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1 Introduction

Michael Byram and Maria Stoicheva

This chapter introduces the whole book, its content and structure, and includes
areview and analysis of relevant literature. The book presents in-depth descrip-
tions of 11 case studies of the final oral examination — or ‘defence’ — of the
PhD in 11 universities in ten countries. A case study is of a specific defence
and consists of analysis of the regulatory framework, interviews with candi-
date, supervisor(s), and examiners before the defence and after, together with
a detailed description of the defence itself by an external observer. The cases
thus follow ethnographic observer principles and provide an emic account of
the event from the different perspectives of those involved. The analysis of
previous research reveals little research interest in the defence. There are stud-
ies which categorize different kinds of defence in different countries. There
are scarcely any studies which include observations. The book includes, in
addition to the case studies, comparative analyses of several themes across the
cases: the role of supervisors, the regulatory frameworks and formats for the
defence, the purposes of the defence, and the relationships among participants.

If you compare being a PhD candidate — with four years of work, or
three years of work, or whatever — to an athlete. . . . When an athlete gets
to the finishing line, he gets his medal. There are people offering flowers.
There’s champagne being opened. There’s even the National Anthem.
And I think you can compare it to getting to the finishing line. It’s the
only time in your life. Because when you do your master’s, you have a
graduation ceremony, but you’re one of many. But with a PhD, it’s the
only time when you actually get to be celebrated for the long. . . . It’s like
a marathon, and you finally got to the finish line. I think it’s important
that you get the acclaim that you deserve.

This is how one of our interviewees described the ‘defence’ and its signifi-
cance,! and others have used sporting metaphors too. Day (2009) refers to
athletics and ‘the final hurdle’ before the finishing line, and Wallace (2003)
analyses the use of sporting and other metaphors used by candidates to
describe their experience. These UK-based authors are talking about the
UK viva. Our interviewee was talking about the public defence, which is the
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2 The experience of ‘defending’ the doctoral dissertation

dominant form, when seen internationally. She was also thinking about the
event as it takes place in Denmark, where the translation of the original word
is indeed ‘defence’ (forsvar). What she says would not apply so readily to the
British ‘viva’ held in private, but the viva is just one of the many examina-
tions which take place every year in Europe and beyond. Furthermore, public
defences vary in practice and purpose from one country to another and even
from one university to another. It is difficult to make generalizations, but this
reference to the marathon, the finishing line, and the celebration by the public
is something which many candidates and examiners recognize whatever the
differences and specificities of their own university and country.

In a previous book, The Experience of Examining the PhD, we talked to
examiners in 13 countries and universities around the world about their prac-
tices, and their feelings and thoughts about the whole process of examin-
ing. That inevitably included discussion of the defence, but for examiners the
defence is only one part of the process, with much to do both before and after.
For the candidate, it is a final moment, which usually takes place some weeks
or months after completing and submitting the thesis. During this time — while
examiners are fully involved in the process — they are still ‘running’, preparing
for the defence, with the finishing line in view.

In this book, therefore, we introduce the candidate’s and supervisor’s per-
spective as well as that of examiners and focus very much on the defence itself
and how it is experienced by all involved.? We present in depth a number of
case studies and draw out and consider a number of transversal themes. The
case studies are based on observation of a defence and interviews with the
participants both before and after. The cases which we study are in particular
universities and are defences in social sciences and humanities. We want to give
rich descriptions and a sense of the event from the different perspectives. We
do not claim that these events are representative or typical, but we do intend
them to be ‘telling cases’ (Andrews, 2017) which are ‘good at raising new
questions’ (de Saint-Georges, 2018, p. 101).

We have 11 cases, mainly from Europe but including one from China
and one from the USA. Our focus on Europe is not only partly a matter of
convenience and opportunity but also a matter of contributing to an under-
standing of the European educational space, the European Higher Education
Area. Our non-European cases serve partly to contextualize and relativize,
but we hope too that they will stimulate further research on this topic outside
Europe.

Some of our participants have asked us if we will say which is ‘the best’ kind
of defence. This is not our intention. Every context is different, and what is
‘best’ for one is unlikely to be best for another. Our intention is to provide
a view into ‘the secret garden’ of the defence in ways which have not been
available hitherto and then to allow our readers to consider how these views
across the fence into ‘another garden’ can help them best cultivate their own.?
In this introduction, we shall first review and analyse existing publications
on the defence, a topic which has attracted much less attention that might
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be expected, given the explosion in research on the doctorate internationally.
One reason may well be the difficulty of access and data collection, and the
practical problems of observers travelling to various countries. In our case,
this was to some extent facilitated by financial support from the University
of Sofia, as we said in our preface. We shall then explain in more detail our
research methodology, including the selection of cases, and the collection and
analysis of data.

