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POST-GRADUATE DEGREES: HOW LONG DO THEY REALLY TAKE?
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ABSTRACT
This paper summarisces some of the recent studies from both Britain and Austrelia whieh look
at the time taken to complete higher degree studies. Data are then presented from a survvey of

prostgraduate situdents enrolled at the University of New South Wales whiech Zooked a2t expected
duration of enrolment and factors asseeiated with the attenuation of studies beyond mintmum
registration times. ’he findinge are discussed with vespect to reseaveh degree requirements
and some suggestions are made which might improve the current eituation. Attention i3 drawn to

the lack of comprehensive nationally based survey and staiistical information.

1.  INTRODUCTION
In 1982 the report of the Swinnerton-Dyer Committee on postgraduate education in U.R. was
tabled in the House of Commons. This report puts forward the view that much more attention

should be paid to completion of the research investigation for doctoral study within three
years, and that the doctoral thesig should be presented at the latest one vear afterwards.

After reviewing survey information which they had commissioned, %he report drew the
following conclusion with respect to doctoral study in the U.X.:

Bearing in mind that a course of research training is meant to last only three vears, we
regard both the present completion rate and the average time to complete as wholly
unsatisfactory,

We have been forced to the conclusion that completion rate depends primarily on the ethos
of the university ~ or rather on the relevant part of the university, for there is no
indication that completicn rates in natural science and in social science within the same
university are at all related. We think the blame must fall primarily on the univer-
sities rather than on the Research Councils. {p.79}

With respect to the duration of research higher degrees there has never been in Australia
an enquiry of the kind undertaken by the Swinnerton-Dyer Committee, This year, however, the
Commonwealth Department of Edycation and Youth Affairs published a report on the Commonwealih
Postgraduate Awards Scheme. This report provides statistics on completion rates and Guration
of study for recipients of Commonwealth Postgraduate Awards (CPGA's). The picture which
emerges suggests that the situation in Australia is worse than that criticised in the U.K. by
the Swinnerton-Dyer Committee.

Cur own interest in the question of duration of research degree studies in Australia arosé
from a survey undertaken by the Tertiary Education Research Centre in 1982, The information
from the survey was based on replies from 628 students currently enrclied in Ph.P. or Research
Masters programs at the University of New South Wales. The survey had been designed to provide
information on student characteristics, expectations and aspirations, and perceptions of the
research degree experience. In this last area the survey focused on sources of student
concern.

It was found that a major source of dissatisfaction related to acadenmic progress: Almost
two thirds (62%) of the respondents expressed dissatisfaction with their own progress in their
ressarch degree studies, and only 42% of all respondents were of the opinion that the research
topic was manageable in the 'normal pericd of candidature’.

Also, in 1982 the University of New South Wales compiled a statistical analysis of the
duration of research higher degree enrolments terminating in the period 1279-81, This
indicated that full-time doctoral candidates successfully completing the degree had taken on
average 10.3 sessions {(i.e. 5,2 years), and full-time research masters candidates had taken on
average 7.2 sessions (3.6 years). Although account needs to be taken of the time which elapses
between submission and subsequent notification of approval, it is apparent that the majority of
students are submitting theses well after the minimum registration period.

These considerations suggested to us that there is an urgent need to address the issue of
duration of research degree study. In this paper three questions are examined:

{i) How long does it take to complsete research higher degrees in Australia?

(ii) What factors cause delay in the completion of research degrees?
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{iii) What, if anything, should be done to reduce the average time taken to complete
research degrees?

2. DURATION OF RESEARCH DEGREE CANDIDATURE
The short answer to the question of how iong research degrees take to complete is that ‘we

do not know'. A nationally based compillation and analysis of statistics relating to duration
of higher degree candidature has never besen undertaken. The 1983 survey by the Commonwealth
Department of Education and Youth Affairs is the best accessible information to date, but their
survey is essentially confined to CPGA recipients {together with a small sample of non-CPGA
students who have been "matched' to the CPGA group). The Commonwealth Report therefore applies
to a select group of post-graduate students - a group which cannot be considered to be represen-
tative of all postgraduate research students.

