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Abstract. In the era of knowledge-ba- 
sed economy, improving the quali-
ty and efficiency of doctoral programs 
is a key aspect of ensuring economic 
growth and national competitiveness in 
the global arena. Doctoral education in 
Russia today is redefining its goals and 
organizational models in light of global 
challenges as well as the revised Federal 
Law On Education in the Russian Feder-

ation and the new Regulations on Award-
ing Academic Degrees. This transitional 
period, complicated with low completion 
rates and institutional problems, con-
tributes to the urgency of devising im-
provement practices for doctoral edu-
cation. Interviews with doctoral students 
and doctoral program administrators 
are used to analyze Russian universities’ 
practices designed to enhance doctoral 
studies. Those practices are grouped in 
accordance with the traditionally identi-
fied aspects of doctoral education that 
are directly related to its success: ad-
missions, graduate curriculum, supervi-
sion, monitoring progress, financial sup-
port, institutional climate, practices and 
procedures. The article also discusses 
the opportunities for disseminating best 
practices to improve doctoral education 
as well as the restrictions that must be 
taken into account.
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Achieving a critical number of innovations is key to maintaining a coun-
try’s competitive power and consolidating a leading position in the 
global arena. This requires an array of highly qualified professionals 
who are not only narrowly specialized but also possess some universal 
competencies [Nerad 2006; 2010; Pearson, Evans, Macauley 2008; 
Pearson 2005; Lee, Brennan, Green 2009]. Doctoral education is a fun-
damental component in training skilled workforce to foster economic 
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and social development almost everywhere around the globe [Nerad, 
Heggelund 2011; Pearson, Evans, Macauley 2016], so finding and dis-
seminating ways to improve doctoral education are vitally important.

Doctoral education in Russia is currently redefining its goals and 
organizational models [Maloshonok, Terentev 2019]. On the one hand, 
this transitional period is explained by the influence of some global 
trends, such as internationalization [Halse 2007; Nerad 2006; Nerad, 
Evans 2014] and massification of higher education [Marginson 2004; 
Nerad 2006], and by the spread of liberal ideas and the discourse on 
productivity in higher education [Olssen, Peters 2005; Zepke 2015]. 
On the other hand, transition has been instigated by the national edu-
cation policy in training academic workforce and the adoption of two 
laws, the revised Law On Education, which came into force in 2013 and 
changed both the formal status of doctoral education and the doctoral 
curricula, and the revised Regulations on Awarding Academic Degrees, 
which came into force in 2014 and tightened the requirements for ad-
mission to doctoral studies. In addition, a number of leading Russian 
universities were entitled to award academic degrees of their own in 
2017, which has changed significantly the rules of doctoral admission 
and education as well as the degree awarding procedure. That is to 
say, the global trends and national education policy are shaping con-
ditions to which doctoral programs should respond by changing their 
curricula, student and faculty training requirements, on the one hand, 
while on the other such newly emerging conditions create limitations 
for reforms and qualitative improvements in doctoral education.

The reformation of Russian doctoral education has been discussed 
in scientific literature [Bedny, Rybakov, Sapunov 2017; Bedny 2017; 
Maloshonok, Terentev 2019]. In particular, scholars raise questions 
about the falling (since 2013) thesis completion rates, legal differenti-
ation between defending a thesis and earning a certificate of the com-
pletion of a doctoral program, increased doctoral student workload, 
etc. [Bedny, Rybakov, Sapunov 2017; Mironos, Bedny 2016]. It should 
be admitted that many of the existing doctoral education issues―such 
as high attrition rates, challenges associated with academic writing 
and ensuring research productivity, financial support, and the match 
between doctoral graduates’ skills and employers’ requirements―oc-
curred before the transition period [Balabanov, Bedny, Mironos 2007; 
Bedny, Mironos 2008]. However, they have grown more acute follow-
ing the transformation of doctorate and tightening of doctoral student 
requirements and now need to be urgently addressed and tackled.

The article investigates into the practices developed at the lev-
el of universities and doctoral programs in response to the challeng-
es mentioned above and designed to enhance the quality of doctor-
al training. Special attention is given to the perceptions of candidates 
and doctoral program administrators about the measures that could 
improve the quality of doctoral education and the conditions for re-
search and thesis writing.
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Issues associated with improving program quality and completion 
rates in doctoral education have been addressed by a number of re-
searchers worldwide [Lipschutz 1993; Ali, Kohun, Levy 2007; Pena 
et al. 2010; Di Pierro 2007; 2012]. Seven aspects of doctoral studies 
that should be altered to increase doctoral completion rates are exam-
ined [Lipschutz 1993]: admissions, graduate curriculum, supervision, 
monitoring progress, financial support, institutional climate, practic-
es and procedures.

Below, we give a short overview of the measures that could be 
taken to improve each of those aspects of doctoral education. Availa-
ble findings mostly describe advanced systems of higher and doctor-
al education, such as those in the United States, Great Britain, Aus-
tralia, and several European countries, so our review of best practices 
will be limited to the experience of those countries.

In a number of countries, unlike in Russia, universities and their con-
stituent units (faculties, departments, etc.) are free to establish their 
own application procedures and admission requirements. Normally, 
the factors considered include motivation for doctoral studies and re-
search, academic and professional background, participation in var-
ious projects, and student readiness. The latter is often measured 
with dedicated standardized tests, such as Graduate Record Exami-
nations (GRE) in the United States. A series of studies prove the GRE 
test valid based on a positive correlation with graduate great point av-
erage [Kuncel, Hezlett, Ones 2001], while others do not find this test 
to be a good predictor of doctoral student success [Moneta-Koehler 
et al. 2017].

