Doctoral studies at Comenius University

Differently from previous speakers, my contribution will reflect the situation of doctoral studies inside the university.

At the beginning I would like to mention that doctoral studies have a long tradition in our country and at our university. Since the middle of the twentieth century, three models have been applied.

Until 1990 it was a Soviet model of „scientific education“. It consisted of a relative short period of theoretical preparation finished by the candidate exam, and after it the students were fully involved in the scientific work aimed at preparation of a dissertation. Typically, the basic part of the three years study (its part-time form lasted five or more years) was devoted to research, and these students were a cheap and an efficient labour force in laboratories and other scientific institutions. The scientific education was finished by the defence of dissertation. The right to educate these candidates and to issue graduate’s diplomas for them belonged to higher education institutions and research institutions, in case they had a state approval.

The access to the scientific education was limited by relatively small number of scholarship places and regulated also by the political power. On the other hand, advantages of this small number were employments provided in advance. 

The first higher education law after the change of political system, which  came into force in 1990, substituted this form by a so-called postgraduate study, which was only slightly different from the previous system, and graduates were awarded the degree „doctor“.

The contemporary system of doctoral study began after the amendment of the higher education law in 1996, by which our higher education joined the Bologna process. Doctoral study was defined as a real study, consisting of considerable theoretical part, though the scientific work culminating by the defence of thesis remains its crucial part. Doctoral students became the students of the third level with a special status. They are enrolled at a university, and only a university is authorized to issue them diplomas with the degree PhD, though they can work at an external education institution on the basis of an agreement.

The contemporary model demands a greater engagement of a supervisor and a faculty. It extends the study part of the programme and the offer of subjects to be chosen by a student. The credit system enables students to exploit also the offer of other faculties or universities, or foreign universities. The study programme of a doctoral student includes also a pedagogical component, the student is directly involved into the education of younger colleagues – students of bachelor or master level.

However, in comparison with the old system, doctoral students cannot be sure that after graduating they will be allowed to continue their research work solving problems of their supervising institution or of a close research area. They are often employed in a totally different sphere of a social practise. Though it is a loss for science, we do not consider it as a negative phenomenon, because the ability to define a problem, to decide about its solution and creatively cope with it is a highly positive quality in each profession. The aim of doctoral study is not only the preparation for a scientific career, but it is an education through a scientific work. A graduate of the doctoral study has abilities predetermining him or her for a work in managing positions in industry, public administration, etc., because he or she is capable to make a concept work, to analyse and creatively solve problems, and to make correct conclusions. The desired abilities of a graduate of a doctoral study are defined as follows: deep theoretical knowledge of the field, keeping track of the latest developments within the field, the development of new concepts, and solution to new problems and techniques, which a graduate should be able to interpret and clearly and efficiently present in discussions with both professionals and laymen. The graduate should be able to solve complicated conceptual matters in unpredictable situations, often without all the data necessary for such solution.

Before looking at trends of the development of the doctoral study at our university, it is necessary to draw the attention to the fact that the doctoral study has two forms. We differentiate between the full-time and part-time doctoral study. The full-time doctoral study lasts 3 years (at experimentally demanding faculties 4 years) and for the time being is totally dependent on subsidies from the state budget for scholarships. Financing of doctoral students from other resources is now rather exceptional. The part-time doctoral study lasts usually 5 years and the students are mostly university employees increasing their qualification with an intention to stay also after graduating from doctoral studies and to continue developing their careers. As the number of part-time doctoral students is not limited by allocating of scholarships from the state budget, it always highly exceeded the number of the full-time doctoral students.

The sources for scholarships of full-time doctoral students are allocated in a directive manner. Te Ministry of Education allocates subsidies from the state budget to universities for scholarships of full-time doctoral students on the basis of the number of accredited study programmes, the number of supervisors and the effectiveness of doctoral students. Under the effectiveness we understand the percentage of graduated doctoral students from the overall number of enrolled, hence it is a reverse of the „drop out“. Our university is the largest one in Slovakia and it is reflected in all these parameters. In fact, the development of doctoral study at our university is a picture of the whole Slovakia. We do not understand the attitude of the Ministry of Education, which allocates these sources also to universities which were established on the basis of a political order and have not educated any masters yet.
Now let us consider the situation of our university. Comenius University has 176 accredited study programmes, which is about two thirds of all branches accredited in Slovakia. The scientific councils of our faculties approved to each of these programmes at least two or three supervisors. However, this potential of the university has never been covered by the full-time doctoral students. Since the year 1996, the number of doctoral students moved as follows: 
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The number of new part-time doctoral studies is each year two or three times higher than full-time ones. On the other hand, there are also great annual oscillations influencing the shape of the curve of the overall number of doctoral students.

Also with natural oscillations of the curve, it is possible to observe a slow, but an unambiguous rise of the number of full-time doctoral students. While the number of part-time doctoral students still reflects the effort of the university to ensure the qualification growth of its own employees, the number of full-time doctoral students reflects the attitude of the government policy to the development of erudition.

We believe that the break point in the year 2003 is a signal of a continual change of state policy towards the doctoral studies, because subsidies from other resources cannot be expected.