The book will then begin with our transversal chapters which are in a sense
conclusions from the case studies. Readers may then choose to delve into spe-
cific chapters which interest them, or to look at specific aspects of a number of
chapters which correspond to a transversal theme.

Terminology and translation

Matters of translation are familiar in ethnographic reporting and well analysed
by Usunier and Sbizzera (2013), for example. We have so far used the word
‘defence’ as a generic term which sometimes corresponds directly to the word
in another language, as in Danish or Portuguese for example, but sometimes
does not. In French, the term soutenance implies ‘supporting’ one’s thesis.
In our German cases, the Latin word Disputatio is used. Charlton and Smith
(2022) suggest that the use of ‘defence’ in England ‘can strike fear in the minds
of research students’ but eventually conclude that ‘it does seem that for the
majority of candidates the viva is a pleasurable experience and not a “defence”
to be feared’ (p. 303). Lantsoght (2023, p. 344) agrees that the term ‘invokes
associations of candidates having to defend themselves against the committee
members’ and suggests that ‘viva’ — abbreviation of ‘viva voce’ — is therefore
preferred by some academics. She says she will use ‘defence’ since it is used
internationally, but without the ‘gladiatorial connotations’, and we follow her
in that. Neither Charlton and Smith (2022) nor Lantsoght (2023) speculate
on the connotations the Latin word ‘viva’ may have among candidates, but
whichever word is used in whichever language, it inevitably has connotations
which will be to some degree lost in translation. We might use the convention
of DEFENCE as a neutral umbrella term, but this looks clumsy in our text,
and we have decided to use ‘defence’ with the caveat that it is intended as a
neutral term unless explained differently. (Using the British English spelling,
and not the American ‘defense’ may also ensure that in the American context,
it remains a neutral term too.)

As for the term for the document which is submitted for the defence, we
use ‘thesis’ or ‘dissertation’ with the same caveats about translation but with
probably fewer problems about connotations.

Similar issues arise with other terms, most obviously with ‘examiner’ as a
translation of, for example, German ‘Gutachter’ One German examiner said
that she was aware that she is a Gutachter and not Schlechtachter coining a term
to show that she saw her role as giving a positive appreciation of the thesis she
was reporting on (gut = ‘good’ and schlecht = ‘bad’). Others have said that they
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do not see the defence as an ‘examination’, that is, a means of checking on a
student’s acquired knowledge as might happen at undergraduate or master’s
level, which makes the use of this word problematic even as a generic term.
This raises another point: in some cases, as in Saarland, the official term is one
word (Berichterstatter — ‘producer of a report’), whereas in casual talk another
the word is used (Gutachter — ‘evaluator’).

Analysis of previous research

We agree with Dobson (2018, p. 23) that there has been very little research
based on observation of ‘what is actually taking place in the viva or examiner
meetings’ and though there have been some publications since his statement
(Houston, 2021; Izadi, 2017; Mezek, 2018; Jalifar & Mayahi, 2023), most
studies have continued to use questionnaires and /or interviews to collect data
or have analysed documents. Studies based on observations are not always
focused on the role of the defence in the doctoral candidate’s trajectory. Some
use the data to analyse communication, phenomena of ‘face’ (Izadi, 2017) or
‘humour’ (Mezek, 2018); Swales (2012) also analyses the use of humour but
with stronger emphasis on its role in the defence.

Here, we focus on the research which is similar to our own interest in
the experience of the defence, as perceived and told by observers and partici-
pants. Before doing so, however, we consider ways in which researchers have
attempted to categorize the defence with respect to its nature and function, in
different countries and universities.

Categorvizing the defence

Kumar et al. (2023, pp. 192-193) analyse by purpose:

e first, the distinction between closed defences where only candidate and
examiners are present, perhaps with the supervisor observing, and open or
public defences

e second, the cases where candidates are notified in advance about the views
of examiners and their decision to recommend a thesis should go forward
to the defence, and those where this is not the case and candidates do not
see reports in advance

e third, the distinction between ‘judgmental’ and ‘ceremonial’ functions,
then dividing the former into ‘pure judgmental’ where a candidate may pass
or fail, ‘hybrid’ where failure is theoretically possible but unlikely, and the
ceremonial where it is known that the candidate has passed and the event
is simply to celebrate the achievement. Let it be said in passing, however,
that our data show that candidates may experience even the ‘ceremonial’ as
‘udgmental” with the accompanying anxiety and stress.

