Negotiating the Faultlines: A study of PhD development

Thesis proposal

The journey of development that researchers and scholars take within the institutional framework of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy has in the last ten years attracted the attention of both academic researchers and bureaucrats in Australia. While some researchers (Neumann, 2003; McWilliam, Taylor et al, 2002) have been concerned with the institutional framework that supports the degree, others (Lee, 1998; Lee and Williams, 1999; Johnson et al, 2000; Macauley, 2001; Vilkinas, 2005) have been more interested in what the experience of individual students reveals about both supervision pedagogy and the dominant discourses within academia concerning this highest rank of examinable degrees. No study has thus far followed and tracked a group of candidates through their degrees, perhaps because until now there has not been an easy way for a group of candidates to interact and share their experiences as they happen. The development of software that supports the real-time online recording of events as they happen, a process called web logging (colloquially known as blogging), has now made a longitudinal study of this kind possible. This study proposes to create a community of PhD candidates who are prepared to both maintain blogs themselves and to read and comment on the blogs maintained by the other members of the study group. 

My own experience in teaching and researching both academic writing and online learning, my reading about graduate pedagogy, my thinking about the nature of the PhD process, about the growing phenomenon of blogging, and about how university communities reproduce themselves and generate knowledge has lead me to my research question:

To what extent can PhD candidates be sustained in their development as researchers through the use of blogging?

The research question will be answered by analysis of the blogs – the body of narrative that the candidates produce, in which they will reveal to themselves and to the group both what and how they are learning in their own reflections and ongoing narratives. Although the content matter of the thesis-writing process that each is engaged in will be individual and unique, they will share the experience of doing the PhD to become a doctor– their working toward a common goal in perhaps the most complex project that most of them have ever attempted. 

Blogs have been described by Williams and Jacobs (2004, p232) as having ‘the capacity to engage people in collaborative activity, knowledge sharing, reflection and debate, where complex and expensive technology has failed’. A blog is not only a space to write, but also a place to store and display pictures and graphics and make lists of links to useful references, to your work in progress, and to work completed. A blog is thus more like a cyber-desk than just a place to make and store notes, and a blog’s ability to be shared adds the dimension of an ongoing conversation – the cyberdesk has a place for passers-by to add their comments to what they read, and in this study it is intended that the blogs of group members will be open to each other for comments, and that the blogs will be the tool for community building within the group. Although academic thinking about the uses of blogs in higher education is in its infancy, these uses are also continually being charted, discussed, predicted, reported and glossed in detail on blogs such as Weblogs in Higher Education. A very short list of education blogs (commonly called edublogs) is appended to the reference list. This tendency of blogs to comment on and aggregate the contents of other blogs is often referred to as ‘the blogosphere’.

The non-educational social nature of blogging has been explored by Nardi et al (2004) who claim that “blogs create the audience, but the audience also creates the blog”. Their study of 23 social blogs maintained by university students, graduates and graduate students also found that the social dimension of blogging made blogs much more than online diaries; they classified the motivations that bloggers had to continue their blogging activities as to (p4):
1. update others on activities and whereabouts

2. express opinions to influence others

3. seek others’ opinions and feedback

4. “think by writing”

5. release emotional tension

With the possible exception of the first item in this list, which is the most transparent motivation for anyone to keep a blog, each of these objectives will provide a dimension in this study on the socialization of PhD candidates into academic argumentation and research culture. Certainly the last two are particularly interesting in the terms of Lee’s writing about both the place of writing in the creation of ‘the doctor’ (1998, 2003) and the ‘distress’ inherent in the PhD process in Australia (Lee and Williams, 1999).

Johnson et al (2000) explore the development of the ‘autonomous researcher’ in the terms of the traditional model of PhD pedagogy, which Leder (1995) refers to as having an ‘apprentice-like’ quality. Its fundamental aim was to teach candidates independence, using techniques that mostly amounted to varying degrees of abandonment. However, scholars who have challenged these practices and attempted to undertake a more pastoral supervisory role report being overwhelmed by the needs of their students. Johnson et al suggest that autonomy may need to be developed in candidates, rather than revealed, and point out that “new modes of knowledge production”(p143) and the current trend toward more collaborative production of knowledge within universities will require that researchers have more skills in collaboration, supported as they are, increasingly, by joint process.

This proposed more constructivist approach to postgraduate pedagogy has echoes in the theories of how people learn online. Most successful online learning is associated with constructivist pedagogies (Maor & Zabriski 2003).  The well-known and often-repeated advice to teachers going online that they will have to move from their position as the ‘sage on the stage’ to the ‘guide on the side’ implies the pedagogical position that students learning online are constructing their own knowledge from the available information, rather than accepting their knowledge whole from ‘the master’.

