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ABSTRACT
Over the last 30 years higher education has seen a rise in new manage-
rialism across all its activity, driven by neoliberal economic policy. 
Professional doctorates (PDs) have been part of this rise, increasing in 
number considerably and spawning a related interest in researching 
doctoral work. However, there have been few studies focused on how 
students develop an understanding of theory/theorisation and how 
supervision supports it. This paper reports on a research project involv-
ing interviews with supervisors from professional doctorate in educa-
tion programmes in the UK, as a particular example of PDs in general, 
to explore the process of theorisation. Drawing on Bernstein, it shows 
how supervision, and wider programme design, are mediated by the 
increasingly managerial context of doctoral study. The study raises 
questions about the ways in which students and supervisors engage 
with both methodology and theory/theorisation in working together 
and subsequent implications for the quality of doctoral work.

Over the last three decades, higher education (HE) globally has experienced a radical change 
in the relationship between universities and state, driven by a tendency towards neoliberal 
economic policy (Lynch 2015). Neoliberalism invokes the notion of meritocracy with the 
related requirement for credentials to raise one’s social position (Marginson 2016) and has 
been accompanied by the rise of ‘new managerialism’ (Deem 1998), what Lynch (2014) 
refers to as ‘the organisational arm of neoliberalism’. Deem defines new managerialism in 
broad terms as

attempts to impose managerial techniques, more usually associated with medium and large 
‘for profit’ businesses, onto public sector and voluntary organisations … [including] … the 
marketisation of public sector services and the monitoring of efficiency and effectiveness 
through measurement of outcomes and individual staff performances. (Deem 1998, 49/50)

We see these changes to HE as ideological, in that they ‘serve to promote interests and 
maintain relations of power and domination’ (Deem and Brehony 2005, 218), especially 
the dominance of management over research and teaching and the control of working 
practices through performance management. Such practices are rooted in market-oriented 
business models and aimed at economic efficiency, using targets and auditing and because 
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of this ideological perspective we adopt the term ‘new managerialism’ over the related 
concept of ‘new public management’ (Lynch 2014; Shepherd 2018). However, in practice 
the terms are probably interchangeable for our purposes, which is to provoke thinking about 
the way in which the organisation, management and implementation of professional doc-
torates (PDs) might affect candidates’ theorisation through supervisory processes.

PDs have been part of this change to HE in general, showing a rapid increase in numbers 
around the world, particularly in the UK, US and Australia. For example, Mellors-Bourne, 
Robinson, and Metcalfe (2016) report that in England during the academic year 2015–16 
there were approximately 8300 students on PDs of one sort or another, representing around 
9% of all doctoral candidates at the time. Similar expansion of PDs has been seen elsewhere, 
Kot and Hendel (2012) reporting that in the US, by 2005, 9.7% of all doctoral degrees were 
PDs with similar trends in Australia; though Malloch (2016) notes a subsequent retraction 
in the range and number of programmes.

Not surprisingly, given these numbers, increasing emphasis has been placed on how the 
pedagogy of doctoral programmes should be operationalised and one might imagine that 
two elements are central to this, namely supervision and theorisation. Supervision forms 
the dominant pedagogical process for nearly all doctoral degrees; though PDs and, increas-
ingly, PhDs tend to have modular elements with taught classes too. Meanwhile, theorisation 
is the process through which new ideas are both developed and then organised, as theory. 
Swedberg (2012, 2016) refers to this theorisation as contexts of discovery and of justification, 
noting that the latter will depend on disciplinary knowledge and is relatively easy to learn. 
On the other hand, discovering theory is a messy, personal and less formalised process 
involving practical and personal knowledge leading to ‘inspiration’ to ‘produce something 
interesting and novel’ (Swedberg 2012, 6). Hence, metaphorically, ‘the context of discovery 
is where you have to figure out who the murderer is, while the context of justification is 
where you have to prove your case in court’ (ibid.).

Given the importance of supervision and theorisation, it is perhaps surprising that in 
their recent systematic review of literature on professional doctorate programmes Hawkes 
and Yerrabati (2018) noted a relative paucity of work on the specifics of both. Despite this, 
some research has certainly tried to address these issues for doctorates in general. For 
example, Lee (2008), Halse and Malfroy (2010), Halse (2011), McCallin and Nayar (2012) 
and Fenge (2012) have all focused on the characteristics of good supervision. Supervisory 
practices themselves have been the focus of other researchers, most notably Kiley and Wisker 
(Kiley 2015; Wisker 2015; Kiley and Wisker 2009) who have focused on theorising doctoral 
learning in terms of threshold concepts, seeing supervisory practices in terms of supporting 
students in the liminal state that they claim precedes the crossing of a conceptual threshold.