Susan S. Lipschutz [Lipschutz 1993] recommends paying atten-
tion to the candidate characteristics that correlate positively with 
doctoral degree completion and trying to answer the following ques-
tions when making admissions decisions: is the candidate motivat-
ed enough? will they be able to excel in challenging courses without 
assistance? are they able to manage situations of uncertainty? how 
realistic are their perceptions of doctoral education and academic 
work? Answers to those questions could be found with the help of 
recommendation letters and interviews with professors and current 
doctoral students. Lipschutz believes that current doctoral students’ 
evaluations of applicants may prove very useful, as current students’ 
perceptions of the qualities necessary for successful research de-
gree completion are based on their own significant related experience.

Nearly in every country, doctoral education includes two fundamen-
tal elements [Peña et al. 2010]: (i) coursework, which is structured fa-
miliarly for students and is relevant to their Bachelor’s or Master’s ac-
ademic degree experience, and (ii) thesis writing, which is perceived 
as a new type of activity by students. With coursework, enhancement 
measures are designed to increase its effectiveness in developing 

1. Enhancement of 
Doctoral Programs

1.1. Admission

1.2. Doctoral 
Curriculum
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professional and generic, or transferable, skills that are in demand in 
both academic and nonacademic labor markets [Gilbert et al. 2004; 
Griffiths et al. 2018]. Dedicated courses have been introduced in doc-
toral studies to inculcate such skills and expand employment opportu-
nities for doctoral graduates. Besides, a lot of countries have diversi-
fied their academic tracks and now differentiate between the PhD and 
designated professional doctorate [Boud, Tennant 2006] to bridge 
the gap between doctoral education and real labor required from re-
search degree holders [Gaff 2002]. Therefore, best practices within 
this aspect of doctoral education have come to involve being guided 
by the economy and labor market demand for graduate competencies 
as well as ensuring graduate curriculum flexibility and diversification 
in order to meet that demand.

Low quality of doctoral supervision and/or inadequate frequency of 
student-supervisor interaction have a negative impact on the doctor-
al student outcomes and thesis completion [Cornér, Löfström, Pyhältö 
2017], whereas supervisor support leads to better academic progress 
[Martinsuo, Turkulainen 2011].

In addition, monitoring the progress of doctoral students is a crit-
ical factor of their research productivity, and the key role here should 
be played by the supervisor [Lipschutz 1993]. Not only should super-
visors help candidates actually write a thesis (provide advice on rel-
evant literature, assist them in designing empirical research projects, 
comment on the work done, etc.), but they are also expected to act 
as “project managers” whose functions include setting deadlines, en-
suring that those deadlines are met, and providing progress and final 
assessment of doctoral research [Lindsay 2015]. As a business man-
ager, the supervisor must weight all the pros and cons of alternative 
decisions, select the best possible path to achieve the goal in the most 
efficient way, and guide their student along that path, controlling their 
pace of progress [Vilkinas 2002].

The following is used today to enhance doctoralsupervision: su-
pervisor performance evaluation, supervisor accreditation, introduc-
tion of dedicated supervisor development programs [Pearson, Brew 
2002; McCallin, Nayar 2012; McCulloch, Loeser 2016; Lee 2018], and 
adoption of a workplace supervision policy allowing to bridge educa-
tion and work effectively [Maguire, Prodi, Gibbs 2018]. Specialized 
programs for supervisor development as well as guidelines, road-
maps, and regulations help supervisors determine their areas of re-
sponsibility and objectives to be achieved during doctoral supervision 
[Lipschutz 1993].

A large body of literature on improving doctoral supervision is de-
voted to matching doctoral students with supervisors [Ives, Rowley 
2005; Orellana et al. 2016] and collecting and using student feed-
back [Marsh, Rowe, Martin 2002; Mainhard et al. 2009]. There are 
also studies identifying the attributes of supervisors and supervision 

1.3. Supervision and 
Monitoring Progress 
of Doctoral students
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that have positive effects on doctoral student experience and degree 
completion [Grant, Hackney, Edgar 2014; Ali, Watson, Dhingra 2016; 
Taylor et al. 2018; Fillery-Travis, Robinson 2018].

Research findings show that supervision quality is positively re-
lated to the practices of team supervision, i. e. supervision by two or 
more academics [Olmos-López, Sunderland 2017; Nordentof, Thom-
sen, Wichmann-Hansen 2013], and mentoring [Noonan, Ballinger, 
Black 2007]. With the latter, scholars usually discriminate between 
faculty and peer mentoring programs [Holley, Caldwell 2012].

There is empirical evidence that doctoral students who had fac-
ulty mentors tend to be more employable and enjoy more education 
opportunities contributing to their professional socialization [Lyons, 
Scroggins 1990; Rose 2005; Zachary 2000], and they also demon-
strate better research skills and productivity [Kram 1985; Paglis et 
al. 2006; Rose 2005; Terrell, Wright 1988]. On the whole, mentoring 
programs in doctoral education have been shown to have a positive 
impact on degree completion rates [Maher, Ford, Thompson 2004; 
Wunsch 1994].

Similar effects are observed for peer mentoring programs (where 
mentoring is provided by established doctoral students), which im-
prove candidates’ perceptions of learning environment safety and 
friendliness [Bonilla, Pickron, Tatum 1994]. Such programs also con-
tribute to higher thesis completion rates [Dorn, Papalewis, Brow 1995].

