multiple 
research studies that become part in 
the doctoral thesis. Theses are typically 
written in English. If one or more studies 
are published in journal articles during 
the PhD period—as recommended—
they are presented in the thesis. These 
articles should have the PhD student as 
the first author. 

PhD awards ceremony at the University of Padova 

Photo © University of Padova – Massimo Pistore – All rights reserved
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At the end of the PhD period, the 
doctoral school appoints external evalu-
ators of doctoral theses. Evaluators 
are proposed by the supervisors from 
among international and national well-
known scholars who are experts in the 
topics of the theses. The external evalu-
ators access and review a thesis through 
an online system. They may recommend 
major or minor revisions, or accepting 
the thesis as is. If major revisions are 
required, a candidate is offered an 
extension of time for the submission of 
the final version. 

When the PhD project is completed 
and the thesis ready for defense, the 
supervisor makes a proposal for the 

composition of the final evaluation 
committee, which typically consists of 
three members, all external to the can-
didate’s own university. The examination 
committee is approved by the doctoral 
school. Again, regulations may differ 
across universities  

Defense

The “defense” is not a very formal event 
in our universities, as it is distinct from 
the event in which the PhD diploma is 
handed to neo-doctors. The defense 
is public and for each candidate takes 
about one hour, possibly in the depart-
ment’s nicest room. The event does 
not have a ceremonial flavor, only a 

PhD awards ceremony at the University of Florence in 2019

Photo © University of Florence – All rights reserved
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scientific flavor. The members of the 
examination committee are dressed 
formally, but without gowns. The chair 
opens the session and the candidate is 
invited to give a presentation of his/her 
work in 30-40 minutes. After the can-
didate’s presentation, the committee 
members give their general evaluative 
comments and ask questions to engage 
in discussion with the candidate. Again, 
the length of students’ presentation 

and of the whole session may vary 
across universities. Next the examina-
tion committee deliberates and decides 
whether the PhD degree can be awarded 
to the candidate. In practice, it never 
happens that the degree is not awarded. 
The result is announced in public by the 
chair of the committee. 

PhD awards ceremony at the University of Padova 

Photo © University of Padova – Massimo Pistore – All rights reserved
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Grand finale

The “handing” over of the PhD diploma 
is an event with a real ceremonial flavor, 
which typically takes place in the nicest 
room of the university. For instance, at 
the University of Padova this ceremony 
takes place in the historical Aula Magna 
where Galileo Galilei and other ex-
ceptional scientists taught (Galilei’s 
chair is still there). In Florence, the 
ceremony takes place in a prestigious 
location in the city, for instance, in the 
Opera theatre. It is an open ceremony, 
so parents, relatives, and friends are 
admitted, but in a limited number for 
each neo-doctor because of the room’s 
capacity. However, other rooms are vid-
eoconference-connected with the Aula 
Magna. Supervisors also take part in 
this ceremony. At the beginning of the 
ceremony, announced by a speaker, the 
procession of neo-doctors of various 
doctoral schools, who wear gowns, 

enter the Aula Magna accompanied by 
applause. Then, all the audience and 
neo-doctors stand up as the speaker 
announces the entry into the Aula of 
the chairs of the doctoral schools. They 
wear gowns and cups.

The pro-rector for scientific research 
gives a short talk with a laudatio for 
the neo-doctors. The president of the 
alumni association also gives a short talk 
to appraise the work done during the 
PhD and to invite neo-doctors to join 
the association and network of alumni 
to keep relationships and interests 
developed at the university. Then, 
each neo-doctor is called by name and 
receives his or her diploma and a small 
present. Official pictures of neo-doctors 
holding the diploma are taken. 

In Florence, all neo-doctors are awarded 
at the same event, with the public au-
thorities present and involved. 

“The ‘handing’ over 
of the PhD diploma 
is an event with a 
real ceremonial 

flavor, which typically 
takes place in the 
nicest room of the 

university.”
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Doing your PhD in the Netherlands 
normally is a full-time four-year enter-
prise, although the number of part-time 
trajectories (5 years at .8 FTE) is in-
creasing. In these four years, PHDs do 
their research and there is obligatory 
coursework. The amount of course-
work gradually becomes smaller over 
the four years, and normally students 
follow a program that is offered by 
what is called a research school. The 
main research school for educational 
science in the Nether lands is ICO. At 
some universities, students also have a 
teaching obligation (e.g., 10%), but that 
is not a general rule, and the majority 

just concentrate on the coursework and 
their research. Again, there is much 
variation, but as a normal rule you could 
say that a thesis comprises three or four 
empirical studies that each have been 
published or are potentially accept-
able for an international journal. These 
papers have been accepted or submitted 
to international, peer-reviewed journals, 
with the student being the first author, 
and the supervisors as co-authors.  
There is a separate theoretical or in-
troductory chapter that precedes the 
empirical chapters and a concluding 
chapter that puts all results into context. 

The Netherlands
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However, theses can also take the form 
of a monograph. Almost all theses are 
written in English.

The main person in approval of the 
thesis is the academic supervisor. This 
supervisor is a full professor or an 
associate professor with specific quali-
fications; they have what is called the 
ius promovendi (the right to supervise 
a PhD trajectory), which they keep until 
five years after their retirement. There 
can be more than one supervisor, but 
more than two is exceptional. The su-
pervisor can be assisted (and when the 
PhD student follows the ICO trajectory 
must be assisted) by an assistant super-
visor who does the supervising of the 
PhD work on a daily basis. This assistant 
supervisor can be an associate or 

assistant professor, who needs to have a 
PhD himself or herself. 

When the work is done, the supervi-
sors have to approve the work. This, 
of course, is done over a four-year 
intensive supervision period, with many 
revisions of separate studies going back 
and forth. Once the supervisor has 
approved the work, the manuscript 
is sent to a scientific committee. The 
supervisor makes a proposal for the 
composition of this committee, but the 
committee needs to be approved by 
the board of the university in which the 
PhD student will do his or her defense. 
Different universities have different 
rules, but the scientific committee 
normally consists of around six to eight 
persons, with a minimum number 
of full professors and a prescribed 
minimum number of persons from 
inside and outside the university where 
the defense will take place. The assess-
ment committee members receive the 
manuscript and have around six weeks 
to give their opinion on the thesis. This 
opinion is a simple “yes” or “no,” with 
“yes” meaning that the member of the 
committee thinks the thesis is “defend-
able” (nowadays, more and more uni-
versities also ask for a brief reflection on 
the quality of the work). In order to say 
“yes,” a committee member does not 
need to agree with the content of the 
thesis, but just has to judge if the thesis 
is defendable. Then by simple counting 
of the votes and with a simple majority it 
is decided if the defense can take place. 

Example of a PhD thesis
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After this is reported to the dean of the 
faculty, the supervisor is informed of the 
outcome, and, in the case of a “yes,” 
the supervisor grants the PhD candidate 
permission to print the manuscript. In 
the Netherlands, this takes the form of 
a small book; there is a range of publish-
ers who have specialized in publishing 
PhD theses. It is not obligatory, 
but the candidate may decide 
to add a set of “propositions” to 
the manuscript. Basically, this set 
consists of three types of prop-
ositions. The first set (around 
five) summarize the main points 
from the thesis, the second set 
(around three) shows that the 
candidate has a broader view 
on science and society than just 
the topic of the thesis, and the 
final set (mostly around two) has 
a more humorous character.  
The supervisor (and the rector) 
has to agree on the list of prop-
ositions.

The defense is a big day. It is public and 
friends, colleagues and family gather 
to see the event. The candidate stands 
behind a desk and the committee sits on 
the dais. The candidate is supported by 
two persons who are called paranymphs 
(literally groomsmen or bridesmaids, 
from Greek). These paranymphs 
nowadays have a more ceremonial 
function, but originally they were 
there to support the candidate in the 
defense. The professors all wear their 
gowns. Each university has its specific 
type of gown, but the predominant 
color is black. The rector opens the 
session. The candidate then first gives 
a 10-minute layman’s talk, to explain 
his/her work to the general audience.  
Then, the formal part of the defense 
starts, and each of the members of the 
committee (apart from the supervisors) 
asks a question. 

Eliane Segers giving a laudatio at the Radboud  
University Nijmegen

Doctoral defense of the editor back in 1986
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A question normally takes around 
three minutes, an answer around four 
minutes. Even when a member of the as-
sessment committee and the candidate 
know each other very well, they use the 
“polite” language form while addressing 
each other (“u” instead of “jij”). The 
whole question and answer session takes 
exactly 45 minutes. Then an academic 
assistant (the beadle, also dressed in a 
gown) enters the room, walks towards 
the dais, knocks with an academic staff 
on the floor, and says “hora est,” the 
hour is over. Even when in the middle of 
speaking a sentence, the defense is then 
stopped. (Indeed, when this academic 
assistant says “the hour is over,” it was 
only 45 minutes, but at universities an 
hour has what is called an academic 
quarter. If your lecture officially starts at 
11.00, it actually starts at 11.15. If it really 
starts at 11.00, it is announced as “11.00 
precisely”). Then the chair (officially 
the rector, but normally someone who 
replaces the rector) stops the defense 
and asks the candidate to take a seat in 
the audience, and then the committee 
retreats. In this retreat, they decide 
on the granting of the diploma, and 
if applicable, whether a judicium 
(cum laude) will be given. What 
is said in this meeting is secret, 
but once the committee has 
made a positive decision, 
the diploma is always given; 
there is no second round in 
which comments from the 
committee need to be 
included in the thesis.  
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After this retreat, which only takes 
around 15 minutes, the committee 
enters the room again and the diploma 
is handed over by the first supervisor. 
In doing this, the supervisor normally 
uses a prescribed formulation, in 
which the candidate is also reminded 
of the duties the diploma brings in 

terms of serving science and society. 
Nowadays, the candidate also has to 
testify that the work was done in accor-
dance with the principles of scientific 
integrity: careful, honest, transparent, 
independent and responsible. After 
the formal part, everybody can relax 
and sit back, and the supervisor or 
assistant supervisor takes some time 

to say the laudatio, which is a short, 
more personal word to the candidate. 
Then there is time for a reception.  
The chair closes the meeting and the 
now “young doctor” proceeds to leave 
the room, followed by the corona (this 
is the scientific committee in their 
gowns) and the family and the rest of 
the audience. Normally this all happens 
in the afternoon and the graduate often 
gives a party that same night.

“After exactly 45 
minutes of defense, 
the beadle enters 

the room and knocks 
with a staff on the 
floor saying ‘hora 
est’. The defense 
is then stopped 
immediately.”

Nicolas Balacheff from France visiting the Unversity 
of Twente as a committee member

Universities in the Netherlands all have  
different gowns
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To do a PhD in Norway takes normally 
four years of full-time work that includes 
the PhD thesis and the educational 
program. The PhD consists of three 
main components: the thesis, the edu-
cational program, and teaching of higher 
education students. All of the students 
are enrolled in a PhD program that is 
governed by a faculty. The funding for 
PhD positions is sourced from the uni-
versity or through research projects 
financed by the Research Council 
of Norway (RCN). A PhD position is 
a full-time, paid position. Students 
are admitted to the PhD program 

by a committee of appointed faculty 
members.

The educational program requires 
a minimum of 30 European Credit 
Transfer and Accumulation System 
(ECTS) credits and consists of course-
work in areas such as philosophy of 
science, research ethics, research-relat-
ed legal issues, quantitative and qualita-
tive methods, and in specific knowledge 
domains.

The PhD thesis typically consists of 
three or four articles published in in-
ternational peer-reviewed journals or 
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books. Today, most PhD theses are 
written in English. In addition to the 
articles, the thesis contains an extended 
abstract that frames the thesis. The 
extended abstract typically ranges from 
40-60 pages and consists of theory, 
methods, literature review, summary 
of findings, and a discussion in which 
the whole thesis is positioned as a 
research contribution to a specific field 
of knowledge or discipline. To become a 
PhD in Norway means taking part in the 
modern system of apprenticeship. Can-
didates work with the experts in specific 
fields of knowledge and often meet in-
ternational scholars during travels to 
conferences. Through this trajectory, 
one develops expertise that can be used 
to continue to a post doc position, in 
the educational sector, ministries and 
directorates, the private sector, or as an 
independent researcher. 

Short summary of the  
historical development of  
PhD education in Norway

At the University of Oslo, a PhD program 
started in the late 1980s. Other univer-
sities established PhD programs in sub-
sequent years. All new PhD programs 
received approval from the national ed-
ucational authorities. The PhD programs 
became increasingly formalized during 
the 1990s, with coursework and visiting 
international scholars who gave courses. 
Until around the year 2000, the PhD 
thesis was either a monograph or an 
article-based thesis. However, in many 
educational sciences areas, the thesis 
was typically a monograph written in 
Norwegian, with some exceptions. 

PhD programs and  
research schools

As part of an international trend, some 
universities in Norway started PhD 
research schools. At the University 
of Oslo, the Faculty of Education was 
one of the first faculties to establish a 
specialized research school, which ran 
for five years. One of the important 

“To become a PhD 
in Norway means 
taking part in the 
modern system of 
apprenticeship.”
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elements in the specialized research 
program was collaboration with interna-
tional partners. In addition, it became 
gradually normal for PhD students to 
have two supervisors.

Starting in 2009, the Faculty of 
Education at the University of Oslo 
took the lead, together with seven 
other universities, to establish a national 
PhD school in educational sciences. 
The National Graduate School in Edu-
cational Research (NATED) offered 
specialized education and training in 
thematic fields central to educational 
knowledge. The Research Council of 
Norway financed NATED. The construc-
tion of NATED was inspired by the ICO 
in the Netherlands. Since 2017, the uni-
versities that are approved to organize 
a PhD program in educational science 
have been responsible for their program 
and for collaboration with national and 
international partners.

PhD supervision

The faculties normally appoint su-
pervisors in collaboration with the 
research group in which the PhD work 
is organized. A PhD student has two 
supervisors, one of whom serves as the 
main supervisor. The supervisors can be 
a professor or an associate professor. 
Supervising a PhD student over a period 
of four years is intensive work. The su-
pervisor often works together with the 
PhD students on a research project or 
the PhD student may establish a more 

independent project. The supervisors 
are often co-authors on two to four 
articles with the PhD candidate. Other 
colleagues may also be part of the team 
of authors. When multiple authors are 
involved, the authors need to document 
who is responsible for which part of the 
article and how the collective responsi-
bility is distributed.

The PhD thesis:  
progress and quality control

As mentioned previously, the thesis 
consists of three or four articles and 
the extended abstract. Thesis research 
passes through two important points of 
quality control. After two and half years, 
the supervisors organize a meeting with 
a faculty member or an invited scholar 
who acts as external reader. In this 
event, the external reader points out 
the strengths and weaknesses of the 
work at that time. The PhD candidate 
writes a summary of the feedback that 
needs to be approved by the faculty 

“After two and half 
years, the supervisors 
organize a meeting 

with a faculty 
member or an invited 
scholar who acts as 

external reader.”
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representatives (supervisors, external 
reader, and the head of the PhD 
program at the faculty or in some cases 
the department). This process is called 
the midterm evaluation. 

After around three and half years, when 
the thesis is close to completion, the 
faculty appoints an external reader 
from the faculty. The external reader 
and the supervisors give feedback to 
the PhD student. After this event, the 
PhD student writes a summary of the 
feedback that must be approved by 
the representatives of the faculty/de-
partment. The PhD students and their 
supervisors make a plan for the last 

period of the PhD work before it can be 
submitted to the faculty. This evaluation 
is often called the end-of-term evalua-
tion of the PhD period.  

Approval of the thesis

The PhD candidate is primarily re-
sponsible for submitting the thesis for 
committee approval. However, this 
happens in collaboration with the su-
pervisors, who give advice on how to 
frame the thesis for consideration as a 
research contribution to a specific field 
of knowledge. To submit the thesis, the 
educational program has to be approved 
by the faculty, with at least 30 ETCS. 
One of the articles should be published 
or accepted for publication. The other 
articles should be submitted in a format 
that is acceptable for publication. In 
most theses, more than one article is 
published before the defense (Figure 1).

The dean of the faculty appoints the 
committee that will do the evaluation 
of the thesis. Typically, the committee 
consists of three professors or associate 
professors who have been suggested by 
the supervisors. Two of the three must 
be external, and the third member most 
often is a professor at the faculty. The 
evaluation report should be written 
within approximately three months after 
the PhD thesis is sent to the committee. 
The report should elaborate on the 
strengths and weaknesses of the thesis 
and specify the research contribution of 
the thesis.Figure 1. Examples of published theses at  

the University of Oslo
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The committee will write a report based 
on the criteria for a PhD degree. The 
report is usually three to six pages, 
sometimes a bit longer. The dean then 
approves the report. The committee 
can recommend three forms of evalu-
ation: accept as is, revision within six 
months, or reject. Most of the theses 
are accepted as is. When the thesis is 
accepted, the PhD students must write 
a short summary of the main findings, 
which are published online and, in some 
cases, sent to the media.

The defense

The requirements for PhD thesis defense 
consist of a formalized set of rules and 
a less formalized set of expectations for 
the external committee members. The 
dean of the faculty leads the defense 

(or an experienced faculty member 
acts as the dean’s representative). The 
first opponent presents a summary of 
the main points in the thesis in 20-25 
minutes, and begins the questioning of 
the PhD candidate. The first opposition 
typically lasts an hour and a half, and 
the expectation is that the opponent 
will engage the candidate in critical 
conversation about important issues in 
the thesis. The opponent and candidate 
are expected to test the boundaries of 
the thesis with regard to its contribu-
tion to a field of knowledge. The second 
opponent follows and is expected to 
similarly raise critical questions for the 
candidate to address, often focusing 
more on methodological issues. The 
second opposition is expected to last 
around one hour.