In exploring doctoral research, Hawkes and Yerrabati (2018, 15) suggest that ‘over time, 
a focus on research methods and professionalism as the core content for a doctorate in 
education [has] become largely agreed upon in the literature’. However, in this article we 
illustrate that what is agreed on paper is not so straightforward in practice. Rather than 
trying to research effective practices per se, and using a sociological analysis rather than a 
psychological one, we show how supervision is mediated by, and reflects back on, the con-
temporary context of doctoral study. Because doctoral programmes are multifarious mean-
ing that we cannot generalise to all of them, we focus here only on professional doctorates 
which are rooted in the social sciences. Furthermore, we take the Professional Doctorate 
in Education (EdD) programme as a specific example of these, which might, however, also 
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include PDs in health and social care, social science and law, humanities/theology and 
generic professional practice (see Robinson 2018). Our choice of the EdD to illustrate these 
ideas is largely because of our own professional experience, but we note that EdDs are by 
some way the most common PDs, representing around 20% of all programmes in the UK 
and 7% in the US (Mellors-Bourne, Robinson, and Metcalfe 2016; Kot and Hendel 2012). 
We therefore ask what effect managerialism might be having, specifically for EdD students’ 
theorising and the forms of originality that they can develop for their theses, but aim to 
raise questions which we hope might form part of an ongoing debate about the process of 
doctoral learning in general; not least since Mellors-Bourne, Robinson, and Metcalfe (2016, 
14) have observed that any ‘structural distinction [from PDs] was reducing with the devel-
opment of “new” forms of more structured doctoral programmes leading to PhD’.

The challenge of the EdD

For all doctoral routes, the decisive challenge for students is to produce a piece of research 
that is original. To be successful therefore, candidates, and their supervisors, need to under-
stand the nature of originality in the context of the field in which their studies are set, 
something that is not as easy as it might sound and partially dependent on the discipline 
(Clarke and Lunt 2014). In the case of EdDs (and other professional areas too) there is the 
added complication that education can be seen as a field that encompasses a number of 
disciplines including sociology, psychology and philosophy, all of which provide a myriad 
of methods and ideas from which theorising is undertaken (Swedberg 2015). We detail our 
empirical study (interviews with EdD supervisors) below but, by way of introduction, one 
of our respondents, Gina, exemplifies this complexity as follows:

I mean, social relations and social actions and social practices and social theory are all so 
complex. It’s difficult to know whether one has found something or gained an insight that’s 
truly innovative … I think that’s quite difficult. So, it’s much more about how you do it and 
how you express it than about what it was that you actually did. (Gina)

One point here is how different this feels to the opposing and, we think, common notion 
that originality simply addresses a gap in the literature. The metaphor of a gap seems to 
work well in natural sciences where the focus is on identifying what is not known about an 
aspect of the physical world. Because of the realist ontological and (post-) positivist theo-
retical starting points of the scientific method, the focus of the research already exists – in 
the sense that there is some pre-existing aspect of this world that is being sought out for 
better understanding. However, in social sciences, when being examined using perspectives 
from sociology or sociocultural theory, research is often working with meaning – i.e. with 
the way in which people interpret social phenomena, what these mean to them and how 
this meaning affords social action – with the philosophical starting point usually rooted in 
constructionism, or critical realism. The job of the researcher is to rethink meaning in order 
to see aspects of this social world differently. There is no ‘gap’ to fill. Rather, as Swedberg 
(2016) captures nicely in discussing Charles Sanders Pierce’s notion of abduction, ‘what 
you are after, he [Pierce] says, is something new, something that does not yet exist’ (p. 14, 
emphasis in original). Note that this does not mean that its existence simply has not yet 
been uncovered but that, ontologically, it is through the process of theorisation in the 
research, involving a ‘complex three-way transaction between teacher, text and student’ 
(Grant 2008, cited in Adkins 2009, 172) that the phenomenon is brought into existence. 
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Figure 1. T he epistemological shift from professional to academic workplace.

Thus, research in social sciences might better be understood as ‘Re-Search’; a combination 
of re-thinking meaning (theorising) through a process of searching (methodology). The 
latter is by no means easy, but the former often involves the generation of new ideas, a 
process which, arguably, presents the greater difficulty for students (Kiley 2015).