The development of blogs and wikis (online encyclopaedias with open authorship) as educational tools has the potential to reduce the role of the ‘guide on the side’ even further – perhaps online teachers, like the absent supervisors reported in so many studies of doctoral candidate development, are now becoming ‘the ghost with no post’. While those words are mine, the fear that teachers will largely disappear from education is often related to the development of educational technology without an attendant pedagogical framework (eg, Taylor 1995). Students working online can be left to share, discuss, problem-solve, and develop their own knowledge from sources of information that are now vast – indeed they sometimes seem almost limitless. They must learn to judge the validity of what they find for themselves, and to develop the skills necessary to defend their positions within and through a group of people whom they may never see face-to-face. The (often misunderstood) role of ‘guide on the side’ is crucial to the success of this kind of educational setting (Salmon 1999, 2002).

Economic pressure rather than pedagogical preference is often the driver for institutional movement toward online teaching. It is also economic pressure that has raised the interest of both bureaucrats and academics in postgraduate pedagogy: pressure to lift completion rates has conflicted with increased time pressure on academics and an expressed wish by some academics for a ‘softer’, more supportive model for PhD supervision (Johnson et al, 2000). 
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Figure 1: The  pedagogy of cyber leaming




Figure 1 uses a theory of online pedagogy to show how blogging might support the development of candidates. As online tasks move from academic engagement in reading material that has been placed online, through the social engagement of chat rooms and the more thoughtful and reflective work that results from reading and contributing to asynchronous discussion, participants move toward involving their emotions in the learning experience (Salmon, 1999). It is this involvement of the emotional dimension that has been identified by Green and Lee (1998) and by Johnson et al (2000) as the most under theorised part of PhD pedagogy. The use of blogging over time in this study will provide an online environment that will enable trust to build in the community, so that participants can establish emotional connections and relate in new and unpredictable ways. 

A community of blogging PhD candidates would bring together people who are learning how to become – how to negotiate for themselves the building of the identity of ‘doctor’ both against and within disciplinary cultures and institutional strictures that can be traced back to the ideas of Voltaire and Rousseau (Johnson et al, 2000). Supervisors, of course, are themselves the product of this process and have been profoundly influenced by their own process of self-creation in their doctoral role. This study will contribute to the complex question of how pedagogy can be understood within the supervisor/candidate relationship as discussed by Green and Lee (1995), and, most importantly, will be understood and enacted in the university of the future. At the heart of these issues lie the questions posed at the end of their article (p44):

How is pedagogy to be best understood, in all its complexity and necessity, within the symbolic-disciplinary economy of the Academy? What stories (and counter-stories) need to be told? What spaces are there for different practices and voices in post-graduate contexts, including research in and for postgraduate studies and pedagogy? What new imaginings are necessary for teaching and research in and for the emerging postmodern university?

Despite the differences in epistemologies that have often been categorised across disciplines (eg, Becher and Trowler, 2001), the blogging by individuals of the common ground of their struggle (which may, in any discipline, involve ‘distress’, according to Lee and Williams, 1999) will create shared narratives of development. Wenger (1998) describes how people working on a shared trajectory toward a common goal contribute and create meaning and identity by sharing the unfolding narratives of their experience. 

The application of Wenger’s theory to candidates for the PhD degree may not seem immediately obvious. The work he did to develop his theory was done in an insurance company, with workers doing a set of apparently routinised tasks – but whose day-to-day work often involved dealing with phone calls from angry and resentful members of the public, raising the kinds of uncertainty and anxiety that no amount of routine can protect you from. In his 1998 book Wenger describes how, as a group, the workers formed an unofficial ‘community of practice’ to share and create knowledge that would help them as individuals make sense of the sometimes Kafkaesque situations they found themselves in, due in most part to their inability to understand the complexities of unexplained arcane practices within the insurance industry, or even, to some degree, the dense administrative structures of their own employer. He develops this theory into areas of negotiation of meaning and development of identity in groups where people work together to make sense of what is happening to them. He then develops this theory into areas of institutional development and educational design.

The endeavour of attaining a doctorate, which is both cognitive and experiential, in fact lends itself well to the application of Wenger’s construction of a community of practice. PhD candidates are working in an area in which development although often understood as prescriptive, is also, somehow, mysterious. If Wenger’s conception of ‘community’ is understood in the context of a dynamic (but, note, not necessarily always peaceful or agreeable) quest for meaning being created by its members through the exchange of ideas, insights and understandings, then his notion can be applied to a group of people who are sharing the process of attaining a doctorate.