University’s financial support is often approached as the key factor of 
doctoral student success [Zhou, Okahana 2016]. A number of studies 
reveal a significant relationship between financial support and doctor-
al completion [Ehrenberg, Mavros 1992; Valero 2001; Mendoza, Vil-
larreal, Gunderson 2014; Ampaw, Jaeger 2012; Zhou, Okahana 2016].

The following types of financial support are identified [Gillingham, 
Seneca, Taussig 1991; Valero 2001]: research assistantship, teaching 
assistantship, and university-funded fellowship. The latter is used to 
attract the most talented students, while assistantships enrich doctor-
al students’ learning experiences and promote their professional so-
cialization and integration in the university community [Girves, Wem-
merus 1988].

Assistantships are regarded as a more productive type of financial 
support than fellowships, as they are more conducive to overcoming 
academic isolation [Ibid.]. Teaching assistantship was found to be a 
stronger predictor of degree completion than university-funded fel-
lowship [Bowen, Rudenstine 1992]. Research assistantships have 
the highest likelihood of degree completion compared to other forms 
of financial support [Ampaw, Jaeger 2012]. In addition, doctoral can-
didates who were funded primarily as research assistants are signifi-
cantly more likely to take research-focused jobs in the scientific work-
force after graduation, as compared to candidates who were primarily 
supported by fellowships [Blume-Kohout, Adhikari 2016].

1.4. Financial  
Support
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Some characteristics of the doctoral program learning environment 
may be demotivating and detrimental to research productivity. Ac-
cording to Lipschutz [Lipschutz 1993], this includes being underesti-
mated by supervisor, discriminated or neglected by peers and faculty, 
and facing hostility and intimidation on the part of professors and su-
pervisors. Researchers around the world investigate institutional cli-
mate as a factor of doctoral attrition [Nerad, Miller 1996]. Empirical 
studies have shown that positive perception of learning environment is 
related positively with academic achievement [MacNeil, Prater, Busch 
2009], student satisfaction [Umbach, Porter 2002], and degree com-
pletion [Oseguera, Rhee 2009], ensuring a more comfortable transi-
tion to the academic career [Louis et al. 2007].

Practices and procedures include doctoral program characteristics 
that facilitate thesis progress and reduce time to degree [Lipschutz 
1993]. A number of studies indicate that promotion of research com-
petencies, academic writing and research paper structuring skills may 
have a positive influence on doctoral student success as well as time 
to degree completion [Brush et al. 2003; Park 2007]. With that in mind, 
some universities set up dedicated courses and workshops in which 
doctoral students learn to write literature reviews and grant applica-
tions, design research programs, select data analysis methods, write 
and present theses and research papers [McCallin, Nayar 2012]. In-
creasing the frequency of research seminars has also proved to be a 
powerful pedagogic practice [Brush et al. 2003], as this format allows 
creating a productive learning environment for knowledge sharing and 
constructive thesis discussion [Malfroy 2005].

A whole range of practices seek to overcome social and profes-
sional isolation of doctoral candidates. Peer writing groups, in which 
students get to talk about their writing, are an efficient way of mitigat-
ing such isolation [Kamler, Thomson 2006]. Learning in writing groups 
occurs both at an individual (during writing or reading) and collective 
(through discussion and peer feedback) level [Aitchison 2009].

Integration into the field-specific scientific community at a region-
al, national and global level can be an effective way of overcoming 
isolation in doctoral candidates. Through partnerships, joint projects, 
and reciprocal visits, students extend opportunities for developing 
their research competencies and working on their thesis, which has 
a positive impact on their research productivity [Pearson, Evans, Ma-
cauley 2016].

Obviously, universities around the globe have accumulated ex-
perience in enhancing doctoral programs and increasing their effec-
tiveness, the latter being measured by degree completion rates and 
research productivity indicators. The study described below was de-
signed to identify the doctoral education enhancement practices uti-
lized by Russian universities.

1.5. Institutional 
Climate

1.6. Practices and 
Procedures
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The article draws on the data collected during the research project 
Doctoral Education in the Project 5–100 Universities: Current State 
Analysis and Strategies for Development. Research under this project, 
ordered by the Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Fed-
eration, was conducted in March–April 2016. Its goal was to explore 
the doctoral education issues faced by the Project 5–100 universities 
and to identify best practices for solving them. Twenty interviews with 
doctoral candidates and 11 with doctoral program administrators were 
collected for the purpose of research.

Interviews with doctoral students were conducted at 11 universi-
ties (1–3 interviews in each). The sample was designed to include a va-
riety of fields, stages and modes of study. The breakdown by stages 
was the following: seven students in the first year of doctoral studies, 
eight in the second, and five in the third year and beyond. As for the 
field structure, eight respondents were pursuing doctoral programs in 
physics and technology, six in sociology and economics, two in math-
ematics, one in chemical sciences, and one in legal studies. The in-
terview guide consisted of general questions and seven substantive 
modules: (i) previous educational and research experience; (ii) ad-
mission to doctoral studies; (iii) attitude towards research and moti-
vations for earning a doctoral degree; (iv) coursework; (v) off-campus 
employment; (vi) supervision experiences; and (vii) career aspirations. 
The average length of an interview was around 60 minutes. The stu-
dents were interviewed face-to-face, on Skype, and by phone.

