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A 5 minute PhD?

deeper ….  Deeper … DEEPER 

is the theme of this presentation.

For many doctoral students, the lessons covered in this slideshow finally 
become clear after multiple years of study. I want you to succeed! I am 
sharing a few important tips with you in this brief presentation.

Passion for your topic + hard-work + Dedication = PhD success

   We wish ...



The core message
Have you uncovered your UNDERLYING research problem?

Maybe not?Maybe?

You need to dig deep to find the ROOT PROBLEM



Dig deeper in three ways:
1. Find more evidence and better quality evidence;

2. Engage with classic theorists 
who laid the foundations in your field;

3. Uncover the underlying explanation/s.



These three tips about digging deeper collectively distinguish 

doctoral level study from other foundation levels of study such 

as Bachelor Honours dissertations and Masters research theses.

Transitioning from Masters (e.g. MPhil) to a PhD is a ‘quantum’ 

leap. A PhD student needs to avoid a mindset such as “this 

methodological approach worked well for my MPhil research”. 

Your MPhil was a warm-up. Think of your MPhil like a pilot who is 

training in an AirBus so they are ready to pilot the space shuttle. 



Why are doctoral students expected to go deeper than junior thesis projects?

The answer to this question is in the title of this slide - in the word ‘junior’.

Doctoral dissertation research is the highest level of graduate award study.

Consider this evidence that supports the argument that a much higher standard of 

research quality is expected of doctoral students:

Time:

Doctoral students have more 
time to complete their thesis. 
Most MPhil students must 
complete their thesis within 4 
semesters (full time equivalent) 
compared to around 8 semesters 
awarded to doctoral scholars.

Funding:

Most doctoral students 
receive more teaching 
assistant work hours and 
money for research 
expenses such as   
attending conferences 
than Masters students. 

Wordcount:

Most MPhil students 
have a maximum 
allowable word count of 
around 50,000 whereas 
doctoral students are 
allowed up to circa 
100,000 words.

Examinations:

Some institutions 
mandate that 
doctoral students 
publish and pass a 
viva voce but 
Masters students 
are not required to.



Comparing masters and doctoral research: DEPTH overview

Transitioning from Masters (ea

.g. MPhil) to DPhil is a. a

Evidence:

1. Hansard
2. Legislation

Explanation:

1. Economic protection

  2.    Racism 

Core theorists:

1. Grunzel (1916)

  2.     Benedict (1940)

Evidence:

Hansard
Archives
Interviews
Legislation
Policy documents
Media announcements
Public speech transcripts

Doctoral thesis question: policy explanations for imposing a ban on skilled migration

Master thesis question: policy explanations for imposing a ban on skilled migration

Explanation:

1. Economic protection of local jobs has 
a racial element in the data.

2. Racism is a partial, surface explanation. 
Elites support this policy to replicate an 
order-of-power that is based on an 
inclusion-exclusion dichotomy.

Core theorists:

1. Grunzel draws on theorists 
before him such as Adam 
Smith (1776).

2. Benedict draws on theorists 
before him such as Charles 
Darwin (1859).



Compare masters and doctoral research: DEPTH    (continued)

Transitioning from Masters (ea

.g. MPhil) to DPhil is a. a

A Masters candidate who upgrades to PhD candidature may increase their 
theoretical base as follows:

Grunzel (1916), Benedict (1940) to also include Darwin (1859) and Smith (1776).

This expansion from 2 theorists to 4 theorists is for illustration purposes. There is 
no minimum number of core theoretical works that a doctoral scholar must engage.

A more realistic example might be this scenario:

Jamal upgrades from the MPhil to the PhD degree. His research pursues the same 
question that examines immigration policy and skilled workers. Jamal expands his 
literature review from three core theorists to eight core theorists.

There are two core points to be made about the depth of your literature review:



Comparing masters and doctoral research: DEPTH   (continued)

Transitioning from Masters (ea

.g. MPhil) to DPhil is a. a

First point: quantity of readings
Doctoral students need to show evidence that they have read widely (i.e. deep). 