If this challenge presents itself to all doctoral students working in social fields, PD students 
face a second challenge rooted in the fact that they are usually well established professionals 
of some sort. Their workplaces do not share the same practices as the academic workplace 
– itself a professional field, but with very particular and strongly framed discourses – and 
hence students must navigate this transition from one to the other (Pratt et al. 2015; Pratt and 
Shaughnessy 2018). Figure 1 illustrates how we understand this challenge.

Workplaces are focused on action. As the left hand side of the diagram indicates, they 
operate on discourses which are common-sense in the manner described by Lave (2011); 
that is, founded on meaning that is common to those in the workplace, being functional 
for professional activity. Research in this context usually aims to solve the kinds of practical 
problems that workplaces are involved in. We stress that describing professional practices 
this way is not to devalue such work. It is, rightly, what employees are paid to do, often for 
the public good. However, in the academic workplace of social sciences on the right hand 
side of our diagram, research is critical in nature and aims to explain social phenomena, 
not just to solve problems (though it may, of course). As Swedberg argues, to do so requires 
theory since research ‘should not reproduce the categories that people use in their everyday 
lives [common-sense thinking] but go beyond these and try to locate social facts’ (Swedberg 
2016, 10, emphasis in original). The above argument is nicely captured in this quote 
from Diane:

It’s like they’ve [candidates] forgotten that intellectual debate is precisely that. It’s not about 
you as a teacher, it’s about how good you are at understanding and defending this idea and 
then how can you apply it to your practice. So I think if you can’t make that conceptual shift, 
you’re going to struggle doctorally because you’re always just going to be churning out your 
version of the world, without any kind of [pause] theorising. (Diane, interviewee)

Whilst Diane uses the word ‘conceptual’ we think of this as an epistemological shift, 
since the adjustment is in the epistemological stance towards the ideas that candidates are 
working with (Pratt and Shaughnessy 2018). The ‘struggle’ Diane describes is also why the 
right to left arrows in our diagram are dotted.
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Thus, any doctorate in the social sciences requires theory to generate its originality, but 
more importantly requires a process of theorising through which one’s theory comes about 
– perhaps based on that already produced by others. Swedberg (2016) notes that this process 
of theorising is not well-established in everyday practices and needs to be learnt. Moreover, 
it involves the analysis of one’s own observations within a disciplinary framework, including 
a sound knowledge of both how to think in the discipline and what one can think with; the 
theoretical ideas that are available to the researcher. As he makes clear in the context of 
sociology (though it applies beyond this too),

By theorizing I mean the process that comes before a theory is presented in its final form … 
[however] … in order to avoid a common misunderstanding, it should immediately be added 
that it is impossible to theorize without a sound knowledge of sociology. (Swedberg 2016, 7, 
emphasis added)

In developing this discussion we are aware that we are working with a particular version 
of theorising which some might disagree with in at least two respects. First, that it privileges 
the mind over other ways of coming to know the world such as embodied action in, say, dance 
or music. Second, it could be seen to assume the superiority of the particular form of knowl-
edge associated with academia on the right hand side of our diagram rather than the kinds 
of professional knowledge on the left (Scott et al. 2004). Indeed, the relative appropriateness 
of different knowledge forms for a professional doctorate is well-rehearsed (see, for example, 
Costley 2013; Armsby, Costley, and Cranfield 2018). These are arguments that we cannot 
address in the space here, other than to say that we acknowledge them and hope their differ-
ences encourage the discussion that we are aiming to prompt through this paper.

Finally, in terms of the challenge of the PD, we return to the point at the start of this section, 
that doctoral study is carried out in an academic and professional world largely dominated 
by managerialism, features of which include (Lynch 2014; Deem and Brehony 2005): priori-
tization of private sector values of efficiency and productivity in the running of public bodies; 
focusing on product and output over process and input; importance of targets measured 
through audit and quality of service delivery; the widespread use of performance indicators 
and benchmarking; emphasising management above other activity; and, the use of quasi 
markets with students envisaged as customers. Moreover, as Deem and Brehony (2005) point 
out, managerialism ‘emphasis[es] the primacy of management above all other activities’ leading 
to ‘the legitimation of management for its own sake’ – a point which Pollitt (1993, cited in 
Deem and Brehony 2005) claims entitles it to the prefix ‘new’.