Figure 2. Department reception at Faculty of Education, the University of Oslo. From left: Supervisor Palmyre 
Pierroux, First Opponent Chris Hoadley, PhD candidate Rolf Steier, Second Opponent Marianne Achiam. 

Private picure. P. Pierroux
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The defense is an open and public event 
that lasts around five hours, including a 
break for lunch. The participants who 
attend the event can ask the leader of 
the defense for permission to pose a 
question ex auditorium. The participants 
in the event are usually colleagues, PhD 
students, and family members. 

The critical conversations and dialogues 
between the PhD candidate and the 
opponents represent the essence and 
goal of the PhD trajectory. After the 
defense, the committee holds a short 
meeting to discuss the quality of the 
defense, and they sign a protocol to 
approve the thesis and the defense. 
This is reported to the faculty and, in an 
informal manner, immediately commu-
nicated to the PhD candidate. After the 
defense, the PhD candidate’s depart-
ment holds a short reception to honor 
the PhD candidate, the supervisors for 
their work, and the contributions of the 
committee (Figure 2).

The doctoral dinner

The PhD program rules mandate that 
the candidate host a formal dinner for 
representatives from the faculty and 
the committee, and traditionally, col-
leagues, friends, and family are invited. 
The degree of formality involved in the 
dinner varies; however, formal speeches 
are expected. Most dinners involve a lot 
of humor within a relaxed atmosphere. 
A doctoral dinner can involve a range of 
15 to more than 100 participants.

“The PhD program 
rules mandate that 
the candidate host 

a formal dinner 
for representatives 

from the faculty 
and the committee, 

and traditionally, 
colleagues, friends, 

and family are 
invited.”
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 The graduation ceremony

In most universities in Norway, one may be called 
a PhD following formalization at a graduation 
ceremony. This ceremony usually takes place three 
months after the defense, and is held at a special 
location like an aula at the university (Figures 3, 4). 
Here, PhD candidates from all the faculties who 
have successfully defended their thesis take part. 
Deans from the respective faculties present each 
PhD candidate by reading a short summary of the 
thesis, and the doctoral diploma is presented by 
the university rector. The ceremony usually lasts 
about an hour and a half and features classical 
music and a procession in and out of the aula. The 
graduation ceremony is followed by a reception 
with drinks and finger food.

Figure 3. Graduation ceremony at the Aula, University of Oslo. From left: 
Education Faculty Dean Sten Ludvigsen, distinguished PhDs, Rector Svein Stølen.

Figure 4. Graduation ceremony at the Aula, University of Oslo, with murals by Edvard Munch.

© Jarli&Jordan/UiO
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Figure 4. Graduation ceremony at the Aula, University of Oslo, with murals by Edvard Munch.

© Jarli&Jordan/UiO
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Portuguese higher education degrees 
had a significant change in 2006, with 
the implementation of what is known 
as the Bologna Process. Since then, 
the legislation has undergone minor 
changes; the current Decree-Law n.º 
65/2018 establishes the legal regime 
for higher education degrees and 
diplomas. The doctoral degree is 
conferred on those who demonstrate: 

A. Capacity for systematic under-
standing in a scientific field of study;

B. Competences, skills and research 
methods associated with a scientific 
field;

C. Capacity to conceive, design, adapt 
and carry out significant research while 
respecting the requirements imposed 
by the standards of academic quality 
and integrity;

D. Having carried out a significant body 
of original research work that has con-
tributed to expanding the frontiers of 
knowledge, part of which merits national 
or international dissemination in publi-
cations with a selection committee;

E. Being able to critically analyse, 
evaluate and synthesize new and 
complex ideas;
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F. Being capable of communicat-
ing with their peers, the rest of the 
academic community, and society in 
general about the area in which they 
specialize;

G. Being capable, in a knowl-
edge-based society, of promoting tech-
nological, social, or cultural progress 
in an academic and/or professional 
context. (Decree-Law n.º 65, 2018, pp. 
4165-4166)
 
Doing “original research” is the most 
important part of the PhD process and 
usually takes between three and five 
years (sometimes more, particularly for 
candidates who have a full-time job). 
Currently, most doctorates are divided 
into two parts: a doctoral course of one 
academic year consisting of thematic 
and methodological seminars, followed 
by the two years of research. Besides 
the classical PhD thesis, the candidate 
can also present “a coherent and 
relevant set of research works, already 
published in journals with selection 
committees of recognized internation-
al merit” or a “work or set of works or 
achievements with innovative character, 
accompanied by written grounds that 

explain the process of conception and 
elaboration” (Decree-Law n.º 65, 2018, 
pp. 4166-4167) in any field of arts.

The degree can only be offered at 
accredited institutions, and after 
a process of accreditation of each 
specific PhD programme by the A3ES, 
Assessment and Accreditation Agency 
for Higher Education (https://www.
a3es.pt/en). The accreditation is only 
valid for a limited number of years.  

“The degree can 
only be offered at 

accredited institutions, 
and after a process 
of accreditation of 
each specific PhD 
programme by the 

A3ES, Assessment and 
Accreditation Agency 
for Higher Education.”
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For accreditation, the proponent institu-
tion must have a Research Centre with 
an evaluation of “Very Good” by the 
Foundation for Science and Technology 
(https://www.fct.pt/index.phtml.en). 

To be admitted for a PhD, candidates 
must have a master’s degree or an 
“academic, scientific or professional 
curriculum vitae that is recognized as 
attesting to their capacity to carry out 
this cycle of studies by the legally and 
statutorily competent scientific body 
of the higher education institution to 
which they wish to be admitted” (De-
cree-Law n.º 65, 2018, p. 4166).

The PhD candidate works with one or 
more supervisors, usually from the insti-
tution that offers the programme. The 
research is done by the candidate with 
supervision and, usually, the collabora-
tion of colleagues and other staff of the 
research centre. Normally before the 
end of the first year, the candidate must 

After the viva (2017), a photo of an experienced high school teacher, Teresa Rodrigues (center) 
with the jury at the New University of Lisbon.

“Normally before the 
end of the first year, 
the candidate must 
present a ‘research 
report,’ assessed by 
a committee of three 
or more professors 

in a viva.”
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present a “research report,” assessed 
by a committee of three or more pro-
fessors in a viva; at least one is from 
a different institution (in engineering, 
it is common to have members from 
outside the academia). This session 
is an important step of the PhD work 
since it helps the candidate prepare the 
research and the thesis.

When the supervisor considers that 
the thesis is ready, a “preliminary 
analysis” follows by the viva members, 
who approve, or not, the version that 
is presented. If not approved, the 
thesis must be reformulated. The final 
viva is a public exam, with a jury of five 
to seven professors (two necessarily 
belonging to a different institution than 

After the viva (2018), a photo of Lúcio Ximenes (center), from East Timor, with the jury  
at the Lusófona University.

the programme). The viva lasts two to 
three hours, in which the candidate 
presents the work and is questioned 
by the members of the jury, always with 
the right to defend his positions. After 
the viva, the jury gathers and assigns a 
classification (pass or fail), and in many 
institutions with attributions (“with dis-
tinction,” “with praise,” and in some 
universities assigning a rating on a scale 
of 0 to 20). At the end of the viva, the 
jury, the doctor, friends and family often 
come together, usually in a lunch or 
dinner where the new PhD is welcomed.
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Until the early 2000s, after getting a 
PhD, most graduates were employed 
in the higher education system (uni-
versities and polytechnics) and there 
were more male than female graduates 
(Figure 1). More recently, female 
graduates have exceeded males and 
the jobs have diversified, namely, in 
natural and physical sciences and engi-
neering. A specific type of student, high 
school teachers, are common in many 
programmes, particularly in the field 
of education, but also in other fields. 
According to the OECD (2019), 1.3% 
of teachers and 3.1% of principals have 
a PhD (the OECD average is 1.3% and 
3.5%, respectively). These numbers had 
a large increase in the last decade, and 
the numbers are expected to increase 

even more. Currently, there are many 
PhD students who are not higher 
education teachers working in non-high-
er education schools or other sectors of 
education.

The themes addressed in the doctoral 
theses have changed over time (Table 1), 
although without abrupt breaks (Ribeiro 
& Meneses, 2016). In the first phase, 
the basic disciplines of education had 
greater expression, with didactics being 
the most frequent. In a second phase, 
the training of teachers, curriculum 
development, and ICT in Education 
appeared. In a third phase, the spe-
cificities of educational contexts and 
problems emerged. 

Figure 1. Number of PhDs granted in Portugal since 1970, by gender,  
between 1970 and 2015 (PORDATA, 2021).
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Table 1. Themes of Educational Theses in Portugal, 1988-2017 (Ribeiro & Menezes, 2017).

Regarding methodologies, we observed 
a positive evolution towards greater ro-
bustness in doctoral work. Descriptive 
and qualitative studies, case studies 
and some research/action projects also 
prevail.

Doing a PhD in Education in Portugal, 
in addition to obtaining an academic 
degree, means joining a scientific 
community in the field of Education and 
creating better conditions to be able 
to integrate an international scientific 
community, by participating in interna-
tional research projects.

Teacher Education 185 11.9 3.4 10.2 13.3 9.9
Technology in Education 130 8.4 2.2 7.7 9.2 7.0
Curriculum Development and Evaluation 176 11.3 6.7 10.6 12.0 5.3
Higher Education 73 4.7 0.0 5.1 4.9 4.9
Adult Education and Training 66 4.3 0.0 3.6 4.9 4.9
Health and sexuality education 53 3.4 1.1 1.0 4.5 3.4
Inclusion & Special Education 45 2.9 1.1 1.8 3.5 2.4
Mathematics Education 85 5.5 3.4 5.6 5.6 2.2
Intercultural Education 32 2.1 0.0 3.1 1.9 1.9
Arts Education 22 1.4 0.0 1.8 1.5 1.5
Citizenship and Environment 33 2.1 2.2 2.6 2.0 -0.2
Administration, Leadership, and Educational Policy 139 9.0 10.1 6.1 9.9 -0.2
Sociology of Education 90 5.8 7.8 8.2 4.8 -3.0
History of Education 70 4.5 7.9 5.1 4.0 -3.9
Language Teaching 90 5.8 10.1 5.4 5.6 -4.5
Other Didactics 42 2.7 6.7 4.9 1.7 -5.1
Science Education 81 5.2 11.2 5.9 4.5 -6.7
Philosophy of Education 31 2.0 9.0 3.1 1.1 -7.9
Psychology of Education 108 7.0 16.9 8.2 5.7 -11.2

1551

Themes

N % (a) (b) (c) (c) – (a)

  
1988-1997 2007-20171998-2006

Percent by Theme from 1988 to 2017
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Most PhD programs in Spain have a 
four-year duration, although there is 
some flexibility to extend it for one 
more year. Programs offer courses 
oriented towards soft research skills, 
such as writing scientific papers or using 
databases. They may also offer scientific 
workshops specific to the field, such as 
research methods. Students are usually 
supervised by one or two professors 
who take an active role in tutoring the 
student during the program. Some 
programs incorporate guidance com-
mittees during the second year, formed 
by a group of professors, to supervise 

the adequate development of the PhD 
work. Nevertheless, there is still a long-
standing tradition that conceives of the 
PhD as the work between the candidate 
and the advisor. Indeed, advisors have 
the ultimate voice in deciding if and 
when a dissertation can be defended. 
At this stage, an external committee, 
composed by 3-6 professors different 
from the advisor, must review and 
approve the dissertation for its defense. 
Those committees usually suggest rather 
minor changes, and although they have 
the right to do so, it is not common that 
they disapprove the dissertation and 
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send it back to the candidate for major 
changes. Some universities require that 
the quality of the thesis is backed up by 
some publications or alternatively by 
positive reports from external experts. 

The dissertation itself can take the 
traditional form of a book, but most 
programs also accept its presentation 
as a compilation of research papers, 
not necessarily published yet. If the 
dissertation is written in English, as is 
the case for most of those presenting it 
as research papers, a long summary in 
Spanish (or any of the additional official 
languages of different regions, such as 
Catalan, Galician or Basque) is required. 
Traditionally, candidates would print a 

few copies of the disser-
tation in hard cover in 
A4 format. Nowadays, 
many candidates print it 
in soft cover with more 
modern covers, or they 
simply hand it to the 
PhD committee as a PDF 
file.

In an effort to boost in-
ternationalization of PhD programs, a 
few years ago the Spanish Minister of 
Education created  PhD degrees with an 
international distinction, called mención 
internacional. Students can obtain such 
distinction if they fulfill the following re-
quirements: a) the candidate must have 
spent at least 3 months in a research 
laboratory abroad, b) the dissertation 
must be written mostly in English (or 
other research-relevant international 
language different than Spanish), c) at 
least two members from the external 
committee, and one from the defense 
committee, must work in a research in-
stitution outside Spain. 

“In an effort to boost 
internationalization of PhD 

programs, a few years ago the 
Spanish Minister of Education 
created  PhD degrees with an 

international distinction, called 
mención internacional.”
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The PhD defense is an open act, where 
the candidate summarizes the disser-
tation, and subsequently engages in 
a discussion with a committee of 3 to 
5 professors. Committees must be 
composed of professors with an active 
research record, with professors both 
from the candidate’s department (who 
tend to act as secretaries, to deal with 
the paperwork) and from other uni-
versities. The most senior professor 
leads the committee, and is in charge 
of opening and closing the act, and of 
guiding the session. Advisors can’t be 
part of the committee, but they are 
expected to introduce the candidate 
before the committee starts their dis-
cussion. Indeed, after the candidate 
finishes the presentation, any person 
in the room with a PhD can pose a 
question to the candidate, although this 
rarely takes place. A major difference 
with the defense in other countries 

is the length, as it takes an average of 
5 hours (data from 2015-2019). The 
defense does not finish until the last 
member of the committee to speak 
(the president) is satisfied with the can-
didate’s responses. Once the defense 
is finished, the committee meets to 
discuss the grade for the thesis, which 
can range from No-Pass (No-Apto), Pass 

(Apto), Satisfactory (Notable) to 
Very Satisfactory (Sobresaliente). 
If the committee unanimously 
decides on granting a Very Sat-
isfactory grade, each member is 
asked to secretly vote on whether 
the dissertation deserves “Cum 
Laudem.” Of note is that approxi-
mately 85% of theses are granted 
Cum Laudem designation (data 
from 2018-2019), which differs 
from other countries with stricter 
grading systems. As the disserta-
tion defense is a public act, most 
often family and friends of the 
candidate attend, and therefore 

PhD defense at the University of Granada

“Indeed, after the 
candidate finishes 
the presentation, 
any person in the 
room with a PhD 

can pose a question 
to the candidate, 

although this rarely 
takes place.”
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the defense is also a social act and a cel-
ebration. Many defenses finish up with 
a social event involving lunch or dinner 
with the members of the committee 
and close family. A difference from 
defenses in many other countries is that 
in Spain there is no dress code, and the 
defense usually takes place in regular 
university rooms. Candidates, as well 
as the PhD committee, can dress more 
or less formally. Only months after the 
defense, when the Rector invites the 
PhD graduates from a particular year, 
will candidates have the opportunity to 
dress in the classic academic outfit of 
Spanish academia: black suit and hat, 
with a color band representative of each 
academic field: purple for Psycholo-
gy, light blue for Education. In historic 

universities, such as those of Valencia 
and Granada, this act takes place in the 
main lecture hall of the universities’ his-
torical buildings.

Research funding in Spain, particularly in 
Social Sciences, suffers from a chronic 
shortage. Still, career paths in the Ed-
ucational and Psychological sciences 
are quite popular among students. To 
fulfill this growing demand, departments 
require a constant flow of new teachers. 
This situation shapes the conditions in 
which PhD candidates will pursue their 
degree in Educational Sciences. While 
some candidates get research grants to 
pay for their studies, many do their PhD 
without any funding. The way a PhD 
path looks in each of these two options 

PhD defense at the University of Valencia
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is really different. 

On the one hand, most candidates with 
a research grant get additional funding 
to spend one semester abroad in a col-
laborating lab, to complete their training 
and to initiate their own research 
network. As one of the requisites to get 
a research grant is to get enrolled in a 
research- active group, those students 
are encouraged to publish their studies 
during the PhD period, and they tend 
to write the thesis as a compendium of 
research papers in English. 

On the other hand, most candidates 
without a research grant are forced to 
actually work during their PhD training 
program. In this case, the universities 
recommend students to enroll in the 
programs on a “partial” basis, in which 
case they are allowed to have more time 
to complete their activities and disserta-
tion. Contrary to what is done in other 
universities, departments can’t hire PhD 
students to work as teaching assistants, 
which means that candidates without 
funding must work outside academia. 
Usually, students without funding 
take more time, and engage in fewer 

activities than full-time funded students. 
Similarly, they have fewer publications 
and fewer opportunities for collabora-
tion with other national and internation-
al research groups. 

In general, PhD candidates without 
funding grants outnumber those with 
a grant. For example, at the Universi-
ty of Granada, only 32% of those who 
obtained their PhD in 2014 had grants. 
The good news is that this trend is slowly 
improving, as universities are increas-
ingly investing in research resources 
for PhD students. From 2010 to 2014, 
the percentage of PhD candidates with 
a grant at the university of Granada 
increased by an annual average of 3%. 
New funding opportunities are being 
offered for those candidates without 
a full grant, such as scholarships to 
support research stays. All in all, 
although the situation for PhD candi-
dates of Psychological and Educational 
Sciences in Spain is improving, there is 
still room for improvement, until most 
candidates can enroll in fully funded 
PhD programs. 

