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2. Background 

The project has responded to current concerns about the nature of the doctorate, its purpose and 

�À���o�µ�����(�}�Œ���•�š���l���Z�}�o�����Œ�•�X���&�}�Œ�����Æ���u�‰�o���U���š�Z�����‰�Œ�}�i�����š�����µ�]�o�š���µ�‰�}�v���š�Z�����,�]�P�Z���Œ�������µ�����š�]�}�v�������������u�Ç�[�•�����µ���]�š��

and development of research programmes in the Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (2006), 

�W���Œ�l�[�•���‰���‰���Œ���}�v���š�Z�����v���š�µ�Œ�����}�(���š�Z�������}���š�}�Œ���š�����~�î�ì�ì�ó�•�����v�����š�Z�����Y�������^�‰�����]���o���Z���À�]���Á���}�(���Z���•�����Œ���Z�������P�Œ������

Programmes (2006). The project also recognised the new doctoral skills and quality agenda and 

contemporary emphases on employability that reflect the Lisbon Agenda and the Bologna Process. 

The team concurred with the UKGRAD 2005 Policy Forum call to gather evidence on the value and 

impact of skills development initiatives for doctoral students, and their belief that this initiative 

should be sector-led and emphasise enhancement rather than measurement.   

Our work indicates that research at the doctoral level has critical points when students cross 

���}�v�����‰�š�µ���o�� �š�Z�Œ���•�Z�}�o���•�� ���v���� �u���l���� �Z�o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�� �o�����‰�•�[�U�� �u�}�À�]�v�P�� �š�Z���]�Œ�� �Á�}�Œ�l�� �š�}�� ���}�v�����‰�š�µ���o�� �o���À��ls of 

�µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v���]�v�P�X�� �d�Z���•���� �Z���Z���[�� �u�}�u���v�š�•�� �Œ���‰�Œ���•���v�š�� �Z�o�����‰�•�� �}�(�� �(���]�š�Z�[�� �����Ç�}�v���� �š�Z���]�Œ�� ���}�u�(�}�Œ�š���Ì�}�v���•�� �Á�Z���v��

students acquire new ways of seeing their research. Thus, they experience conceptual paradigm 

shifts regarding their research and themselves. Meyer and Land�[�•�� �~�î�ì�ì�ï�•�� �v�}�š�]�}�v�� �}�(�� �Z�š�Z�Œ���•�Z�}�o����

���}�v�����‰�š�•�[�� ���v�����‰�•�µ�o���š���•�� �•�µ���Z�� �Z�v���Á�� �Á���Ç�•�� �}�(�� �•�����]�v�P�[�X�� �,�}�Á���À���Œ�U�� �š�Z�]�•�� �Á�}�Œ�l�� �]�•�� �o���Œ�P���o�Ç�� �(�}���µ�•������ �}�v��
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employed as if they have elevated status within their discipline community (Meyer & Land, 2005). 

The mimicry displayed when passing through a conceptual threshold is distinguishable from 

�Œ�]�š�µ���o�]�•������ �Z�‰���Œ�Œ�}�š�� �(���•�Z�]�}�v�[�� �o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�X�� �d�Z�µ�•�U�� �o�]�u�]�v���o�]�š�Ç�� �����v�� ������ �����(�]�v������ ���•�� �Á�Z���v�� �•�š�µ�����v�š�•�� ���Œ���� �}�v�� �š�Z����

threshold of deeper conceptual understandings, often becoming frustrated, losing confidence or 

dropping out (Land et al, 2005; Trafford, 2007). 

�>�]�l���� �D���Ç���Œ�� ���v���� �>���v���� �Á���� �����o�]���À���� �š�Z���š�� �^Gaining clearer insights into why some students find it 

troublesome both to understand and to express particular threshold concepts, and into why 

certain students undergo a transformational or even creative experience in what we have termed 

�š�Z���� �o�]�u�]�v���o�� �•�‰�������� �}�(�� �o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�U�� �Á�Z�]�o�•�š�� �}�š�Z���Œ�•�� ���o�����Œ�o�Ç�� �P���š�� �–�•�š�µ���l�–�U�� �]�•�Y���� �‹�µ���•�š�� �Á���o�o�� �Á�}�Œ�š�Z�� �‰�µ�Œ�•�µ�]�v�P�_��

(Meyer & Land, 2005). Investigations into discipline-based epistemological and pedagogical aspects 

�}�(�� �Z�š�Z�Œ���•�Z�}�o���� ���}�v�����‰�š�•�[�� �}�����µ�Œ�� �Á�]�š�Z�]�v�� �����}�v�}�u�]���•�W�� �Z���]�u���v�v�� ���v���� �:�����l�•�}�v�� �~�î�ì�ì�ï�•�U�� �^�Z���v���Z���v�� ���š�� ���o��

(2006); within accounting: Davies and Mangan (2005), Lucas and Mladenovic (2006); within health 

professions: Clouder (2005); within geography: GEES colleagues (2006) and within English: Wisker 

et al (2008). However, these studies focus on undergraduate learning rather than doctoral study. 

The project offers a contribution to this developing field in two ways. We focus on the learning of 

research students at doctoral level, and rather than focusing on discipline specific threshold 
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�Z���•�����Œ���Z�� ���v���� �š�Z���}�Œ�]�•�]�v�P�� �Á�Z�]���Z�� ���Æ���u�]�v���•�� �š�Œ���v�•�]�š�]�}�v�� �‰�}�]�v�š�•�� �]�v�� �o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�� �‰�Œ�}�����•�•���•�� ���v���� �o�����Œ�v���Œ�•�[��

�]�����v�š�]�š�Ç���]�v���o�µ�����•���š�Z���š���}�(���s�Ç�P�}�š�•�l�Ç���~�í�õ�ó�ô�•���}�v���o�]�u�]�v���o�]�š�Ç�����v�����Z�v�}�š���l�v�}�Á�]�v�P�[���]�v���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�V���^���Z�‚�v�[�•���~�í�õ�ô�ï�V��

�í�õ�ô�ó�•�� �š�Z���}�Œ�]���•�� �}�(�� �Œ���(�o�����š�]�À���� �o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�V�� �D���Ì�]�Œ�}�Á�� ���š�� ���o�[�•�� �~�í�õ�õ�ì�•�� �(�}�•�š���Œ�]�v�P�� �š�Œ���v�•�(�}�Œ�u���š�]�À���� ���v����
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researchers; the increase in student numbers and learner diversity; and the enhancement of 

research development programmes and student experiences to build robust research and 

researchers, providing postgraduates with research and related skills useful for future 

employment, and creating sustainable academic communities of practice.    