Wenger’s words ‘shared trajectory’, are also not entirely transparent. They imply flight in the same direction toward a fixed target. But Wenger’s use of the word ‘trajectory’ is more complex than this: “The term trajectory suggests not a path that can be foreseen or charted but a continuous motion – one that has a momentum of its own in addition to a field of influences (p154).” The group that will form the core of this study is not a planned or formulaic entity. Its members will not answer questionnaires, nor will they participate in surveys or take part in focus groups. They will write themselves into the study and it will be what it becomes. 

Aims

The central aim of the research is to follow and report on the process of what Lee (1998) calls the making of ‘a newly licensed kind of person, a “doctor”’, and to investigate the effects of the use of blogging by candidates on this process.

Objectives

The research has three objectives:

· To investigate cybergroup formation and its effect on participants’ candidature

· To document the emotional life of and the process of self-discovery in a group of PhD candidates over time

· To encourage candidates in the study to use blogging to ‘write themselves’ into their own development and to create a community of practice through the use of shared blogs

Justification

This research is intended to track and report on the experiences of a diverse group of PhD candidates in real time over two years. While some work has been done in Australia directly on the experiences of completing a PhD (Lee and Williams 1999; Neumann 2003), most has relied on the recall and reported memory of successful candidates, or one-off interviews with current candidates. Macauley (1990) had his subjects, both candidates and supervisors, complete two questionnaires and a series of in-depth interviews. More recently, Vilkinas (2005) has collected the stories of present candidates at a point in their thesis task.

None of the previous studies into the process of PhD formation in Australia have used a longitudinal method nor have they maintained contact with students over even a short time. Neumann uses ‘slice of time’ techniques, interviewing around 100 students at differing stages of their projects from a range of different disciplines. She uses Becher and Towler’s quadrant model (2001) to classify disciplines into hard, soft, pure, and applied, and also classified students according to their full-time or part-time enrolment and as early, mid or late stage candidates. The results can be taken as accurate at a point in time, but not offering any new insight into the overall PhD process for candidates.

Lee and Williams (1999) used techniques of memory work, asking six academics to draw on their memories of their own PhDs, and narrative writing to report on these memories. The subjects in this pilot are current academics – meaning previous candidates who have completed a PhD successfully, and who were undoubtedly informed in their narratives by their later roles as supervisors. The rather dramatic revelations in this article concerning the distress that the memory work revealed raised the questions listed on page 4 above. Vilkinas, using similar self-reporting but by current candidates, also raises questions of emotionality in her recent book. However, her contributors, again, were writing at a point in time rather than over a protracted period.

Macauley (2001) used questionnaires and in depth interviews with existing students. Although he has made a valuable contribution to viewing the transition to independent scholarship in Australian universities, he is still seeing the process in fairly standard ‘growing up’ terms, relying heavily on a distinction between pedagogy and andragogy to measure the maturation of candidates as scholars.

So, while all of these studies have reported to a more or less extent on the emotionality of the PhD experience, none has created and reported on a narrative of experience distilled from real-time reflection, nor have any of them attempted to create a community of candidates. 
Methodology

This study will be a qualitative one. The research question will be answered by thematic analysis of the body of narrative that the candidates produce – we will reveal to ourselves and to the group both what and how we are learning in our own reflections and ongoing narratives. Although the content matter of the thesis-writing process that each of us is engaged in will be individual and unique, we will share the experience of ‘doing’ the PhD – our working toward a common goal in perhaps the most complex project that most of us have ever attempted. The endeavour of attaining a doctorate, which is both cognitive and experiential, lends itself well to the application of Wenger’s construction of a community of practice, within which he suggests people both bring and create meaning and identity for themselves. 

The study will be a reflective ethnography, my own development as a scholar being a part of the process of doing the study. I will be a fully participating member of the online group, and open about my role as a researcher, so I will be a participant-observer (Erlandson et al, 1993, p96). Sometimes it may be difficult or impossible for me to separate my roles as subject and object in my own study – but except in the case of disrespectful or disruptive behaviour as discussed below, I will resist as far as possible the role of ‘group leader’. I will also resist as far as possible the urge to ‘spark up’ blog postings during quiet periods – although this may prove very difficult if the flow of material is so low as to threaten the project!

As an ethnographer, the place in which my study will be conducted will be cyberspace. Visualisations of the World Wide Web and the ‘reality’ of cyberspace and the human interactions that take place in it has been canvassed by researchers in such sites as Cyber Geography Research.

Candidates will be recruited through post-graduate student organizations. To some extent they may be self-selecting, as they will almost certainly be technologically confident (although there is no reason why even inexperienced people cannot learn to blog), and commitment to the group may at times seem high. However, I hope that membership of the group will also be seen as conveying benefits for participants in peer support and development through their personal writing. 