One way to do this is to constantly refer to the bibliography sections of the most 
recently published theoretical works that have a strong connection to your research 
question. This will help you to determine what texts the scholar draws on. You 
should continue down this pile and constantly refer backwards to earlier works.

How many texts that you need to read and how much of each text you must read will 
become clearer over time - there is no rule-of-thumb.

For example, most scholars of classical economics eventually realise that they must 
engage with Adam Smith’s ‘The Wealth of Nations (1776)’ even if their research 
question centres on contemporary economic problems. 



Comparing masters and doctoral research: DEPTH   (continued)

Transitioning from Masters (ea

.g. MPhil) to DPhil is a. a

Second point: depth of understanding
Doctoral students need to show evidence that they have a deeper understanding of 
the theoretical texts beyond the degree of mastery shown by junior thesis writers.

There is no one rule-of-thumb that will guide you how to demonstrate this. As you 
consult widely over time with other scholars, this should become clear.

Consider these questions as a guide to gauging a deeper understanding:

● What unexplained contradictions are there within a scholar’s works?
● Is the core argument more subtle than is explicitly stated?
● What is the full context behind a theorist’s work? Consider their personal 

background and the time-period of the society in which they lived and worked.
● To what extent has a theorist’s work stood the test-of-time?



Examples of foundation theorists you might need to explore

Transitioning from Masters (ea

.g. MPhil) to DPhil is a. a

As a general rule, there is no text or theorist that you must engage to pursue a 
research question in any discipline in the arts, humanities and social sciences. 

However, doctoral students are expected to critically examine the founding roots of 
their disciplines. Do you recognise these classic theorists?

Music: Johann Bach (1685), Wolfgang Mozart (1756) 

Cultural studies: Max Horkheimer (born 1895), Theodor Adorno (born 1903) 

Sociology: Emile Durkheim (born 1858), Max Weber (born 1864)
 
Gender studies: Ida Wells (born 1862), Simone de Beauvoir (born 1908) 

Economics: Karl Marx (born 1818), John Maynard Keynes (born 1883)

Physics and Chemistry: Pierre Curie (born 1859), Marie Curie (born 1867)



       All disciplines are traceable to the earliest philosophers 

Transitioning from Masters (ea

.g. MPhil) to DPhil is a. a

The ancient and classical philosophers provided the foundations of contemporary 
scholarly thought. Which philosophers you engage with will depend on your field of 
study and your research question. I suggest that you avoid showing bias towards 
citing the works of scholars from just one civilization (e.g. Eastern or Western) if you 
are claiming to write universally. How far back in time you delve may depend on the 
nature of your research questions and the critical demands of your audience. 

Confucius (born circa 551 BC)

 Plato (born circa 420s BC)

Aristotle  (born 384 BC)

Kant  (born 1724)



Analysing data with a universal outlook is one 
way that you can demonstrate that you have 
read widely and reflected deeply about the 
world in which you live and write about. 

As a general rule, any serious piece of 
scholarship that has global applications will 
eventually be translated into the English 
language as well as other popular languages 
such as Arabic and Mandarin.

Generally speaking, you are not expected to 
analyse texts that have not been translated 
into the English language or foreign language 
works that are not widely cited by scholars 
who publish in this language. Be aware of new 
works of profound global significance that 
have been published in recent years in other 
languages. Book reviews published in the 
English language may discuss these texts.



Think like a doctoral student
The causes and outcomes of research problems might not obvious or easy to 
discover in one or two years. Doctoral researchers conduct in-depth research 
over a number of years and therefore have deeper insight into truth.

This question and the fictitious explanations are for illustration purposes. 

Research question: why are there 94,000 homeless people in Australia in 2016?

Master thesis conclusion: there is a mismatch between supply and demand of 
affordable housing in Australia. Successive governments have ignored this 
problem. [Assume this is a fair, truthful conclusion for a 1 year research project].