“In general, PhD 
candidates without 

funding grants 
outnumber those 

with a grant.”
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Annual reception of the new PhDs by the Rector at the University of Valencia
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The Swedish PhD training follows a 
model that was implemented during 
the last decades of the 20th century, 
but many features of the process and 
the ceremonial elements go back a long 
time in history. At the formal level, the 
reforms of the late 20th century implied 
introducing a structured four-year PhD 
programme with courses and disserta-
tion work. Another important element 
of the reform work was that a funded 
position as doktorand or “research 
student” was created. This new PhD 
degree replaced the earlier doctoral 
degree, which was a more individualized 

activity and which did not have a clear 
financial platform.

The PhD career begins with applying 
for a PhD position, which is publicly 
advertised. The competition between 
candidates is generally very stiff, and 
the enrolment procedure involves 
several steps of evaluations and inter-
views. There is also another route into 
PhD training for “cooperation doctoral 
students,” funded by external bodies 
collaborating with the university. The 
formal requirements for enrolment are 
the same. 
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When successful candidates begin their 
studies, they are introduced to the 
department and the research groups 
relevant for their PhD studies. An 
important element of this introduction 
is to be assigned supervisors. Over the 
years, a practice of having at least two 
supervisors has emerged. There is a 
main supervisor and an assistant super-
visor, and quite often the main supervi-
sor is a senior scholar (professor) and 
the assistant supervisor a junior scholar 
(assistant or associate professor). The 
distribution of responsibilities between 
the supervisors differs, but generally 
this team of three members will col-
laborate closely during the process. The 
doctoral candidate also has a say in who 
is appointed as supervisor.

The studies involve courses and disser-
tation work. Originally, the expectation 
was that two years would be spent on 
each of these activities, but in recent 
years more credit points tend to be 
given to the dissertation work. The first 
year of study is spent on courses and 
on developing the dissertation project. 
An initial version of the idea of the 
dissertation has to be included in the 
application, but the further specifica-
tion of the research problems and the 
methods to use is an important element 
of the first year in the programme. The 
progress of the studies is monitored 
through a digitized Individual Study 
Plan (ISP) system. In most departments, 
the dissertation work is followed up at 
three points in time (with some local 
variations). At the end of the first year 
of study, or sometimes at the beginning 
of the second year, there will be what is 
often referred to as a 25% seminar. On 
this occasion, the PhD student, in the 
presence of colleagues, supervisors and 
researchers from the department, will 
present the general ideas and structure 
of the PhD work and receive feedback. 
After about two years of study, there 
is a “mid-seminar” that follows the  
same model. 

“At the end of the 
first year of study, 

or sometimes at the 
beginning of the 

second year, there 
will be what is often 
referred to as a 25% 

seminar.”
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When the dissertation work is about 
to be finalized, there is a critical step, 
which is referred to as a “90%” or “final” 
seminar. On this occasion, an external 
“discussant” from another university 
will be invited to scrutinize the manu-
script and to provide advice on how to 
complete it. In most cases, there will be 
a report written on the basis of the dis-
cussion, and this document comments 
on the manuscript and gives an account 
of what has to be added in order to 
complete the manuscript. Dissertations 
can be of two kinds, either monographs 
or article based. In the latter case, an 
extensive abstract has to be provided to 
frame the research results and to give 
a broader conceptual and theoretical 
background than is possible to include 
in the separate articles. As the PhD work 
progresses, the salary of the doctoral 
candidate increases.

All dissertations have to be printed 
and given an ISBN number; thus, they 
have to be published in the legal sense 
of the term. When the dissertation has 
been printed, the candidate goes to the 
Dean of Faculty or the head of the de-
partment and gets his or her signature 
on one copy. The Dean or head often 
writes “Vidi” on the front page, and the 
origin of this tradition is said to be that 
the university guarantees that the text 
does not contain blasphemy, slander 
or anything else that might upset au-
thorities. Three weeks before the viva, 
the student literally has to “nail” the 
dissertation on a wall or sometimes a 

“The Dean or head 
often writes ‘Vidi’ 
on the front page, 

and the origin of this 
tradition is said to be 

that the university 
guarantees that 
the text does not 

contain blasphemy, 
slander or anything 

else that might upset 
authorities.”

thesis

118

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe



pole in the university/faculty building. 
The question, “When will you be 
nailing?” has a highly concrete meaning 
in the career of a PhD student, as the 
candidate has to drill a hole in the top 
left corner of the book, and nail it on 
to the wall/pole where all the other dis-
sertations are on display. This counts 
as the sign that the text is public and 
can be read by all. Again, this tradition 
is very old and emerged when books 
were expensive and dissertations were 
not printed. Interested readers would 
have to stand in a queue and take turns 
to read the copy publicly displayed on 
the pole/wall. After the viva, this copy 
is taken down from the wall and sent to 
the candidate, who usually saves it for 
future nostalgic purposes. Nowadays, 
this elaborate procedure still exists, but 
the official publishing is through elec-
tronic archiving of the text.

“Three weeks before 
the viva, the student 
literally has to ‘nail’ 
the dissertation on a 
wall or sometimes a 

pole in the university/
faculty building.”

thesis

Nailing on the wall
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The viva, which has to be open to the 
public, is referred to as the “disputa-
tion.” On this occasion there will be 
three members of the examination 
committee, one (or sometimes two) 
“opponents” and an audience. Thus, 
in the Swedish system, the opponent is 
not a member of the committee. During 
the viva, the candidate responds to the 
questions raised by the opponent. After 
this, the members of the committee will 
raise questions, should they wish to. As a 
final element of the procedure, the floor 
is opened to the audience to comment 
or raise questions. Generally, a viva takes 
about two hours, but it can sometimes 
go on longer. The length is decided on 
by the opponent and the chair in situ. 

After the viva, the committee meets 
with the opponent and supervisor(s) 
present. Following this, the committee 
members return to meet the candidate, 
the family and the audience, and the 
verdict is given. The committee has to 
answer two questions: a) Is the quality 
of the dissertation in line with expecta-
tions? and b) Was the defense appropri-
ate? The next step will be speeches and 
celebrations, which may very well go on 
until late; a truly memorable, inspiring, 
but also exhausting day in the life of a 
PhD. 

An ongoing viva
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The final element of this journey is the 
annual Promotion Ceremony, when 
all the new PhDs of the university are 
inducted into academia as Doctors 
of Philosophy. This memorable event 
starts in the early afternoon with an 
award ceremony open to the public. 
The ceremony is partially in Latin and 
includes parades with flags, banners and 
standards, and interludes with perfor-
mances by musicians and singers. The 
symbols that represent the identity shift 
for the Promovendi are the hat (or the 
laurel crown, depending on faculty), 
the diploma and the ring, the latter 
symbolizing life-long fidelity to science 
and scholarship. After the conferment, 
the promotor takes the candidate by 
the hand and assists her or him across 
the Parnass, a symbolic elevation in the 
floor, and this is the final confirmation of 
the doctoral status of the candidate. The 
celebrations continue with a magnificent 
full-menu dinner and many carefully or-
chestrated and inspiring speeches and 
entertainment. Finally, dancing starts, 
usually quite late in the evening, in a 
large and decorated ballroom. The 
dress code throughout the day is strict. 
Ladies wear long dresses and men tails, 
but this is also an occasion to wear a folk 
costume for those who wish. The vice-
chancellor, deans and other members 
of the academic leadership wear gowns 
of different colours. This is another truly 
memorable, inspiring, but equally ex-
hausting day in the life of a PhD.

Candidates being promoted by being given hats

Start of the inauguration ceremony
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So close and yet so different! Our labs 
are located about 60 KM away from 
each other, in Geneva and Lausanne, 
respectively, both in the French-speak-
ing region of Switzerland.  Our research 
activities in both labs address learning 
technologies, they share a strong ex-
perimental flavor and yet, we’ll see that 
the PhD processes are very different. 
This fact won’t surprise those who know 
that this country of 8 million inhabit-
ants counts no less than 26 ministers 
of education, which reveals how deeply 
local differences are rooted in the Swiss 
culture.

The University of Geneva (UNIGE) is 
a comprehensive university with about 
17,000 students, while Ecole Polytech-
nique Federal in Lausanne (EPFL) is 
a science and technology university 
with 12,000 students. Each university 
counts more than 2,000 PhD students. 
Our PhD processes do, of course, 
share some similarities: the duration is 
4 to 5 years; the final jury is generally 
composed of 3 to 5 persons, including 
one from a different lab at the same 
school and one from another university; 
students are expected to have published 
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2-3 papers in acceptable venues before 
defending. We do, however, have to 
disclose the fact that, although we 
do similar research, Bétrancourt’s lab 
belongs to the School of Psychology 
and Educational Sciences while Dillen-
bourg’s lab is located in the School of 
Computer & Communication Sciences, 
which may explain some of the following 
differences.

Status

Despite these similarities, the doctoral 
models are quite different, Geneva 
being closer to the European model of 
lab affiliation, but the EPFL model being 
inspired by the US doctoral school. At 
UNIGE, a PhD student is firstly a lab 
member who joins in contributing to all 
lab duties, devoting sometimes up to 
50% to teaching. At EPFL, PhD students 
are more viewed as students who come 
to complete their studies, with about 
20% of their time devoted to teaching 
duties. Some doctoral programs at EPFL 
even include a first-year fellowship: 
students who obtain this fellowship are 
allowed to do projects in two different 
labs before becoming affiliated with one 
of them. The courses where these PhD 
students are teaching assistants are not 
necessarily related to the lab the student 
belongs to; they can be, for instance, 
the large undergraduate introductory 
classes. This difference in students’ 
status between UNIGE and EPFL is 
important, but it does not necessarily 
impact how the doctoral students feel 
integrated in the lab, which depends 
more on the professor’s leadership style 
than on the institution.

“Despite these 
similarities, the 
doctoral models 

are quite different, 
Geneva being closer 

to the European 
model of lab 

affiliation, but the 
EPFL model being 
inspired by the US 
doctoral school.”
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Recruiting

There is an admission committee for 
each of the 21 EPFL doctoral programs. 
In the CS doctoral program, for 
instance, the committee is composed 
of 23 professors or senior scientists, 
representing all research areas in CS, 
for a school that has fewer than 50 pro-
fessors. The school administrator first 
filters the approximately 700 applica-
tions. Then, each committee member 
reviews about 50 applications. Finally, 
the committee meets during a full day 
for selecting admissible candidates; this 
happens twice per year. This huge time 
investment illustrates how critical it is 
for the school to maximize the quality 
of PhD recruitment. Once students are 
declared “admissible” by the program 
committee, they can be interviewed 
by the professor(s) interested in hiring 
them. About 90% of them do not come 

from EPFL. About 50 of the selected 
students receive a fellowship that 
provides them a salary for the first year, 
whatever lab they choose. As most of 
them receive offers from other universi-
ties, the school organizes a physical visit 
on campus, meetings with the faculty 
and other students, and of course, a 
cheese fondue and a tour of the lake or 
of the mountains. 

In comparison, Geneva applicants 
directly contact their future supervisor, 
often because they previously inter-
acted with her or with an acquaintance. 
It is up to the supervisor to accept the 
applicant, on the basis of the match 
between the student’s background and 
interest on one hand and the supervi-
sor’s research areas on the other hand. 
When a special profile is required, 
generally for externally funded scien-
tific projects, Geneva PhD students are 
recruited through a competitive ad hoc 
search. Most PhD students are hired 
as research assistants with or without 
teaching, but some are just enrolled as 
students without a salary from the uni-
versity or a fellowship. This is the case 
in Education for teacher trainers who 
want to move up in their career to a 
professor position in their institution.

“The school 
administrator 
first filters the 
approximately  

700 applications.  
Then, each  

committee member 
reviews about 50 

applications.”
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Doctoral school

The EPFL doctoral path includes 
between 12 and 30 credits of courses; 
it is indeed a “school.” At UNIGE, 
doctoral schools are facultative and 
vary in format across disciplines, even 
within the same faculty. In the faculty of 
Psychology and Educational Sciences, 
students in education can enroll in the 
Western Switzerland doctoral school 
in education, where they can choose 
to attend thematic or methodological 
sessions of their choice. No minimum 
amount of credits is required. In 
Affective Sciences, students who enroll 
in the doctoral school have to attend 
seminars to acquire a certain number of 
credits.

Interestingly, the EPFL doctoral scheme 
was optional for the first few years. At 
one point in time, half of the students 
were enrolled in a doctoral program 
and the other half in labs following the 
traditional European model. A survey 
comparing their experience revealed 
that taking doctoral courses with 
students and professors from other labs 
triggered interactions beyond the lab 
walls and resulted in a lower percentage 
of students feeling isolated.

Lab life

The culture of our respective labs is 
quite different. Typically, Dillenbourg’s 
lab is made of 8-12 PhDs plus some 
postdocs, all of them leaving the lab 
after 4-5 years and having no permanent 

position. After completing their PhD, 
students may briefly stay for finishing 
a project, but they have to leave soon. 
The lab includes mainly students 
who come from abroad without their 
family, and for some of them, the lab 
becomes some kind of substitute family, 
with its own tradition, stories, and so 
forth. For instance, the lab being too 
large for celebrating birthdays with 

 After his public defense, Louis Faucon 
was told the only pen available to sign his 

diploma was in the wooden box with a 
number code. He had to solve 4 enigma to 
get those numbers, as in an escape game.
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cakes, lab members prepare some 
munitions and, at a signal given by the 
lab “happiness officer,” we bomb the 
beneficiary with objects reflecting her 
personality: chocolates, socks, chips, …  
We sing for 20 seconds and then go 
back to work! This does not happen in 
every EPFL lab, though. At UNIGE, the 
average number of PhD students per lab 
is smaller (4 to 5) and they do not con-
stitute the bulk of the lab, but this may 
reflect more the difference in schools 
(psychology and education versus CS) 
than the difference in universities. 
Consequently, birthdays in Educational 
Technologies are still celebrated with 
cakes and sparkling drinks, but no more 
candles because of sensitive smoke 
alarms.

PhD process

At UNIGE, the first formal step is the 
submission of a thesis project to the 
thesis committee, composed of the 
supervisor(s), and two to three experts in 
the field, of which one is from the same 
faculty and discipline. The project is a 
15-page paper presenting the theoreti-
cal rationale, some preliminary findings 
and the roadmap for the next studies. 
It has to be submitted within the first 
two years of PhD work. If the committee 
agrees, the project is then defended 
before a “doctors’ college” in which 
all the PhD holders of the department 
can participate. After the presentation, 
the doctors’ college decides if the PhD 
candidate can continue for the next two 

years or so. In education and psychol-
ogy, a typical completed PhD thesis 
consists of 3 to 4 experimental studies, 
but could only be one empirical study 
if a longitudinal or ethnographic meth-
odology is used. Students are expected 
to have submitted one or two journal 
papers when they defend, and to have 
another two or so in preparation.

There are similar publications require-
ments at EPFL. The main difference is 
that the EPFL doctoral path includes 
a candidacy exam after one year. 
Each doctoral program has different 
practices, some focusing questions on 
the PhD project while other focus on the 
deep understanding of relevant scien-
tific papers. This is a prognostic assess-
ment: does the jury believe, given what 
has been achieved so far by the student 
or given the quality of answers, that the 
candidate will be able to complete a 
good thesis? If this is not the case, it’s 
tough to stop the candidate, but fairer 
to stop him/her after one year than later 
on. In case of failure, the candidate has 
a second chance (a first failure is also 
a way to wake up students who do not 
perceive that 4 years is not so long). The 
few students (1% out of 2200) who fail 
again have to leave EPFL within a short 
time. The candidacy exam committee is 
made up of the supervisor(s) plus two 
colleagues; in that way, the responsibil-
ity for failing a student is shared by 3 or 
4 colleagues.
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The defense

Let’s now get to traditions about the 
way defenses are organized, namely, in 
one event at UNIGE and two events at 
EPFL. At EPFL, first the jury joins the 
candidate in a private defense without 
any audience. The jury is composed 
of a chair (who does not ask any 

questions but oversees the procedure), 
the supervisor (who usually does not 
ask questions), one internal and two 
external members. We tend to invite 
externals with high scientific reputa-
tions, often from one from the USA and 
one from Europe. The exam is tough 
but informal. I once chaired a defense in 
which the barefoot student wore shorts 
and did everything on the blackboard. 
After a 30-40 minute presentation by 
the student, the jury asks questions 
for about 90 minutes, in rounds of 2-3 
questions each. In case of success, the 
student has one more month to finalize 
minor aspects of his or her manuscript 
and to organize the public defense 
attended by the other lab members plus 
the candidate’s family and friends. 

“I once chaired a 
defense in which the 

barefoot student 
wore shorts and did 
everything on the 

blackboard.”
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The public defense is more of a show 
than a defense; the student gives a talk 
and the supervisor and doctors in the 
audience ask some light questions. The 
candidate has to play the tricky game of 
being understandable by her family and 
friends, while showing off her scientific 
excellence. There is often an old uncle 
or so who wants to show off. 

At UNIGE, when the supervisor and 
the committee consider that the PhD 
is ready to be defended, they appoint 
a jury that is composed of the thesis 
committee (the three to four persons 
who already acted to accept the thesis 
project) and additional members who 
act as external experts on the topic. 
The jury is minimally four persons, but 
it can reach 7 to 8 members in some 

At the end of his public defense, Lorenzo Lucignano 
receives his diploma from Pierre Dillenbourg, shaking 

hands as long as it takes for all to take a picture.
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“Men in Black”: After the public defense by Khaled Bachour, his teammates placed a red carpet 
and two bodyguards, Hamed Alavi (right) and Pierre Dillenbourg (left), protected Khaled from  

the crowds of media and fans waiting for him after his doctoral triumph.

cases. The jury has to read the PhD 
manuscript and agree that it will pass 
for the defense to be organized, so that 
no PhD that is publicly defended can 
fail. There is therefore only one public 
defense, with the jury plus the family 
and friends. The defense consists of a 
30-minute presentation by the student 
and a two-hour formal scientific debate 
hardly understandable and probably 
quite boring for family and friends, 
except for the few anecdotes that some 
members may tell to liven things up (or 
not).