In the UK HE context, these features of new managerialism can been seen in the drive for 
efficiency and casualized contracts leading to increasing pressure on staff (Morrish 2019), and 
increased accountability and ‘customer’ focus which have led to rising numbers of student appeals 
(Office of the Independent Adjudicator 2018), although specific numbers for PGR candidates 
are less clear. In such circumstances, where product dominates process and outcomes are mea-
sured and benchmarked, doctoral students’ success has increasingly been constructed as a ‘prob-
lem’ of supervision which can be solved through better management (Bastalich 2017).

The empirical study

The field work reported here is part of a research project funded by the Society for Research 
into Higher Education (SRHE) (Pratt and Shaughnessy 2018), the overarching focus of 
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Table 1.  Participant pseudonyms and university types/geographies.
HEI North 
(post-92)

HEI Central 
(post-92)

HEI Greater 
London (post-92

HEI Greater 
London (pre-92)

HEI Southern 
(pre-92)

Eric Oscar Edward Ingrid Simon
Amy Diane Naomi Len Gina
Larry Nigel Andrew Debbie
Ann Helen Kath

which was to understand more fully doctoral supervisory processes; specifically, how super-
visors can support the development of critical voice and theorisation with EdD students.

The study was framed in a social constructionist epistemology and data were generated 
by both authors from three sources, namely supervisor interviews, student interviews and 
documentary analysis from the hosting universities. Here, we draw on the first and, briefly, 
the last of these only.

Data sources

Through our contacts in the UK EdD Directors’ National Network we found five institu-
tions, purposively chosen to represent a range of EdD programmes – see Table 1 for type/
geographical details. Supervisors were contacted via their programme directors and took 
part on a voluntary basis, resulting in seventeen participants across 5 universities. We 
undertook an individual, face-to-face, semi-structured interview with each of them aiming 
to discuss the ways in which they work as supervisors with EdD students. These took 
between 60 and 90 minutes each, meaning that we had a total of approximately 20 hours of 
recording which was then professionally transcribed.

To try to mitigate for the difficulty of articulating one’s own practice, much of which is 
implicit, we used a pre-interview task where we encouraged supervisors to reflect on recent 
discussions with students and used the early questions in the interview to help them artic-
ulate this. By first gaining an account ‘of ’ practice we were then better able to ask participants 
to account ‘for’ it (Mason 2002).

In addition to the interview data we also undertook an analysis of programme materials 
and websites. We requested documentation – EdD programme specifications, student 
handbooks and research development programmes – to allow us to understand the param-
eters within which participants work. We also examined websites to get a sense of the 
content and process for each programme and how it promoted research development.

Analysis

We undertook an inductive, thematic analysis (after Miles, Huberman, and Saldana 
2013) of all the data, informed by our reading of the literature, to examine supervisory 
practices, the development of critical voice and processes of theorisation. Interviews 
were analysed through repeated readings and discussion between the authors in order 
to construct themes (Charmaz 2006) that were considered relevant to the research ques-
tions and which were important to the participants. nVivo (v11) was used to manage 
the data and to conduct text searches. The use of Bernstein as a theoretical frame – see 
below – was brought to the data retrospectively and not used for initial coding and theme 
development.
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The research was guided by the BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research 
(British Educational Research Association 2018), and consent was gained from both authors’ 
employing universities. In particular, participants were made aware that whilst we could 
anonymise them in our writing, the relatively close-knit world of EdD programmes meant 
that others might recognise their voice in the data.

Responses to the challenges of the EdD

How, then, have the programmes we worked with responded to the challenges of originality 
and epistemological shift in an increasingly managerial HE world, and what effects have 
these had on supervision and the support for students’ theorisation? Our analysis focuses 
on three ideas, efficiency, expertise and marketability, which grew reciprocally alongside 
our interest in managerialism as we tried to understand and interpret the interview data. 
It also draws theoretically on Bernstein’s (1990, 2000, 2003) ideas about pedagogic relations; 
that is the formation of relationships that ‘shape pedagogic communications and their 
relevant contexts’ (Bernstein and Solomon 1999, 267). In the spirit of Swedberg’s (2016) 
context of discovery we use Bernstein’s ideas selectively and heuristically, alongside our 
data, to theorise EdD supervision; rather than seeing his theorisation as any kind of static 
mechanism for analysis. In particular we focus on his (Bernstein 2003) ideas about two 
types of pedagogic practice – invisible and visible – and three rules of pedagogic approach 
– hierarchical, sequencing and criterial rules. In all these, classification and framing are key 
ideas; framing referring to the agency of different actors acting within the programme 
structures and classification referring to the relations between different knowledge catego-
ries. We assume that readers of this journal will be broadly familiar with Bernstein’s ideas 
and note that this approach follows in the footsteps of others interested in theorising doctoral 
study (Singh, Atweh, and Shield 2002; Crossouard 2013; Adkins 2009), referring the reader 
to Singh (2002, 2017) for a more general exposition.