Docteoral study

Table 1 provides information on the progress status of CPGA recipilents approximately six
years after commencement ¢f studies. (The Commonwealth survey uses as its population CPGA
recipients who had commenced study in 1974 and 1975, with progress status determined as at June
1980 - a period of between five and one half and six and one half years later.) Also included

in this table is information on the progress status of doctoral candidates at the University of
New South Wales (UNSW) six years after commencing full-time studies.
TABLE l: PRCGRESS OF PH.D. CANDIDATES SIX YEARS AFTER COMMENCEMENT OF STUDIES

Full-time throughout Transferred from full-time to partFtime
CPGA UNSW CPGA UNSW
{n=686} {n=160} (n=303} {(n=65)
% % % %

" Awarded Ph.D. 53 58 36 29
Continuing 22 13 56 62
Terminating 21 29 8 9
Other {status unknown, 5 - 1 -

awarded Masters)

Sources: CPGA: Department of Education and Youth Affairs, Research Report No. 8 (1983) based
on table A5.6
UNSW: Report on Duration of Research Enrclments, U.N.S.W. {1982) based on table
131,99,
Although only approximately half of the students at UNSW hold Commonwealth or University awards,
the profile of progress status is broadly similaxr to that obtaining nationally for CPGA
recipients.

Table 2 sets out information relating to the time taken to submit Ph.D. theses for all
students initially enrolled full-time. Also included in this table is information contained
in a national survey commissioned by the Swinnerton-Dyer Committee in the U.K. It should be
cautioned that the three data sets in table 2 are not strictly comparable. The differences in
the three data set criteria were:

{t} The CPGA statistics use as a criterion the period from commencement of study to the

date of submission of the doctoral thesis.

{ii) The UNSW statistics use as its criterion the period from commencement to notification

of the approval of the award,

{iii} The U.X. data refer to time taken to the submission of theses and is restricted to
those departments in U.K. universities which receive Science Research grants. This
includes social science departments, but excludes Arts.

In producing table 2 from the relevant sources {Commonwealth and UNSW), the following adjust-
ments have been made:

(1) From table A5.1 of the Commonwealth Report, thesis submissions which were rejected

for Ph.D. consideration (those resulting in termination without an award, or with a
masters award) were excluded from the analysis,

(i1} For the UNSW statistics, the time taken from initial enrolment to submissioﬁ was

interpreted as one gession earlier than the time taken from commencement to
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notification of approval. In the normal course of events, approval for the award of
Ph.D. would occuxr no earlier than the session following submission. Thus in table 2
'submission within three years' for UNSW enrolments actually refers to theses which
had been approved for the doctorate within seven sessions from commencement.

TABLE 2: TIME TAKEN TO SUBMIT PH.D. THESIS: AS A PROPORTION OF ALL INITIAL FULL~TIME

ENROLMENTS
CPGA UNBW G.K.
(n=989) {n=225} (n.a.)
cum. % cum. % cum. %
Three years or less 6 5 24
Four years or less 28 21 52
Five years or less 47 39 n.a.
Six years or less 60 52 n.a.

Sources: CPGA: DEYA Research Report No. 8, based on table AS5.1

UNSW: 'Duration of Research Enrolments', based on table 1A1.99

U.K.: Whalley (1982}, table IV.2

In table 3 a similar analysis is carried out, except that the cumulative percentages are

expressed as a proportion of all theses which had been submitted for the doctoral award by the
end of the sixth year of candidature.
TABLE 3: TIME TAKEN TO SUBMIT PH.D. THESIS: CUMULATIVE PERCENTAGES EXPRESSED 28 A

PROPORTION OF ALL THESES SUBMITTED

CPGA UNSW U.K.

(n=592) (n=110} {(n=600}

cum, % cum. % cum. %
Three years or less 16 19 29
Pour years or less : 47 40 66
Five years or less 79 71 n.a.

It is again stressed that these comparisong need to be considered with caution because of the
differing criteria employed in the data sources. However, the following cobservations can be
made from the tables:

{i} 7The duration of doctoral study is longer in Australia than in the U.X. From table 2
it can be seen that whereas only 28% of CPGA holders had submitted a thesis by the
end of their fourth year of registration, in the U.K. 52% had done so. When the
analysis is restricted to those students who had actually submitted theses by the end
of six years of study, 47% of Australian CPGA recipients had submitted in four years
or less compared with 66% in the U.K.

{ii) There is a similarity of profile for UNSW and CPGA duration of study data ~ although

the UNSW figures indicate that a smaller proportion are completing within a four year
or five year peried. This may be expected considering that the UNSW population is
'less select' in the sense that many of the Ph.D. candidates who are undertaking full-
time study were not able to achieve a CPGA or similar award.
In this sense, too, it may well be that the UNSW profile is more representative of
the whole of the doctoral candidature in Australia than that obtaining from the
national statistics on CPGA recipients. For example, the average time taken to
complete doctoral study, from commencement to award approval is 10.3 sessions (5.2
years) for UNSW students enrolled full-time throughout. At the University of
Queensland a recent study has reported that average time to complete for full~tine
doctoral candidates was also 5.2 years (Moses, 1981, p.12).