In both cases, the public event is 
followed by food and drinks, often with 
some presentation about the past years 
of the new doctor. The team of students 
sometimes set up fancy events: Ayberk 
had to ski through the Rolex Learning 
Center, Khaled was welcomed back to 
the lab by “Men in Black” (see picture). 
The new doctor often receives gifts that 
kindly make fun of their peculiar habits 
or related to their PhD topic, like Sunny, 
who is a kayaker, receiving a paddle 
made with a 3D printer and laser wood-
cutter. 
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To complete a PhD program in Taiwan 
may take about 3-10 years. As an 
example, the average completion time 
for a doctoral program at the Graduate 
Institute of Science Education (GISE) 
in National Taiwan Normal University 
(NTNU) may take about 3-5 years on 
average. Students’ admission to the 
PhD program is based on an entrance 
exam set up by five exam committee 
members from various specializations 
of the graduate school. The exam 
committee members evaluate students’ 
qualifications based on their written 
documents (including publications, 

research proposals, autobiography, 
recommendation letters, transcripts, 
and the like) and personal interviews. 
The students who receive the highest 
scores from the committee members 
are admitted to the program. Once 
NTNU’s PhD program admits students, 
they need to form an official academic 
advisory committee during their first 
academic year, through which their 
course-related matters can be advised. 
The academic advisory committee is 
responsible for the evaluation of the 
students’ academic course plans. If 
students wish to change their original 
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academic course plans, they should 
initiate an academic advisory committee 
meeting to obtain approval from the 
academic advisory committee before 
making any changes. Students should 
select and enroll in courses according 
to their current course plans. Also, they 
need to decide and confirm who will be 
their faculty advisors by the end of the 
second academic year. Depending on 
students’ area of study, the minimum 
total credit hours for graduation at 
GISE range from 43 to 49 credits. Each 
credit hour corresponds to an hour 
that a student spends in the class per 
week. For GISE, one course is typically 
3 credits.

Having completed their coursework, 
students can apply for the qualifying 
examination upon the approval of the 
academic advisory committee. The 
qualifying exam usually takes one of 
two forms, either a written exam or a 
portfolio assessment, followed by an 
oral examination several weeks later. The 
questions on the written exam are set up 
by the committee, based on the course-
work content. Students need to finish 
the written exam in a specified amount 
of time. On the other hand, the portfolio 
assessment requires the students to 
publish two review or position papers 
in peer-reviewed journals at either the 
national or international level. 

“Students’ admission 
to the PhD program is 
based on an entrance 

exam set up by five 
exam committee 

members from various 
specializations of the 

graduate school.”
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In addition, at least one of the two 
articles should be published in TSSCI, 
SSCI, SCI, or SCOPUS journals, and 
the student should be the first author of 
at least one article. An accepted manu-
script is considered published as long as 
an acceptance letter from the journal is 
provided.

After passing the qualifying exam, the 
students are considered doctoral can-
didates and can start applying for the 

preliminary examination of their “Review 
of Dissertation Proposal”. The disserta-
tion proposal is composed of the first 
three chapters of the dissertation, 
including (a) introduction, research title, 
objectives, questions, and background; 
(b) review of literature; and (c) research 
methodology, results of the pilot study, 
and the anticipated final results. When 
the doctoral candidates complete their 
dissertation proposals, they must give a 
30-minute presentation as the disserta-
tion proposal presentation. Then, the 
committee, consisting of 5 members, 
starts asking questions and giving 
feedback regarding their proposals. The 
question-and-answer session usually 
takes no more than two and half hours. 
Other than the dissertation proposal 
presentation, the GISE requires the 
candidates to give at least two oral 
conference presentations on science 
education or mathematics education at 
the national or international level. The 
presentation should be orally presented 
in English at an international conference 
with a peer review mechanism. The 
Director will initiate a discussion with 
the most recent Candidacy Examination 
Committee members to determine if 
the student’s presentation at the confer-
ence is considered legitimate.

Having finished the presentations of dis-
sertation proposals, the candidates can 
move on to data collection and analysis 
and drawing conclusions about their 
research. Upon completing their disser-
tations, they can schedule to have the 
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final oral defense meetings with their 
committee members. For GISE, there 
is another option of using the Scandina-
vian PhD model for the writing of a dis-
sertation. The model generally consists 
of four inter-related research articles, 
usually with one being a review paper 
from the portfolio assessment and the 
other three related empirical studies. 
Out of the four research articles, two 
have to be published, while the other 
two can be manuscripts in submission, 
revision, or preparation. The disserta-
tion typically starts with an introduction 
explaining the rationale of conducting 
the inter-related research, followed 
by the four articles, and finishes with 
an elaboration on the contributions of 
the four research articles. The current 
educational system in Taiwan tends to 
overvalue the importance of SSCI/SCI 

journal publications. Therefore, many 
international students choose to use 
this dissertation model to help them 
find good academic jobs after gradua-
tion.

As for the oral defense meetings that are 
open to the public, committee members 
will provide criticisms and feedback on 
the candidates’ dissertations and give 
directions on how to revise them to 
make the dissertations more solid. After 
the candidates pass the oral defense 
meetings, they need to amend their dis-
sertations according to the suggestions 
provided by the committee members 
and submit their revised dissertations 
to the university. At this point, the 
doctoral degree program is considered 
completed. 
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In Turkey, graduate/doctoral de-
gree-awarding universities have 
academic units called an “institute” in 
different research fields (e.g., Institute 
of Science, Institute of Social Sciences, 
Institute of Educational Sciences, 
Institute of Medical/Health Sciences, 
Institute of Information Technologies 
[IT], etc.), instead of one graduate 
school as is the case in the USA. Tasks 
and procedures such as student ac-
ceptance, registration, student affairs, 
and graduation are conducted by each 
institute separately. Students are not 
allowed to register and/or enroll in more 

than one graduate program concurrent-
ly. However, a student can take courses 
from another university’s institute and 
have it included in her/his total credit 
count.

In Turkey tuition and fees charged to 
doctoral students are very low (140 TRY 
≈ €15 per semester). In addition, there 
are possibilities of low interest rate 
long-term education loans (1950 TRY 
≈ €200 per month) and scholarships. 
In addition, TUBİTAK (The Scientific 
and Technological Research Council of 
Turkey) provides competitive research 
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funds for doctoral students, with the 
possibility of conducting parts of the 
research abroad in collaboration with 
foreign universities. Another possibili-
ty to finance research costs is through 
Scientific Research Projects (SRP) 
funds that are made available by each 
university’s own resources. A doctoral 
student’s dissertation project costs may 
be financed by SRP through a joint ap-
plication by the doctoral advisor and 
the doctoral student.

Completing a doctoral program in 
Turkey typically takes eight academic 
semesters, which can be extended up 
to a maximum of 12 semesters. By the 
end of the second semester, a doctoral 

advisor is assigned to each student by 
the institute’s executive board, by taking 
into account students’ preferences 
and the approval of the department’s 
academic board. If a student prefers, 
a co-advisor can also be appointed. 
Full-time faculty members with expe-
rience in having supervised a master’s 
thesis to successful completion can 
qualify as doctoral advisors.

Doctoral programs include five stages: 
completing the coursework, passing 
the qualifying examination, submitting a 
doctoral proposal, undertaking disserta-
tion work, and defending the doctoral 
dissertation. These stages are explained 
on the next page:

“Doctoral students need to complete at 
least nine courses, including a seminar, a 
course on scientific research methods and 

research and publication ethics, and a 
thesis preparation course.”
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Coursework

Doctoral students need to complete at 
least nine courses, including a seminar, 
a course on scientific research methods 
and research and publication ethics, 
and a thesis preparation course. Each 
semester is typically 60 ECTS, and 240 
ECTS total are required for gradua-
tion, including the thesis research and 
PhD dissertation for students holding 
a master’s degree (students without 
a master’s degree need to complete 
coursework totaling 300 ECTS in six 
semesters).

The qualifying  
examination (QE)

After successfully completing the 
coursework with a minimum GPA of 
3.0/4.0, doctoral students are eligible 
to take the QE no later than the fifth 
semester into their doctoral studies. A 
QE is given by a panel of five faculty 
members: the student’s own advisor 
and two faculty members from another 
higher education institution must be 
on the panel. The QE mainly assesses 
students’ knowledge of the major 
concepts and issues in their field and 
their skills in conducting independent 

Enrobing by the academic advisor after a successful defense
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research. The QE is composed of 
written and oral examinations. QEs are 
given twice a year, as announced in the 
academic calendar. A student may take 
the QE two times in a PhD program.

A dissertation monitoring committee 
(DMC) of three faculty members is 
formed for each doctoral candidate 
after passing the QE. In addition to the 
doctoral advisor, one member should 
be from the same department and the 
third member should preferably be 
from an outside institution or a different 
department of the same institution. 
The student’s progress is regularly 
monitored by the advisor and the DMC, 
which periodically meets and provides 
feedback and recommendations for im-
provement.

Dissertation proposal

Within six months after the QE, the 
student needs to prepare the proposal 

for the dissertation and submit it to the 
DMC for review and approval. The dis-
sertation proposal includes the purpose 
of the thesis work and research problem/
questions, the research method and a 
future work plan.

DMC meetings are held twice a year, 
once between January and June and 
once between July and December. The 
candidate submits a written progress 
report including a summary of the 
completed work to her/his DMC at least 
15 days before the meeting date.

Dissertation work

A typical dissertation includes the 
following chapters: introduction and lit-
erature review that leads to statement 
of the problem, theoretical/conceptual 
framework, methodology, data and data 
analysis, findings and results, and lastly 
conclusion and discussion. In Turkey 
there are several English-medium uni-
versities, which mandate that theses 
and dissertations be written in English. 
Otherwise, there is no restriction on 
the language to be used in theses/dis-
sertations. However, except for foreign 
language departments, Turkish is the 
dominant language.

University senates determine and 
publish regulations related to prepa-
ration and finalization of the doctoral 
dissertations. Each institute determines 
details of thesis/dissertation prepa-
ration guidelines in their published 
manuals. Before a dissertation defense 

“There is no 
restriction on the 

language to be used 
in theses/dissertations. 

However, except for 
foreign language 

departments, Turkish 
is the dominant 

language.”

137

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe



committee is formed, a student must 
publish an article produced from their 
dissertation work in a scholarly journal. 
Each completed dissertation has to be 
subjected to an online certified pla-
giarism test. If plagiarism is detected, 
the institute executive board decides 
on the disciplinary and penalty conse-
quences to be applied. The dissertation 
defense committee (DDC) consists of 
five members, at least two of whom 
are faculty members of another higher 
education institution; the former three 
members of the DMC are natural 
members of the DDC.

Dissertation defense

The doctoral defense takes place within 
one month after the candidate delivers 
the completed dissertation. During 
the defense the candidate makes a 
short presentation followed by a ques-
tion-and-answer session. The defense 
is open to an audience of academics, 
graduate students, and/or experts in the 
field. In a closed session, the committee 
gives a verdict by absolute majority to 
accept, reject, or request revisions. 
The decision is reported to the institute 
with personal reports, within three 
working days following the defense date.  

Posing together with the committee members
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If revisions are requested, the candidate 
must submit the revised dissertation 
within six months. If a candidate is found 
successful by the committee after the 
defense, s/he is enrobed in academic 
regalia by the doctoral advisor or, in 
some cases, by the eldest member of 
the committee. After enrobing, a dinner 
usually follows at a fancy restaurant.

Candidates successfully completing 
all these stages are entitled to receive 
a doctoral diploma with the written 
decision of the institute’s executive 
board. The graduation date of a doctoral 
candidate is the date committee 
members sign the dissertation signature 

A doctoral diploma awarded by Gazi University

page. Doctoral degrees are conferred 
upon candidates during a commence-
ment ceremony. All academics and can-
didates wear gowns at this ceremony.

National statistics

The national theses/dissertations 
database statistics show that in the last 
40 years, the number of completed 
theses/dissertations has risen dramat-
ically from slightly over 100 to more 
than 7000 in 2020 (these figures do not 
include the fields of medicine/health/
dentistry/veterinary sciences). 
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A PhD in the UK normally takes between 
three and four years of full-time research, 
but that can vary greatly. One student at 
his first supervision session asked for the 
minimum time to complete a UK PhD. 
He was told that formally it is two years, 
but nobody completes it within that 
time. “I will,” he replied. Precisely two 
years after registration, he submitted his 
thesis and passed after minor revisions. 
For some other students, the opposite 
is the case: their funding ends, yet the 
PhD drags on for up to eight years.

Higher education in the UK is complex, 
not least because the four parts of 
the UK (England, Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland) have different 
systems with their own funding and 
policy requirements. However, the PhD 
process is fairly similar throughout the 
UK. Overseas students pay consider-
ably more in fees than UK students 
(fee levels for European PhD students 
beyond 2022 have yet to be resolved). 
Many universities offer scholarships and 
bursaries for selected students. The 
UK supports four-year funded doctoral 
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training programmes, with coursework 
and research components. There are 
also UK Research Council grants, par-
ticularly in national priority areas such 
as artificial intelligence. For a standard 
academic PhD, some universities 
provide training and support in research 
methods, but there is no formal course-
work element. There may be opportuni-
ties to work up to four hours per week 
on teaching or supporting undergradu-
ates, or as part of a funded research 
project, but that will depend on local 
arrangements.

The typical academic route to a PhD is 
to gain a master’s degree, then proceed 
to two or three years of research study 
followed by one year to write up the 
thesis. Some universities will accept 
students for a PhD with lower quali-
fications and significant professional 
experience. Other routes include a 
Professional Doctorate, for students 
heading towards a profession such as 
engineering, architecture or nursing, 
or for professionals to gain a doctoral 
qualification in their area of expertise. 
This can take up to eight years, with a 
substantial coursework element and less 
research. There is also a PhD by Publica-
tion for students who have worked in an 
academic position and have published a 
set number of academic works.

Applying for a PhD involves searching 
(See for example: https://www.jobs.
ac.uk/search/phds) for funded student-
ships, browsing university websites, 
or contacting a prospective supervi-
sor directly with an outline for a plan 
of research. Some academics will be 
glad to hear from a candidate with ex-
perience in their research area and a 
well-thought proposal. Others will just 
forward the query to the university’s 
postgraduate admissions.

“Higher education in 
the UK is complex, 

not least because the 
four parts of the UK 
(England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern 

Ireland) have different 
systems with their own 

funding and policy 
requirements.”
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Before starting a PhD programme, the 
student will need to find, or be assigned, 
one or two supervisors in the broad area 
of study. Some universities require a 
third supervisor, perhaps with expertise 
in a related area such as data analysis. 
Typically, the student will meet once a 
month with the supervisors during the 
first year, less often in subsequent years, 
and exchange emails when needed. How 
the supervision session is organised will 
depend on the topic and supervisors. In 
a well-organised session, the student will 
provide the supervisors with material in 
advance (such as a draft section of the 
literature review) and will also suggest 
a list of topics and issues to discuss. 
Supervisors should read and provide 
written or oral feedback for this work. In 
the early months, supervision sessions 
can be intimidating, particularly if two 
or three supervisors argue among them-
selves as well as offer differing advice. 
The key is for the student to come 
well-prepared and to ask questions if 
anything is unclear, aiming to identify 
what should be the next steps in their 
research.

The standard UK PhD is split into three 
stages. In the first year, the student 
meets regularly with supervisors and 
they decide together whether there is a 
need for research training. The first three 
or four months is for a literature review, 
ending with an outline of a proposal 
for a research project. The remainder 
of the first year will normally comprise 
one or more pilot projects, developing 
the research outline, and preparing for 
the end-of-year review. This review is 
an important rite of passage. Normally, 
it involves preparing a document that 
includes the literature review, results 
of any pilot projects, and a proposal 
for the main research project. How it 
is assessed will depend on the univer-
sity and department, but it may involve 
an oral examination by academics 
normally not known to the student. An 
unsatisfactory outcome may require 
substantial revisions, with the possibil-
ity of being demoted to MPhil, or even 
being required to leave the university.  

142

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe



In a few rare cases, this can become 
fraught with problems, with the student 
entering the second year in limbo, 
unclear of their status, with their tran-
sition under formal review. Some uni-
versities also require students to attend 
a series of research training courses 
during their first year, assessed on sat-
isfactory attendance or by graded per-
formance.

The second year will involve running 
the main studies, collecting data, and 
starting to write chapters of the thesis. 
Students will normally be expected to 
present their early findings at academic 
conferences and to build a network of 
colleagues. The focus of the third year is 
on finishing the main project, collating 
data, analysing results, and starting to 
write the main body of the thesis. The 
student would normally submit one or 
more articles for journal publication, 
with supervisor(s) reviewing these and 
being named as co-author(s). The thesis 
writing may well continue into a fourth 
year, which is often unpaid as there is 
no or limited supervision involved.

One or more supervisors will normally 
read the thesis chapter by chapter or as 
a whole, suggest revisions and correct 
minor errors. The supervisor may 
indicate when the thesis is ready for 
submission, but the decision to submit 
rests with the student alone. It is not 
unknown for a student to submit a thesis 
against the wishes of the supervisor. In 
essence, the responsibility of the super-
visor ends when the student submits. 
Sometimes, the supervisor(s) may give 
additional help by running a mock viva, 
and by discussing with the student any 
post-viva revisions to the thesis.