The number of participants in this study will be small – no more than 20 people. They will be broadly-discipline based, and should cover as wide a range of methodologies and branches of academic research as possible. They will need to be prepared to share honestly and freely, and have some commitment to the group’s trajectory as well as to their own progress.

Ethics and anticipated difficulties

The identities of candidates in the group will be hidden from each other. Nicknames will be used, and in the reporting process the candidates will be classified according to their methodologies and Becher and Towler’s (2001) quadrant of discipline groupings (cf Neumann 2003), not by their actual discipline. I am more interested in knowing whether a student is doing bench-top research or undertaking surveys and focus groups than I am in whether she is a scientist, a social scientist or a philosopher. Candidates will also be asked to not give their supervisors’ names if they need to post about exchanges with them, but rather to use a predesignated nickname.

It will be impressed upon group members that all blog entries and comments are not to be copied or commented on elsewhere. Any instances of material posted within the group appearing elsewhere will result in the offender being removed from the study and thus from access to the blogs. 

A constant possibility in online groups is the activity of personal flaming (abusive language) and other destructive online activities causing disruption and even temporary or permanent breakdown of a group. In blogs, abusive or hurtful or hateful comments can be left. I have been a member of dozens of online discussion groups of a different kinds since 1996; I have taught academic writing for two years using online discussion groups as the main mode of content delivery, and have moderated hobby-based email discussion groups. I have always successfully practised a low-tolerance policy for behaviour that denotes disrespect for group members. While some allowance can be made for highly charged emotional states from time to time, this behaviour cannot be allowed to damage the trust that holds the group together. In this case participants will each own their own blog, and will always be completely free to remove any comments from their blogs if they wish. Anonymous commenting will not be allowed, so repeat offenders can be removed from the group. This policy will be detailed on the candidate information sheet.

There could be some difficulties arising from resistance or defensiveness on the part of supervisors, who could view the project as somehow undermining their position or even reputation by the ‘gossipy’ nature of a closed group. This could be countered by a clear explanation of the importance of confidentiality and the way that candidate identities will be hidden, and the preparation of a detailed supervisor information sheet to accompany the candidate information sheet. 

Finally, there may be unexpected problems in my own life as I undertake this PhD. If at times I am not able to participate in the group, this will not pose a problem. I can continue to monitor blog postings in case of problems, but the group should be able to function for some time without my constant input. 
Provisional work schedule

Second half of 2005:
preparing and gaining ethics approval – part-time

2006-2007:
the blogs are being created – part-time

2008-2009:
thematic analysis and thesis writing –full-time

Resource requirements

Technical support for blogging – to be investigated. Although the university IT service does not currently offer blogging software here are several sites that offer free blogging services that can be password protected from the wider world.

Outlay would be minimal.

Glossary

	Blog
	An online journal. Blogs have the capacity to contain photographs, or indeed to be linked to entire online photo albums, to be linked to any other website and to organise those links in specialised lists, and to be as public or as private as the writer (or blogger) wishes. They also have the capacity to allow comments from readers, and even to host discussions among reader.



	Blogging
	The act of writing and publishing (usually called maintaining) a blog. Blogging is usually understood to be a commitment on the part of the blogger to provide regular updates to the blog.



	Blogosphere
	The tendency for bloggers to refer in their own writing to the blogs that they list in their own blog and read frequently. Thus links and circular references become established between bloggers who write on similar subjects into a multitude of overlapping blogging communities. The number of blogs in 2003 was estimated at one million worldwide (Williams and Jacobs, 2004); it is now estimated variously at 4 million (Bruner, June 2005) and 50 million (Riley, May 2005). The potential for connectivity must be, theoretically, at least, approaching infinity.



	Cyberspace
	The ‘place’ where people connect through their computers on the internet. Sometimes contrasted with ‘real life’, although many people now conduct much of their real life through the internet. Coined by William Gibson in his 1984 novel Neuromancer. 

	Edublog
	A specialised blog, the subject of which claims to be education, although sometimes it is in fact only educational technology. There are many edublogs , and now also sites which offer blogging software as part of a suite of useful tools for building online communities
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A very short list of education weblogs (edublogs)

Weblogs in Higher Education

http://www.mchron.net/site/edublog.php
Educational Weblogs

http://educational.blogs.com/
Seblogging (Sebastian Fiedler)

http://seblogging.cognitivearchitects.com/
Stephen’s Web (Stephen Downes)

http://www.downes.ca/
Alterego (Sarah Lohnes)

http://alterego.manilasites.com/
Other useful sites

Cyber Geography Research

http://www.cybergeography.org/
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