Interviews with doctoral program administrators also covered 11 
universities (one respondent in each). The interview guide involved 
general questions and six substantive modules: (i) the policy of at-
tracting and selecting students to doctoral programs; (ii) the prob-
lems that the university encounters in candidate attraction and se-
lection; (iii) the composition of doctoral students at the university; (iv) 
educational technology used in the university’s doctoral programs; (v) 
mechanisms of engaging doctoral students in research projects; re-
search conditions; (vi) research productivity and practices to improve 
it. The respondents were interviewed face-to-face, on Skype, and by 
phone. The average length of an interview was around 60 minutes.

Analysis of the interview transcripts along with the recent findings on 
doctoral education in Russia [Bedny, Rybakov, Sapunov 2017; Bed-
ny 2016; 2017; Bekova et al. 2017; Gruzdev, Terentev 2017; Malosho-
nok, Terentev 2019] allow identifying the key “sore spots” of the faculty 
training system within the framework of the seven aspects of doctor-
al education [Lipschutz 1993].

1. Admissions: ineffective selection procedures.
2. Graduate curriculum: “blurred” boundaries between the research 

and pedagogical components.

2. Research 
Method and Data 

Collection

3. Challenges of 
Contemporary  

Doctoral Education 
in Russia and How 

Leading Universi-
ties Overcome 

Them
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3. Supervision: flawed supervisor assignment mechanisms and lack 
of progress monitoring.

4. Financial support: lack of effective mechanisms.
5. Institutional climate: unfavorable conditions for productive learn-

ing and research activities.
6. Practices: lack of competencies required in the academic and 

nonacademic labor market.

Below, we are going to dwell on each of the problems listed above, 
outlining their nature and the practices that Russia’s leading univer-
sities use to solve them. Since the article seeks to find ways to over-
come the existing problems, the titles of structural units in this article 
describe not problems but directions for solving them. Some of the 
identified issues and possible solutions are subject to discussion; by 
outlining them this way, we follow the respondents’ opinions. The fi-
nal part of the article explores the opportunities and limitations asso-
ciated with introducing the practices singled out, comparing Russia’s 
doctoral education experience to that of other countries.

The new model of doctoral education suggests a more flexible sys-
tem of candidate selection for all educational and research institu-
tions. Universities have been granted more freedom in setting their 
admission standards and determining the format of admission tests. 
Because the new regulations have only been in force since 2017, it is 
impossible to evaluate their effectiveness yet. However, doctoral pro-
gram administrators emphasized in the interviews that under the ex-
isting circumstances they often have to recruit random candidates, 
especially if the educational or research institution receives a lot of 
doctoral applications from other colleges.

“Now, we are required to increase the number of doctoral students 
from other institutions. Given the specific nature of our research, 
this is of little interest to supervisors because they are basically 
buying a pig in a poke―they know nothing about students’ capa-
bilities and competencies.” (head of department of doctoral edu-
cation and faculty evaluation)

Some universities introduce complementary personal achievement 
evaluation tools to get to know their applicants better and stimulate 
those with stronger research background. Achievements considered 
in the selection process include, first of all, publications and partici-
pation in scientific conferences.

“All of our applicants submit a record of their publication activity, 
inventions, research reports, and conference participation. This 
does not replace admission tests but counts as an added value and 

3.1. Admissions: 
Diversify the 

Candidate Selection 
System
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has a certain weight in the selection process.” (head of department 
of doctoral studies)

Besides, in some institutions, applicants to doctoral programs are 
asked to write an essay on the assumed thesis topic. Such essays al-
low admissions officers to see how deep the candidate is into the topic, 
evaluate the quality of research already done on the topic, and assess 
the candidate’s writing skills, which are a critical predictor of success-
ful thesis completion.

“Apart from admission tests, we also ask applicants to write an es-
say reviewing the assumed field of doctoral research, which pro-
vides a framework for the prospective thesis and features analysis 
of the contemporary trends in the field, research goals and objec-
tives, and a well-grounded theoretical and applied rationale.” (head 
of department of international doctoral programs)

The current model of doctoral education implies that graduates are 
qualified as “teacher-researchers”. This captures perfectly the way 
the educational process is structured―to embrace both tracks and 
teach research as well as pedagogical skills. In addition to courses 
in thesis-related disciplines, history and philosophy of science, aca-
demic writing and scientific communication, doctoral candidates are 
obliged to undergo teaching internships and take the Fundamentals 
of Pedagogy course. Candidates as well as doctoral program admin-
istrators believe that such goal “diffusion” is unjustified and decreas-
es the effectiveness of doctoral programs.

“Doctoral studies should be aimed at training scientific workforce―
young researchers who are willing to develop as scientists, to do 
something meaningful out there―but not teachers.” (first-year 
doctoral student in physics and technology)

Judging by the interview transcripts, most doctoral candidates en-
tered the doctoral program either to start a research career and write 
a thesis or to learn pedagogical skills — and the mix of the two tracks 
impairs performance in both. Some respondents stressed the need 
to separate the two components of doctoral education into independ-
ent tracks.

“There should be separate standards for teachers and research-
ers. Not everyone wants to teach. Some faculty members are rath-
er reserved and want no communication with students. People like 
that do not need the teaching component at all. They are scientists, 
they will complete their degree on time, they will do everything be-
cause they are passionate about it. But there is no need mixing ap-
ples and oranges. There are the research-only type, their mission 

3.2. Graduate 
Curriculum: Separate 
the Academic Tracks
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is to advance the development of science, but they are downright 
incapable of teaching what they themselves have come up with.” 
(head of department of doctoral studies)

As long as both the research and teaching components are obligato-
ry in the existing format of doctoral education (Fundamentals of Ped-
agogy course and teaching internships at the bare minimum), univer-
sities resort to various tricks to allow doctoral students focus on one 
thing instead of spreading themselves between research and teach-
ing practice. For instance, some institutions offer alternative teaching 
internship formats for candidates feeling unable or unwilling to teach.