In the UK, there is no public defence 
of a thesis. The viva examination takes 
place in a closed room, attended by 
the student, external and internal 

“It is not unknown 
for a student to 
submit a thesis 

against the wishes of 
the supervisor.”
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examiners. Nowadays, a chair (typically, 
an academic from a different discipline) 
is present to ensure fair conduct. A su-
pervisor may sit in to take notes for the 
student, but is expected to keep quiet 
throughout the proceedings.

The viva arrangement is managed by 
the internal examiner—normally an 
academic within the university who is 
familiar with the research area, but who 
has not supervised the student—assisted 
by the postgraduate office. The student 
and supervisor may suggest the names 
of one or more external examiners, but 
the decision to appoint examiners is 
made by the postgraduate office. There 
are often limitations as to who can be 
assigned as an examiner; for example, 
examiners should have not co-authored 
any publications with supervisors or the 
candidate.

A viva can last anything from two to five 
hours. At some universities, the student 
is given the option to start the viva with 
a short presentation of the thesis. At 
others, the external examiner may start 
by asking the student to summarise the 

thesis. Then, both examiners will address 
substantive issues raised by the thesis. 
Sometimes, the examiners will also go 
through the thesis page by page, raising 
minor points of wording or asking the 
student to explain specific sections of 
the text. The viva is far from a formality. 
At the end of the discussion, the student 
leaves the room and the examiners 
must agree on the result. Universities 
normally specify a range of outcomes. 
These could include (in descending 
order) pass with no corrections, minor 
corrections, major revisions, resubmis-
sion after further work, award of MPhil, 
or fail. The student returns and is told 
the decision. For most, this is either 
minor corrections (such as clarifying 
wording or adding a few sentences), 
or major revision (perhaps further data 
analysis, or an enhanced discussion of 
findings). Sometimes the thesis falls 
between minor and major revisions and 
there is a discussion with the student as 
to how long it would take to make the 
changes. It is important to note that the 
examiners make recommendations; the 
final decision is made by the university.

What happens next is often an anti-cli-
max. There is no formal ceremony, no 
academics wearing funny hats bobbing 
up and down and making speeches. The 
student walks out of the room, the super-
visor rounds up other students, pours 
warm sparkling wine into plastic cups, 
and toasts the outcome. The student 
then starts on a round of revision, which 
may take from two weeks to a year, 

“There is no formal 
ceremony, no 

academics wearing 
funny hats bobbing 
up and down and 

making speeches.”

144

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe



depending on the requirements of the 
viva. For minor revisions, the external 
examiner may be willing to give the 
student informal feedback or clarify an 
uncertainty. At the viva, the examiners 
will have decided whether the internal 
examiner, external examiner, or both 
should review the revised thesis. Once 
they have both agreed that the thesis is 
ready, the student submits it, the uni-
versity approves it, and the student is 
invited to the degree ceremony.

Any other ritual is entirely up to the 
university and department. The student 
may be invited to an evening dinner with 
the examiners after the viva (at which 
time the student may be emotionally and 
mentally drained, probably just wishing 
to be at home recovering). Some univer-
sities hold a small ceremony when the 
student submits the final revised thesis. 
The main ceremony is the graduation, 
when the PhD graduate joins other post-
graduates, undergraduates and parents 
in an elaborate ceremony of speeches, 
tapping of maces and doffing of caps.

A PhD graduation ceremony at The Open University UK
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Background information

Before we offer our description of 
the doctoral experience, it would be 
helpful to share a few facts about higher 
education in the United States and how 
it compares to other countries around 
the globe. The US is a large and very 
diverse country, and so are its doctoral 
offerings. It is home to more than 4300 
institutions of higher education (National 
Center for Science and Engineering 
Statistics, National Science Foundation, 
2019). Of those colleges and universi-
ties, 444 can grant doctoral degrees. 

Among these public and private institu-
tions, 115 qualify as “very high research 
activity” or R1 institutions and 107 are 
classified as “high research activity” 
or R2s (Indiana University Center for 
Postsecondary Research, n.d.). During 
their studies, US doctoral students, 
unlike graduate students in some other 
countries, spend a good portion of the 
time in formal classes meant to expand 
their substantive knowledge and their 
methodological expertise. Despite that 
fact, there is no prescribed curriculum 
or common set of requirements for a 
doctorate in education or psychology 
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in the US. That means each of the 444 
degree-granting institutions can set 
its own requirements and protocols. 
Further, because students in some in-
stitutions can enter doctoral programs 
directly after completing their bache-
lor’s degrees, the amount of coursework 
required within a specific program can 
vary.

Of course, over and above any course-
work, doctoral candidates at both 
R1 and R2 institutions can expect to 
engage in research activities during their 
studies. The intensity of those research 
experiences is typically higher for those 
enrolled at R1 universities. Minimally, 
the culminating dissertation is represen-
tative of the doctoral students’ ability to 
design and carry out a research study 
that contributes new knowledge to their 
disciplinary field. As with peers in the 
Netherlands, US doctoral students can 
also produce a multi-study dissertation 
consisting of published and new work. 
Whether they choose the single or 
multiple study option for their disserta-
tion, doctoral students in R1 programs 
can be involved in any number of 
research projects. Also, even if the 
average time required to complete a 

doctoral program is four or five years, 
there are those who achieve all require-
ments in markedly less time or, more 
often, significantly more time. Because 
doctoral programs can be tremendously 
expensive in the US, a good percentage 
of those who are not awarded teaching 
assistantships or research fellowships 
that support their studies must be 
employed during their studies, which 
can prolong the time required to finish.

What this brief overview makes apparent 
is that the doctoral experience in the 
US can be quite variable in terms of 
research expectations, curriculum, 
specific requirements, nature of the 
dissertation, and time to completion. 
Nonetheless, there are particular mile-
stones and traditions that those pursuing 
doctoral degrees in very research-active 
(R1) universities will recognize and that 
are common to our respective programs 
and institutions: The Department of 
Psychological and Brain Sciences in the 
College of Letters and Sciences at the 
University of California, Santa Barbara, 
and the Department of Human Devel-
opment and Quantitative Methodology 
in the College of Education at the Uni-
versity of Maryland. 
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Doctoral experience 
benchmarks

Despite our programs being located 
on opposite coasts of the US (balmy 
California and somewhat less balmy 
Maryland) and housed in different 
administrative units (Psychology and 
Education), our students share many 
of the same major benchmarks in the 
pursuit of the doctoral degree: ac-
ceptance process, apprenticeship ex-
periences, earlier research projects, 
participation in conferences, course 
teaching, advancement to candidacy, 
completion of coursework, dissertation 
proposal and defense, and the gradua-
tion ceremony.

Acceptance in the program

It is not always an easy path to becoming 
a doctoral student at R1 institutions. 
That is because the number of students 
who can be admitted may be limited, 
and the funding available to support 
those students is another factor. Also, 
those who are accepted into doctoral 
programs work closely with faculty 
members who must be willing and able 
to take them on as mentees. Therefore, 
when students apply for admission to 
these programs, they need to dem-
onstrate their ability to carry out 
the expected research activities and 
perform well in the required courses. 
Their applications should also establish 
their interest in the program of research 
with which their potential advisors are 

identified. There are typically letters 
from former professors or employers 
who speak to applicants’ knowledge 
and skills, as well as transcripts from 
prior institutions documenting their 
academic history. In the past, scores 
from national assessments such as the 
Graduate Record Examination (GRE) or 
equivalents were required as evidence 
of scholarly potential. However, in 
recent years such tests have been called 
into question by many universities and 
colleges due to their perceived bias 
against students from underrepresented 
populations. Upon receiving a positive 
evaluation, prospective students are 
notified about their acceptance in the 
doctoral program.

The first big step in the doctoral expe-
rience comes when applicants receive 
their acceptance letters from the de-
partment. This letter generally spells 
out the amount of financial support 
students are guaranteed, the number 

“The first big step 
in the doctoral 

experience comes 
when applicants 

receive their 
acceptance 

letters from the 
department.”
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of years that support will be provided, 
and any specific responsibilities they 
may have (e.g., research or teaching as-
sistantship). Applicants to all doctoral 
programs across the US have until April 
15 to sign their acceptance letters. Once 
the acceptance is official, the students’ 
advisors and soon-to-be lab mates can 
begin planning in earnest about classes 
and ongoing research projects. At 
the beginning of the fall term, depart-
ments will hold orientation meetings for 
incoming students and various formal 
and informal social events will also take 
place.

Apprenticeship models

The role of the advisor in R1 institu-
tions is largely to ensure that those 
completing the doctoral program are 
prepared to step into positions in higher 
education, governmental agencies, 
or the corporate world that are re-
search-oriented. Under their advisors’ 
guidance, doctoral students are ap-
prenticed into the research process 
from conceptualization of a study to 
data analysis; they also begin to hone 
their academic writing and presentation 
skills, learn grantsmanship, and receive 
guidance in teaching college classes. 
Many advisors work collaboratively with 
their doctoral students throughout the 
program. It is not unusual for the two 
of us to continue collaborating with our 
former students on research and writing 
projects even after they have become 
established in their careers.

Earlier research projects

At both UC Santa Barbara and UMD, 
students are expected to undertake 
research in the first year of their 
programs. The nature of those projects 
and the level of support they receive 
from their advisor are, of course, com-
mensurate with their existing knowledge 
and skills. Typically, over the course of 
students’ first year, they meet regularly 
with their advisor to design and carry 
out a research project under their 
mentor’s watchful eye. They also turn 
to more advanced doctoral students 
in their labs for guidance and support. 
The goal of these projects is to produce 
the makings of a publishable research 
paper or conference presentation.  
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These early research experiences are 
also meant to immerse students in the 
art and science of conducting research 
and help them sharpen the line of 
inquiry they hope to carry forward 
during their program. For some of our 
students, these early research studies 
become major publications and presen-
tations, which is an added bonus.

Conference participation

Although doctoral students at R1 institu-
tions are urged to attend conferences 
even in their first year in the program, 
they are given multiple opportunities 
to develop their presentation skills 
before they move up to a national or 
international conference stage. Those 
opportunities come in the form of 
program or department colloquia or 
mini-conferences featuring graduate 
student research, and as graduate-
student organized conferences at the 
college and university level. At UC Santa 
Barbara, for example, doctoral students 
in their second year make a presenta-
tion at a mini-convention that focuses 

on the progress they have made on their 
second-year research paper. This mini-
convention is planned and managed by 
third-year doctoral students. At UMD, 
students are expected to present their 
research at an educational psychology 
colloquium and annually at a graduate 
student conference. By their third year 
in the program, if not before, UMD 
students are expected to submit their 
research to a major national research 
conference, such as those held by the 
American Educational Research Asso-
ciation, the American Psychological As-
sociation, or the European Association 
for Research on Learning and Instruc-
tion. These more high-profile presenta-
tions, while even more nerve-wracking 
than those delivered in the department 
or college, afford doctoral students the 
opportunity to share research ideas and 
socialize with other young scholars and 
to interact with leading scholars in their 
area.

Course teaching

Doctoral students who want to work in 
institutions of higher education must 
not only be capable of doing research, 
but also be able to teach classes. 
Therefore, another benchmark in their 
doctoral experience is serving as a 
teaching assistant of a faculty instruc-
tor or teaching a course independently. 
The amount of mentoring they receive 
in how to teach can differ greatly from 
program to program, however. At UC 
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Santa Barbara, for example, all Psychol-
ogy graduate students take a course in 
college teaching during their first year 
on campus. Regrettably, for most R1 
institutions, scholarly publications, pre-
sentations, and grants often have more 
importance than pedagogical abilities. 
Thus, the degree to which doctoral 
students are mentored into teaching in 
higher education is far less orchestrated 
than their research experiences.

Advancement to candidacy

At some point in the doctoral experi-
ence students must demonstrate their 
knowledge and abilities in their respec-
tive fields, before they are permitted 
to move into the final stages of their 
degree program. This demonstration of 
competence generally takes two forms: 
qualifying examinations or academic 
portfolios. Passing qualifying examina-
tions is a major turning point—and 
a major relief—in students’ graduate 
careers at UC Santa Barbara. These 
examinations occur the week before 
the start of students’ third year in the 
program, when they are required to take 
a written portion based on reading lists 
approved by their doctoral committee. 
This is followed several weeks later 
by an oral examination administered 
by the students’ committee, which is 
composed of the advisor and three ad-
ditional faculty members. For doctoral 
students at UMD, qualifying examina-
tions were replaced several years 
ago with a portfolio assessment. 

The portfolio has to contain four ac-
ceptable scholarly products that are 
consistent with the goals of the doctoral 
program, such as published articles, 
conference presentations, student-
developed course curricula, or grant 
proposals. All portfolios must contain a 
systematic, meta-analytic, or hybrid lit-
erature review related to the students’ 
area of inquiry. A three-member faculty 
committee then judges the quality of 
those products. 

Passing the qualifying exam or receiving 
acceptable scores for the portfolio are 
major milestones, but they are also as-
sociated with high anxiety. The anxiety 
is understandable because students 
whose performances are judged as un-
acceptable may be required to complete 
additional work, redo portions of the 
examination or portfolio, or they 
may even be asked to leave the 
program. On the other hand, 
a positive outcome can 
be exhilarating because 
success means 
students officially 
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advance to candidacy, and they begin to 
see the light at the end of the proverbial 
tunnel. For these reasons, successful 
passage of the qualifying examination 
or portfolio assessment is inevitably 
grounds for celebration.

Dissertation proposal

When doctoral students at R1 institu-
tions have much of their coursework 
behind them, have met the require-
ments in the earlier phases of their 
program, and advanced to candidacy, 
they take on the next major milestone of 
their academic careers—proposing their 
dissertation study. In most cases, these 
proposed studies are extensions of the 
research in which students have been 
engaged in their first, second, or subse-
quent years. By the time students reach 
this point in their doctoral programs, 
they are expected to carry out this 
research more or less independently, 
although their advisors and members 
of their doctoral committee are there 

to provide guidance and 
feedback as needed. With 
their advisors’ approval, 
students submit their 
proposal to members of 
their dissertation committee 
weeks ahead of the proposal 
defense date. This gives 
committee members time 
to thoroughly evaluate the 
multi-chapter or multi-study 
document.

On the big day of the proposal meeting, 
students begin by making a presenta-
tion to the committee that summarizes 
the key elements in the envisioned 
study. Then, committee members raise 
questions, voice concerns, or seek 
clarification from students, who are to 
respond to whatever inquiries are raised. 
Following this question-and-answer 
period, students are asked to leave the 
room as committee members deliber-
ate on whether the proposal is accept-
able as is, needs changes that will be 
reviewed again by the committee, needs 
changes that will be reviewed only by the 
mentor on the behalf of the committee, 
or needs to be redone. Once any 
required modifications have been made 
and accepted by the committee, the 
approved proposal serves as a contract 
between the doctoral student and the 
committees. If unexpected events make 
it necessary to deviate in non-trivial ways 
from the accepted proposal, committee 
members will need to be informed and 
must approve.
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Dissertation defense and  
public lecture

Generally, in the fifth or sixth year in the 
program (sometimes earlier or later), 
students have completed the work 
described in their dissertation proposal, 
have written it up, and are ready to set 
a date for its defense. Of course, before 
the dissertation is formally submitted 
to the students’ committee it has likely 
been revised multiple times based on 
extensive feedback from the students’ 
advisor and communications with other 
committee members. Once the dis-
sertation document has received the 
tentative approval from the advisor, 
a date is set for the defense and the 
dissertation document is sent to the 
committee members for their evalu-
ation. As with the proposal meeting, 
the defense begins with a presenta-
tion by the doctoral candidate that 
will summarize the completed study, 
including what questions it was address-
ing, what was done, what was learned, 
and the significance and implications of 
the findings. This presentation is open 
to the public but is mainly attended by 
students’ family and friends, graduate 
students, and interested faculty. At 
UC Santa Barbara this public lecture 
is about one hour, whereas at UMD it 
rarely exceeds 30 minutes. When the 
public talk concludes, guests other than 
university faculty and graduate students 
leave and the formal defense portion 
commences. The questioning during this 
phase can be quite rigorous and stressful 

for the doctoral candidates, which is 
one reason that family and friends are 
not in attendance. As with the proposal, 
the questioning period ends with the 
candidate and any graduate students 
or non-committee faculty departing the 
room, so that committee members can 
freely deliberate.

The outcomes of these deliberations 
range from the acceptance of the dis-
sertation as written (which is quite 
uncommon); minor modifications 
overseen solely by students’ advisor 
(popular choice); major modifications 
that require members of the committee 
to read and approve the revisions 
(not unusual); and the rejection of 
the document as currently submitted. 
Although the most severe judgment 
is a rarity due to the oversight of the 
work by the students’ advisor, it can 
happen. When that occurs, students 
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will need to redo the document and 
perhaps even make a new presentation 
to the committee. Once the committee 
has come to its decision, students are 
called back into the room and, if all goes 
well, congratulated by the committee. 
Students are also informed about 
changes to be made in the document 

and the level of scrutiny required from 
the advisor or the committee. It is at 
that point that the outcomes are shared 
with family, friends, fellow students, and 
other faculty, who have been waiting 
expectantly with congratulatory signs 
and balloons in hand. This hopefully 
cheerful moment is commonly followed 
by informal or more organized celebra-
tions. The filing of the final paperwork 
that signals the completion of this final 
milestone will happen at some time in 
the future, when all changes have been 
accepted and the approved version 
transmitted.

The graduation ceremony

In addition to the many informal cel-
ebrations that occur after students’ 
dissertations have been successfully 
defended and submitted, there is a 
formal university ceremony that takes 
place at the end of the fall and spring 
terms. At this ceremony, students are 
presented their diplomas and publicly 
acknowledged as doctors of philoso-
phy. For students at UC Santa Barbara, 
the graduation ceremony takes place 
outdoors on a grassy field overlooking 
a fresh-water lagoon with the Pacific 
Ocean in the background. At UMD, the 
ceremony takes place indoors at one of 
several large venues on campus.