 

 3. Aims and objectives 

The project aimed to produce information and develop new knowledge. To achieve this it aimed 

provide a broad survey overview and in-depth understanding of the learning experiences and 

trajectories of doctoral students in order to inform and enable the students themselves. It aimed 

to gain an insight into strategies used by doctoral supervisors through research development 



9 
 

 examine how 20 doctoral supervisors and research programme contributors and leaders, 

and 10 examiners recognise and support the crossing of conceptual and skills thresholds 
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Vitae (http://www.vitae.ac.uk/
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difficult to grasp and to articulate, especially in the early stages of the process. Their research 

training had not provided students with a language in which to discuss their learning experiences 

and this applied to students at very different stages of research. Students were often not aware if 
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next academic year. While 20 students remained with the project over a period of two years, we 

were only able to capture partial journeys. Nevertheless, the data produced has enabled us to 

answer our research questions - �š�}�� �]�����v�š�]�(�Ç�� �l���Ç�� �u�}�u���v�š�•�� ���v���� �o�����‰�•�� �]�v�� �š�Z���� �•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[�� �o�����Œ�v�]�v�P��

journeys and to explore the dimensions of these journeys and the threshold crossing necessary to 

���v�����o���� �•�š�µ�����v�š�•�� �š�}�� �����Z�]���À���� �Z���}���š�}�Œ���š���v���•�•�[�� ���v���� �Á�}�Œ�l�� ���v���� �š�Z�]�v�l�� �o�]�l���� �Œ���•�����Œ���Z���Œ�•�X�� �d�Z���� �‰�Œ�}�����•�•��

generated over 80 in-depth, high quality interviews and a rich resource of data. Interviews took 

place face-to-face where possible and if not, telephone and email interviews took place. Telephone 

interviews proved a good data collection technique, although interviews tended to be slightly 

shorter, possibly due to less interaction with the interviewer. Email interviews provided extremely 

detailed, reflective accounts of learning experiences and could be useful as an elicitation technique 
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began to write in a more self-aware way. These online techniques very much complemented the 

interviewing process and enabled more rapport and trust to be built between researcher and 

participants over time. 

 

6. Outputs and findings 

Research Findings: Student Survey 

Students identified that they made the following types of breakthrough in their thinking: 

 Discovery �t the identification of a new theory, theorist or concept that encapsulates 

thinking 

 Synthesis �t the bringing together of two or more concepts to create a new concept 

 Verbal �t the discovery of new ways of thinking as a result of discussion or the recognition 

of knowledge sufficient to defend a position 

 Mechanical �t almost superficial adoption of conceptual position to satisfy requirements of 

discipline 

 Innate �t �Z�/�����o�Á���Ç�•���š�Z�}�µ�P�Z�š���š�Z�]�•���Á���Ç�[ 

 

Respondents recognised they had made a breakthrough in the following ways: 

 Visual �t �Œ���•�‰�}�v�����v�š�•�[�������•���Œ�]�‰�š�]�}�v�•���}�(�����Z���v�P�����Á���Œ���������•���Œ�]���������µ�•�]�v�P���À�]�•�µ���o���Œ���(���Œ���v�����•�W��

�Z�i�]�P�•���Á�����}�u�]�v�P���š�}�P���š�Z���Œ�[�U���Z�o�]�P�Z�š���µ�o�����u�}�u���v�š�[�U���Z�•�����]�v�P�����}�v�v�����š�]�}�v�•�[�U���Z�š�Z�����(�}�P�����o�����Œ�����[ 

 Kinaesthetic �t �Z�š�Z�]�v�P�•���i�µ�•�š���•�����u�������š�}�����o�]���l�[ 

 

�d�Z���•�������Œ�����l�š�Z�Œ�}�µ�P�Z�•�����(�(�����š�������•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[���Á���Ç�•���}�(���š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P�����•�������Œ���•�����Œ���Z���Œ���]�v���š�Z�����(�}�o�o�}�Á�]�v�P���Á���Ç�•�W 

 Confidence �t almost a permission to think at doctoral level 

 �Z�d�Œ�}�µ���o���•�}�u�����<�v�}�Á�o�����P���[ �t new questions and knowledge initially produces discomfort, 

fear, critical thinking  

 Kinaesthetic �t respondents described how they felt differently about themselves as 

learners, and about construction and ownership of knowledge  

Mapping student learning trajectories - �ZThe Learning Journey�[ 
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�Z���Œ�]�l���Ç�U���/�� �š�Z�]�v�l�� �š�Z���� ���]�P�P���•�š�� �Á�}�µ�o���� �Z���À���� �������v�� �š�Z���� �Œ�����o�]�•���š�]�}�v�� �/�� �š�Z�]�v�l�� �š�Z���š�� �/�� �Á���•�� �}�v��
the right track when I wanted to do a comparative study and that something like 
�š�Z�]�•�� �]�•�� �P�}�]�v�P�� �š�}�� ������ �Á�}�Œ�š�Z�Á�Z�]�o���� �š�}�� ���}�X�� �/�š�[�•�� �P�}�]�v�P�� �š�}�� ������ �����š�š���Œ�� �š�Z���v�� �i�µ�•�š�� ���}�]�v�P��
qualitative or quantitative - �š�Z���š���/���Z���À�����š�}�����}�����}�š�Z�U�����À���v���š�Z�}�µ�P�Z���]�š�[�•���Z���Œ�����Œ�X�[  
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�����Z�o�]�P�Z�š���µ�o�����u�}�u���v�š�[���}�Œ���Z���µ�Œ���l�����u�}�u���v�š�[�U���������Œ�����l�š�Z�Œ�}�µ�P�Z���u�}�u���v�š���Á�Z���Œ�����š�Z�]�v�P�•���Z���o�]���l���]�v�š�}���‰�o�������[�X��

The interviews with doctoral learners identify that the moments in the learning journey when 

these more dramatic leaps occur tend to come towards the end when the student is writing up, 

though students also often make significant breakthroughs during the transfer of status process.   