“As for the teaching component, we certainly try to engage every-
one, but if someone is uncomfortable about it, we look for alter-
native teaching-related experiences. They may include creating 
teaching methodology materials, designing laboratory tasks, inte-
grating one’s research findings into the learning process and de-
veloping relevant study guides, etc. In the end, what can we do if 
someone is not fond of working in the classroom?” (head of depart-
ment of doctoral education)

However, an alternative point of view was also stated in the interview 
transcripts, advocating complementarity and equal importance of re-
search and teaching experiences in doctoral programs. The respond-
ents who stick to that viewpoint consider the existing situation sensi-
ble.

“A professional who can do research and get published should pos-
sess some teaching skills to assist students and disseminate their 
own findings.” (third-year doctoral student in sociology and eco-
nomics)

The key role of supervision in doctoral education postulates that a sys-
tematic approach to supervisor selection or assignment must be elab-
orated. The interview results show that nearly one in five doctoral stu-
dents experience difficulties in communicating with their supervisors, 
which inhibit their learning and thesis progress [Bekova et al. 2017]. 
Not infrequently, disharmonious supervising relationships result from 
random supervisor assignment, with no prior acquaintance or discus-
sion of collaboration prospects. Consequently, such student-supervi-
sor dyads are at a high risk of disagreements that may be generated 
by academic or nonacademic (such as psychological traits or commu-
nication behaviors) factors. If such disagreements surface when stu-
dents are already deep into their doctoral studies and thesis, chanc-
es for degree completion will drop dramatically.

With a view to reduce the risk of mismatching doctoral students to 
supervisors and recruiting candidates unable to get integrated into the 

3.3. Supervision: 
Improve the 
Supervisor 

Assignment System 
and Introduce Team 

Supervision
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local academic environment, some universities only admit their own 
graduates into doctoral programs. In a number of institutions, Mas-
ter’s degree students are encouraged to explore topics that can be 
elaborated later in doctoral programs. As a result, strong student-su-
pervisor ties are formed during Master’s studies.

“Many of our supervisors also supervise Master’s degree students. 
When we see talent, we advise choosing topics to allow Master’s 
research to evolve into a doctoral thesis later on. To prevent their 
efforts from going down the drain. We always keep an eye on such 
promising students. <…> Monitoring them through supervisors 
and department directors.” (head of department of doctoral edu-
cation and faculty evaluation)

In addition, some universities make selecting an supervisor and ob-
taining supervisor consent prior to application one of their admission 
requirements, allowing applicants and supervisors to get to know each 
other and assess the prospects of collaboration. This way, “pig in a 
poke” situations are prevented, which is particularly important when 
candidates are graduates from another university.

“The application procedure begins with the applicant examining 
the list of available supervisors on the website, selecting a desired 
topic, and contacting the academic directly. Next, the applicant 
comes for an interview, and if they are recommended for admis-
sion — we have a formal interview protocol — they proceed to admis-
sion tests.” (head of department of doctoral studies)

Another major challenge in doctoral supervision has to do with the 
lack of tools for student progress monitoring. In the Russian model of 
doctoral education, thesis progress is monitored by a sole supervisor. 
Such concentration of supervision in the hands of one person increas-
es the risk of failure dramatically, since the final result is largely contin-
gent on supervisor interest and candidate perseverance.

“It all depends on the quality of your relationships with the supervi-
sor. <…> Everyone perceives doctoral programs as a closed box: 
a candidate is working on something for three years, and so is their 
supervisor, but the outcome depends on what drives those two.” 
(second-year doctoral student in sociology and economics)

To increase the effectiveness of student progress monitoring, a num-
ber of universities implement team supervision practices, in particular 
workplace supervision for candidates employed off campus. In such 
cases, the candidate is assigned two supervisors, one in the universi-
ty and the other in the employer’s organization, and they both super-
vise the student at the same time.
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“We have joint programs with businesses  — our strategic partners. 
<…> Doctoral students pursue internships and usually use employ-
er’s resources to conduct thesis-related experiments. They nor-
mally have two co-supervisors, one here and one at the workplace, 
who is most often also a professor of our university working there.” 
(head of department of doctoral studies)

The results of a survey conducted in 14 Russia’s leading universities 
in 2016 show that insufficient financial support is a major problem for 
two in three doctoral students [Bekova et al. 2017]. Small scholarships 
push students to look for an earnings-generating employment which 
is often mismatched to their thesis and research activity in general. 
According to the survey, 90% of doctoral students are employed off 
campus and nearly 75% of them find it challenging to combine work 
and study [Ibid.:35–36]. Meanwhile, only 45% of the employed re-
spondents have jobs that are at least partly matched to their field of 
study. The gravity of this problem is also reflected in the interviews with 
doctoral students and program administrators.