Managerialism and efficiency

The managerial imperative of efficiency has contributed to Robinson (2018, 100) noting, 
in relation to professional doctorates, that

Within some HEIs, attempts are being made to counteract the financial implications of small 
cohorts by, for example, combining the teaching of candidates in such cohorts with teaching 
on other programmes. While this helps to address the financial burden of small cohorts, it also 
reduces the known benefits of face-to-face cohort programme delivery …

This drive for efficiency was explicitly evident in the responses from our participants. 
For example,

over time on our EdD the taught aspect has got increasingly packed into the smaller, smaller 
space to give as much space as we can for the thesis. So, at most three years on the thesis, by 
packing everything up. But then the question is have we lost the theory in the process? We 
definitely have by packing it up to be worried about the completion times, we’ve dropped bits. 
(Ingrid)

The aim here is, in Bernstein’s terms, to more strongly classify the taught content by 
delineating specific topics, but particularly to strengthen the framing through making 
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choices about sequencing and tightening the pacing – the rate at which the sequentially 
organised material of the programme is completed. An increasingly efficient, visible ped-
agogy is brought about through timetabling groups together to generate larger cohorts 
focused on specific topics. Importantly, these are not simply changes to ‘what’ is experienced 
‘when’, but to the nature of that experience since, as Adkins (2009, 171) notes, ‘framing 
focuses attention on the internal logic of this practice’ and thus alters the pedagogical rela-
tionships. As Ingrid makes clear above, the motive is ‘completion rates’; getting students 
through the programme in a timely, cost-efficient manner. In her interview, Amy argues 
that marching students through time/status like this leads to supervision that is

not flexible, wanting to apply the same approach to every single student. I’m aware that has an 
efficiency to it but only if it’s suitable, which given what we said at the beginning about the 
context of EdD students’ lives, I just don’t think that’s appropriate.

Similarly, Kath suggests that

I think [students] want this magical book and they always say, “How did you find your theo-
rist?”. I’m like “what do you mean?”. “Did you just pick one?” and I’m like “no!”. And there’s 
this notion of “I’ve got to pick a theorist, I’ve got to pick a theory, I’ve got to choose something 
and if I do it in my first assignment, I can then, whether it’s right or not …”

Interviewer: Then it’s linear and that it’s uncomplicated …

K: It’s really not, it’s a messy process

What these comments seem to point to is a tension for supervisors. The internal logic 
of tightly framed, explicit, institutional time structures, for doctoral completion to drive 
outcomes, seem at odds with their own experience and their knowledge of what it takes to 
theorise social practice. Though they are required to operate within their university frame-
works, they seem aware that in an ideal world it might be better to work with a less visible 
pedagogy which, rather than placing the emphasis on external performance, product and 
time-checks,

presupposes a long pedagogic life. Its relaxed rhythm, its less specialized acquisitions, its sys-
tem of control entail a different temporal projection relative to a visible pedagogy … (Bernstein 
2003, 81)

Indeed, in summarising the difference between these pedagogies Bernstein argues that 
they ‘construct different concepts of the [student’s] development in time which may or may 
not be consonant with the concept of development held by the [institution]’ (ibid.), a claim 
clearly illustrated in Kath’s interview as she talked about her supervision and her recent 
experiences of completing her own doctorate:

It’s a lot of uncovering, discovering, trying things, ideas, connecting things and I don’t think 
you can have positionality necessarily from day one. Professionally you can know who you are 
and what you do but I think that’s a longer journey than we make it. … personally, I was play-
ing catch up with theory compared to where I was in practice, and I needed longer before I 
could arrive at my positionality. I couldn’t just do it in a first year module and “oh my position 
is this” … I think that takes a while. (Kath)

Note how Kath’s comments illustrate the challenge of the epistemological shift that we 
drew out at the start of this paper. She points to the challenge of catching up theoretically 



British Journal of Sociology of Education 1131

with where her professional practice is, as well as pointing to the need for taking one’s time, 
and the potential danger of the increasingly visible – more explicitly framed – pedagogy 
required by universities of their staff in order to get students through in a timely manner 
(Bastalich 2017). In ‘packing it up’ and ‘dropping bits [of theory]’ (Ingrid), ‘applying the 
same approach to every student’ (Amy), and having to ‘do it in a first year module’ (Kath) 
we raise a question for our concluding section about the effects of efficiency on students 
in terms of working with theory, and hence on forms of originality.