Interview data has revealed that in the early stages of the journey, the majority of participants 

struggled to find a language in which to discuss their work, both in terms of grasping or being 

comfortable with academic language and articulating their learning. However, for full-time 

�•�š�µ�����v�š�•�U���š�Z���Œ���� �Á���Œ���� �•�]�P�v�]�(�]�����v�š�� �����À���o�}�‰�u���v�š�•�� �]�v�� �]�v�š���Œ�À�]���Á���‰���Œ�š�]���]�‰���v�š�•�[�� ���Œ�šiculation between the 

first, second and third years of study. Many students experienced a shift in their identities, 

beginning to see themselves as researchers or practitioners within their disciplines, rather than 

�Z�•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[�X�� 

Intellectual developments were reported through the various phases of doing PhD research. One 

student commented that the process of refining and producing the proposal and ethics application 

enabled grounding and clarified what needed to be done. Addressing structural issues associated 

with the challenges of adhering to guidelines e.g. conducting action research and wanting to get 
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identity, others are not. There appears to be differentiated status of the PhD student or researcher 

across institutions.  
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just how much I need to do. I have spoken with several of my colleagues and they 
say they feel the same way. It's a bit of a mid-
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�W�Z�Ç�•�]�����o�o�Ç�U�� �/�� ���Æ�‰���Œ�]���v������ �š�Z���•���� �u�}�u���v�š�•�� ���•�� �Z���o�µ�Œ�•�[�� �]�v�� �š�]�u���X�� �d�]�u���� ���}���•�v�[�š�� �u���š�š���Œ��
anymore, I lose feeling for it, it can take minutes or hours, however long my 
concentration holds, my brain is in overdrive, nothing distracts me (not even 
�Œ�}�����Á�}�Œ�l�•�J�•�U���]�š�[�•���]�v���Œ�����]���o�Ç���(�µ�v�U�������(�����o�]�v�P���}�(�����o���š�]�}�v���}�(���š�Z�����u�]�v�����t and eventually I 
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intellectually, and providing guidance as to reading and networking. It was seen as important that 

supervisors had the professorial, doctoral, �•�µ�‰���Œ�À�]�•�}�Œ�Ç�� ���v���� �����]�š�}�Œ�]���o�� ���Æ�‰���Œ�]���v������ �š�}�� �Z���o�‰�� �Z�u���o����

�š�Z�]�v�P�•���]�v�š�}���u�}�Œ�����}�(�������š�]�P�Z�š���Œ���•���‹�µ���v�����[�X���Z���P�µ�o���Œ���u�����š�]�v�P�•���Á�]�š�Z�����o�o���•�µ�‰���Œ�À�]�•�}�Œ�•���š�}�P���š�Z���Œ���(�Œ���‹�µ���v�š�o�Ç��

helped students and difficulties arose when regular meetings were not achieved. Particularly 

important was the questioning, challenging role of supervisors, which as an ongoing process can 

eventually help students to prepare for the final viva stage of their doctorate: 

�Z�X�X�X�š�Z���� �•�µ�‰���Œ�À�]�•�}�Œ�� �/�� �Z���À���� �������v�� �Á�]�š�Z�� �(�Œ�}�u�� �š�Z���� �����P�]�v�v�]�v�P�� �l�]�v���� �}�(�� �š�}�}�l�� ���À���Œ�Ç�š�Z�]�v�P��
apart and critiqued everything and kind of pushed me and questioned me and I 
actually feel that I came out and I felt that had been absolutely constructive, even 
though it was very difficult at first to get the negative feedback which I had partly 
been expecting because I knew it was hotch potch, I did feel that it was really 
important to kind of go through that process and have everything critiqued. And 
practise defending myself because that prepared me for the presentation and 
focused me into thinking about the sorts of questions I might be asked, getting 
�Œ�������Ç���š�}�������(���v�������À���Œ�Ç���������]�•�]�}�v�X�[�� 

 

The relationship with supervisors was identified as one which often changed over time. One 

student described how her supervisors gave very structured guidance in the early stages of her 

���}���š�}�Œ���š�������v�����š�Z���v���P�Œ�����µ���o�o�Ç���Z�o���š���P�}�[�����v�������v�����o�������Z���Œ���š�}���š���l���� �}�Á�v���Œ�•�Z�]�‰���}�(���Z���Œ���Á�}�Œ�l�U���š���l�]�v�P���µ�‰������

more facilitative role and providing contacts for wider networking. Another described the changing 

balance of power as the relationship became one more of equals. These shifts could be seen as an 

indicator of a threshold crossing in the way they see themselves, increasing autonomy and taking 

ownership of and responsibility for their work: 

�Z�/���š�Z�]�v�l���o���•�š���Ç�����Œ���š�Z���Ç���Á���Œ�����‹�µ�]�š�����‰�Œ���•���Œ�]�‰�š�]�À�������v�����š�Z���Ç���Á���Œ�����‹�µ�]�š�����•�š�Œ�]���š�����v�����š�Z���Ç��
structured my year quite heavily in terms of giving me certain things to read and 
then reporting back, writing essays, making me do all these posters and 
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In addition to some negative experiences of supervision, students face a wide range of internal and 

external barriers to successful learning experiences. These include practical factors (time, 

financial); work-life balance; and conflicting demands of teaching and other paid work, and family 

commitments; personal and emotional factors (confidence, self-esteem, expectations, motivation, 

personal circumstances, support network); institutional factors such as administration, or access to 

resources; academic factors such as learning to write in an academic style; language and cultural 

factors, especially for international students. There are often several factors at play and students 

can reach crisis point: 

