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The Faculty of Education UNISA was identified as failing to maintain equity in student 
enrolments because the high proportion of women in undergraduate awards was reversed 
when the research degree enrolment was considered. As a response the Faculty 
commissioned a study to investigate the experience, motivation and incentives for women 
students to enroll in research degrees. The study involved surveying existing students and 
included an investigation of the views and practices of senior personnel from the 
employment institutions, viz. the state Department of Education, Training and Employment, 
the Independent Schools Board and the Catholic Education Office, in terms of the career 
paths offered for employees who have research degrees. This paper reports on the results 
of the research and offers some suggestions for the further development of research 
degrees within Faculties of Education. 
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In Australia during the late 1980s the proportion of women entering tertiary education had 
risen to levels roughly comparable to those of men in some professional awards such as 
Law and Medicine. Despite these evident gains, women continued to be woefully under-
represented in most engineering specialisations and in the majority of physical sciences. 
However female dominance in the humanities, in the arts and education and their continued 
growth in the health and social sciences rendered women as a visible force within 
undergraduate culture on most campuses. When attention was focused on higher degrees a 
different picture emerged. Women were significantly less likely than men to pursue their 
studies beyond the first degree. Female academics were much less likely than males to 
have completed a doctorate – with evident implications for the ongoing gender difference in 
salary levels (Probert et al, 1998; Morgan and Guthrie, 1997). In 1998, women made up 
some 34% of Australia’s university academics, whereas only 10% of university professors 
were women (Dasvarma, 1998). Most notably, male students made up 85.4% of all students 
completing doctorates, a statistic which would render the gender balance in the academy 
unlikely to change (Dasvarma, 1998). There became a press to get more women students to 
pursue research degrees. 

The EO Report – education as a case of gender inequity? 

In 1996 the Equal Opportunity Unit at the University of South Australia released a report of 
an investigation into gender equity across the then Faculties of the University. The main 
focus of the investigation was the question of gender balance in enrolments in research 
degrees. By 1994 women were enrolling in some of the undergraduate places at the 
University in numbers vastly exceeding men, especially in the traditional areas of teaching 
and nursing. However increasingly attention had been drawn to the post graduate 
enrolments as a potential site of women’s under representation. The basic line of 
investigation used in the enquiry was whether or not there were similar proportions of men 
and women in the higher degree enrolments as there were in the undergraduate areas. 
Using this measure Education came out rather badly, even though at the time we had twice 
as many female doctoral students (N=32) as male doctoral students (N=16). The trouble 
was, of course, that we had some 90% of our undergraduate students who were female and 
hence the research degree enrolment at 66% was immediately seen as considerably and 
significantly less. Inspection of our course work masters students found us equally culpable 
– although we had nearly 80% female enrolment at this level, we were called to answer as to 



why we had ‘allowed’ women to opt for a lower level of higher degree enrolment than a 
research degree. 

Naturally we protested at the categorisation of Education as a site of gender inequity. We 
pointed to our healthy female enrolment in research degrees – at 66% it was higher than in 
any other area of the University, and with 48 doctoral students we had more students at this 
level than comparable social science faculties. The department which initiated the report 
was unimpressed. We were given clear directions to work at re-balancing our higher degree 
enrolments so that we had a higher proportion of women in research degrees and fewer in 
course work masters. A good part of the problem with this directive is the fact that entry to a 
research degree is contingent on being able to demonstrate the capacity to design, carry out 
and write up research; usually this is shown by an honours undergraduate degree or a 
masters or ‘equivalent’. And of course education students have traditionally not had an 
honours degree – in many Australian universities this was not possible until very recently. So 
we were literally between a rock and a hard place with regard to getting more women into 
research degrees. This situation gave rise to some serious thinking about the management 
of education research degrees at our University – and likely as not at other Australian 
Universities as well. 

Education as a special case. 

Several writers have pointed to the recent and rapid rise in the number of higher degree 
students in education around the country (Leder, 1995). This feature is especially true of the 
newer universities such as the University of South Australia which, like so many similar in 
other states, was formed through the amalgamation of the South Australian Institute of 
Technology and former Teachers’ Colleges, aka Colleges of Advanced Education. In many 
of these institutions the admission to masters and doctoral degrees is a nineties 
phenomenon, being embraced as a signifier of University status. At UNISA there was much 
excitement in the planning and commencement of working at this level and we carried out an 
active recruitment of potential students, to be detailed in the following case study. 