Lantsoght (2023) categorizes by ‘format’, based on analysis of the research lit-
erature and as reported by students. There is some overlap with Kumar et al. in
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that she makes a broad distinction between defences in private and in public,
but she places this in third place in her list of characteristics:

e timing: the defence may take place before the thesis is made public or after.
The latter case is associated with defences which are largely formality or ‘cer-
emonial’ to use Kumar et al. The former case is likely to be a judgmental’
or ‘hybrid’ event, and may lead to examiners requiring revisions. However,
Lantsoght’s account needs further refinement as our data show. In France,
the thesis is made public before the defence and recommended for defence,
with scarcely any chance of failure: a ‘ceremonial’ event. Our interviewees
knew of no cases of failure and could only envisage this happening where,
for example, plagiarism might be discovered. After the defence, however,
examiners may still require some revisions and, whether or not this hap-
pens, candidates invariably correct typographical and similar minor errors
before full publication by depositing their thesis on the national database.

e number of steps in the defence: Lantsoght refers here to locations where
a candidate may have a private defence with feedback and a subsequent
public defence in front of friends and family. She also mentions cases in the
USA where there is a formal, public defence ‘in caps and gowns’ and then
an examination in private, after which a decision is announced. In general,
however, two-step defences are the exception. There may nonetheless be
variations on this. Our data show, for example, that, at Sofia University, can-
didates must pass an internal ‘preliminary discussion’, informally referred to
as an ‘internal defence’, in front of their colleagues in their department —
sometimes with colleagues invited from other departments, depending on
the topic — before being allowed to go forward and submit their thesis to
the examining committee.

¢ public or private: Lantsoght follows Kumar et al. and refers particularly to
the UK as the origin of the private defence. She points out that there are
also variations in public defences but does not have the nuanced distinc-
tions of Kumar et al.

e timeline: Lantsoght uses this term to refer to the duration of the defence.
Some defences are strictly limited in time by university regulations. There
are examples in our data, and this tends to mean defences last about two
hours. In other cases, there is no limit* and, in Lantsoght’s data, there are
examples of longer periods although only 5% of defences lasted more than
three hours.

Stephenson et al. (2023), though not offering a categorization, have con-
ducted a systematic review of research on the private defence or viva and iden-
tified significant characteristics which, we surmise, may also be relevant to
public defences. They refer to literature which deals with:

¢ cmotional response, that is, studies which analyse the emotions of candidates
¢ psychological impact, that is, studies of longer-term consequences such as
reduction of self-esteem
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e power relations between candidates and examiners or among examiners

e examiner conduct in terms of (a) examination techniques, for example,
modes of questioning and (b) examiner interpersonal style, including
reports of examiners being supportive or aggressive or even bullying

e fairness, being a matter of whether candidates felt they had been treated
fairly

e practical and procedural factors, including duration of the defence, with
examples of 45 minutes to four hours.

A similar systematic review of literature on public defences would be a useful
contribution to the field.

Use of theory

Only a minority of studies have explicit theoretical frameworks. Many (e.g.
Charlton & Smith, 2022; Denlico, 2003; Kumar, Kaur, & Sanderson, 2022;
Kumar, Kaur, Sharmini, & Noman, 2022; Lantsoght, 2021a, 2021b) simply
describe their data, which are often answers to questionnaires or interviews, or
use their conceptual analysis to propose categorizations.

On the other hand, Wisker et al. (2022) introduce concepts of liminality
and academic capital to analyse the online defence experience and refer to
Maslow’s pyramid of needs in analysing the feelings that participants have.
Equally, Chen (2012) has a well-developed review of identity theory on which
she bases her analysis of how candidates reflect on their experience ‘to estab-
lish a link between doctoral candidates’ defense experiences and the doctoral
study’ (p. 5). Dobson is perhaps the most articulate about the need for theory,
saying, ‘My motivation for this book is a desire to argue for a more theoreti-
cally and empirically founded understanding of the academic viva and thus to
rely less upon anecdotal reflections’ (p. xiii). He not only takes his core con-
cepts from ‘social practice, narratology, judgments and constructs’ but also
says there are some concepts, in particular, ‘the institutional framework’, which
he cannot capture in his model (p. 159). Others call on ‘face theory’ (Izadi,
2017) and ‘genre theory’ (Jalifar & Mayahi, 2023; Swales, 2012).