�Z�z�����Z�U�� �/�[�u�� ���}�]�v�P�� �š�Z�]�•�� �Œ�������]�v�P�U�� �����•�]�����o�o�Ç�� �Œ�������]�v�P�� ���� �o�}�š�� ���v���� �š�Œ�Ç�]�v�P�� �š�}�� �Œ�����}�P�v�]�•���� �u�Ç��
ideas, to really reach the main question that I want to, to put in my project, my 
outline project. And I think some, another thing that occurs to me that I, I am a 
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uncertainty and unpredictability, both in their learning processes and in wider society. However, 

there are also likely to be 
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findings through networking and presenting; discussion, questioning and critiquing from 

supervisors and peers; a good supervisory relationship, based on flexibility and trust, which enables 

confidence to develop; visualisation techniques; taking a step back from the research; having the 

freedom to explore ideas and take risks; opportunities to link learning with experience; the process 

of writing; goal setting; life and study skills, e.g. work/life balance, time management; 

familiarisation with appropriate academic language; and the development of meta-learning 

(awareness of the self as a learner). All of these factors can enable doctoral learners to move 

forward, to work at the levels necessary to achieve their doctorate and can stimulate 

transformative conceptual threshold crossing. They require the motivation and openness to 

learning of the individual student, a supportive supervisory relationship, and an enabling academic 

environment with opportunities to engage with a wider academic community. To summarise, key 

threshold crossings for students include new ways of seeing, understanding and of being in the 

world when they:  

 Understand exactly what their contribution to knowledge/understanding is; 

 Deeply understand the research process; 

 See their thesis as an integrated whole; 

 See themselves as a researcher/academic contributing to their professional field; 

 Own their research; 

 Understand who they are as a researcher; 

 Develop confidence with academic language and that of their discipline. 

 

Research findings: Supervisor and examiner interviews  

Findings which have emerged from the supervisor and examiner interviews confirm those of the 

research with students. They also add other insights into ways in which supervisors can support 

and enable students to move towards developing conceptual and critical levels of working, and the 

evidence both supervisors and examiners use to identify such levels of achievement. 

 

Supervisor interviews 

It was identified that a key goal of doctoral supervision was to enable students to become 

independent and to encourage them to gain ownership of their project. Some supervisors noted 
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�š�Z���š���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[�����}�v�����‰�š�µ���o�������À���o�}�‰�u���v�š���š���v���•���š�}���������‰�Œ�}�i�����š���Œ���o���š���� while others mirrored findings 

from the student interviews - that development is very often ontological, as students move 

through the process, becoming more independent, confident and developing identities as 

researchers in their own right. 

�Z�z�}�µ�� �š���o�l�����U�� �Ç�}�µ�� �u���v�š�]�}�v������ ���š�� �š�Z���� �����P�]�v�v�]�v�P�� �š�Z���Œ���� �����}�µ�š�� �š�Z���� �]�������� �}�(�� �š�Z����
thresholds or breakthrough moments a
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sometimes that may happen, you know, probably not many PhDs are gonna 
change the world, you know, they can still find out important things, but, you 
�l�v�}�Á�U�� �š�Z���Ç�[�Œ���� �o�]�l���o�Ç�� �š�}�� ���� ������ ���� �•�u���o�o�� ���}�P�� �]�v�� ���� �u�µ���Z�� ���]�P�P���Œ�� �Á�Z�����o�� �Œ���š�Z���Œ�� �š�Z���v�� �š�}��
come up with something that alters the course of history. So, you know, a 
breakthroug�Z�������v���Z���‰�‰���v���]�v�����]�(�(���Œ���v�š���Á���Ç�•�X�[ 

 

There was no consensus among supervisors on when conceptual threshold crossings happen, as 

they could happen at any stage of the study and vary with students and projects, though, in line 

with findings from the student interviews, the upgrade and writing stages are mentioned as key 

times. Learning leaps/conceptual threshold crossings are more likely to happen when students 

show interest in their project and become more confident, but supervisors have observed that a 

clear introduction about the learning expectation and constructive discussion with students during 

their study will help the learning leaps to happen. This quotation highlights a combination of those 

factors which contribute to successful threshold crossing: 

 
�Z�t���o�o���/���u�����v���/���Á�}�µ�o���������Œ�š���]�v�o�Ç�U���/���u�����v���/���Á�}�µ�o�����•�š���v�������Ç���u�Ç���(�]�Œ�•�š�����}�u�u���v�š���Á�Z�]���Z���]�•��
�š�}���Œ���������������‰�o�Ç�����v�����Á�]�����o�Ç���}�v�������‰���Œ�š�]���µ�o���Œ���o�]�l�����•���Ç���]�(���]�š�[�•�������‰���Œ�š�]���µ�o���Œ���š�Z���}�Œ�]�•�š���Ç�}�µ�[�Œ����
�]�v�š���Œ���•�š�������]�v���o�]�l�������}�µ�Œ���]���µ���}�Œ���&�}�µ�����µ�o�š���}�Œ���Á�Z�}���À���Œ���š�Z���v���]�š�[s not enough to read a 
couple of texts, you do need to immerse yourself, but then I think there could be 
ways, the next step to that would then be about trying to apply those ideas and 
then maybe doing that in discussion with the supervisor, you know, so not writing 
a whole chapter but maybe 2 or 3 pages to where you can attempt to apply the 
ideas and then you can use that as a discussion forum... 
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and lead to successful doctoral completion. Supervisors highlighted the importance of providing 

opportunities for interaction of doctoral students, both formal and informal.  They also recognised 

the importance of both student led groups and of integrating staff and students (who often 

overlap), seeing them as part of the same community.  Supportive communities were conceived as 