Whether outdoors or indoors, the event 
begins when a university official carrying 
a ceremonial mace leads a procession of 
school administrators, honored guests, 
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doctoral graduates, and their advisors 
into the venue to the sounds of Pomp 
and Circumstance. After the National 
Anthem is sung, an invocation is given, 
and speeches are made by one or two 
honored graduates, groups of doctoral 
students and mentors move toward the 
stage. As school administrators read 
the name of the graduating student and 
the advisor, the pair cross to mid-stage 
where the advisor proceeds to hood 
the student. Then comes congratula-
tory handshakes, hugs, photographs, 
the singing of the school song (that few 
know), and a closing invocation.

The official ceremony then ends as it 
began—with a procession out of the 
venue led by the university designee. 
Once outside, there are more hand-
shakes, hugs, and photographs. Friends 
and family mill around with the new 
graduates enjoying the excitement of 
the moment and preparing for the 
untold celebrations that will certainly 
follow. After four, five, or more years of 
hard work, those celebrations are well 
deserved.
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Application and enrolment

Zambia currently has more than 7 
public universities and more than 60 
private universities, and thus, there will 
be some variations in the PhD journey 
that we describe. Overall, prospective 
PhD students in Zambia start by pur-
chasing an application form from the 
university of interest at a prescribed fee. 
The completed application form, a draft 
proposal, and the associated support 
documents are submitted to the uni-
versity, typically to the Directorate or 

School of Graduate Studies. Generally, 
PhD applications are open throughout 
the year. To be successful with the ap-
plication, a prospective PhD student 
has to fulfill requirements stipulated 
by the Senate of the university. For 
example, possessing a bachelor’s degree 
and a relevant master’s degree from a 
recognized institution and submitting a 
research proposal are typical require-
ments. Some institutions may require 
proof of full financial support for the 
entire PhD programme for applicants to 
be successful.
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Registration and modes  
of studies

Selected PhD students are expected to 
register for their PhD studies with the 
university. Some institutions require 
registration to be done at the beginning 
of the academic year. Registration 
is contingent on payment of tuition 
fees; these vary across institutions. In 
terms of the mode of research study, 
PhD studies are offered on a full-time 
and part-time basis. Students who 
pursue the PhD study on a full-time 
basis are expected to complete their 

programme of study within 3-4 years,  
while those pursuing their studies on a 
part-time basis are required to complete 
their studies within 6 years. Neverthe-
less, in most institutions the University 
Senate can allow for extension of the 
duration of study, in some institutions 
for a period of 1 year.

The research proposal,  
study plan and candidacy

PhD students are normally expected 
to prepare a research proposal at the 
time they apply for consideration for 
enrolment. In many institutions, PhD 
students present a seminar on the 
research proposal to the faculty and use 
the input to improve on it. The proposal 
is then submitted to the School 
Postgraduate Selection Committee 
(SPGSC) for assessment and approval. 
The entire process from proposal 
preparation to approval is normally not 
expected to exceed the first 6 months 
of their studies for full-time students 
and the first 9 months of their studies 
for part-time students. 

“PhD students are 
normally expected to 
prepare a research 

proposal at the 
time they apply for 
consideration for 

enrolment.”
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The graduation ceremony, which includes bachelors, masters, 
and PhDs, begins when the Chancellor’s procession enters the 
arena. The procession is in the order: mace bearer, academic 
staff, members of Senate, members of the University Council 
and Management, and the Chancellor and a guest of honour.
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University regulations provide guide-
lines for the acceptance of the research 
proposal. Some typical guidelines in 
the Zambia Standards and Guide-
lines for Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education include the following: 

• degree of fit between the intended 
field of study and the school’s 
research activities;

• a research plan that shows a feasi-
bility timeline for completion of the 
research and thesis;

• availability of senior academics to 
supervise the doctoral research 
project; and

• availability of research facilities and 
resources to satisfactorily conduct 
the proposed research.

 
Besides approving the research 
proposal, the SPGSC also recommends 
senior academic staff members for ap-
pointment as supervisors. Supervisors 
work with PhD students to refine the 
research proposal, create a study plan 
and prepare for candidacy examinations 
within the first 6-9 months of studies. 
At some universities, a student is 
expected to prepare a study plan to the 
School of Graduate Studies within one 
month after enrolment. The study plan 
provides a detailed timeline of proposed 
research activities and progress reports. 
The plan can be updated continually, 
but the revisions must be approved by 
the School of Graduate Studies.

The PhD student is also expected to 
be ready for candidacy examination 
within 6-9 months after enrolment. The 
candidacy examination accords the PhD 
student the opportunity to demonstrate 
the ability to undertake independent 
research and outline his or her research 
problem, as well as the methods of 
solution that he or she proposes to 
use for the study. This period will also 
be used for ethical clearance of the 
proposed research. The candidacy ex-
amination typically takes the form of 
a seminar presentation to the school’s 
Postgraduate Selection Committee or 
a panel of experts constituted for this 
purpose. The panel normally includes 
the supervisors and professors or senior 
lecturers from the enrolling school and 
from any school other than the one 
where the candidate is enrolled. After 
passing the candidacy examination, the 
student proceeds to undertake their 
research in the 2nd and 3rd years of their 
PhD studies. The student conducts the 
research, analyses data, presents pre-
liminary results to a seminar, and writes 
the thesis chapters. The expectation 
is that the thesis can be presented for 
examination in the third year. However, 
many candidates fail to achieve this 
target and end up getting their theses 
ready a year or two past this deadline. 
It is not uncommon to see candidates 
complete their PhDs after 5 or more 
years.
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The Chancellor of Copperbelt University addressing the graduating class and 
guests. Typically, the Vice Chancellor, the Chancellor, and the guest of honour 

give speeches and congratulatory messages at the ceremony.
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Quality assurance and 
supervision

The PhD journey is quality-assured at 
many stages of the research and thesis 
development. The Higher Education 
Authority has now provided the 
Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education against 
which institutions can benchmark them-
selves. Supervisors are required to be 
of senior academic rank, experience, 
and expertise. They are to be full-time 

academic staff members, and only in 
exceptional cases may a part-timer be 
assigned to serve as the main supervi-
sor. In most institutions, the quality of 
supervision to a large extent relies on 
the experience and judgement of indi-
vidual supervisors, since they may not 
have formal training in supervision as 
pedagogy. Generally, the universities 
approach this deficiency through occa-
sional seminars and workshops.

The graduation ceremony requires formal attire by directors of the ceremony and the graduates
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An important quality assurance 
milestone is the preparation of the 
quarterly or half yearly progress report 
by the student and the supervisors. 
This is to be presented and evaluated 
by the SPGSC before it is submitted 
to the School of Graduate Studies. In 
these reports, all research activities and 
achievements of the past 3 months or 
6 months are documented. The report 
outlines progress, conference attend-
ance, teaching responsibilities, and any 
publications resulting from the research. 
By the time of the oral examination (viva 
voce), some institutions require PhD 
students to have published two articles 
in peer-reviewed or refereed journals, 
while others require publication of only 
one article in refereed journals.

In the end, the thesis is written and 
presented for internal and external ex-
amination, and after that, it is defended 
in the viva voce. Institutions provide 
guidelines on the word limit for the 
written thesis. For instance, in the Arts 
at CBU, the number of words must not 
exceed 100,000, while in the Sciences 
the word limit is 60,000. Once the 
written thesis is ready for examina-
tion, the assessment process is a reg-
ulation-guided process. As a general 
practice, institutions provide detailed 
guidelines for appointment of the 
examiners, marking and preparing ex-
amination reports, and for the conduct 
and verdict in the viva voce.

In many institutions, the examination 
process begins when the supervisors 
submit the candidate’s thesis to the head 
of the department or the coordinator 
of graduate studies. For this purpose, 
official approval and consent forms are 
completed and signed by the supervi-
sor to confirm that the thesis is ready 
for examination. Following this, the 
standard practice in most institutions 
involves the examination of the written 
PhD thesis by at least three examiners. 
These examiners can be two internal 
examiners and one external examiner in 
some institutions. The common practice 
among most institutions is to appoint 
one internal examiner and two external 
examiners. The thesis is presented to 
them for perusal and assessment within 
1-3 months. In most cases, a thesis as-
sessment guideline is provided to the 
examiners to guide their assessment. 
After assessment of the written thesis 
is completed, the Board of Examiners 
also conducts an oral examination (viva 
voce) of the PhD student.

“An important quality 
assurance milestone 
is the preparation 
of the quarterly or 
half yearly progress 

report by the student 
and the supervisors.”
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In many institutions, the viva voce lasts 
up to 3 hours. Traditionally, this has been 
done in person, but due to high costs 
involved in bringing examiners to the 
university and now with the COVID-19 
pandemic, the viva voce is conducted 
virtually. During this process, the PhD 
student, who is dressed in formal attire, 
makes a PowerPoint presentation of the 
thesis, from conceptualization, method-
ology and design, and research results, 
to evaluation of contribution and signifi-
cance. This presentation lasts for 30-60 
minutes. After the presentation, the 
examiners engage the PhD candidate 
by asking questions on the presentation 

and the written thesis. In addition to 
the internal and external examiners, the 
supervisors and the head of the depart-
ment and/or coordinator of graduate 
studies attend the viva voce. The uni-
versity community and members of 
the public are also allowed to attend 
the viva voce. Some institutions allow 
them to ask questions, while others do 
not. Once the viva voce is complete, 
the university community, members 
of the public and the PhD student are 
asked to leave the viva voce venue. 
This leaves the examiners to deliberate 
on the performance of the candidate 
and decide on the final verdict.  

Music and dance performances mark graduation ceremonies and parties  
carry on well after the ceremony with family and friends
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Both the thesis and oral examination 
are considered in the evaluation. A 
pass is awarded when a candidate 
attains a pass mark from the majority 
of the examiners. Receiving at least 
the minimum pass mark is mandatory 
for successful completion of the 
PhD. The minimum pass mark varies 
across institutions. Once the verdict is 
reached, the PhD candidate is invited 
back to the venue to hear the verdict, 
which can be one of the following: 

• Pass without any corrections

• Pass subject to minor corrections

• Pass subject to moderate corrections

• Re-submission for re-examination 
within six months

• Re-submission for re-examination 
within nine months by all examiners, 
including a viva voce examination. 

PhD students who meet the minimum 
pass mark for successful completion of 
the PhD are passed and congratulated 
by the examiners. Candidates whose 
verdict is a pass are expected to attend 
to corrections raised by the examiners 
before submitting the thesis to the 
supervisors for final approval. Some 
corrections may require being done 
to the satisfaction of the examiners. In 
cases where the verdict requires that 
corrections are done to the satisfac-
tion of the examiners, the examiners 
are provided with a checklist form on 
which to provide their feedback. Once 

approved, the thesis is cleared and the 
official result is communicated to the 
candidate. Celebrations begin and will 
reach their climax on graduation day, 
when the PhD is conferred.
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Graduation and conferment  
of the PhD

Conferment of the PhD typically involves 
submitting a written thesis, publishing 
one or two articles in a refereed journal, 
passing the viva voce examination, and 
making corrections to the thesis. It 
must be pointed out that the PhD is a 
high-level qualification that few achieve 
and as such, there is no separate 
ceremony. The PhD is conferred during 
the same ceremony when diplomas, 
bachelor’s degrees and master’s degrees 
are conferred. However, the capping of 
the PhD is a special ritual, as shown in 
the pictures.

The degree is conferred at the univer-
sity’s graduation ceremony. The grad-
uation ceremony is a public event and 

Getting capped is a crowning 
moment for both the earned 

and honorary doctorate

HEA. (2019). The state of higher education in Zambia 2019. Lusaka: Higher Education Authority.

HEA. (2020). Zambia standards and guidelines for quality assurance in higher education (ZSG-QA). 
Lusaka: Higher Education Authority.

REFERENCES

a time of celebration. It starts with an 
academic procession and ends when all 
candidates are capped by the Chancel-
lor. During the ceremony, the Dean of 
Graduate Studies calls out the name of 
the candidate and presents him/her to 
the Chancellor to receive the degree. 
As he or she comes up, the supervisor 
reads out the thesis title and gives a 
synopsis of the research, and the Chan-
cellor caps the recipient, who is dressed 
in a graduation gown. Family and friends 
of the PhD recipient attend the gradu-
ation ceremony to celebrate with the 
PhD graduate. They shower the PhD 
recipient with various gifts after confer-
ment of the PhD. Graduation parties are 
held after the graduation ceremony to 
celebrate the PhD recipient’s achieve-
ment.
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Brief author CVs

Patricia Alexander is a Distinguished University Professor, the Jean 
Mullan Professor of Literacy, and Distinguished Scholar Teacher in the Depart-
ment of Human Development and Quantitative Methodology at the University 
of Maryland. Her research interests are in the areas of learning, text compre-
hension, expertise development, and reasoning. She is the former President of 
Division 15 (Educational Psychology) for the American Psychological Association, 
past Vice President for Division C (Learning and Instruction) for the American 
Educational Research Association, Fellow of APA, AERA, and the Society for Text 
and Discourse, and a member of the National Academy of Education. She is the 
author of more than 300 publications, many co-written with current and former 
doctoral students. Over the course of her academic career, she has graduated 
upwards of 50 doctoral students, with eight doctoral students currently in her lab, 
The Disciplined Reading and Learning Research Laboratory.

Teresa Bajo is a full professor in the Department of Experimental Psy-
chology at the University of Granada. She is head of the Memory and Language 
research group. Her research interests include memory retrieval in young and older 
adults, and language processing and control in bilinguals and monolinguals. Some 
of her recent publications have appeared in Cognition, Neurobiology of Learning 
and Memory; Bilingualism: Language and Cognition; Journal of Experimental Psy-
chology: Learning, Memory and Cognition. She has supervised 29 doctoral theses 
and published more than 160 papers. She has been Chair of the Doctoral School 
for Health Sciences and of the International School for Postgraduate Studies at the 
University of Granada.  

Nicolas Balacheff is an emeritus senior scientist at the Centre 
National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS). He contributed to research on 
teaching and learning mathematical proofs, as well as bridging AI research and 
mathematics education research, with a focus on student modelling. He started 
the latter as a member of the Cabri-géomètre project, which paved the way 
for research in dynamic geometry. He chaired several national and international 
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initiatives and organisations in mathematics education, educational technology 
and cognitive science. In particular, he was president of the international group 
Psychology for Mathematics Education and founding scientific manager of the Ka-
leidoscope Network of Excellence of FP7. He co-founded the journal Recherches 
en Didactique des Mathématiques. He authored or co-authored over 200 publi-
cations on mathematics education and technology-enhanced learning. He super-
vised 21 students through completion of their PhD at Grenoble-Alpes University.

Mireille Bétrancourt is a full professor in Information Technology 
and Learning processes in the Faculty of Psychology and Education, University of 
Geneva. Since 2003, she has been the head of TECFA, a research and teaching 
unit dedicated to the design and evaluation of educational digital technology. Her 
research goals are to advance scientific knowledge in the domain of digital learning 
as well as to provide recommendations for the design of effective computer-sup-
ported instruction and systems that foster learning on the cognitive, relational and 
emotional levels. She has (co)supervised 15 completed PhDs and currently (co)su-
pervises 7 PhD students on a large variety of topics including multimedia learning, 
emotional design, instructional video, collaborative writing and computers in the 
classroom. She is an active member of research associations such as EARLI, AERA 
and EAIH. In particular, she was the coordinator of EARLI SIG-2 Comprehension 
of Text and Graphics from 2014 to 2018. She also acts as expert advisor for the 
State of Geneva in the implementation of their plan for digital education that 
aims to reinforce the use of digital tools for instructional purposes and fostering 
students’ digital skills.

Jale Cakiroglu is a professor of Science Education at Middle East 
Technical University, Turkey. She received her PhD degree in Curriculum and In-
struction from Indiana University, with an emphasis on science education. Her 
research interests focus on science education and teacher science education. She 
has published several articles in international scientific journals focusing on the 
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nature of science, argumentation, teachers’ efficacy beliefs, and science classroom 
learning environments. Fifteen PhD students have obtained their degree under her 
supervision and she is currently supervising seven PhD students.

Chun-Yen Chang is a chair professor in the Graduate Institute 
of Science Education and the Department of Earth Sciences at National Taiwan 
Normal University (NTNU) and Director of the Science Education Center 
(NTNU). Over the past few years, he has been honored as a visiting professor 
at the Education University of Hong Kong and the Paris 8 University. His major 
research interests include science education, e-Learning, interdisciplinary science 
learning, and science communication. He is currently the editor-in-chief of the 
Eurasia Journal of Mathematics, Science and Technology Education, and Educa-
tional Innovations and Emerging Technologies. He is also on the editorial board of 
three journals: Studies in Science Education; Learning, Media & Technology; and 
the Journal of Science Education and Technology. In February 2013, Dr. Chang’s 
catechol-O-methyltransferase (COMT) study was privileged with a New York Times 
Sunday Magazine report. The report was likewise featured on the Association 
of Psychological Science website. In 2019, the CouldClassRoom (CCR) mobile 
learning system, developed by Dr. Chang and his research team, was selected 
as an exemplary institution in the 2019 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report. He has su-
pervised 15 PhD students and currently is supervising 10 PhD students. For more 
information, see here.