“I find it extremely difficult to engage in any research activity apart 
from the audits and exams, because I have to make a living. The 
scholarship of three thousand-odd rubles is totally inadequate.” 
(second-year graduate student in humanities)

“Pursuing a doctoral degree has never been easy, and now it is 
tougher than ever. It requires an enormous amount of time, which 
is hard to do, as students, especially younger ones, have to earn 
money.” (head of department of doctoral studies)

Some of the Russian universities have developed two strategies to at 
least mitigate, if not eliminate, the problem. The first one consists in 
offering on-campus employment to doctoral students and engaging 
them in projects administered by the research departments. Not only 
does this practice provide doctoral students with a certain income but 
it also contributes to their professional socialization, expands their re-
search project experience, and helps them collect data for their thesis. 
In this model, employment and doctoral activities are not competing 
but complementary; besides, faculty turnover is promoted.

“This <on-campus employment of doctoral students> is a very 
good practice. First, they do not have to seek side jobs as they are 
paid by the university. Second, they contribute to university perfor-
mance by writing research papers, which is encouraged by the ex-
isting policy. <…> When a first-year doctoral student is employed 
on campus, we can say that they are getting “hooked” from now 
on, as they become familiar with the community, its values, and in-

3.4. Financial Support 
Mechanisms
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stitutional climate.” (head of department of doctoral education and 
faculty evaluation)

The second strategy consists in elaborating dedicated funding pro-
grams for exceptionally promising candidates, which include grants 
and additional performance-based scholarships, as well as special-
ized educational programs implying high student commitment and a 
guaranteed extra scholarship. As a rule, admission to programs with 
large extra scholarships is based on a highly competitive selection 
process, so that only the most outstanding candidates benefit.

“In my case, embarking on a PhD meant <…> getting funds for my 
research projects. <…> There was a scholarship of 25,000 rubles, 
which was a serious contribution to my income back then.” (fourth-
year doctoral student in sociology and economics)

The two strategies are not mutually exclusive; in fact, they can com-
plement each other. While being applied by some universities, they are 
not implemented on a massive scale despite their positive effects on 
time to degree completion and research skill development.

A critical aspect of doctoral program enhancement concerns creat-
ing a healthy institutional climate, which implies that students are not 
neglected or discriminated and have friendly relationships with peers, 
supervisors, and other faculty members. A negative institutional cli-
mate may demotivate doctoral students and inhibit their profession-
al growth and research progress. The respondents did not mention 
institutional practices of maintaining a healthy psychological climate 
directly, but the importance of this parameter was obvious when stu-
dents provided examples of supervisors and peers helping them tack-
le challenging academic tasks.

“Whenever I need advice on my research, I always get help and as-
sistance. In fact, it is not only about assistance. When I was apply-
ing for a grant, I could easily come and ask for advice on what to 
do, how to sign documents, and even some formal issues irrel-
evant to research.” (second-year doctoral student in physics and 
technology)

“I don’t know about the others, but my supervisor is a jackpot. She 
has been so helpful. When I was having troubles with my article, 
re-writing it over and over, she was giving me as much psycholog-
ical support as she could.” (second-year doctoral student in hu-
manities)

The Russian system of doctoral education is designed to train aca-
demics, so the existing candidate requirements include, along with 
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preparing a thesis, publishing two or three (depending on the field 
of research) articles in peer-reviewed journals and presenting one’s 
thesis findings in at least one scientific conference. Meeting those 
requirements often becomes an impassable barrier to getting a de-
gree, since a lot of candidates had no experience of writing articles 
for peer-reviewed journals prior to admission to doctoral programs. 
About half of the candidates experienced difficulties preparing and 
publishing articles in peer-reviewed journals from the Higher Attesta-
tion Commission’s list [Bekova et al. 2017]. The gravity of this problem 
is reflected in the interviews with doctoral students, who underline the 
importance of developing academic skills during studies.

“Students should be taught academic reading and writing skills as 
well as critical thinking skills in the first place―that should be the 
focus.” (second-year doctoral student in humanities)

Mitigation practices implemented by some universities mostly con-
sist in adding dedicated courses on writing and presentation skills to 
doctoral curricula. Such courses (usually Science Communication, 
Science Popularization, Academic Writing, and others) are designed 
to teach doctoral students the rules of academic writing and formal 
presentation in Russian and foreign languages, introducing them to 
the publishing procedure and guidelines, the fundamentals of oral ac-
ademic communication (language, logic and standards of presenta-
tion, etc.) and findings presentation, etc.

“We teach students how to present their findings in conferences, 
speak in public, engage in academic discussions, participate in 
debates, and prepare publications. In particular, we have the Sci-
ence Communication course―this is a specific trend that has been 
a focus in Europe. We absorb this practice and try to integrate it 
into our doctoral programs.” (head of skilled workforce training de-
partment)

“The Popularization course was also of great use. They told us how 
to present our inventions and skills <…>, and also about advertis-
ing, about where to go, whom to speak to, and where to find infor-
mation. As part of our practical work, we learned to fill out invention 
applications and other research-related documents <…>, so we 
can already apply this knowledge further on.” (second-year doc-
toral student in physics and technology)

“The course on academic writing was very useful. Last term, we 
were learning to fill out grant applications, so that those who had 
never done it before would see how it works, how it should be done. 
I had already had that experience―that was how I obtained my 
grant for studies in Maastricht last year. And I found out that the 
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course could really be useful. I came away with some additional 
literature from the course bibliography to use in my academic writ-
ing.” (second-year doctoral student in humanities)

In Russian universities, doctoral supervisor is most often the candi-
date’s only “entry point”, so the effectiveness of supervisor-student 
relationships largely determines student success or failure. Such or-
ganization of doctoral studies makes candidates overly dependent 
on their supervisors and relationships with them. Moreover, it results 
in academic isolation of doctoral students, who have to stew in their 
own juice. With all communication being mediated by the supervisor, 
a candidate has no opportunity to expand their research horizons or 
get additional external assessment of their progress.