�]�u�‰�}�Œ�š���v�š�����}�š�Z���(�}�Œ���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[�����u�}�š�]�}�v���o���Á���o�o�����]�v�P�U���š�}���‰�Œ���À���v�š���]�•�}�o���š�]�}�v�U�����µ�š�����o�•�}���š�}�����}�}�•�š���š�Z���]�Œ���•�l�]�o�o��

set and begin to prepare them for the challenges of an academic career: 

�Z�t���o�o�U���‰���}�‰�o�������Œe working on their own topics, you know, normally a PhD has one 
�v���u���� �}�v�� �]�š�U�� ���}���•�v�[�š�� �]�š�M�� �^�}�� �‰���}�‰�o���� ���Œ���� �Á�}�Œ�l�]�v�P�� �}�v�� �š�Z���]�Œ�� �}�Á�v�� �š�}�‰�]���� ���µ�š�� �š�Z���Ç�X�X�X�� �]�š�[�•��
�Á�]�š�Z�]�v�� �š�Z���� ���}�v�š���Æ�š�� �}�(�� ���� �Œ���•�����Œ���Z�� �����v�š�Œ���� �X�X�X�� �^�}�U�� �Á���[�Œ���� �]�v�š���Œ���•�š������ �]�v�� �•�]�u�]�o���Œ�� �š�Z�]�v�P�•��
and there is another research group here as well working on the whole variety of 
�P���v�����Œ�� �]�•�•�µ���•�� ���v���� �š�Z���Ç�� �Z���À���� ���� �v�µ�u�����Œ�� �}�(�� �‰�}�•�š�� �P�Œ�����µ���š���� �•�š�µ�����v�š�•�� �Á�Z�}�[�À���� ���}�u����
from all over the world particularly to study that. So they have regular meetings 
as a group with members of staff where there may be outside speakers.  
So I think much of the time is often on your own, you know, reading a book, 
looking at the computer screen writing something. But I think social interaction is 
very important, you know, just to sort of reinforce the more sort of collegiate 
�v���š�µ�Œ���� �}�(�� �����������u�]���� �Á�}�Œ�l�� ���v���� �š�}�� �u���l���� �•�µ�Œ���� �š�Z���š�� �]�š�� ���}���•�v�[�š�� �������}�u���� �]�•�}�o���š�����X�� �z�}�µ��
know, there used to be problems that a research students was neither a member 
of staff nor a student, you know, when I did it a long time ago, you never knew 
where you �(�]�š�š�����U�� �Ç�}�µ�[�Œ���� �v���]�š�Z���Œ�� �}�v���� �}�Œ�� �š�Z���� �}�š�Z���Œ�X�� �z�}�µ�� ���]���v�[�š�� �l�v�}�Á�� �Á�Z�]���Z�� ���}�(�(������
�Œ�}�}�u���š�}���P�}���]�v�X�[ 
  

It was also stressed that mechanisms should be in place to safeguard the support of doctoral 
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���}�Á�v�����v�����š�Z���š�[�•�����]�(�(�]���µ�o�š�X���/���u�����v���]�š�[�•���‰�Œ�����]�•���o�Ç�����������µ�•�����}�(���š�Z�}�•�����š�Z�]�v�P�•���Z���‰�‰���v�]�v�P��
�š�Z���š���Ç�}�µ���Z���À�����š�}���Z���À�����š�Z���•�����•���(���P�µ���Œ���•���]�v���‰�o�������X�[�� 

 

Supervisors identified a range of positive supervisory strategies to enable conceptual threshold 

crossing and related development. They reported that they aim to intellectually challenge students 

to become independent thinkers and learners, through regular meetings; discussion with students; 

providing students with direction in reading; encouraging them to engage with theory and 

concepts and guiding students in conducting their projects. Supervisors ultimately aimed to 

encourage students to develop their authorship of the research, tailoring their support to meet 

�]�v���]�À�]���µ���o���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���v�������•�W�� 

 
�ZI think to challenge students in a constructive way, not just agree with everything 
they do; but if you think what a thesis will have to look like, what a viva 
eventually will be like and get used, you know, in a way to putting students on the 
spot, you know, in a positive, not an unpleasant way, but, you know, intellectually 
���Z���o�o���v�P�]�v�P�� �•�š�µ�����v�š�•�� �����}�µ�š�� �š�Z���]�Œ�� �Á�}�Œ�l�� ���v���� �P���š�š�]�v�P�� �š�Z���u�� �š�}�� �����(���v���� �Á�Z�Ç�� �š�Z���Ç�[�Œ����
taking a particular approach.  
 
�/�� �š�Z�]�v�l�� �(�]�v���]�v�P�� �}�µ�š�� ���� �•�š�µ�����v�š�[�•�� �‰���š�š���Œ�v�� �}�(�� �•�š�µ���Ç�]�v�P�U�� �Ç�}�µ�� �l�v�}�Á�U�� ���]�(�(���Œ���v�š�� �•�šudents 
work in different ways and I think a good supervisor understands that and doing a 
�W�Z�����}�Œ�����v���D�W�Z�]�o���]�•�v�[�š�������•�Ç�����v�������o�š�Z�}�µ�P�Z���•�š�µ�����v�š�•���Z���À�����µ�•�µ���o�o�Ç�����}�v�������]�•�•���Œ�š���š�]�}�v�•�U��
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of the examiner thinking as a supervisor and contributing to our growing knowledge about the 

supervisory interaction process and the student learning process.  