Managerialism and expertise

Considering the effects of efficiency leads to a second outcome from the data relating to 
the expertise of supervisors in relation to managerialism. Gina notes that:

I’m supervising people whose work interests me, but I’m not an expert in the topic. So, I’m 
supervising somebody who’s in a social work team and who’s done some research with gypsy 
people who are in a settled community. It’s quite interesting, but it’s not my area of expertise. 
(Gina)

We wonder what the effect of this lack of expertise is on student supervision and in 
particular on the ability of supervisors to support and promote theorising. One response 
to this question is provided by Larry, who makes a virtue of the eclectic nature of his super-
visions, stating that:

when I look at my completion record and I look down the list of topics that are represented 
within that completion record, it’s eclectic to say the least! And I look at it and I think okay, 
how the hell did I ever get anybody through, about leadership training, I’ve had one go 
through around nursing, I’m about to have one hopefully submit around occupational ther-
apy, somebody who’s done leadership training for businesses. It’s not my field at all … I look 
at things like that and think my supervision record is really good but it’s very eclectic. (Larry)

Larry’s position, characterised by Franke and Arvidsson (2011) as a ‘research relation-ori-
entation’, is one in which the supervisory focus is on ‘the doctoral student’s learning process, 
the supervisor’s different activities and participation in the supervisor–doctoral student 
relationship’ (ibid., p. 14), but not on a shared project of research itself. Larry accounts for 
the validity of this position as follows:

I may not be the expert in that area, what I am good at is guiding people to writing a good 
thesis and I’m good at questioning them about the quality of their data or the methodology 
they’re choosing or raising those questions with them, almost as if I was an examiner of their 
work. Not in an aggressive way that examiners are, but that critical disposition, and it’s mod-
elling, I think it’s really important. (Larry)

We agree that expertise in guiding process is important, but strong theoretical expertise 
implies strong disciplinary classification – in the form of what Bernstein (1999) refers to 
as vertical knowledge structures – allowing supervisors to identify subtle distinctions in 
ideas, and hence to support students in seeing originalities. Without this the danger is that 
such fine-grained distinctions in the ideas of the subject are not understood sufficiently to 
allow students to see these opportunities and the work remains theoretically naive. As 
Adkins (2009) notes, this is particularly challenging in projects which are cross-disciplinary 
(as PDs in social fields often are). Whilst strong disciplinary expertise allows supervisors 
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to distinguish originality, the need to work across disciplines implies a weakening of clas-
sification horizontally; that is in breaking down the barriers between disciplines and working 
between them (Adkins 2009). Moreover, it is not simply an issue of classification but of 
framing too, noting that ‘the relationships [between teacher, text and student] must take 
their cue from the nature of the knowledge required rather than those prescribed through 
strong disciplinary identities’ (ibid. 173). Thus the forms of communication used between 
participants, the pace at which it moves and the criteria used to judge students’ thinking 
all need to be handled sensitively.

In identifying the complexity of supervision like this, one thing we think it points to is 
the relative comfort of working with methodology, familiar terrain for most supervisors, 
regardless of expertise in specific social theories. Similarly, whilst students enter doctoral 
study from many different disciplinary backgrounds and may be experiencing social theory 
for the first time, all will be familiar with working methodologically to some extent through 
previous degrees. Thus, whilst the social theories most commonly used in the particular 
field of study may be unfamiliar to both parties, the shared idea that methodology is a key 
component of research provides common ground for supervision. This raises a second 
question regarding the effects of managerialism: might it foreground methodological think-
ing over social theorising and, hence, encourage doctoral work which lacks the kinds of 
explanatory ideas needed to avoid simply reproducing the categories that students already 
use in everyday practice?