But financial injections would not be able to preserve doctoral studies without a motivation of young graduates. Let us have a look at incentives behind the decision of graduates of master study to continue the doctoral studies.

Incentives of individuals are different, but they can be generalized and limited to the following three ones:

1. The first incentive is an interest in research work and effort to make a professional career at a university or other research institutions. Optimal procedure is to encourage gifted students still during their second (master) study level and to involve them into the research programme of their department or institute. Doctoral studies are for doctoral students a natural follow-up of their professional development and the adventure of scientific work at acquiring new knowledge is a primary motivation. These people are the future of our science.

2. The second incentive is an effort to acquire better prerequisites for pursuance of a future occupation. A graduate of a doctoral study should be well prepared for demanding assignments in the praxis and therefore he or she should be preferred in competitions. Unfortunately, it is not yet a case we would want and need.

3. The third incentive is a seeking of a position in the society. The doctoral study is often a temporary possibility, if the young person failed to find a job better fulfilling his or her visions about a financial security of a commencing professional career. The doctoral study is in these cases only a change station, and is often finished by changing of a job, contributing to the high drop out of doctoral students in last years.


Anyway, we have encountered the first problems of doctoral study and there is a demand to denominate also the others. Let us begin with those directly influencing the interest of young masters to continue the doctoral study and successfully finish it.

What is influencing the choice of suitable applicants for doctoral studies?

1. The social situation of doctoral students. The doctoral study is not financially attractive; scholarships of doctoral students have been considerably lower than salaries of equally aged employees of the university, though neither these employees have salaries corresponding with the importance of their profession. There are branches, where financial attractiveness of employment in praxis almost completely destroys an interest in doctoral studies. For example in dentistry, the growth of private praxis attracts all graduates and the doctoral studies are not implemented because of the lack of suitable or any applicants. On the other hand, a lot of applicants are in fields where starting salaries are not high or the labour market does not provide enough opportunities.


2. The status of a doctoral student means higher demands on study, but in spite of lower incomes, it does not enable to exploit advantages provided to students of bachelor and master study level (e.g., price reductions etc.).


3. The degree PhD. does not raise the chances of a success at the labour market. This degree is not an unambiguous advantage in competitions and does not provide its holder a better paid position. Universities and research institutes are an exception, because there the degree PhD. is a necessary requirement for preservation of a job and for a further career. This is the greatest disincentive of an interest in doctoral study in the areas of management, industry and business.


4. A technical and material equipment of institutions, particularly at universities, does not keep up with the times and the situation of science in developed countries. It is most appreciable in branches where writing of thesis depends on instrument equipment and expensive material.

From the point of view of the university, the most serious problems are the following:


1. The number of scholarships received by the university for new full-time doctoral students was until recently very low and corresponded neither to the potential of Comenius University, nor to the interest of graduates of master study in doctoral studies. The potential of the university is therefore not utilized. From the overall number of graduates of the master level, each year only about 10% enrol at doctoral studies.


2. The quality of doctoral studies depends on the scientific level of the supervising institute. Many years of an insufficient financing of universities resulted in stagnancy in building of research institutions and to obsolescence of instrumental parks mainly in experimental fields. This is reflected also in the status and level of doctoral study. An improvement of doctoral study cannot be expected without a substantial support of the research potential and an ameliorating of scientific work


3. This is one of the reasons for necessity to send doctoral students to long-term stays to top foreign institutions. A seamy aspect of this mobility is the fact that a high percentage of doctoral students does not return to home institutions, and in better cases they graduate abroad. On the one hand, this reality demonstrates the quality of education at our university and a good preparation of our graduates. However, on the other hand, the brain drain increases the effectiveness of doctoral studies. The investment into these experts never returns.


4. Nevertheless, without a regard for this risk, stays at outstanding universities and other institutions should form an obvious component of the study programme of each doctoral student. For the time being, this is implemented only at the best institutions and only thanks to personal contacts of supervisors. It is necessary to develop doctoral studies based on bilateral agreements, joint programmes and degrees with foreign partners. It is not a rule yet.


5. The crucial personality of doctoral studies is the supervisor. Except for the ability to lead doctoral students, he or she must be a scientific personality par excellence. It does not mean that each professor or associate professor can be a supervisor.


6. Though Comenius University has a uniform system of education of doctoral students and awarding of credits for their performance, there are great differences among individual faculties. For the defence of dissertation, some faculties demand three published papers in CC journals, some do not. According to the definition, the doctoral study should bring the creation and interpretation of new knowledge through original research developing the given field, and the results should be publishable after their review.


7. There are differences also in the curricula of doctoral studies. Comenius University could prepare for groups of study programmes some joint lectures of a general character.

Ladies and gentlemen, this was a brief overview of the most important problems of doctoral studies from the point of view of Comenius University. Some of them must and can be solved by us; some of them follow from the situation of our society and in the future will be solved, too. Nevertheless, there are also problems, which could be solved in the framework of cooperation with the UNICA, e.g. cooperation in the area of mobility of doctoral students, a material and logistic support, and establishing of joint centres of excellence aimed also at the development of doctoral studies.