Chia-Li Debra Chen is a post-doctoral research fellow in the 
Science Education Center at National Taiwan Normal University. She is currently 
involved in the Higher Education Sprout Project funded by the Ministry of Education, 
focusing on enhancing students’ learning achievement by incorporating innova-
tive technology into classroom teaching and learning. She has also participated 
in the Global Networking Talent Project, which aims to introduce inquiry-based 
science education and encourage teachers to create innovative teaching methods 
to enhance teaching effectiveness. She received her EdD degree from the Univer-
sity of Southern California in June 2006. Her research interests include technolo-
gy-enhanced teaching and learning and mobile-assisted teaching and learning.

Stavros Demetriadis is a full professor of Learning Technologies 
(ICT in Education) in the School of Informatics, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki 
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(AUTh), Greece. He teaches courses and conducts research in the broader area 
of technology-enhanced learning, with emphasis on computer-supported collab-
orative learning (CSCL), educational robotics, conversational agents in CSCL, 
multimedia learning, and cognitive training technologies. He has published more 
than 150 research papers in international scientific journals and international/
national conference proceedings and has supervised 6 finalized PhD dissertations. 
He has served as head of the Software and Interactive Technologies Lab and is a 
member of the scientific committee at several top-ranking international confer-
ences each year (such as IEEE ICALT, ECTEL, CSEDU, etc.) His supervised PhD 
project, Cubes Coding, was presented with awards in two international competi-
tions (Open Education Challenge 2014 and NUMA-2014). His conference articles 
have received Best Paper awards three times. He currently leads the EU Erasmus+ 
funded project, “colMOOC,” to integrate conversational agents as tools for 
mediating teacher-group interaction in MOOCs. He is a Python enthusiast, devel-
oping the pytolearn.csd.auth.gr website for advancing Python-based coding and 
offering a MOOC on “Programming for non-Programmers” (in Greek); for more, 
see http://mlab.csd.auth.gr/sdemetri/. 

Pierre Dillenbourg is a full professor of Learning Technologies 
in the School of Computer & Communication Sciences. A former teacher in 
elementary school, he graduated in Educational Science (University of Mons, 
Belgium). He started his research on learning technologies in 1985 by applying 
machine learning to education. He obtained a PhD in Computer Science from 
the University of Lancaster (UK), in AI&Ed. He is the director of the leading house 
DUAL-T, which develops technologies for dual vocational education systems, and 
the former academic director of the Center for Digital Education (over 3 million 
MOOC registrations). Pierre co-founded the Swiss EdTech Collider, an incubator 
with 85 start-ups in learning technologies and LEARN, the EPFL Center of Learning 
Sciences. Pierre is an inaugural ISLS fellow. He is currently the Associate Vice-Pres-
ident for Education at EPFL. He has (co-)supervised 30 PhD theses.

Angelique Dimitracopoulou is a professor (Design of Tech-
nology-Based Learning Environments) at the University of the Aegean in Greece. 
She is Director of the Learning Technology and Educational Engineering Laborato-
ry. She holds a degree in Physical Sciences (Univ. Patras, Greece), and a master’s 
and PhD in ICTs in Sciences Education (Univ. of Paris VII, France, 1995). She was 
elected Vice-Rector of Research and Strategic Management at the University of the 
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Aegean (2010–2014). The National Body of Rectors elected her as Representative 
to the National Strategic Reference Framework (2015-2020). She was President 
of the National Youth & LifeLong Learning Foundation (2015-2016). Her research 
focuses on: (I) design of technology-based learning environments empowering 
learners in everyday life learning (modeling systems, collaborative apps, mobile 
apps, learning analytics tools supporting self-regulation); (II) design of authentic 
learning activities and multimodal students’ worksheets; (III) social networks and 
digital multimodal argumentation on crucial societal issues. She has supervised 
eight PhDs to completion (2000-2010), and she currently supervises three PhDs. 
For more information, see here.

Vitor Duarte Teodoro is an associate professor, Faculty of Social 
Sciences, University Lusófona of Humanities and Technologies (ULHT), Lisbon. He 
has a PhD in Education (2003) and a degree in Physics Education (1978). For over 
40 years, he has been involved in teacher education (at the primary, secondary 
and tertiary levels), teaching physics, science education, computer science and 
mathematics (secondary and tertiary levels), research and supervision of research 
in physics education, mathematics education, and educational technology. In a 
previous post, Vitor Teodoro designed and coordinated the MEd in Physics and 
Chemistry Teaching (2008-2015) at the Faculty of Science and Technology, New 
University of Lisbon, and has been particularly involved in using computational 
modelling in physics and mathematics education. He has published many software 
titles, including Modellus, a modelling program used in the Advancing Physics cur-
riculum in the UK in the early 2000s and published by the former USA publisher, 
Knowledge Revolution, in 1998. He supervised five PhD theses. For more informa-
tion, see here.

Jan Elen is a professor of Education Sciences at the University of Leuven 
(KU Leuven) in the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences. He has mostly 
been working in the domain of designing learning environments for complex 
learning (including critical thinking and research skills). Of special interest is the 
actual use by learners of opportunities provided in learning environments (using 
non-obtrusive measures such as log-files). He has assumed various responsibilities 
such as head of the Educational Support Office, coordinator of a large network 
of teacher education institutions, Vice Dean and Programme Director. He has co-
ordinated research projects both locally and internationally and has contributed 
to educational projects in developing countries. He has supervised more than 20 
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doctoral dissertations successfully. He is an active member of various research as-
sociations (i.e., SIG Coordinator) and is currently responsible for the educational 
master’s in Behavioral Sciences.

Frank Fischer is a full professor of Educational Science and Education-
al Psychology at the Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München (LMU), Germany. 
He is the speaker of the Munich Center of the Learning Sciences, an interdisci-
plinary collaboration focusing on advancing research on learning “from cortex to 
community.“ He is an Inaugural Fellow of the International Society of the Learning 
Sciences and a member of the Bavarian Academy of Sciences. His research focuses 
on how people learn to engage in scientific reasoning and argumentation, as well 
as in diagnostic reasoning. Settings include computer-supported collaborative 
learning and simulation-based learning environments in secondary school and in 
higher education. He has (co-)supervised more than 30 PhD theses.

Peter Goodyear is a professor of Education at The University of Sydney 
in Australia. His research interests include professional education, networked 
learning and educational design. Together with Prof. Peter Reimann, he founded 
Sydney’s Centre for Research on Computer-Supported Learning and Cognition 
(CoCo) and co-designed and taught the master’s program in Learning Sciences 
and Technology. He was awarded a Senior Fellowship of the Australian Learning 
and Teaching Council in 2008 and an Australian Research Council Laureate Fel-
lowship in 2010. He has supervised 40 PhD students to successful completion. His 
own PhD was awarded by the School of Biological and Environmental Sciences at 
the New University of Ulster. He was editor-in-chief of the journal Instructional 
Science from 1993 to 2012. Before moving to Australia, he was a professor of Edu-
cational Research, Head of the Department of Educational Research and founding 
director of the Centre for Studies in Advanced Learning Technology (CSALT) at 
Lancaster University in England. At Lancaster, he led course teams designing and 
running two innovative hybrid/online postgraduate programmes: the MSc in IT & 
Learning (1989 onwards) and the doctoral programme in Higher Education (1995 
onwards). His most recent books are: The Education Ecology of Universities (with 
Rob Ellis, 2019, Routledge/SRHE), Spaces of Teaching and Learning (with Rob Ellis, 
2018, Springer), Epistemic Fluency and Professional Education (with Lina Markau-
skaite, 2017, Springer) and Place-based Spaces for Networked Learning (with Lucila 
Carvalho and Maarten de Laat, 2017, Routledge).
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Christothea Herodotou is an associate professor at the Institute 
of Educational Technology (IET) at the Open University UK. She is interested in 
the evidence-based design and evaluation of technologies for learning (online 
platforms, mobile applications, digital games) using mixed-methods research ap-
proaches (learning analytics, RCTs, interviews, surveys). She holds funding from the 
National Science Foundation, Wellcome and ESRC to improve the design of online 
citizen science platforms and make science learning more accessible and produc-
tive for young people. She is the academic lead of the award-winning nQuire—a 
citizen science platform developed in partnership with the BBC that aims to engage 
the public in all the stages of scientific research. She is the PI of the UKRI funded 
project EduCs that aims to develop citizen science capacity in large organisations. 
She has led the evaluation of the Early Alert Indicators project, a university-wide 
initiative that assessed the impact of predictive learning analytics on students’ per-
formance and attainment; the project has received multiple awards for research 
impact and excellence in teaching. She is a Senior Fellow of the Higher Education 
Academy (SFHEA) and an Honorary Associate of UCL. She is currently supervising 
five doctoral students. One of her students has successfully completed her PhD. 
More information here. 

Valeria Herskovic is an associate professor at the Department of 
Computer Science at Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile in Santiago, Chile. 
Her main research interests are in the area of human-centered computing and 
computer-supported collaborative work, especially in the healthcare and education 
domains. She is co-director of HAPLAB (Human & Process Research Lab, https://
haplab.org/), and she is the co-founder of Chilewic, the Chilean Women in 
Computing Conference (http://www.chilewic.cl). She has been the supervisor 
of three PhD students who have already graduated and is currently supervising 
another three doctoral students.

Sanna Järvelä is a professor in the field of Learning and Educational 
Technology and a head of the Learning and Educational Technology Research Unit 
(LET) at the Department of Educational Sciences, University of Oulu, Finland. Her 
main research interest deals with self-regulated learning and computer-supported 
collaborative learning. She and her research group are internationally recognized 
for theoretical and methodological advancement of social aspects of self-regulated 
learning (socially shared regulation in learning) and processes-oriented and mul-
timodal research methods. She has supervised more than 20 PhDs. She is the 
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co-chief editor of the International Journal of Computer-Supported Collaborative 
Learning. She is a member of the Finnish Academy of Science and Letters, a past 
EARLI (European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction) president, 
and an invited member of the expert group of the OECD’s PISA 2025, “Learning in 
the Digital World.” More info can be found here. 

Ton de Jong holds a chair in Instructional Technology at the Univer-
sity of Twente. He specializes in inquiry learning (mainly in science domains) 
supported by technology. He was coordinator of eight EU projects, including the 
7th framework Go-Lab project on learning with online laboratories in science and 
its H2020 follow-up project, Next-Lab (see www.golabz.eu). Currently he is on the 
editorial board of eight journals. He has published three papers in Science. He 
is an AERA and ISLS fellow and is a member of the Academia Europaea. He has 
been director of the research school ICO, which organizes the training program 
for PhDs in Educational Science in the Netherlands. He has been (co-)supervisor 
of 33 completed PhD trajectories and currently (co-)supervises another six PhDs. 
For more info, see here.

Rajlakshmi Kanjilal is a Project Manager (Media and Content) at 
Amrita CREATE, Amrita University. She recently submitted her doctoral thesis and 
holds a master’s degree in Fine Arts in Animation and Content Management and a 
post-graduate diploma in Journalism from Amrita University. The research projects 
at Amrita CREATE focus on integrating living and life skills in K12 education and 
higher education while managing health in rural India. For more information on 
Amrita CREATE, see here.

Jane M. Kwenye is a senior lecturer and currently heads the Depart-
ment of Plant and Environmental Sciences in the School of Natural Resources at 
Copperbelt University. Her research interests are in the areas of environmental and 
socio-economic impact assessment, natural resource governance, rural livelihoods 
and ecosystem services, environmental auditing and management, value chain 
analysis, and environmental valuation. She has been involved in numerous research 
and consultancy projects that have been funded by local and international funding 
agencies. She is currently a member of the scientific advisory committee (SAC) 
for the Southern Africa Science Service Center for Climate Change and Adaptive 
Land Management (SASSCAL). She is also a member of the review committee for 
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the Science Partnerships for the Adaptation to Complex Earth System Process in 
Southern Africa (SPACES) II. She has supervised over 10 graduate research thesis 
work and is currently co-supervising two PhD students.

Eleni A. Kyza is an associate professor in Information Society and Chair 
of the Department of Communication and Internet Studies at the Cyprus Uni-
versity of Technology, where she coordinates the Media, Cognition, and Learning 
Research Group. Her research interests focus on inquiry-based teaching and 
learning, the design of technology-enhanced learning environments to support 
motivated, meaningful, and reflective practices, media and digital literacy, and 
the investigation of how new media influence human behavior. With her collab-
orators, she has developed several forms of inquiry learning software, including 
the web-based learning and teaching platform STOCHASMOS, which supported 
students’ collaborative evidence-based explanation building and reflective inquiry, 
and TraceReaders, an augmented reality platform for scaffolding students’ inquiry 
learning in informal contexts. Dr. Kyza is editor-in-chief for the journal Instruction-
al Science and a member of the editorial boards of Frontline Learning Research, 
the Journal of the Learning Sciences, and Educational Researcher. She is Presi-
dent-Elect of the European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction 
(EARLI) and a past-president of the International Society of the Learning Sciences 
(ISLS). She is an Inaugural Fellow of ISLS. She has supervised or co-supervised 
over 30 graduate students’ research thesis work, including three completed PhD 
theses. She is currently supervising three PhD students. 

Susanne Lajoie is a professor and Canada Research Chair in Advanced 
Technologies for Learning in Authentic Settings in the Department of Educational 
and Counselling Psychology and a member of the Institute for Health Sciences 
Education at McGill University. She is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada 
and the American Psychological Association as well as the American Educational 
Research Association (AERA). She received the ACFAS Thérèse Gouin-Décarie 
Prize for Social Sciences along with the AERA-TICL Outstanding International 
Research Collaboration Award. Dr. Lajoie explores how theories of learning and 
affect can be used to guide the design of advanced technology-rich learning en-
vironments to promote learning in medicine. She recently directed the Learning 
Environments Across Disciplines partnership grant funded by the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council in Canada. Dr. Lajoie has graduated 24 PhDs 
and currently supervises 7 doctoral students. For more information see https://
www.mcgill.ca/atlas-lab/
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Erno Lehtinen is emeritus professor of education at the University 
of Turku and visiting professor at the Vytautas Magnus University (Lithuania). He 
has worked in several universities in Finland, other European countries, and the 
USA. He was head of the Finnish national Doctoral Programme in Multidisciplinary 
Research on Learning Environments and the doctoral programme in Research 
on Learning, Teaching and Learning Environments at the University of Turku. He 
has been (co-)supervisor of 46 completed PhD theses. His research has focused 
on cognitive and motivational aspects of learning, development of mathematical 
thinking, educational technology, and new forms of expertise in rapidly changing 
working life. He has published about 400 scientific publications. He is an elected 
member of the Finnish Academy of Science and Letters and the International 
Academy of Education. He was president of EARLI in 2001-2003 and founding 
editor-in-chief of Frontline Learning Research. In 2009, he got the Oeuvre Award 
of the European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction.

Äli Leijen is a professor of Teacher Education at the University of Tartu. 
She is the current Programme Director of the university’s PhD programme in Edu-
cational Sciences. She specialises in teacher agency and professional development 
and identity, students’ metacognitive processes in different contexts, and ICT as 
means of supporting pedagogy and implementing innovations. Professor Leijen 
has been a coordinator or principal investigator in many national and interna-
tional research and development projects, including the LLP Comenius multilat-
eral research project, “Supporting Student Teachers’ Action-Oriented Knowledge 
Construction.” She is a founding member of the Estonian Young Academy of 
Sciences, a member of the Young Academy of Europe and on the editorial board 
of three journals. She is an active member of professional associations EARLI and 
AERA. She has been a (co-)supervisor of six completed PhD theses and currently 
supervises another eight PhD students.

Sten Ludvigsen is a professor at the Faculty of Educational Sciences, 
University of Oslo, in the field of learning and digitalization. He was Dean at the 
Faculty of Education (2017-2020). He became an honorary doctor at Gothenburg 
University in 2018. He has long experience in academic leadership and in research 
education teaching, supervision and leadership at the national and international 
levels. He led the Kaleidoscope European Network of Excellence, (NoE; Program: 
Technology-Enhanced Learning) from 2007-2008. He is a former director of Inter-
Media (2004-2009), and scientific leader of NATED: the National Research School 
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in Educational Science (2008-2012). He led a public committee appointed by the 
Norwegian parliament in June 2013 that delivered two reports to the Norwegian 
government about the future of the Norwegian (K-12) school system (NOU 2014:7 
and NOU 2015:8). These reports served as the basis for a new reform in the 
Norwegian school system (1-13), called the Subject Renewal Reform. He served as 
editor-in-chief for The International Journal of Computer-Supported Collabora-
tive Learning (ijCSCL; 2016-2019). He has (co)supervised 19 PhD theses. 

Mona Lundin is an associate professor in Education, University of Goth-
enburg, Sweden. Her general research focus concerns communication, learning 
and technologies in professional work contexts such as, for instance, the food 
production industry and health care, as well as education. Her research takes its 
point of departure from sociocultural and dialogical perspectives and her more 
specific interests concern what happens when technologies are introduced to or 
put to use in professional contexts and hence, the consequences for how work is 
carried out and coordinated in everyday work settings. She has been engaged in 
interdisciplinary work with colleagues from a range of disciplines as a member in 
the Linnaeus Centre for Research on Learning, Interaction and Mediated Commu-
nication in Contemporary Society (LinCS), a national centre of excellence funded 
by the Swedish Research Council and the LETStudio, an open transdisciplinary 
research network based at the University of Gothenburg. She led a project funded 
by the Swedish Research Council (2015-2018) on teachers’ use of social media for 
professional support and development. Currently, she is working in three projects: 
1) teachers’ digital competence (funded by the Swedish Research Council, 2020-
2022), 2) teachers’ digital work and the (im)balance between demands and support 
(funded by FORTE, 2019-2022) and 3) infrastructures for partially digital citizens: 
Supporting informal welfare work in the digitized state (SOS; funded by NordForsk, 
2021-2023). She is also part of the DigiChild Nordic Research Network on Digital-
izing Childhoods (2019-2021). She has supervised 2 PhD students to completion 
and is currently the supervisor of 5 PhD students. She has also served in leader-
ship roles in the department, including Head of Department and Director of Third 
Cycle Studies.