However it is first important to recognise that, in the early nineties, there were already 
signals that the progress of students through higher degrees in Education may not run 
smoothly. Several studies had identified doctoral work in the arts, social sciences and 
education as having poorer rates of completion and higher attrition when compared with 
similar level work in the physical sciences (NBEET,1989; Whittle, 1992; Dunkerley and 
Weeks, 1994). In a 1996 paper Johnston and Broda write of a ‘climate of concern’ operating 
around research students in education which led them to conduct an investigation of the 
attitudes and responses of education research students (Johnston and Broda, 1996). The 
students spoke of an ‘overwhelming sense of isolation’ in their research and the authors 
seek to explain this in terms of the contrast between the lonely education researcher as 
compared to the camaraderie of the team of higher degree students in, say, science or 
engineering. Broda and Johnston note also that education research students were more 
likely to be part time and less likely to be working on externally funded projects than were 
doctoral students in other disciplines. They were also less likely to publish during the course 
of their research and consequently more dependent on their supervisors for feedback and 
validation of their work, a feature which made for a heavier responsibility on the part of the 
supervisor. In particular the students appeared to have felt unprepared for the experience of 
being researchers. They were described as ‘moving blindly through a process of which there 
are many expectations but few instructions or guides' (Johnston and Broda,1996:279). This 
finding was a clear challenge to re-think the ways in which research degrees in education 
were conducted and administered. 



Of course it is of particular concern to education academics that their teaching and 
supervision may not be appropriate to the task in hand – a particularly ironic case of 
Physician heal thyself! Not surprisingly then, since 1996 there has been a good deal of 
attention to the ‘pedagogy of supervision’ and we have seen a range of publications detailing 
advice for prospective students, supervisors and higher degree coordinators (Holbrook and 
Johnston, 1999; Pearson and Ford, 1997; Burgess, 1994). Education faculty are 
consequently much more aware of the problems and the challenges associated with 
supervising higher degree students, even if at times the motivation may be to provide an 
experience rather better than one’s own experience of undertaking a higher degree! To this 
end at UNISA we have developed a structured program whereby all entering students are 
required to engage in some group work as part of their orientation to education research. 
The distance students are in regular teleconferences with other students at the same 
position in their research development. Techniques such as the Yeatman-inspired 
‘supervision log’ (Yeatman, 1995) are widely adopted, along with the annual review of 
progress and individual interview procedures. It can be said that none of the current UNISA 
students is left to her/his own devices as regards the work of conducting and writing up the 
research. We have become much more conscious and reflexive about our supervision as we 
develop a stronger research culture. While we may not have developed an entirely problem 
free pedagogy of supervision, we are a good deal closer to the ideal than once was the 
case. 

However, despite the conscious improvement in our supervisory practices, it is my 
contention that it is also important to recognise some structural determinants that constrain 
education research students and cause them to become a special case within the spectrum 
of higher degree students in Australian universities at this time. In order to build this case I 
have developed a profile of higher degree students at the University of South Australia. 

Education as a special case. 

A course work based MEd award began at the then SACAE1 in 1988. By 1990 we were 
enrolling large classes of over 200 entering students. In part this was due to the fact that we 
had a well developed External Education Centre, but also because at many of the newer 
universities staff members, former Teachers’ College Employees, were being directed to 
enrol in a higher degree and they could do so externally through our institution. As 
coordinator of the core subject for all entering students, I spent a good deal of time on the 
phone attempting to reassure people that although they hadn’t studied for 25 years a) they 
were not alone in this experience and b) the course was planned to allow for the 
development of appropriate levels of writing skills and academic argument. We became 
UNISA in 1991 and in the following year began discussions about research degrees. The 
first students enrolled in a Master’s by research in 1992 – two of these upgraded to become 
our initial doctoral students in the following year. Table I represents the enrolment sequence 
thus far: 

TABLE I: Numbers of PhD students enrolled by year 

 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 

Total 17 41 48 53 56 64 



Women 12 28 32 34 37 41 

Attrition - - 7 8 10 10 

Graduates   1 3 5 3 

Full time 4 4 9 11 10 16 

By 1994 we had 17 PhD students, 12 women and 5 men. In the following year 24 new 
students enrolled and along with the original 17 (all of whom stayed on) we had 41 PhD 
students in 1995, of whom 28 were women and 13 men. After 1995 the enrolment statistics 
altered insofar as the figures indicate that some people withdrew – the attrition rate noted in 
the earlier work was present here too. The first graduate was in 1996, followed by three 
more in 1997 and then five in 1998 and so some of the ‘no show’ in these years are 
accounted for by successful completions. 

