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M ost occupations struggle with stereo
types: accountants are dull, librarians 
w ear twinsets, nurses are either Flor

ence Nightingales or cruel martinets. For those 
undertaking research higher degrees (master by 
thesis or doctoral degrees), the stereotypes 
suggest that males are 21 and w ear spectacles 
and lab coats; the females are over-earnest 
bluestockings. But as with accountants, librar
ians and nurses, these stereotypes are a million 
miles off the reality. Today's students under
taking research degrees are just as likely to be 
middle-aged with families and responsible jobs 
—  or spunks like Adam Spencer, a PhD  student 
in maths.

The point to be m ade here is that the old 
idea of w h o  d id research degrees, and the 
kind of w o rk  they d id  for the ir theses, are 
com p le te ly  off the mark. So w h a t is the situ
ation rea lly  like and w hat are the opportun i
ties for peop le thinking they w ou ld  like to do 
further study?

As a p ro fess iona l you have  tw o  broad 
ed u ca tio n a l p a th w ays  for expand ing  your 
q u a lif ica tio n s  and horizons. Firstly, there 's 
the co u rsew o rk  avenue , w h ic h  opens up 
possibilities to extend the professional side of 
your capabilities. So a coursework masters in 
the lib rary and inform ation fie ld , or ed u ca 
tion, or business, gives an edge in the direct 
p ractice  o f a profession. If you r interest is, 
h o w eve r, in a m ore general expans ion  of 
your intellectual capacity, a research masters 
or docto ra l degree is the m ore appropriate 
w a y  to go.

Research  degrees are focused  not so 
m uch on extend ing professional know ledge 
as on d eve lo p in g  your cap a c ity  to think 
q u ick ly , carry  out sustained research, deal 
w ith  theo ry , and con tribu te  to the k n o w l
edge base in a d is c ip lin e  or fie ld . It's true 
that som etim es the benefits from a research 
degree seem  intang ib le . FHowever, m any 
co m p an ies  are n o w  turn ing  a w a y  from 
graduates w ith  w hat some w ou ld  see as nar
row , p ro fess iona lly  based q u a lifica tio n s  to 
recru iting  graduates w h o  can dem onstrate 
their cap ac ity  for independent critica l th ink 
ing. This is e v id en t in the focus of regular 
recru iting  cam paigns at un iversities across 
Australia .

Leading com pan ies com e looking for the 
high flyers and the most talented graduates. 
In this case  they are not p a rticu la rly  in ter
ested in the d isc ip line  of the graduate, as it's 
m ore about inte llectua l capac ity . W h ic h  is, 
of course, w h e re  graduates of research de
grees stand out. The best possib le ev id ence  
on bra in  p o w e r and  cap ac ity  to sustain a 
pro ject com es from the com p le tion  of a re
search degree. The thesis that is p roduced  is 
b en chm arked  in te rna tio n a lly  for qu a lity  
through the external exam ination process, so

em ployers understand w e ll that research d e 
gree graduates are the cream  of the crop and 
w ill contribu te as leaders and innovators in 
their organisations.

And w h ile  all of that might sound scary in 
terms of demands on an individual student, it's 
im portant to recognise that the veh ic le  for 
ach ieving these high levels of intellectual de 
ve lopm ent can  be very down-to-earth and 
practical. Certainly there are opportunities for 
those w h o  have a bent for the abstract or theo
retical, say, in historical research or ph iloso
phising about our discipline. But increasingly, 
research degree students are undertaking 
projects that are situated in their workplaces. In 
some cases the students are specifica lly  em 
ployed to undertake an industry project —  this 
is very  com m on in sc ience and techno logy 
fields. M ore often the project is based on a real- 
life situation, initiated by the student in their 
ow n  professional w o rkp lace . So a librarian 
might undertake a project to establish, deliver 
and evaluate a specific program or service mix
ing both theory and application of the theory. 
The outcom e of the implementation w ou ld  be 
analysed w ith the factoring of w hat was learnt 
into the final product or service. A  budding 
writer might develop a p lay for children situat
ing it in a critical theoretical framework. O r  a 
w eb  designer might draw  on the theoretical lit
erature on how  people 'read ' websites before 
developing a site, testing its use and reflecting 
on the outcomes in terms of the theory.

These are just a few  exam ples to illustrate 
that a research  degree n o w ad ays  does not 
have to be a lone ly  or iso lating experience 
w here  the student works w ith  a narrow  focus 
at a d istance from the so-called 'rea l' w orld . 
The trend to doing research projects situated 
outside the acad em y com es from the recog 
n ition  that con tribu tions to the kn o w led g e  
base and deve lopm ent of ind iv idua l c ap a c i
ties a re not the m o n o p o ly  o f un iversities . 
C o llaborative  efforts that a llo w  the student to 
link theory and its app lication  in p ractice are 
strongly encouraged by most universities, as 
the effectiveness of these approaches is w e ll 
recognised.

A  final w o rd  about the benefits of co m 
p le ting  a research  degree. O n e  of the best 
parts o f m y job  as dean of the U n ive rs ity  
G rad uate  Schoo l is m eeting students gradu
ating w ith  research degrees. They w a lk  a few  
inches off the ground b ecause  they realise 
just w hat they have ach ieved  through the ef
fort of com pleting  a thesis. They know  they 
have stretched their brain  pretty w e ll to its 
lim it and now  have a foundation for research 
and critica l thinking that sets them  apart as 
h igh ly talented ind ividuals .

So if you w an t to stretch your brain, take 
a look at do ing a research degree. It's a very 
w o rth w h ile  endeavour. ■
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