Research methods

The methods used by the minority of researchers who actually attend defences
as part of their data collection vary. Dobson (2018) reports that he filmed and
transcribed defences in Norway, but this was only for undergraduate and mas-
ter’s defences. His one doctorate-level example is from when he was himself
an examiner and therefore contrasts with our data from observers who had no
function in the event.

Chen (2012) observed and analysed 11 public defences in a Canadian
university and attended more than 20 others ‘to familiarise myself with the
defence culture in the faculty and to triangulate, to some extent, my findings’
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(p- 40). She also collected institutional documents and carried out interviews
before and after the defence, as we did. Her analysis is however different. She
focuses only on candidates and their experience and on ‘what these experi-
ences reveal about their sense of being and becoming researchers’, with iden-
tity theories as her framework. We include the experiences of all participants.

Houston’s (2018) observed ten defences in the UK and conducted inter-
views with 45 participants with a focus on ‘How the PhD examination enables
examiners to make judgements about the candidate and their work and if it
is still fit for purpose’. Access was difficult because of the private nature of the
viva — an issue which we also had to contend with — and this had an effect on
the sample she could establish.

In the literature which is based on other research methods, notably
questionnaires (e.g. Charlton & Smith, 2022; Kumar, Kaur, & Sanderson,
2022; Kumar, Kaur, Sharmini, & Noman, 2022; Lantsoght, 2021a, 2021b)
and interviews (Houston, 2021; Lovat et al., 2022; Tan, 2022) also com-
bined with observations (Houston, 2018), but also discourse and conversa-
tion analysis (e.g. Mezek, 2018; Izadi, 2017; Jalifar & Mayahi, 2023) and
auto-ethnography (Wisker et al., 2022), some findings are of relevance to our
particular focus on experience.

Findings velevant to our work

There are two major participants in defences: the candidate and the examiners.
Sometimes one of the examiners will be the formal chair of the event, but in
some cases an additional person is present as chair who does not take part in
the examining or in the decision-making. Kumar, Kaur, and Sanderson (2022)
have examined the role of the chairperson in defences in New Zealand and
have also analysed the behaviour of supervisors when present (Kumar, Kaur,
Sharmini, & Noman, 2022). Their overview is focused on anglophone coun-
tries where they discover a range of practices. In our project, which includes
two anglophone countries, the variation is increased because we have cases
from a wider range of educational traditions.

There is little research on the selection and composition of examining com-
mittees and relationships among participants which is the focus of one of our
transversal analysis chapters. One article in France (Bes et al., 2019) analyses
the ‘forge of peers’, that is, how examining committees were composed in
three disciplines in a French university and the role of academic social net-
works. The authors showed that the committees are composed from a rela-
tively well-known stock of interpersonal relationships already consolidated by
co-publications. Based ‘largely on personal experience’, Joyner discusses how
external examiners from other universities are chosen in UK universities and
suggests that ‘there are two main characteristics that should be required of any
potential external examiner’: be aware of the intellectual frontiers of their sub-
ject; and ‘be mature adults, of enough humanity to ensure that the examina-
tion process is a worthwhile and developmental experience for the candidate’
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(Joyner, 2003, p. 123). A study which involved interviews with experienced
supervisors in Australia also revealed both dimensions: professional /academic
considerations and personality issues (Kiley, 2009). Compliance with the first
dimension can be achieved in the UK through institutional examination regu-
lations and scrutiny (Joyner, 2003), as is the case in the Australian higher
education context. Kiley (2009, p. 891) analyses conflict of interest and the
issue of a supervisor using the same examiner or same research group for their
students on a ‘regular basis’. An analysis in Turkey of examining committees in
social studies based on a survey of supervisors (7 = 91) revealed that they had a
strong tendency to repeatedly choose the same examiners (Senel et al., 2020).

Turning to the examiners themselves, in 2007 Lovitts said that, in the USA,
there was virtually no research on examiners’ standards, ‘most likely because
dissertation assessment is viewed as a private affair conducted by a committee
of experts, and the issue of quality and standards has not attracted the atten-
tion of policy makers’ (2007, p. 4). There was at about the same time in the
UK a growing concern about standards and criteria from a quality assurance
perspective (e.g. Denlico, 2003).