Both supervisors and examiners emphasised the intellectual, cognitive and the ontological 

���]�u���v�•�]�}�v�•���}�(���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���i�}�µ�Œ�v���Ç�•�����•�����À�]�����v���������]�v���š�Z�����‹�µ���o�]�š�Ç���}�(���š�Z���]�Œ���Á�}�Œ�l���‰�Œ�}���µ���������]�v���š�Z����

thesis and viva. Such evidence of intellectual and cognitive achievement includes that produced 

�Á�Z���v�� �š�Z���� �•�š�µ�����v�š�[�•�� �Á�}�Œ�l�� �����u�}�v�•�š�Œ���š���•�� ���v�����Æ�š���v�•�]�}�v���}�(�� �l�v�}�Á�o�����P���U�����}�u�‰�Œ���Z���v�•�]�}�v�� �}�(�� �Á�Z���Œ���� �š�Z����

�•�š�µ�����v�š�[�•�� �•�µ���i�����š�� �]�•�� �•�]�š�µ���š������ �~�]�š�•�� �š�Z���}�Œ���š�]�����o�� �µ�v�����Œ�‰�]�v�v�]�v�P�•�� ���v���� �u���Œ�P�]�v�•�� �}�(�� �š�Z���}�Œ�Ç�•�U�� �‰�Z�]�o�}�•�}�‰�Z�]�����o��

awareness, conceptual clarity, confidence to challenge existing perspectives, reflection on the 
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�š�Z���� �‰���Œ�š�]���µ�o���Œ�]�š�Ç�� �}�(�� �š�Z���� ���‰�]�•�š���u�}�o�}�P�]�����o�� �‹�µ���•�š�]�}�v�•�� �Œ���]�•������ ���v���� �Z�Á�Z���š�� �]�•�� �‰�}�•�•�]���o���[�� �Á���Œ���� ���o�•�}��

considered indicative of learning. 

Generally, key learning moments were evidenced through generic technical and conceptual 

�‰�Œ�}�����•�•���•�� �}�(�� �š�Z���� �W�Z���� �Œ���•�����Œ���Z�U�� �(�}�Œ�� ���Æ���u�‰�o���U�� �Z���� ���µ�]�o���]�v�P�� �}�v�� �•���u�]�v���o�� �Á�}�Œ�l�V�� �•���o�o�]�v�P�U�� ���Æ�‰�o���]�v�]�v�P�� ���v����
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mentioned by most examiners. One examiner indicated that achievement of conceptual and 

critical levels of the research evidenced in the thesis often had to do with the theoretical 
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�Z�/�� �Á���v�š�� �š�}�� �•������ �o�]�P�Z�š�•�� ���}�u���� �}�v�� �]�v�� �Á�Z���š�� �š�Z���� �‰���Œ�•�}�v�� �]�•�� �•���Ç�]�v�P�� ���v���� �Á�Z���š�� �š�Z���Ç�[�À����
�����Z�]���À�����Y���•�������]�o�o�µ�u�]�v���š�������š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P�����}�u�]�v�P���š�Z�Œ�}�µ�P�Z���]�v���š�Z�����•�����š�]�}�v�•�[ 
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�Z���v�����]�š�[�•���Á�Z���v���š�Z���Ç���•�š���Œ�š���•�š�Œ�µ�P�P�o�]�v�P���š�Z���š���š�Z�]�•�����]�v�[�š���š�Z���š�������•�Ç�Y���•�������•�š���‰���µ�‰�Y�š�Z���Œ�����]�•��
���� �•�š�µ�����v�š�� �}�(�� �u�]�v���� ���}�]�v�P�� ���� �Œ�����o�o�Ç�� �]�v�š���Œ���•�š�]�v�P�� �U�� �/�� �š�Z�]�v�l�U�� �W�Z���Y���v����she suddenly 
�Œ�����o�]�•�������]�š�[�•�������Œ�����o�U���Ç�}�µ�����}�µ�o�����•���Ç���š�Z�Œ���•�Z�}�o���� �����À���o�}�‰�u���v�š�U���•�Z���[�•���•�µ�������v�o�Ç���Œ�����o�]�•������
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�Z�d�}���l�����‰���š�Z�����Œ���������Œ���Á�]�š�Z���Ç�}�µ�X�����v�����š�Z���v���]�v���š�Z�������]�•���µ�•�•�]�}�v���•�����š�]�}�v���/�[�����o�]�l�����š�}���Z���À�����}�Œ��
�š�Z���� �Œ���•�µ�o�š�� �•�����š�]�}�v�� �•�}�Œ�Œ�Ç���š�Z���� �����š���� ���]�•�‰�o���Ç������ ���o�����Œ�o�Ç�U���/�[���� �o�]�l���� �š�Z���� �P�Œ���‰�Z�•�� ���v���� �š�Ç�‰�]�����o��
sort of stuff, the graphs to stand alone as a story without having to refer 
backwards and forwards all over the text to find out what the purpose of this 
graph is. I like the data to be there, I like the graph the data to be modified, if 
�š�Z���Ç�[�Œ���� ���}�]�v�P�� �š�Z���š�U�� �•�}�� �/�� �Á���v�š�� �š�}�� �•������ �š�Z���� �}�Œ�]�P�]�v���o�� �����š���� ���•�� �Á���o�o�� ���•�� �š�Z���� ��ata that 
�u���l�����]�š�������•�Ç���š�}���µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v�����Á�Z���š���š�Z���Ç�[�Œ�����š���o�l�]�v�P�������}�µ�š�X�� 
�Z�/���u�����v���]�š���Œ�����o�o�Ç���]�•�������}�µ�š���µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v���]�v�P���Ç�}�µ�Œ���Œ���������Œ�U���v�}�š���v�������•�•���Œ�]�o�Ç�����v�����Æ���u�]�v���Œ�U��
���µ�š�� �Ç�}�µ�Œ�� �Œ���������Œ�U�� �š�Z���š�� �]�•�� �/�[�u�� �š�Œ�Ç�]�v�P�� �š�}�� �o���š�� �Ç�}�µ�� �l�v�}�Á�� �š�Z���š�� �/�� �l�v�}�Á�� ���Æ�����š�o�Ç�� �Á�Z���š�� �/�[�u��
doing and I know this deeply and thoroughly and I can explain it even to a person 
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resources can best be shared in the wider research community. Plans are underway to hold a 

dissemination event at the University of Brighton with the intention that the project team can then 

offer symposia and workshops nationally. Further to this, project team members are developing 

workshops and resources which focus on research student wellbeing and are building on this 

aspect of the research findings. The research has already been and is being widely disseminated 

and this is an ongoing process as summarised below. 