Managerialism and marketability

Not only does the comfortable familiarity of methodology over social theory lead us to 
examine the balance between each, it also leads us to think about what is marketable in the 
contemporary climate of the HE sector to a customer base of professional educators. As 
Debbie notes:

What we get is people doing the EdD who have done a lot of reports for governors and they 
may have done their Masters through bits and pieces of SENCo [Special Educational Needs 
Coordinators] courses or the Masters scheme when that was running and so on and so forth. 
Even PGCE credits of course have crept through into Masters and then forward in terms of 
EdD. So, they’re building on work that doesn’t necessarily, easily lead them into the nature of 
theorising that’s required at doctoral level. (Debbie)

As Watts (2009) has pointed out, for professionals, working with theory can be threat-
ening in potentially denying ‘the validity of their own experience-based professional craft 
knowledge’ (p. 689). This point is captured neatly by Amy, who states that:

I think theory really terrifies a lot of Prof Docs that I’ve worked with because it’s something 
that’s quite new … there is a sense that practical and professional practice is where I’m com-
fortable and “oh yes, to work at Level 8 and to get a doctorate, I’d better do this thing called 
theory”. And it’s met with some fear in some respects because it might be something so differ-
ent to and new to what they do on a day to day basis, which is probably the real motivation 
why they’ve come to the doctorate, for some. (Amy)

As a result, for some institutions a decision has clearly been made that what is attractive 
to students is something that maintains the familiarity of their professional work, clearly 
starting, and perhaps forever remaining, on the left-hand side of Figure 1 to delay, or avoid, 



British Journal of Sociology of Education 1133

any epistemological shift. This can be seen in the emphasis of the text of programme websites 
where, for example, the key points of the course are1:

•	 Focusing on an independent study aimed at both personal and professional 
development;

•	 Gaining skills in research in order to understand work more clearly, benefiting the 
organisation and the wider community in which they work.

•	 Having real impact through a programme that is challenging intellectually and which 
supports thinking about professional practice through doing a major and robust 
research project in the practice setting.

In contrast we see other programmes foregrounding theorisation as the key element of 
doctoral work, for example:

We will make sure you get taught the skills you will need to articulate and cross-examine the 
key issues of education policy, the way social institutions change, and implications for multi-
ple and fluid professional identities on practice in a global context.

The programme focuses on the relationship between knowledge, theory and practice and you 
will be able to show how it is possible to make and influence change.

Indeed, Gina described how she rewrote her EdD programme, framing it more strongly 
to produce a greater focus on theorising because ‘I thought we actually need modules that 
push people into engaging with theoretical positions’. This appears challenging for her in 
terms of the criterial rules governing doctoral programmes laid down by the Quality 
Assurance Agency (QAA 2014) because:

the criteria are not articulated in the way that foregrounds theoretical engagement at all. But 
I just think how do you think about some of those things in a really robust and well-articu-
lated way, unless you can rely on the underpinning of whatever it is that you’re working with? 
(Gina)

However, whilst some programmes and their staff present this argument for more explicit 
reference to theory, as we argued above it follows that such practices are likely to make the 
pedagogy more visible through invoking issues of sequencing and pacing and imposing 
time frames on students. This might be why Kath is moved to say that:

we’ve talked quite a lot here in our teams around this idea of the tail wagging the dog with theory 
on professional doctoral students, because there is a sense that the theory they’re using and 
wanting to engage in is just the theory we’ve presented them with, rather than really having time 
to explore what’s appropriate for them to make sense of and unpick the professional stuff [with].

I understand why that would happen because it’s quite a big, scary thing to go and do, is to 
enter this world where there’s so much [theory] and it’s challenging and it’s difficult and you’ve 
got to go through stuff and reject it and make sense of it and then maybe not even use it. How 
do we get that right … are we then just going to read assignments and then start to look at 
transition vivas where people are forcing theory in their work? (Kath)

Her comment on the need to reject ideas and having the courage to experiment and fail 
is, we think, interesting in terms of a visible pedagogy which ‘will always place the emphasis 
on the performance of the [student], upon the text the [student] is creating and the extent 
to which that text is meeting the criteria’ (Bernstein 2003, 70 emphasis in original). Taking 
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backwards steps is much easier where work is private and low-stakes; and correspondingly 
more difficult when public and high-stakes. Moreover, as Shahjahan (2020, 5) makes clear, 
in the constant ticking of

clock time (e.g. scheduled time, contract time, project time), structured temporal constraints 
become temporal norms, shaping ways of knowing/being. More specifically, temporality is 
experienced as both an inwardly ‘gaze of Other’ and/or outwardly existing ‘Being for others’.

Students who must succeed in the gaze of Other at a particular moment in time might 
be unwise to publicly illustrate any failure and hence to experiment at all. Better, perhaps, 
to simply ‘force theory into their work’ particularly if they can rely on it being appropriate 
because it was the ‘theory we presented them with’ (Kath).