More recently, a number of articles and books which deal with the question
of examiners’ expectations and judgements, although there is little or nothing
on the process through which they come to their conclusions in a particular
case, that is, on what happens in the meetings of examiners, which we have
included in our project.

Houston (2021) develops her observations of defences in the UK with
subsequent interviews, and it is from the interview data that she generates
a typology of criteria with four major elements. ‘Originality’, she says, is a
prominent feature mentioned in all interviews, but the interpretations were
varied and ‘most examiners were influenced by its interpretation in their dis-
cipline or field’. ‘Publishability’ is often used as a proxy for originality but is
considered important for those who might be entering an academic career;
she indicates in passing how this is no longer seen as the only purpose for doc-
toral work. ‘Research competence’ is subdivided into methodology and meth-
ods, data analysis, coherence and argument, knowledge and understanding of
the field, and research integrity. ‘Intellectual rigour’ is a final category which
includes ‘characteristics that enable the candidate to conduct their research
thoroughly and with independence’. Her discussion includes a useful summary
and comparison of her findings with those of other researchers from which she
concludes that correlation with other studies suggests that ‘examiners across
disciplines and fields have some common understanding of the attributes pos-
sessed by successful candidates’.

Jalifar and Mayahi (2023) base their analysis on audio-recordings of what
they call the ‘disputation’ sections of (only) two defences in universities in
Iran. They list the research components which were discussed in the defences:
conceptual framework, research questions, sampling, treatment, data collec-
tion and instruments, research design, findings and conceptual conclusions,
and contribution to knowledge. They analyse interactions and turn-taking and
also discuss examiners’ attributes as described by examiners themselves. They
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suggest that there is a continuum from ‘strictness’ to ‘leniency’ which may
have a significant impact on outcomes for the candidate. They conclude that
‘examiners’ attributes and their standards are the main factors determining the
outcomes of a defence session’ but do so on a basis of just two cases, as they
acknowledge.

Tan (2022) too seeks to establish the expectations of examiners. He
begins with an anecdote about an international student in a Malaysian uni-
versity who failed the defence despite having written a good thesis and three
publications, because she was perceived as not having defended her thesis
well enough orally. Tan therefore analyses examiners’ expectations of ‘oral
performance’, saying that ‘a PhD viva is a private event’, as if this were always
the case, thus betraying a lack of awareness of other traditions. The data are
from interviews and were analysed using a ‘narrative approach’. Three aspects
of examiners’ expectations are identified. ‘Candidate behaviour’ is a matter
of demonstrating confidence in interaction, without being overly defensive.
‘Responses to questions’ should be ‘credible’ and ‘convincing’, meaning they
are supported by demonstrating expertise and ability to argue. ‘Doctoralness’
means demonstrating the originality and significance in its implications of a
thesis. The author says that his research is limited in generalizability, but it
is a valuable contribution from another, Asian, tradition albeit one which
appears to be much influenced by the anglophone tradition and the UK in
particular.

Finally, our own work (Byram & Stoicheva, 2023), based on interviews
in many countries and continents, is focused on examiners’ experiences and
includes analysis of their expectations, and discusses the case for international
comparability in criteria and standards (Byram, 2023).

Other research on examiners’ expectations makes little or no reference to
explicit criteria and it seems, indeed, that explicit criteria are seldom given by
universities, which was also true in the majority of our cases. The question then
arises whether this is problematic. Stigmar (2019), referring only to data from
Sweden, in a small-scale questionnaire study with 19 respondents, says that
there is little appetite for explicit criteria and concludes that ‘the responsibility
of senior researchers is central — based on experience and tacit knowledge from
participation in examining committees, progressively approving dissertation
manuscripts’ (2019, p. 1043). Explanation for this lack of interest in explicit
criteria is that criteria ‘risk becoming too general and thus standardized” and
‘risk becoming outdated and inhibiting innovation, originality and creativity’.
On the other hand, explicit criteria are common if not universal in UK uni-
versities and have been so for some time. Tinkler and Jackson (2000) analysed
documents in 20 universities saying that there was consistency in terms of
‘key criteria’ but divergence in ‘peripheral criteria’. One specification only was
common to all universities: that the candidate’s work ‘must provide a general
contribution to knowledge to be worthy of the award of PhD’ (p.169). This
work was done more than two decades ago and does not appear to have been
renewed despite many changes in doctoral education in the UK at the time
(Morley et al., 2002) and since.
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On the question of originality, Nerad et al. have a list of reccommendations
for doctoral education which include: “The pivotal goal of doctoral educa-
tion must be and remain the development of original, responsible and ethical
thinkers and the generation of new and original ideas and knowledge’ (2022,
p. 54), but this is only a recommendation from a research project. Morley
et al. (2002) argued two decades ago that more attention should be paid to
quality assurance, and this is an issue which has been addressed in various ways
since, particularly at European level (European University Association, 2010).