Inspection of those successfully completed reveals that women students have been more 
successful than men to date. Of the 12 successful candidates there have been 11 women 
and one man, a higher proportion than represented in the enrolment proportions. However 
such superficial analyses do not do justice to the structural effects hinted at earlier. At this 
stage it seems appropriate to try to get some understanding of who these students are, why 
they had come to undertake a PhD and what their hopes are after completion. 

Who are the PhD students? 

Most education research students, like most education academics, come from a background 
in school teaching. The average entering research student had taught for between ten and 
fifteen years and indeed for many that experience had stimulated the desire to research 
some aspect of education that would have a bearing on their teaching practice. While their 
added maturity and experience in the practice of education may seem an advantage, there 
were other consequences of their background which were not helpful in their attempt to gain 
a research degree. 

One significant difference relating to education research students concerns their age – they 
tend to be on average older than research students in other faculties (Pearson and Ford, 
1997,p.12). Certainly this feature is true of the UNISA students of whom the average age is 
49 and rising. Those who have successfully completed the PhD have on average been 
enrolled for four years. The vast majority of the PhD students are enrolled part time, as is 
evident from Table I. However the number of full time students at UNISA has risen each 
year. When one looks at the successful completions these figures take on a new 
significance in that only one of the successful candidates thus far has not been a full time 
student. In other words the achievement of a doctorate appears to be crucially connected to 
being able to devote full time attention to the thesis. 

The fact of their age means that the possibilities for full time study are somewhat 
problematic. Even with a scholarship, the prospect for people of 35+ who are mid-career 
choosing to live on a stipend is rather more sobering than it is for younger people. However, 
as things stand, it is extremely difficult for education research students to obtain 



scholarships. Firstly, this is because the scholarship ranking system privileges the group that 
has Honours I at the first sort. As noted above, education students are usually not in 
possession of an honours degree – even if they have completed a master’s degree they 
have to argue for it to be counted as Honours I equivalent. Some students have been able to 
have their MEd thesis re-examined in the hope that it will be classed as an Honours I thesis, 
a practice which appears highly problematic given the many staff changes in the tertiary 
sector in recent times. Secondly the scholarship ranking system allots 40% of the 100 point 
score to undergraduate performance, calculated on the basis of the numbers of HD, D etc 
gained from second year on. Now education students being typically mid thirties or older 
have generally not had the opportunity to score High Distinctions (only introduced in many 
Universities in the early 90s). They are further disadvantaged by the fact that Education 
undergraduate degrees typically contained many NGP grades for the teaching placement 
parts of the course. As a consequence education students are unlikely to score any more 
than 20 out of the 40 points allotted for undergraduate study. 

Education students have typically worked in schools as teachers for some ten to fifteen 
years before returning to study. In many ways this depth of experience will stand them in 
good stead in the event their chosen research question has to do with schools and teaching. 
However they are not likely to have published research already and nor are they in a 
position to have strong references from academics and potential supervisors, especially 
when compared with students in other faculties who have just completed an honours year 
and who are known by some of the senior academics in their area. To summarise, they are 
older, they tend to have studied for their first degree some years ago before there were High 
Distinctions, and they are unlikely to have close contacts with the Universities such as do the 
younger students for whom a PhD flows on from their undergraduate work. For all these 
reasons the situation for the typical education student is not good in terms of the possibility 
of scholarship assistance to undertake higher degree research. 

Why undertake a research degree? 