Events: 

Symposium, University of Brighton, with Professor Erik Meyer, December 2008 

Symposium, University of Brighton, on Threshold Concepts and Creativity, with Professor Ray 

Land, May 2009 

Symposium, University of Brighton, forthcoming 2010 

 

Conference presentations: 

�Z�^�E�}�Á���Ç�}�µ���•�������]�š�U���v�}�Á���Ç�}�µ�����}�v�[�š�_�W���/�����v�š�]�(�Ç�]�v�P�����v�����•�µ�‰�‰�}�Œ�š�]�v�P���š�Z���������Z�]���À���u���v�š���}�(�����}���š�}�Œ���o��

�Á�}�Œ�l���Á�Z�]���Z�����u���Œ�������•���š�Z�Œ���•�Z�}�o�������}�v�����‰�š�•�����v�������Œ�}�•�•���•�����}�v�����‰�š�µ���o���š�Z�Œ���•�Z�}�o���•�[ by Margaret 

Kiley and Gina Wisker, Threshold Concepts Conference: From theory to practice�U���Y�µ�����v�[�•��

University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada, June 2008 

 

�Z�d�Z�����'�}�}�������v�}�µ�P�Z���W�Z���[ Keynote by Gina Wisker, Postgraduate Learning Conference, 

University of Stellenbosch, South Africa, May 2009 

 

�Z���}���š�}�Œ���o���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���i�}�µ�Œ�v���Ç�•�[ by Gina Wisker, Charlotte Morris, Ming Cheng, Annual Learning 

and Teaching Conference, University of Brighton, July 2009 

 

�Z�_�E�µ���P�]�v�P�_: exploring effective strategies to enable postgraduate research students to cross 

conceptual thresholds in their doctoral �Á�}�Œ�l�X�[ By Gina Wisker, 3rd Threshold Concepts 

Symposium, Sydney, Australia, July 2009 

 

 �Z�E�µ�Œ�š�µ�Œ�]�v�P�����v�����•�µ�•�š���]�v�]�v�P���‰�}�•�š�P�Œ�����µ���š�����o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�W�����}�v�����‰�š�µ���o���š�Z�Œ���•�Z�}�o���•�U�����Œ�����š�]�À�]�š�Ç�����v����

���}�u�u�µ�v�]�š�]���•���}�(���‰�Œ�����š�]�����X�[ By Mark Warnes, Jaki Lilly, Gillian Robinson, Vernon Trafford, Ming 
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Cheng, Gina Wisker, Charlotte Morris, European Association for Research on Learning and 

Instruction (EARLI), Amsterdam, August 2009 

 

�Z���}���š�}�Œ���o�����Æ���u�]�v�]�v�P�W�����À�]�����v�������}�(���Œ���•�����Œ���Z���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�[��by Gina Wisker and Margaret Kiley, 

Quality in Postgraduate Research conference, and post conference proceedings, 2008 

 

�Z�d�Z�����'�}�}�������v�}�µ�P�Z���W�Z���[ Keynote by Gina Wisker, Postgraduate Conference, Thames Valley 

University, February 2010 

 

Journal articles:   
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7. Outcomes 

The project addresses significant gaps in professional and scholarly knowledge regarding doctoral 

���Æ�‰���Œ�]���v�����•�U�� �š�Z���� �v���š�µ�Œ���� �}�(�� ���}���š�}�Œ���š���v���•�•�� ���v���� �•�µ�‰���Œ�À�]�•�}�Œ�•�[�� ���v���� ���Æ���u�]�v���Œ�•�[�� �µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v���]�v�P�•�� �}�(��

���}���š�}�Œ���o�� �•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[�� �o�����Œ�v�]�v�P��processes. It provides evidence on how appropriate conceptual 

understanding can be achieved by students to raise their levels of scholarship, alongside a holistic 
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�ZWhat was most useful to me is the opportunity to speak. I have a problem with 
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- Keynote sessions for the Southern Consortium of Professional Doctorates in July 

2009, and Professional Doctorate workshops for the University of Brighton in 

2009 and 2010. 

 

Note: see Coda, p. 61. 

 

���}�v�š�Œ�]���µ�š�]�}�v���š�}���l�v�}�Á�o�����P���������}�µ�š���Z�Œ���•�����Œ���Z�����•���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P�[�����v�����•�µ�‰�‰�}�Œ�š���(�Œ�}�u���•�µ�‰���Œ�À�]�•�}�Œ�• 

Ultimately the project has contributed to and enhanced depth of understanding of the process of 

research student learning. This enables theory building which, in demonstrating the depth, 

complexity and transformative potential of doctoral learning alongside significant transferable 
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The project evidences the dynamic, multi-faceted nature of doctoral learning and the range of 

qualities and skills doctoral students develop through their cognitive, ontological, epistemological, 

emotional, instrumental and professional/technical developments. Doctoral students demonstrate 

the development of a wide range of transferable skills of value both within academia and the wider 

society, including the development of considerable resilience to cope with change and uncertainty.  

However, ironically doctoral development is threatened by the continuing uncertainty as to the 

status and value of doctoral learning. The research findings can therefore contribute a renewed 

affirmation of the value of doctoral learning and the need to re-evaluate the level of required 

support for this learning, which is crucial in order to build a sustainable research community for the 

future. 

�d�Z���� ���}���š�}�Œ���o�� �>�����Œ�v�]�v�P�� �:�}�µ�Œ�v���Ç�•�� �‰�Œ�}�i�����š�� �Œ���À�����o�•�� �•�]�P�v�]�(�]�����v�š�� ���}�u�u�}�v���o�]�š�]���•�� �����š�Á�����v�� �����v���]�����š���•�[��

research perceptions and approaches, doctoral experiences, actual or attributed meanings and 

uses �}�(�� �Z���}���š�}�Œ���š���v���•�•�[�U�� ���v���U�� ���}�u�‰���Œ�����]�o�]�š�Ç�� �����š�Á�����v�� ���}���š�}�Œ���o�� ���Á���Œ���•�� ���v���� �Z���•�� �š�}�� �‰�}�š���v�š�]���o�� �š�}��

invigorate attitudes towards doctoral education. Our work has been usefully informed by theories 

of conceptual threshold crossing by Wisker, Kiley, and Robinson (2008) building on threshold 

concepts of Meyer and Land (2005, 2006). 