A good way to reduce academic isolation is to encourage academ-
ic mobility in doctoral programs, allowing candidates to network, build 
new professional connections, and present their findings to a broad-
er academic community.

“We have funding for academic mobility. All doctoral candidates 
should go on one or two academic trips within Russia every year, 
whether for research purposes, or to attend a conference, or to 
present their thesis results.” (head of department of doctoral edu-
cation and faculty evaluation)

International student mobility, involving acquaintance and exchange 
of experience with foreign researchers, is considered the most pro-
ductive type of academic mobility, according to the respondents (stu-
dents as well as doctoral program administrators).

“I believe that a perfect doctoral program must involve academ-
ic mobility, a very useful feature allowing to cooperate with schol-
ars and research teams in other countries. Lately, all major studies 
have been conducted by international teams, which is much more 
productive than being restricted to only one lab.” (first-year doctor-
al student in physics and technology).

Another strategy to mitigate academic isolation consists in using uni-
versity’s own resources to promote interaction with supervisors and 
peers. For example, one of the universities offers special intramural 
grants for inter-disciplinary doctoral research.

“If you are applying for a grant, you do not necessarily have to in-
vite researchers from your field of study. You might need, say, peo-
ple with cross-disciplinary experience. For my first grant this fall, 
I needed someone with expertise in biology and chemistry. So 
what you need to do is reach out to doctoral students in other fields 
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and try to make connections. I believe it is a winning strategy for all.” 
(first-year doctoral student in physics and technology)

To encourage student-faculty communication, universities often en-
gage doctoral students in the activities of departments and research 
centers doing research relevant to their thesis topics. As the respond-
ents indicate, this practice fosters professional socialization of doc-
toral candidates, helping them meet other professionals in their field 
as well as learn the academic values and standards.

“Our research departments offer positions for doctoral students 
so as to attract and retain young scientists at the university. <…> 
This allows young researchers to work with leading scholars, edu-
cators, and fellows.” (head of department of international doctor-
al programs).

Implementation of the practices described in the previous section in-
volves overcoming a number of barriers, both systemic and institu-
tion-specific.

For example, there are legal restrictions on the diversification of 
academic tracks. To allow such diversification, institutions have to re-
sort to circumventions, their actions sometimes being inconsistent 
with the unified principles of doctoral education stipulated by the fed-
eral law.

Recent changes in the Russian legislation have made it possi-
ble to lift some of the limitations. A number of faculty members inter-
viewed in 2016 reported being restricted in setting doctoral admission 
requirements by law. In January 2017, the Ministry of Education and 
Science issued the Order “On Approving the Procedure for Admission 
to Doctoral Programs”, which allows for considering applicants’ indi-
vidual attainment in the selection process, thus granting universities 
freedom in assigning priorities to different admission requirements. 
Nevertheless, with some minor exceptions, universities keep follow-
ing the same old rules.

In addition, effectiveness and even possibility of implementing 
some of the practices depends on the institution’s resources. It is ob-
vious, in particular, that using additional sources of financial support 
for doctoral students is determined directly by the organization’s fi-
nancial status. It is also obvious that the development and implemen-
tation of dedicated courses on academic writing and oral scientific 
communication require not only funds but also human resources. The 
latter becomes an especially troubling issue in the context of massi-
fication of higher education in general and doctoral programs in par-
ticular, faculty often feeling overloaded and unable to assume any ex-
tra workload.

4. Opportunities 
and Limitations  

of Introducing  
the Practices  

Identified
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“Increasing student workload requires attracting additional teach-
ing workforce. <..> But where would it come from? <…> Can you 
imagine allocating those hours among all the teaching staff? And 
where do we get money to pay those teachers?” (head of depart-
ment of doctoral studies)

The practices described above are not a cure-all remedy that will pos-
itively solve all the systemic problems of doctoral programs in insti-
tutional and learning environments of any type. First of all, the prob-
lems and directions for solving them are subject to debate. The most 
disputable practices include, for example, that of a university hiring 
its own doctoral students. With all the potential benefits mentioned 
above, this practice has negative effects, too. Probable employment 
with the same university after graduation may generate some typi-
cal problems of academic inbreeding, increasing academic isolation, 
inhibiting innovation, and undermining research productivity [Sivak, 
Yudkevich 2009; Yudkevich, Gorelova 2015]. It also matters to which 
positions doctoral students are hired and how their work is matched 
to their thesis. A survey conducted across the leading Russian univer-
sities shows that about 25% of doctoral students employed on cam-
pus are busy doing administrative work, and only half of those doing 
research and/or teaching reported their job duties being matched to 
their thesis research [Gruzdev, Terentev 2017]. About 40% of the doc-
toral students employed on campus complained about work impeding 
their learning progress [Ibid.:94].

Another debatable issue is the need to separate/combine the 
teaching and research tracks in doctoral programs [Shestak, Shestak 
2015; Senashenko 2017]. To solve it, the goals of doctoral education 
should be defined. No agreement on this point has been reached in 
academia or among immediate participants of the doctoral educa-
tion system — administrators, supervisors, and candidates. The above-
mentioned popular opinion that the two tracks should be separated 
because candidates usually pursue either teaching or research goals 
is counterbalanced by the results of a cross-university survey of doc-
toral students [Bekova et al. 2017], where an essential proportion of 
the respondents regarded doctoral education as a tool to boost ca-
reer prospects in both domains.