Lucia Mason is a full professor of Developmental and Educational 
Psychology at the University of Padova, Italy, where she also received her PhD. 
Fulbright visiting scholar at the University of Georgia, in 2003 she was the recipient 
of the publication award of the European Association for Research on Learning 
and Instruction (EARLI). Past associate editor of Educational Research Review and 
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editor-in-chief of Learning and Instruction, she is currently an associate editor 
of Metacognition and Learning and member of the editorial board of several 
high-ranking journals. For years she was the academic coordinator of the doctoral 
program in Developmental Psychology and Socialization Processes, as well as the 
head of the master’s program in Developmental and Educational Psychology at the 
University of Padova. She has carried out studies on conceptual change, epistemic 
beliefs, and search, evaluation, and comprehension of online information on con-
troversial issues. Her more recent research interest focuses on process-data, in 
particular eye-tracking data and physiological parameters, to study cognitive pro-
cessing in learning from text, as well as the relationships between cognitive perfor-
mance and affect. She is the author of about 150 scholarly articles, chapters, and 
books. She has (co-) supervised four PhD students and four post-docs.  

Richard E. Mayer is a Distinguished Professor in the Department of 
Psychological and Brain Sciences at the University of California, Santa Barbara. His 
research interests are in applying the science of learning to education, with current 
projects on multimedia learning, computer-supported learning, computer games 
for learning, learning in immersive virtual reality, learning with animated pedagog-
ical agents, and instructional video. He served as President of Division 15 (Educa-
tional Psychology) of the American Psychological Association and Vice President 
of the American Educational Research Association for Division C (Learning and 
Instruction). He is the winner of the E. L. Thorndike Award for career achievement 
in educational psychology, the Scribner Award for outstanding research in learning 
and instruction, the Jonassen Award for excellence in research in the field of in-
structional design and technology, the James McKeen Cattell Award for a lifetime 
of outstanding contributions to applied psychological research, the American Psy-
chological Association’s Distinguished Contribution of Applications of Psychology 
to Education and Training Award, and the Citizen Psychologist Citation from the 
American Psychological Association for four decades of service as a local school 
board member. He is the author of more than 500 publications including 35 books, 
such as Multimedia Learning: Third Edition, Learning as a Generative Activity, 
Computer Games for Learning, Applying the Science of Learning, e-Learning 
and the Science of Instruction: Fourth Edition (with R. Clark), The Cambridge 
Handbook of Multimedia Learning: Second Edition (editor), and Handbook of 
Game-Based Learning (co-Editor with J. Plass & B. Homer). He has supervised 30 
PhD students (including 2 PhD students graduating from the Graduate School of 
Education) and currently is supervising 3 PhD students. A list of graduates can be 
found at: https://mayerlab.psych.ucsb.edu/

179

Graduating around the globeGraduating around the globe

https://mayerlab.psych.ucsb.edu/


Miguel Nussbaum is a full professor for Computer Science at the 
School of Engineering of the Universidad Católica de Chile. He won the Innova-
tion in Education Prize of Chile for his work in education, and was a member of 
the board of the Chilean Agency for the Quality of Education. He is co-editor of 
Computers & Education. He has two MOOCs in Coursera on “The Constructivist 
Classroom,” and on the 4Cs (Communication, Critical Thinking, Collaboration, 
Creativity). He is a fellow of the International Society of the Learning Sciences. He 
has graduated 35 PhDs.

Margus Pedaste is a professor of Educational Technology at the 
University of Tartu. He is the former Programme Director of the university’s PhD 
programme in Educational Sciences. He specialises in inquiry-based learning and 
educational technology in both students’ learning and teacher education. Professor 
Pedaste has been a coordinator or principal investigator in many national and in-
ternational research and development projects, including the 7th Framework Ark 
of Inquiry project (see www.arkofinquiry.eu). Currently, he is associate editor of 
Educational Research Review and member of the editorial board of several other 
journals. He is an active member of professional associations EARLI, AERA, and 
IEEE. He has been a (co-)supervisor of four completed PhD theses and currently 
supervises another 10 PhD students. For more information, see here.

Palmyre Pierroux is a professor at the Department of Education, 
Faculty of Educational Sciences, University of Oslo, where she is Head of Research. 
Her research interests center on how innovative digital technologies are trans-
forming knowledge practices, learning, and participation in formal and informal 
learning contexts. Her recent research projects involve partnerships with museums 
and other educational institutions in the cultural sector to contribute to sustaina-
ble changes in practice related to citizen science and citizen humanities. She led 
the faculty research group Learning in the Digital Age (2011-2020). She has (co)
supervised four PhD theses.

Raghu Raman is the Director of the Amrita Center for Accreditations, 
Rankings and Eminence (Amrita CARE), Amrita University, and he established 
Amrita CREATE. CREATE has raised $4.6 million in research funding and has to 
its credit over 60 publications. He brings experience and expertise as the CEO of 
Amrita Technologies, a high-tech healthcare start-up, where he spearheaded the 
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initiative leading to the patent of the CCHIT-certified Electronic Medical Record 
(EMR) system that has a global customer base. His research interests include 
diffusion of ICT innovations in socio-technical systems, bibliometrics, world-class 
universities, and virtual interactive learning environments. For more information, 
see here.

Roger Säljö, PhD, Dr. h. c. mult., specializes in research on learning, 
interaction and human development in a sociocultural perspective, where he 
has published extensively. Much of this work is related to issues of how people 
learn to use cultural tools and how we acquire competencies and skills that are 
foundational to learning in a socially and technologically complex society. He has 
been engaged in interdisciplinary work with colleagues from a range of disciplines 
including medicine and health, mathematics, various natural sciences, linguistics, 
informatics, religion and several others. Between 2006 and 2017 he was Director of 
the Linnaeus Centre for Research on Learning, Interaction and Mediated Commu-
nication in Contemporary Society (LinCS), a national centre of excellence funded 
by the Swedish Research Council. He has been director of a national graduate 
school in the Educational Sciences (2008-2013). He has been a Finland Distin-
guished Professor (FiDiPro) at the Centre for Learning Research at the University 
of Turku in Finland. He is an honorary doctor at the University of Turku and the 
University of Agder, and honorary professor at the University of Bath, UK. He has 
been a visiting professor at a number of universities, including Universität Konstanz 
(Germany), University of California San Diego (USA), Rijksuniversiteit Utrecht 
(the Netherlands), University of Oslo, Georg-August-Universität Göttingen, Uni-
versity of Agder, University of Stavanger. He has supervised 51 students to their 
PhD degrees at six different faculties. He has also served in leadership functions 
including dean (two different faculties), pro-vice-chancellor and head of depart-
ment (at three different departments), and held a number of leading positions in 
research funding agencies. 

Katharina Scheiter is head of the Multiple Representations Lab 
atthe Leibniz-Institut für Wissensmedien (IWM) and a full professor for Empirical 
Research on Learning and Instruction at the University of Tübingen, Germany. Her 
research focuses on (meta-)cognitive processes when learning from multiple rep-
resentations, as well as on ways to integrate technology into education to improve 
student achievement. She has served as first supervisor for 15 PhD students, and 
currently supervises another 5 PhDs. She is co-director of the LEAD Graduate 
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School & Research Network at the University of Tübingen and head of the IWM’s 
PhD board that oversees all doctoral projects taking place at the research institute. 

Ladislao Salmerón is a full professor of Developmental and Edu-
cational Psychology at the University of Valencia, Spain. He received his PhD in 
Psychology at the University of Granada. In 2003/04, he was a Fulbright visiting 
scholar at the University of Colorado at Boulder, where he worked with Walter 
Kintsch, a leading scholar in the field of reading comprehension. In 2015, he and 
professor Halszka Jarodzka created Special Interest Group 27: Online Measures 
of Learning Processes of the European Association for Research on Learning 
and Instruction (EARLI). He has carried out research on reading comprehension, 
Internet search and navigation, and information evaluation. Currently, he focuses 
on the effects of digitalization on reading. He has authored about 90 scholarly 
documents, including chapters in the International Encyclopedia of Education and 
the Handbook of Reading Research. He has (co-)supervised three PhD students 
and three post-docs. 

Eliane Segers holds a chair in Learning & Technology at Radboud Uni-
versity, Nijmegen, as well as a chair in Reading & Digital Media at the University 
of Twente. She is scientific director of the Expertisecentrum Nederlands (Dutch 
Centre for Language Education). Her research focuses on individual variation in 
learning and learning problems and with a specific interest in how the use of ICT 
may foster learning. Her research has both a basic and an applied focus, with a 
strong societal relevance. She is associate editor of Learning and Individual Differ-
ences. She has (co-)supervised 26 completed PhD trajectories, and currently (co-)
supervises another 13 PhDs.

Rosa Serradas Duarte is an associate professor in the faculty 
of Social Sciences, University Lusófona of Humanities and Technologies (ULHT), 
Lisbon. She has a PhD in Education Sciences from the University Lumière, Lyon2, 
France, a master’s in Education from the faculty of Psychology and Education 
Sciences of the University of Lisbon; she has also done studies in law education 
and in special education needs and learning difficulties. Her first degree was in 
Physical Education from the National Institute of Physical Education, Lisbon. As 
PhD supervisor, Rosa has supported six successful candidates. For more informa-
tion, see here.
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Mike Sharples is Emeritus Professor of Educational Technology in the 
Institute of Educational Technology at The Open University, UK. His expertise 
involves human-centred design of new technologies and environments for learning. 
He inaugurated the mLearn conference series and was Founding President of the 
International Association for Mobile Learning. As Academic Lead for the Future-
Learn company, he informed the design of its social learning approach. He is 
Academic Lead for the nQuire project with the BBC to develop a new platform 
for inquiry-led learning at scale. He is Chief Academic Advisor at the FourthRev 
company and provides consultancy for organisations that include UNESCO and 
UNICEF. He founded the Innovating Pedagogy report series and is author of over 
300 papers in the areas of educational technology, learning sciences, science 
education, human-centred design of personal technologies, artificial intelligence 
and cognitive science. His recent book is Practical Pedagogy: 40 New Ways to 
Teach and Learn, published by Routledge. He has supervised 29 students to com-
pletion of their PhD degrees at four universities.

Overson Shumba is a Senior Lecturer and currently heads the De-
partment of Plant and Environmental Sciences in the School of Natural Resources 
at Copperbelt University. Her research interests are in the areas of environmental 
and socio-economic impact assessment, natural resource governance, rural live-
lihoods and ecosystem services, environmental auditing and management, value 
chain analysis, and environmental valuation. She has been involved in numerous 
research and consultancy projects that have been funded by local and inter-
national funding agencies. She is currently a member of the scientific advisory 
committee (SAC) for the Southern Africa Science Service Center for Climate 
Change and Adaptive Land Management (SASSCAL). She is also a member of the 
Review Committee for the Science Partnerships for the Adaptation to Complex 
Earth System Process in Southern Africa (SPACES) II. She has supervised over 10 
students in their graduate research thesis work and is currently co-supervising two 
PhD students. 

Christian Tarchi is an assistant professor in developmental and edu-
cational psychology at the University of Florence. His major interests are reading 
processes and digital learning. He has published 40+ articles in peer-reviewed 
and indexed journals. He is associate editor of two indexed journals and serves as 
a reviewer for several journals. He is a lecturer in Educational Psychology, School 
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Psychology and Disabilities Studies at the University of Florence. He has served as 
a lecturer for several Psychology courses for US universities within Study Abroad 
programs in Italy. He currently co-supervises a PhD student.

Mehmet Fatih Taşar is a full professor of science/physics education 
at Gazi University, Department of Mathematics and Science Education in Ankara, 
Turkey. He earned his PhD from The Pennsylvania State University in 2001 in Cur-
riculum & Instruction with an emphasis on science education. His research focuses 
on qualitative methodologies, learning process studies, and science teacher 
education. So far, he has supervised 14 doctoral students to the successful com-
pletion of their degrees and he is currently supervising 8 doctoral students. He has 
published numerous peer-reviewed journal articles, delivered keynote speeches, 
and presented scholarly work at the conferences of professional organizations 
around the world. He has served as editor, editorial board member, and reviewer 
for international journals. Currently, Dr. Tasar is the co-editor of the International 
Journal of Physics & Chemistry Education and Action Research and Innovation in 
Science Education.

Kate Thompson is the associate professor of Digital Pedagogies in 
the Faculty of Creative Industries, Education and Social Justice at Queensland 
University of Technology in Australia. She is the leader of the Digital Learning 
for Change (DL4C) Research Group and the Research Engagement Leader for 
the Visualisation and Interactive Solutions for Engagement and Research (VISER) 
team. She is one of the lead editors of the Australasian Journal of Educational 
Technology, and in 2021 she will take on the position of inaugural Queensland Art 
Gallery and Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA) Digital Resident. Kate has more 
than 15 years of research experience at universities in Sydney and Brisbane. During 
that time, she has demonstrated leadership of, and participation within, research 
grants totaling approximately $5 million, including local and international projects 
and research for government and industry bodies, as well as the establishment of 
research infrastructure at several institutions. With her background as an environ-
mental scientist, her PhD explored the different ways in which school students 
learn about complex socio-environmental systems using simulation models. She 
has supervised six PhD students to completion and is currently supervising another 
six enrolled in PhD programs. The current focus of her research is the design 
of opportunities for learning at the intersection of digital and physical learning 
environments. Digital pedagogies, understanding complex socio-environmental 
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systems, collaborative learning, and the development of innovative methods to 
inform design for learning in complex learning environments are important themes 
in her research. 

Lieven Verschaffel is a full professor in Educational Sciences at 
the University of Leuven, Belgium. His major research interest is (psychology of) 
mathematics education. He acted as principal investigator or co-investigator on 
numerous national and international projects in this domain. He is associate editor 
or member of the editorial (advisory) board of + 20 international journals and he 
is Series Editor of the book series New Directions in Mathematics and Science 
Education published by Brill. He has (co-)authored + 300 articles in SSCI-in-
dexed journals as well as many other publications. He was elected member of the 
Flemish Royal Academy for Sciences and Arts of Belgium (2009) and member of 
the Academia Europeae (2010). He has been (co-)supervisor of 23 PhD theses and 
currently supervises 7 PhD theses. For many years he was the academic coordina-
tor of the doctoral program in Educational Sciences at the KU Leuven. For more 
info, see here.

Erica de Vries is a full professor of Educational Science at the Uni-
versity Grenoble Alpes (UGA). Her research interests are in the area of learning 
with multiple external representations and visualisations. She served as associate 
editor for Instructional Science, and after that as associate editor for Learning 
and Instruction. She is a consulting editor for Educational Technology, Research 
and Development and a member of the editorial board of Educational Research 
Review. She instigated and coordinated a transatlantic double degree master’s in 
International Cognitive Visualization (EU Atlantis scheme) for promoting student 
mobility between the University Grenoble Alpes in France, the University of Ko-
blenz-Landau in Germany, and California State University at Chico. She is an active 
member of research associations such as EARLI, AERA, and ISLS. In particular, she 
was EARLI SIG-2 Comprehension of Text and Graphics coordinator and she served 
as program chair of the Learning Sciences track for the 2021 Annual Meeting of 
the International Society of the Learning Sciences (ISLS). She has (co)supervised 
nine PhD students and two habilitations (post-doctoral degree) and currently (co)
supervises three PhD students.
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Philip H. Winne is SFU Distinguished Professor of Education at Simon 
Fraser University, Canada and formerly a 2-term Tier I Canada Research Chair 
in Self-Regulated Learning and Learning Technologies. Modeling self-regulating 
learners as fledgling learning scientists who pursue a personal research program 
to improve their achievements, his research investigates self-regulated learning, 
metacognition and learning analytics. To pursue this research, he leads a team 
developing software technologies that support learners and simultaneously gather 
big data for learning science. Author of more than 200 scholarly books, articles, 
chapters, and proceedings, he has been elected a Fellow of the Royal Society 
of Canada, the Canadian Psychological Association, the American Educational 
Research Association, the American Psychological Association, and the Associa-
tion for Psychological Science. Other honors include the Robbie Case Memorial 
Award for outstanding contributions to educational psychology in Canada, the 
Barry J. Zimmerman Award for exceptional theoretical and empirical scholarship 
in research on studying and self-regulated learning, and the Canadian Society for 
the Study of Education Mentorship Award for his support and encouragement of 
graduate students in educational research. He has supervised approximately 35 
PhD students. For more information, see here.

Zacharias C. Zacharia is a full professor of Science Education 
and director of the Research in Science and Technology Education Group at the 
University of Cyprus. He was the (co-)coordinator of several research projects 
concerning computer-supported, inquiry-based learning that received continuing 
financial support over the years from the Cyprus Research Promotion Founda-
tion and the European Commission. His research interests include, among others, 
the design and development of computer-supported learning environments in 
science, the development and assessment of STEM/STEAM/STEAME curriculum 
and learning materials, and the training of teachers for designing and implement-
ing technology-enhanced science teaching materials. He has received several 
awards in recognition of outstanding scholastic achievement and excellence, and 
has published many papers in major ISI journals (e.g., Science, Cognition and 
Instruction, Learning and Instruction, Journal of Research in Science Teaching). 
He was an associate editor for the Journal of Research in Science Teaching, and is 
currently an editor of the EURASIA Journal of Mathematics, Science and Technol-
ogy Education and a member of the editorial board of the Journal of Computers 
in Mathematics and Science Teaching. He is also a reviewer for several major ISI 
journals. He has been the supervisor of 10 PhD theses so far and currently super-
vises 8 more. For more info, see here.
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