The project has demonstrated conceptual threshold crossing (moving from stuck places through 

liminal spaces into new, more conceptual understandings) at this level, and provided evidence of 

the process of becoming an independent researcher, of ontological change �t seeing the self and 

the world differently (transformative) and epistemological contribution �t developing 

understanding of research process, contributing to knowledge and meaning, interlinked with 

instrumental, professional, cognitive and emotional development. These are vehicled through a 

positive engagement with troublesome knowledge, developmental response to the enabling 

practices of supervisors, research development programmes and the wider academic community.  

Based on these research findings, we are beginning to develop a model which enables 
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Since the start of this project doctoral education has become a key national and international issue 

in Higher Education. This research into doctoral learning, informed by doctoral candidates, their 

supervisors and examiners, contributes significantly towards recognition and definition of the 

quality of doctoral work, learning and attributes, and suggests concrete strategies and practices 

which can be deployed by supervisors and doctoral programmes to enable breakthroughs, leaps 

and crossings, to enable the conceptual, critical and creative work which merits a doctorate. It can 

provide most useful insights into and examples of perceived good practice to inform research 

programme development, supervision and the examination of doctorates, as well as informing 

students themselves about the actualising of doctoral level learning behaviours, qualities and 

evidence in their work. Ultimately these strategies and practices engender sustainable research 

practices and communities, which contribute to the effective, long-term building of buoyant 

knowledge economies. 

 

9. Recommendations 

Our findings about the learning journeys of doctoral students and the nature of the learning 

journey could be incorporated in a useful manner into development work for postgraduates 

(programmes) and into supervisory practices (supervisor interactions) and supervisor training.  

Ongoing dissemination through presentations, symposia and workshops with support from the 

sector will enable this as will the continued development of online resources for doctoral students 

and their supervisors. 

 The sector should consider developmental support for examiners who are often working in 

isolation even more so than supervisors. 
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presented at the SRHE conference 
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APPENDICES 

 
Appendix 1 
 
DLJ Questions for Student Interviews (1st / 2nd year) 
 

1. �^�}���Ç�}�µ�[�Œ�����}�v���Æ���‰�Œ�}�P�Œ���u�u���U���Á�Z�]���Z���•�š���Œ�š�������]�v���Æ���Ç�����Œ�����v�������v���•���Æ�Y�������v���Ç�}�µ���š���o�o���u�����Á�Z���š���u��������

you want to study at doctoral level? 

 

2. Tell me about your experience of doing a doctorate so far. 

 

3. What is your research topic?  

 

4. What work have you done on your doctorate up until now? 

 

5. In what ways have you developed as a research student so far? 

 

6. How do you feel about being a research student? 

 

7. How clear is your research question at this point? (How did you develop that? How 

important is it to be clear at this stageF09

 

7.  
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13. How did you overcome these? (What strategies did you employ? have you had any 

support?) 

 

14. �,���À�����Ç�}�µ�����Æ�‰���Œ�]���v���������Á�Z���š���Á���������o�o���^�o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���o�����‰�•�_���}�Œ���^���Z���J�_���u�}�u���v�š�•���Á�Z���v���Ç�}�µ�Œ���š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P��

moved forwards? (Can you describe this experience?) 

 

15.  What helped you achieve this breakthrough?  

 

16. What role has your supervisor played in your progress so far? 

 

17. What research training have you undertaken? (How has this helped you to progress?) 

 

18. Do you feel there are any specific research skills you need to develop? (e.g. thinking skills, 

technical skills, organisational skills?) 

 

19. What are you currently working on? 

 

20. Are there any problems that need addressing in your work? (Do you envisage any problems 

arising?) 

 

21. If so, how might you go about overcoming these?  

 

22. What is the next stage for you? 

 

23. In what ways could your supervisor support you as you continue to move forwards? 

 

24. �t�Z���š�����}���•���^�Á�}�Œ�l�]�v�P�����š�����}���š�}�Œ���o���o���À���o�_���u�����v���š�}���Ç�}�µ�M 

 

25. Is there anything else you would like to say in relation to your doctoral studies? 
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Appendix 2 
 
DLJ Questions for Student Interviews (1st / 2nd year) - 2nd Round 
 

Background to the Study �t 
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�{ Have you been able to resolve these? 

�{ Describe how you have worked through these problems 

7. �����•���Œ�]���������v�Ç���u�}�u���v�š�•���Ç�}�µ�[�À�������Æ�‰���Œ�]���v���������]�v���Á�Z�]���Z���Ç�}�µ�Œ���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���Z���•���u�}�À�������(�}�Œ�Á���Œ���• 

�{ What triggered this learning? 

�{ What factors contributed to this breakthrough? 

�{ What did it feel like to achieve this breakthrough? 

 

Supervision and Research Training 

8. Can you say a bit more about / tell me about the role your supervisor(s) have played in your 

progress so far? 

9. Have you undertaken any research training? 

�{ How has this supported your development? 

10. In what ways do you feel you need to develop as a researcher? 

�{ Thinking / skills �t technical / practical / personal / professional 

11. What will you be working on next? 

�{ What are the next challenges for you in your studies? 

12. What factors will help you to continue to move forwards? 

13. Overall, how have you found the experience of doing a doctorate so far? 

14. �t�Z���š�����}���•���š�Z�����š���Œ�u���^�Á�}�Œ�l�]�v�P�����š�����}���š�}�Œ���o���o���À���o�_���u�����v���(�}�Œ���Ç�}�µ���]�v���Ç�}�µ�Œ���(�]���o���M 

�{ Do you feel you are currently working at doctoral level? 

15. Is there anything else you would like to say in relation to your doctoral studies? 
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Coda 

The online doctoral supervision course is now available http://www.brighton.ac.uk/clt/clt-courses/ 

A CD-ROM for doctoral students and case studies will be available shortly and links will be provided 
in due course. 

 