All this raises a third question for us; namely, how the need to market EdD programmes 
to professional educators and retain them thereafter affects the shape of programmes and 
of pedagogy.

Time to think?

In each of the three analytic sections above we have raised a question which gives us cause 
to think about the shape of the programmes we worked with. New managerialism produces 
actual effects on people and programmes, and is hard to resist (Shahjahan 2020; Deuchar 
2008); notwithstanding the fact that it may, of course, also be beneficial in many respects 
too. We deliberately therefore hold back from judging programmes, though we do note the 
caution of Mellors-Bourne, Robinson, and Metcalfe (2016, 65) who suggest that ‘perceptions 
of quality [with PDs] remain an issue, particularly within HE (where the PhD tends to be 
seen as the ‘gold standard’ doctoral qualification), although this may vary by subject’.

To some extent, programme designs and the regulatory frameworks around programmes 
are matters of choice, as too are the aims and expected outcomes – at least within an inter-
pretation of the QAA guidance. However, one advantage of a Bernsteinian analysis is that 
it exposes some of the structural issues that underpin such choices and, in this case, the 
potential effects of managerialism and increasing efficiency on the nature of supervision 
and support for students in theorising their work.

One such issue is that in modular components the need to consolidate programmes and 
increase efficiency has meant a tendency for teaching to become more strongly framed so that 
it can be credentialised and explicitly timed; a course to pass (through) rather than a transfor-
mational experience. At the thesis stage too, programmes are under pressure to become increas-
ingly fast-paced and for this pacing to be made explicit through structured time-checks, imposed 
and monitored centrally by the university and often common to all doctoral programmes regard-
less of type. This ‘gaze’ from the centre holds supervisors to account, ensuring they are made 
responsible in terms of ‘their’ students’ success (Rose 1999), but with little or no space to argue 
about the legitimacy of the process. In making these time structures more explicit and imposing 
responsibility for them on supervisors, pedagogy becomes more visible such that:

Time is symbolically marked as the [student] progresses through a series of statuses which 
define her/his relation not only to [supervisors] but also to other [students]. The implicit 
theory of instruction held by [supervisors] which regulates their practice constructs age-spe-
cific communications/acquisitions. The [student] is developed in, and by, a particular construc-
tion of time. (Bernstein 2003, 81, emphasis added)
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The illustrations from our data have given a glimpse of this construction and have suggested 
that students might be less likely to have the ‘long pedagogic life’ with its more ‘relaxed rhythm’ 
that Bernstein (ibid.) ascribes to an invisible pedagogy and which, arguable, are necessary to 
allow students the time to theorise in ways which are most appropriate for their work.

At the same time, whilst we saw that Gina had tried to focus more on social theory 
through stronger framing and classification, elsewhere this has been lost,

… and the bits that have hit the floor are the bits that most of us as academics acknowledge as 
being part of doctorate-ness. Because the methods we could teach anywhere, I mean I really 
believe that. I’d quite like them to be challenged a little bit more with some more theory. 
(Ingrid)

This selective loss is perhaps no surprise since methodology courses have two advantages 
over those relating to theory. First, they are more readily packaged up into neat parcels: 
methodological approach; ethical issues; methods themselves etc. Second, as Ingrid baldly 
states, it is easier to find supervisors with the expertise to teach on them and to find students 
from ‘anywhere’ in terms of different programmes, operating under a common language 
of methodology, even if different outcomes are expected. As staffing is thinned out and 
theoretical expertise is scarcer, so methodology becomes the one area that it remains possible 
for all supervisors to work with across the entire student body.

We acknowledge, of course, the vital role of methodological understanding in a doctoral 
programme. However, as Swedberg pointed out at the start of this paper, originality depends 
on having a strong theoretical framework through which one’s observations can be filtered 
in order to bring fresh explanatory insights into practice. The results of our study suggest 
that theorisation is placed under pressure by the ideological demands of managerialism, 
which emphasise the need to make doctorates attractive to their customer base whilst 
utilising more efficient delivery. It therefore illustrates a connection between managerialist 
control of doctoral programmes and the potential quality of theorisation, and thus a poten-
tial threat to criticality and originality.

Note

	 1.	 For ethical reasons, avoiding an online search that would identify the institution, we have re-
phrased the text in both this quote and the one that follows, staying as close as possible to the 
original meaning.
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