Research Masters candidature

Table 4 provides information on the progress status of CPGA recipients in Australia
together with comparabkle information from UNSW candidates who had commenced full-time study in
research masters degrees. The table provides comparisons of progress status six years after
commencemant. Information for research masters students in the U.K. is not provided in the
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recent Swinnerton-Dyer Report,
TABLE 4: PROGRESS STATUS SEX YEARS AFTER COMMENCEMENT OF FULL-TIME RESEARCH MASTERS ENROLMENT

Full-time throughout Transferred from full-time to part-time
CPGA UNSW CPGA UNSW
(n=311} {(n=69} (n=144) {n=24)
% % % %
Awarded Masters 47 67 45 54
Continuing 9 3 27 17
Terminated 41 ©31 27 C 29
Other {(status 3 - 1 -

unknown etc,)

Sources: CPGA: DEYA Research Report No. 8, based on table A5.6
UNSW: 'Duration of Research Enrolnents', based on table 1A2.99
The results from the Commonwealth survey reflect a similar situation to that obtaining for
doctoral award holders - that is, approximately half of the recipients had received their
degree within six years of commencement of candidature. it wouldé appear from the above table

that the completion rate for the UNSW is much better than for CPGA holders, but a major source
of the difference in completion rates is explainable in terms of differences across fields of
study in completion rates. Of the 455 CPGA recipients, 160 were studying in Arts or Fine Arts.
In these two fields only 25% had received their research masters degree within six years. AL
the UNSW however, only 6% of the research masters candidature enrclling full-time are in the
Faculty of Arts.

In table 5 comparisons are made between CPGA reciplents and UNSW research masters candi~
dates with respect to duration of study. In the first set of comparisons the time taken to
submit is expressed as a cumulative proportion of all students who had commenced full-time
study. In the second set the time taken to submit is expressed as a proportion of all theses
actually submitted within six years.

It is again stressed that for the UNSW data, the time taken to submit wag interpreted as
one session earlier than time from commencement to actual award approval.

TABLE 5: TIME TAKEN TO SUBMIT RESEARCH MASTERS THESIS: CUMULATIVE PERCENTAGES

As a proportion of all As a proportion of all theses
initial full-time enrolments submitted for degree in six years
CPGA UNsw CPGA UNSW
{n=455} {n=93} (n=214) (n=62)
aum. % cum,. % cum. 3 cum. %
Two years or less 15 13 32 19
Three years or less 32 39 68 58
Four years or less 39 52 84 78

Both for the CPGR recipients and UNSW candidates, only small proportions of the candidature had
submitted theses within two years. When the analysis is restricted to those who had submitted
within a six year period, fewer than one third had submitted within this two year period. Even
for successful full-time research masters candidates, the 'norm' for submission time is well in
excess of two years.

Field of study

Table 6 sets out information on completion rates by field of study for Ph.D. and research

masters students initially enrolling full~time. The first column in each data set indicates
the number receiving the award in the particular field of study, and the second column expresses
this number as a percentage of the initial full-time enrolment.

Because of the much smaller numbers the percentages for UNSW are not as 'reliable' as those -
for the national survey. A consistent finding throughout, however, is that the completion
rates in the Arts and social scisnces are much lower than those for the other fields of study.
Also, when taken within a six year peried, completion rates for research masters are generally
similar to those for Ph.D. candidature.
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TABLE 6: COMPLETION RATES BY FIELD OF STUDY: NUMBER OF DREGREES AWARDED AND COMPLETION
RATES SIX YEARS AFTER COMMENCEMENT OF PULL-TIME STUDY

PH.D. RESEARCH MASTERS
CPGA UNSW CPGA NBW
n % n % n % n %
Humanities (Arts) 46 27 8 38 39 27 2 * {small n)}
Bocial/Behav. Sciences 22 33 - - 9 31 - -
Commerce 17 34 7 58 11 44 7 64
Eng./Technologies 31 40 12 42 50 66 ) 50
Natural/Applied 3ciences 298 59 67 59 69 59 32 71

Scources: CPGA: DEYA Research Report No. 8, based on tables 4.5 & RAd.6
UNSW: ‘'Duration of Research Enrolments', based on tables in categories 1Al & 1AZ.

Although the Commonwealth survey does not include information on the duration of study by
field, there is some evidence from the GNSW/;hatwﬁull—time doctoral study within the Paculty of
Arts takes longer to complete than in othgf fields. Of 12 students who had successfully
completed their doctorates within the Fadulty of Arts, the mean duration of study to approval
was 12.8 full~time eguivalent sessions. For other fields of study the mean duration length
ranges from 10.0 sessions for Applied Science to 11.3 for Engineering.