There is also interesting work on how examiners write their reports in
France (Dardy et al. (2002)), and Lorimier (2001) writes in some detail about
being a member of an examining committee (jury’) in France. There seems to
be no comparable research in other countries perhaps because, unlike France,
where the report accompanies the candidate well into the future as they make
applications for university posts, in other countries the report is not used fur-
ther and may even remain confidential to the university, not seen even by the
candidate.

Although none of our cases was wholly online, some included participation
by one or more examiners online. The COVID-19 pandemic created a situa-
tion where online examining was the norm and even the only option, and this
has led to increasing use of online examining even post-COVID-19. Wisker
etal. (2022) have begun what may become a specific line of research with their
auto-ethnography of the online experience.

Research on the candidate’s perspective on the defence, a major theme for
us, is relatively rare in contrast to the research on examiners. Our own earlier
work on supervisors and students’ experience (Byram & Stoicheva, 2020) had
some accounts of how candidates thought about the defence. Wisker et al.
(2022) include a candidate in their group of auto-ethnographers, the other
three being examiners. Lantsoght (2021a) carried out an international survey
of candidates’ views (7 = 296). She concludes that some factors have positive
impact on candidates’ perceptions: whether the thesis is made public before
the defence or not, whether candidates receive feedback from examiners
before the defence, and knowing the recommendations of examiners before
the defence. Other factors are less important: the composition of the examin-
ing group and the order of questioning, the presence or absence of the super-
visor, a formal dress code, and a final public statement or praise or ‘laudatio’.

Lantsoght (2021b) also analyses the correlations among sociodemographic
factors and candidates’ perceptions of the defence they have experienced. The
major factor is gender and another may be ethnicity, but the data on this
are limited. Female candidates report ‘a more negative perception of their
doctoral defense and experience higher levels of nervousness’ They also say
that they have ‘more issues with their committee, and have more negative
long-term impacts of their defense’ (p. 32). Using data from the same sur-
vey, Lantsoght (2022) analysed how candidates prepare for their defence — an
issue we also include in our case study chapters — drawing conclusions about
which methods are most effective: a mock defence or some kind of preparatory
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activity. Watts (2012) also argues that a mock defence is a good preparation.
Share (2016) surveyed candidates in three Irish universities, using question-
naires to ask candidates about their experiences of the viva, saying that only
25% had the opportunity for a mock viva which is low if Lantsoght is right that
it is the most effective way to prepare.

Remenyi (2019) describes the experience of one candidate who failed the
viva defence, an unusual outcome. A number of factors are identified as signifi-
cant: whether the candidate was ready for the viva and had sufficient prepara-
tion, whether there was enough ‘goodwill’ in the examiners, and whether the
chairperson should have acted differently. As a detailed description of a failed
viva, this is a rare study and the author comes to the not surprising conclusion
that the viva as a process should have been ‘overhauled some years ago’ (p. 73).

Manidis and Addo (2017) analyse the ways in which one candidate devel-
ops her presentation of her work, but this is not for the defence since the
context is Australia where there are almost no defences. It is at the point of
‘Confirmation of Candidature’ at the end of the first year of doctoral studies.
The absence of a defence is currently being reviewed, and Kiley et al. (2018)
consider matters of principle and also what the procedures might include.

Methodology

This book comprises a multiple-case study and reports on 11 cases (de
Saint-Georges, 2018; Gomm et al., 2000; Yin, 2009) in ten different coun-
tries. It is tempting to infer that the cases are representative of the countries
in which they are located, but we are not tempted to ‘generalize’ from cases
and the evidence from two cases in the same country, Germany, reinforces our
position not to equate a case with a country in either Germany or elsewhere.
Instead, we focus on a comparative analysis of the cases.