Given the inauspicious circumstances outlined above, the question of the motivation for 
students to undertake a research degree in education arises. A survey of the current group 
of PhD students at UNISA revealed that many explained their decision to enrol for the PhD 
in terms of both personal fulfillment and career advancement. Both men and women 
appeared equally likely to offer this mix of reasons for enrolling, while the men were more 
likely than the women to nominate an interest in following on from earlier study constituted 
another incentive for their enrolment. One current student insisted that self development was 
the only motive for enrolling and that the achievement of the PhD was unlikely to enhance 
career development. In contrast, the current master’s students were much more likely than 
the doctoral candidates to account for their enrolment in a higher degree in terms of better 
job prospects. Some typical comments for the women included, from the idea of personal 
development: 

• I wanted to learn just for the sake of learning; it seemed that a higher degree would 
give me that opportunity. 

• Higher education seemed to be a ‘legitimate’ interest to have outside of the family. 
• Research seemed to be about looking at things from another perspective, I liked that. 

• I was attracted to the ethos of research, the time, the space, the support and the 
opportunity to think about things properly – things I was interested in and I wanted to 
write. 

And from a career perspective: 



• Working at TAFE I saw higher education as a prerequisite for furthering my career 
opportunities – it seemed to be the way others thought too. 

• I thought it would improve my prospects for future employment – either beyond 
teaching or within the University. 

• I wanted to go beyond just being a teacher at school and find something for myself. 

While many of the female students reported experiencing a good deal of encouragement 
and support from both the family and the University and supervisors, there were some for 
whom their undertaking drew out some very familiar traditional obstacles, as in: 

• Discouragement came from my family, especially my father –‘How can you be so 
selfish? What about your family, your children?’ – the ‘women don’t do this sort of 
thing’ attitude as very very strong. 

• My partner said ‘you’re mad, don’t do it, it’s not worth all that work’. 
• I find the local community attitudes very depressing and discouraging – I have to 

make excuses because neighbours and friends think that studying isn’t ‘real work’. 
‘So what do you do all day?’ Or ‘You have so much time, why don’t you help out at 
the church?’ 

• I’m discouraged by the boys’ club (at Uni). I don’t think even with a higher degree I’ll 
be able to break into it. All the jobs further up than mine are already spoken for. 

• The …… (employer) was very discouraging – I think they’d already picked out the 
ones, and I wasn’t one. 

One of the most heartening features of the students’ responses was that when asked if the 
effort so far has proven worthwhile most answered very positively. 

A view from the employers. 

Although many of the respondents said that their motivation for enrolling in a PhD program 
was not a simple case of the pursuit of career advancement, issues of life and work after the 
thesis did come up fairly regularly. Those students who had been employed as contract 
tutors at the University appeared to have developed an ambition to become an academic, 
while recognising the difficulty of finding such a job in the current depressed state of tertiary 
education. Their enthusiasm about their research topic enthused their teaching, the students 
appeared to appreciate this and the ‘reserve army’ of graduate-students-as–tutors became a 
significant part of the teaching power in a faculty decimated by the redundancies and 
packages of recent years. At this stage at least two of the recent graduates have obtained 
academic work, two more in administrative positions in Universities, but the general 
impression is that such outcomes are the result of chance and good fortune and not to be 
envisaged as a normal progression from completing a doctorate. (And, of course, a small 
proportion of the PhD students are currently employed academics, some of whom are at 
UNISA. For this group the successful completion of the doctorate is definitely in line with 
career expectation, not necessarily advancement.) 

The investigation turned to the school sector as a source of potential employment for people 
who have completed a PhD in Education. For the purposes of the study we interviewed 
senior Personnel management people from the three major school systems in South 
Australia: the government system, now named DETE (Department of Education, Training 
and Employment), the Independent Schools Board (ISB) and the Catholic Education Office 
(CEO). The latter two systems were interested in encouraging teachers to pursue 
professional development through further study but their efforts, in the form of HECS 
payments, semester length scholarships and small stipends etc, were geared rather more 
clearly to the achievement of certificates or course work masters degrees. While both the 



CEO and the ISB looked favourably on the idea of employing people with doctorates in 
education, neither could envisage supporting teachers for the length of a doctoral program. 
The DETE spokesperson had an even clearer position. DETE policy was to allow teachers a 
maximum of one year’s leave without pay to pursue further study – and no more. It seems 
that their experience has been that they ‘lose’ people who undertake doctorates while in 
their employ because the graduates are either unhappy in their return to the classroom or 
they are quick to find alternate positions. All things considered, the DETE spokesperson felt 
that schools didn’t need people with doctorates, although they would support the idea of 
principals being trained in business and management – a sort of MBA for schools. Overall 
then it appeared that the school systems were not supportive of their teachers undertaking 
research degrees and the prospect of employment for graduates in this sector was not 
strong. 