As for the diversification of the candidate selection system, even 
if the risk of recruiting candidates with nonacademic motivations and 
random people who are not committed to learning or building an ac-
ademic career cannot be eliminated by introducing additional admis-
sion requirements (e. g. portfolio), it can still be reduced. At the same 
time, additional requirements may worsen inequality in admission for 
applicants with different backgrounds. For instance, graduates from 
regional universities with less advanced research and conference in-
frastructures will find themselves disadvantaged at the very start. Be-
sides, making portfolio a selection criterion may result in using it to 
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promote favored candidates, graduates of the same university in the 
first place. Regardless of some positive effects, this practice may have 
negative consequences, similar to those discussed in relation to ac-
ademic inbreeding in a broader sense [Sivak, Yudkevich 2009; Yud-
kevich, Gorelova 2015].

Finally, introducing the practice of allowing students to select a 
supervisor prior to applying may also be fraught with some difficul-
ties. First of all, students do not actually always have a choice. For in-
stance, an applicant might want to explore a narrow research ques-
tion, for which very few or even only one supervisor is available. Or, an 
applicant might need specific equipment to do their research, which 
only one professor or research team can provide. In cases like those, 
acquaintance prior to application may only be of benefit to potential 
supervisors who will decide whether to agree to work with a student or 
not. Moreover, meeting and selecting the supervisor prior to applica-
tion is not even always possible. Not infrequently, an applicant will be 
uncertain about their research interests or willing to change their field 
for a doctoral degree but still unsure which topic to pick. In that case, 
a more effective strategy would be to provide an “orientation period” 
for doctoral students, during which they could elaborate on the topic 
of their future thesis, get to know faculty members doing research in 
that field, and choose an appropriate supervisor. Available findings in-
dicate that changing fields before applying to a doctoral program is a 
popular trend, 21% of candidates changing their field for a related one 
and 6% for something totally unrelated [Bekova et al. 2017].

As we can see, the best practices that we have identified are not 
universal, and decisions on using them must be considered well in 
each specific situation. University surveys analyzing the composition 
of doctoral applicants (including their academic backgrounds, moti-
vations, learning and career expectations), candidates (including doc-
toral program quality, supervision quality, thesis progress, etc.), su-
pervisors, and lecturers could make an important tool for designing 
a reasonable doctoral program enhancement policy. Results of such 
surveys will allow detecting tender spots in the existing practices and 
devising the most effective ways of firming them.

The interviews with university administrators and doctoral students 
show that some of the practices used by foreign universities have 
also found application in Russian academia. Such globally implement-
ed practices include doctoral mobility scholarships and grants which 
enable candidates to do academic networking within their field of re-
search and use new connections to boost their professional develop-
ment and thesis progress. The practices of encouraging communica-
tion with peers and faculty in doctoral programs within departments 
implemented by Russian universities are considered effective in inter-
national literature as well. The analysis performed does not allow iden-
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tifying the distinctive features of such practices in Russia vs abroad or 
their incidence or effectiveness as a function of the national context. 
However, this study describes what Russian universities have been 
doing to overcome academic and social isolation of doctoral students. 
Given that those practices are perceived by the respondents (students 
as well as doctoral program administrators) as useful for candidates, 
it appears viable to disseminate them to the whole system of doctor-
al education in Russia.

In terms of financial support, similar trends are also observed be-
tween the doctoral program enhancement practices used in Russia 
and abroad. Due to the lack of empirical data on research produc-
tivity of Russian doctoral students receiving financial support, no de-
finitive conclusion can be made yet on whether this practice is useful. 
However, the supporting evidence accumulated by universities in oth-
er countries [Ehrenberg, Mavros 1992; Valero 2001; Mendoza, Villar-
real, Gunderson 2014; Zhou, Okahana 2016] indicates that the prac-
tice is worth disseminating among Russian universities.

As for research skill development in doctoral programs, Russian 
universities have adopted the international experience of providing 
specialized courses [McCallin, Nayar 2012] to teach research skills 
and competencies required for a successful academic career.

Fewer common features are observed in doctoral admissions, cur-
riculum development, and supervision enhancement practices. It is 
our opinion that the potential for development in these domains re-
mains underutilized. Russia’s current laws impose constraints on uni-
versities’ admission and curriculum policies, granting them very little 
autonomy for modifying their selection criteria, while no legal restric-
tions exist for supervision enhancement practices. An exception to 
this rule applies in the case of universities entitled to award doctor-
al degrees of their own. They have been using actively some of the 
best practices described here, in particular those concerning admis-
sions and doctoral program development and implementation, since 
2017, when they were granted the right to establish their own “rules of 
the game”. Yet, it is too early to talk about the effectiveness of imple-
menting those practices in Russian universities, as the first cohort of 
candidates enrolled after adopting the new rules will only graduate in 
2020–2021. Meanwhile, the institutions that do not enjoy the privilege 
of establishing their own admission, learning and evaluation standards 
can also benefit from the ideas proposed in this article. Exchange of 
experience in implementing doctoral education enhancement prac-
tices at a national and cross-national level will improve thesis and de-
gree completion rates, which may have positive effects on the scientif-
ic, economic and technology development in Russia. Such exchange 
could be intensified through dedicated seminars, conferences, and 
practical sessions for doctoral program administrators, provided that 
universities are transparent regarding their best practices as well as 
newly adopted practices and doctoral program reforms.
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