Comparative analysis of educational institutions, policies, and practices is
well established with theory and methods (cf., e.g., Bray et al., 2007; Phil-
lips & Schweisfurth, 2014) and can take numerous forms and purposes. Com-
parison may involve seeking for ‘better’ approaches to policy and practice, or
for deeper insights into what we do through understanding of what others do.
We have this second purpose as one of our pedagogical purposes for the book.
We eschew any search for ‘the best’ defence.

Comparison leads to noticing both similarities and differences. We assume
doctorates are similar everywhere — in different universities in different
countries — for otherwise we would have no starting point. We also assume
that there are differences; for otherwise there would be no interest in compar-
ing. Holding both assumptions simultaneously helps us avoid universalism and
relativism and achieve our purpose, for ourselves and our readers, of gaining
more insight into our own and other ways of experiencing ‘the defence’.

The cases are a ‘purposeful sample’ (Emmel, 2013), because access to cases
was complex and often dependent on personal relationships. Ethical permis-
sion for the research was obtained at the University of Sofia. In a minority of
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cases, we had to ask for further ethical permissions in the case-study university.
The assurance of anonymity was a crucial element, but anonymity is a matter
of degree since all the participants in a case study are of course aware of the
details and will remember what happened, including who was present and,
especially, who was the candidate.

This makes it easier to write about a case where the thesis and the defence
are of good quality because any unintended inclusion of comments on the
thesis — even if anonymity of the examiners is carefully preserved — will not
cause offence to the candidate. Where the thesis might be no more than satis-
factory, the inclusion of comments from examiners or even supervisors could
cause offence. In general, our gatekeepers found cases which were anticipated
to be good and this eased our situation, but we have been very careful in omit-
ting any comments — whether of praise or criticism — and asked all participants
to read and amend the description of their case. This led to corrections of facts
and misunderstandings as well as occasional changes made to our accounts of
what participants said or did.

Understanding what others do — an interpretative Verstehen approach (von
Wright, 1971) — and the values, knowledge, and attitudes which underpin
their behaviour, can be achieved in many ways. In this project, we have fol-
lowed an ethnographic, emic approach in which we seek to describe and ana-
lyse by collecting data from within each case. We have tried to do this by acting
as ethnographic strangers (Agar, 1980; Spradley, 1979, 1980) who observe an
event — the ‘defence’ of a doctoral thesis — and ask participants to explain what
we have seen (Spradley, 1979).

Data were collected in 2023 and are of two kinds: documents of regula-
tions and data from interviews and observations. The second took place in
three phases: interviews conducted online before the defence with candidate,
supervisor(s), and examiners; an observer present at the defence took notes,
usually as a member of the public but in some cases they were also allowed to
observe examiners’ private meetings; interviews were again conducted with all
participants.

In some of our 11 cases, observers have been complete strangers, who
have never seen a defence in the university or the country in question. In
other cases, because obtaining access is often difficult, we compromised and
asked someone, for example, a master’s or doctoral student in the university,
to observe a defence, knowing that they have never done so before, and are
ethnographic strangers.

There is no doubt that the presence of an observer impacts on the situa-
tion. In a public defence, it is likely to be less since the observer is just one
of the audience. Audiences are, however, often small, and participants know
in advance that an observer will be there, since they have been informed to
obtain their consent, and it is often mentioned during the pre-defence inter-
views. In private defences, the presence of an observer is particularly evident.
There is no perfect solution to the ‘observer’s paradox’ and, in the report
from the Beijing case, the comment that ‘so today, we will do things properly’,
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though the point was made with humour, doubtless applies to all situations
to some degree.

Language is an important factor. Observers and interviewers in most cases
used the language of the case. Ethnographer strangers from other countries
thus use a second or foreign language and are conscious not only of their own
limitations in the language but also of language nuance, such as local terminol-
ogy. Ethnographic strangers from the same university use their first language
but may not be as sensitive to the specificity of local terminology, which they
take for granted.

Two defences were held in English, though not the first language of the
participants (Primorska, Slovenia, and South Denmark (Kolding)). Reasons
included the fact that English is the most widely used language of science and
publication, and also that the candidate had read and worked on their thesis
in English and felt more at ease in the topic in English as a consequence. The
Primorska candidate, who had been asked to have the defence in English, said
in response to the interviewer’s remark that this was perhaps an extra pressure:
‘No, it’s like a challenge for me’. He was very competent and a mature and
confident person.