Part—-time study

The focus of the analysis has been on full-time study. For a number of reasons it is not
possible to provide a meaningful review of the academic progress and duration of study for part-
time students. Pirst, there are no national figures relating to candidates who are part-—time
students. Becond, at the UNSW many of the candidates who initially enrol part~time are members
of the university staff., It is not known to what extent the whole of the research training

and investigation is embodied within the registration period of candidature. At the UNSW, the
average registration time from commencement to approval for part-time doctoral candidates is
6.3 years. This compares with an average time of 5.2 vears for doctoral candidates enrolled
full-time throughout.
3. REASONS FOR DELAY

In 1982 we surveyed postgraduate research students at the University of New South Wales

{n=1121) seeking informaticn on a number of issues which included students' expectations of the

time it would take them to complete their studies. The response rate to our gquestionnaire was
56% (Barrett, Magin and Smith; 1983). Data show that most students do not expect to complete
their studies in minimum time and that many sgee 'normal' time for full-time Ph.Ds. as four
rather than the three years set down in the University's degree regulations. Other students
are resigned to taking even longer. Table 7 gives expected time for complietion for full-time
students.
TABLE 7: FULL-TIME RESEARCH STUDENTS -~ EXPECTED TIME FOR COMPLETION
Ph.D. Masters
{n=222}) {n=44}
% %
One year - ' 5
1% - 2 years 1 43
25 ~ 3 " 18 36
I - 4 " 45 14
5 or more years 35 2

Care must be taken in interpreting this table because initial year of enrolment will influence
the estimation of time reguired for completicn. Many of those expecting to take fivé or more
years will already have been enrolled for a number of years.

When we asked "From your experiences so far, how manageable is your research topic?® over
40% said that their topic would be manageable in ‘normal' time. Tapble 8 gives this informa-

tion,




33

TABLE 8: TFULL-TIME RESEARCH STUDENTS -~ MANAGEARBILITY OF TOPIC IN NORMAL TIME

Ph.D. Masters
{n=222) {n=41)
% %
Completely manageable in the normal time 45 41
The research will require longer than 40 44
noxrmal time period
The research topic has been changed or i1 15
substantially modified to make it
manageable
The research topic seems unmanageable 3 -
and I intend to change or substantially
modify it

So it appears that for full-time Ph.D. students 'normal' time exceeds the three-year
minimum pericd stipulated by higher degree regulations as 45% expect to take 'normal' time but
only 19% expect to complete in three years, If 'nermal' time for research masters is two years
{(i.e. the duration of Commonwealth Scholarship Awards for resgsearch masters) then it could be
said that these students are more realistic in their expectations. However, many students
enrolling in a research masters at this University have an Honours degree at a suitable level
and regulations set the minimum registration period for these students as one~year full time or
its eguivalent. Almost half the masters students expect to complete in two years but 36%
expect to take three years ~ a period which corresponds to the minimum registration time
regquired for a full-time Ph.D. Student comments illustrate expectations regarding the time
necessary for completion of research studies.

While the Ph.D. course may consist of three years full-time study, in practice it
invariably exceeds this simply because students are expected to produce a definitive
piece of work starting entirely from scratch. The expectations of supervisors and
examining bhodies often necessitate students carryving out exhaustive trials bearing
little relevance to their own interests.

In..{subject).. completing a Ph.D., in three years full-time is completely out of the
question. In fact, I am hard put to think of anyone who has completed a research
masters in three years.

Although ocur research students seemed resigned to taking longer to complete their studies they
were not happy about this. We asked how satisfied they were with their own progress, Only
37% sald they were satisfied: 54% expressed some dissatisfaction while 9% were completely
dissatisfied,

We also asked students about their level of satisfaction with other aspects of higher
degree study. Their answers to these guestions, together with general comments, throw some
light on reasons for delay. Table % gives details.

TABLE 2: SATISFACTION WITH CERTAIN ASPECTS OF HIGHER DEGREE STUDY

{n=5628}
Satisfied Some Completely
dissatisfaction dissatisfied

% % %
Choice of topic 76 23 2
Guidance and advice in topic 62 29 8
selection
Research eguipment/facilities 51 35 13
Pechnical assistance from 56 29 14

support staff

Although three-guarters of the students say they are satisfied with their choice of research
topic it should be a matter for concern that 25% expresg dissatisfaction. How can students bhe
expected to maintain a high level of motivatien for three, four, or even five years while
researching topics about which they have reservations. One-third also express dissatisfaction
about 'guidance and advice in topic selection'. This of course may be either too little or too
much guidance although from comments it seems more likely to be the former. Student comments
are again illustrative.