Pulling threads 

Research communities in all disciplines rely on research students to enrich and enliven the 
research culture of the school or faculty. Education is no different. Education academics are 
currently in a parlous situation in the Universities. As has been noted repeatedly, education 
faculties in many of the newer Universities are comprised of academics whose original 
employment was in the Teachers’ Colleges. Many of these faculties have been decimated 
by the changes associated with restructuring. At UNISA, for example, the Education faculty 
which numbered over 240 two years ago is now down to 80, with the same numbers of 
undergraduate students and an increasing number of higher degree students – some of 
whom are employed in helping teach the undergraduate classes. 

It is imperative that steps be taken to alter the structural barriers to higher degree students in 
education. Given that the school systems appear unwilling to actively sponsor teachers who 
wish to undertake research degrees, the Universities should investigate what means they 
have of supporting education research students. First priority should be given to measures 
to enhance the possibility of scholarships dedicated to education research and not allotted 
through a competitive mechanism that privileges youth and recency of undergraduate study 
as does the current system. Postgraduate programs should be structured so as to include 
some full time study, preferably in the writing up stage of the thesis. 

It is, after all, in the interests of the whole University to sponsor research into educational 
practice. As education researchers we could envisage developing strategic partnerships with 
our own industry, the University sector, to engage in investigations of the effectivesness of 
lectures, the optimal size for tutorial groups, the advantages of subjects structured into 
semesters or longer sequences, to name a few of the more immediate questions. It could be 
that University Centres for Teaching and Learning may want to sponsor research which will 
lead to better knowledge of the ways in which University teaching can be fostered. 

And gender equity? 

The cause of gender equity and the cause of fostering education research students are 
clearly closely related. Education has typically more women as higher degree students than 
most other disciplines. Promoting the interests of education research students therefore 
amounts to virtually the same thing as promoting the cause of women in the academy. Of 
course this position does not mean that there should not be positive initiatives to encourage 
women into research degrees in other disciplines – this is clearly an important strategy. 
However it is also important to work towards the consolidation of gains already made by 
facilitating the successful completion of education research degrees. 



Back in the early 80s the publication The Half Open Door (Grimshaw and Strahan, 1982) 
detailed the educational experience of a number of Australian women intellectuals. The 
striking feature of their experience of schooling was a shared perception that they had found 
learning an exciting and fascinating experience, although, and at the same time, they had 
felt not really able to lay claim to the knowledge pathways to which they had been 
introduced. It was as though the door to learning was for them only half open. 

Today a similar situation exists for women in education, but it lies in the experience of 
studying for higher degrees. As I have demonstrated in this paper, the case of education 
research students constitutes a clear example of this half open door phenomenon. Women 
are welcomed as prospective students, indeed they constitute more than half the current 
enrolment at UNISA, but the barriers to their successful completion of the doctorate are still 
firmly in place. They are likely to miss out on the standard University support for full time 
students – the scholarship; they are forced into trying to combine doctoral research with at 
least a part time workload; there are few career or salary incentives for them to undertake 
the doctorate; they are not supported by their employers outside the University and they may 
face opposition from friends and family. You might find it surprising that anyone would want 
to enrol, given these conditions. And yet they do and the numbers are increasing. 

My final point is that we, as education academics, should strive to achieve better conditions 
for all our research students and that means being aware of the particular issues women 
may face should they choose this difficult path. Why? Because our discipline needs research 
students and their ongoing research to provide the energy and vision necessary for a 
healthy education community. We must foster our research students so that the research 
culture in which we all share, and which brings us each year to meetings such as this, 
continues to develop. After all, there is so much more to be done! 

Notes 

1. The SACAE, South Australian College of Advanced Education, was itself an 
amalgamation of five earlier separate Colleges of Advanced Education, several of which 
were themselves amalgamations of earlier institutions. 
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