In other cases, despite the principle of using the first language of partici-
pants for interviews, English was sometimes used. Interviewees had high
competence in English but sometimes explicitly revealed their problem. For
example, a highly competent Danish speaker of English said when speaking of
the purposes of a defence:

And the only time where you have an opportunity to kind of show off
as a . . . not, not me, but the PhD candidate, to show off their knowl-
edge. It’s not a, you know, we do not have this expression. It’s called the
the . . . how should I translate this? It’s often it’s the the charmer’s leg,
the last leg, which is like, you know, we’re going to charm everybody
into . . . and everybody’s going to clap for you.

In one of the German cases, a participant insisted on using English, despite the
interviewer’s competence in German, so that other researchers in the project
would be able to understand the interview. However, another German par-
ticipant with high competence in English wrote in reply to an email offering a
choice of English or German:

Of course, we can have the conversation in English too but three argu-
ments would support the use of German: many scientific terms are not
easily translatable; mother tongue leads to more openness and honesty;
in English conversation a feeling of inferiority in the presence of a ‘native
speaker’ [our transiation).

As is often said, in reality, research is ‘messy’, not following the prescriptions of
methodology textbooks, and this was also our experience.
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Structure of the book

We place first the chapters which look across the case studies and analyse, com-
pare, and contrast practices in the case studies. The themes ‘chose themselves’
as they emerged from the analysis as significant issues. Other themes were also
possible, for example, a study of time spent in preparing for an examination
and how examiners rate the importance of this work in their busy professional
lives or how examiners ‘learn the trade’ of being an examiner. Space limitations
inevitably obliged us to decide on the four we have: purposes of the defence,
formats and scripts of the defence, relationships among participants in the
PhD defence, and a question of familiarity and supervisor roles, before, dur-
ing, and after the defence.

The case studies are placed in alphabetical order by the name of the univer-
sity to emphasize that we focus on universities and, within universities, cases
in the social and human sciences. We do not see the case studies as representa-
tive of countries although there are often national factors involved. The struc-
ture for these chapters was decided after the first two or three cases had been
written — and re-written — and was then used for subsequent chapters. It falls
into several broad sections: an analysis of the regulations governing the PhD
and the defence, a section based on interviews before the defence, a description
of the defence, and a retrospective section based on interviews after the defence.

Case chapters are of different lengths for a number of reasons. In some
cases, there are more members of the examining committee than others — the
range is from two to seven. When a foreign or second language is used for
interviews, they tend to be shorter and therefore the corpus of data is smaller.
Some regulations are more complex and need more space for analysis.

Readers can thus use the book according to their needs and interests. They
can look at a thematic chapter and then follow up in detail in case-study chap-
ters. They can look at a particular case study first and then at one or more
thematic chapters to see how the cases may be seen comparatively. Students in
a particular university may find it helpful to know what goes on in the ‘secret
garden’. Other readers may have been invited to examine in a university in
another country and then look at a case but in doing so they must proceed
with caution and not assume the case is representative — it can stimulate reflec-
tion on what might happen. And so on.
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Notes

1 Itis customary to refer to the doctorate and the defence as the highest level of uni-
versity qualification and ‘the epitome of our higher education institutions’ (Dobson,
2018, p. 53). There is, however, in some countries the habilitation, a further quali-
fication needed to teach and research — and in some cases supervise PhD students —
with which some of our interviews compare the PhD.

2 Wierzbicka (2010) makes a powerful argument for her position that ‘experience’ is
a peculiarly English keyword and cultural theme:

The word experience plays a vital role in English speakers’ ways of thinking and
provides a prism through which they interpret the world. While its range of use
is broad and includes a number of distinct senses, several of these senses have a
common theme that reflects a characteristically Anglo perspective on the world
and on human life. This is why the word experience is often untranslatable
(without distortion) into other languages, even European languages. (p. 31)

We have therefore to accept that, apart from other issues in translation which we
address later, there is a distinctly English dimension to our project, or more pre-
cisely to the reporting of it. We hope to remain conscious of this throughout.

3 Lest our readers infer an allusion to Pangloss, we quote here the use of this meta-
phor by Michael Sadler, one of the founders of Comparative Education:

We cannot wander at pleasure among the educational systems of the world, like
a child strolling through a garden and pick a off a flower from one bush and
some leaves from another, and then expect that if we stick what we have gath-
ered into the soil at home, we shall have a living plant. (Sadler, 1979, p. 49)

4 We do not have an example in our sample, but we know that in Brazil, defences are
very long and people may eat and drink during the defence.
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