Doctoral thesis conclusion: because the British settled Australia in 1788.



Think like a doctoral student  (continued)

A doctoral scholar may conduct their research over a period of 8 years of 
part-time candidature. This scholar may inspect more pieces of evidence, 
different pieces of evidence and engage more deeply with a comprehensive 
range of theoretical principles and texts than junior thesis writers.

Over the course of this project, this fictitious doctoral researcher is exposed to 
evidence and publications that show how homelessness is a problem that 
virtually does not exist in most neighboring countries in the Oceania such as the 
Solomon Islands and East Timor. Similar levels of homelessness exist in New 
Zealand - a nation that was settled by the British at a similar time to Australia.

This doctoral student has a postcolonial social constructionist perspective of 
homelessness. They see it as a Western construct that exists largely because of 
individualistic values that are dominant in Western societies that construct 
permanent shelters (c.f. semi-permanent open-plan shelters in the Oceania).



One way to think like a doctoral scholar is to constantly ask yourself 
WHY? You can stop asking this question when you reach the root cause.
Research question: why are there 94,000 homeless people in Australia in 2016?

Answer 1:Government policy failure to match supply/demand [WHY did this happen?]

Answer 2: Historically, since colonial times, Australia was more prosperous than now. 
Governments prior to the 1990s never had to deal with mass homelessness. These 
social foundations explain the lack of sophistication in this policy area.
[WHY do scholars of the past refer to colonial times to conceptualise this problem?]

Answer 3: Australia was forcibly settled as a British Colony in 1788. Prior to this period 
there is no evidence of homelessness. Historians concur that this problem did 
not exist as the original inhabitants lived a hunter-gatherer nomadic lifestyle.

[WHY then do we problematise homeless statistics in Australia?]

Answer 4: Postcolonial theory shows that homelessness is a Western construct. 

 



When can you stop asking why and reach your thesis conclusion?

Have you ever seen a three year old child constantly ask “why” to a string of 
questions that they pose to their parents? 

There is no rule-of-thumb guideline to answer this question about depth. 

Many supervisors do not tell their doctoral students that they are looking for 
them to constantly dig deeper and constantly ask “why” until you find the 
underlying root cause and explanation of your question. This is something that 
you are expected to discover yourself as part of the doctoral research process.

It is possible to constantly ask yourself ‘why?’ in response to every answer you 
discover from every question. 

Your supervisors are your best gauge. They are keen to see that you have been 
digging deep and working hard to engage in thorough inquiry. If you find the 
root cause, they will likely offer a positive indication and a congratulations!

 



Context is King (or Queen)
One way to show that you are thinking deep and scratching beneath the surface 
is to always critically analyse the full spectrum of historical context and different 
perspectives and incorporate this into your data analysis. Being able to 
constantly do this, and stay within the word limit imposed on your thesis is an 
advanced skill that you will master with practice. Consider these types of facts 
to support a statement made by a Prime Minister, which you cite as evidence:

● How many years was this Prime Minister Head-of-State?
● Was this a popular government or was it a short-term minority government?
● Was s/he a strong independent leader, a ‘puppet leader’ or something else?
● What was the political-economic climate like at the time of this speech: 

locally, nationally, regionally and globally? 
● What other evidence can you inspect that has a strong connection to this 

speech so that you can dig beneath the surface of the text content?
● Is this speech consistent with policy statements made by this Government 

prior to the delivery date? If not, what might explain this contradiction?



Further reading
Berkenkotter, C. (1989), Social context and socially constructed texts: The Initiation of a graduate 
student into a writing research community, Technical Report No. 33, Los Angeles: University of 
California, Berkeley. <http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED313700.pdf> Accessed 20 July 2016.

What is the date of the publication above? To what extent are the arguments in this publication 
current? Do you trust the publisher? Is the publisher primarily a scholarly source or a commercial 
outlet? Why might this information be of consequence?
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