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Mastering social science research methodology is a daunting challenge for doctoral candidates. This
paper explores these challenges from the perspective of doctoral faculty and supervisors in the
United States and Australia. A discussion of research methodology may be simplified into a linear
sequence of selecting a topic, then framing the problem statement, purpose, focus, and research
guestions. The doctoral candidate then applies the appropriate research paradigm and theoretical
perspective to their construction of a credible research design. As straight forward as this sequence
appears, the doctoral candidate is confronted with an overwhelming number of methodological
decisions prior to implementing their research study which geometrically expand with each step
taken.

Doctoral degree non completion rates have remained consistently high for the past 50 years.
Approximately only 50% of humanities candidates and 56% of social sciences candidates successfully
complete their doctoral degree in the United States (Grasso, Barry & Valentine, 2009). In Australia
completion rates are recently faring better than the United States yet remain unacceptably high
(Group of Eight, 2013; Bourke, 2004). Clearly, high rates of non-completion continue to vex higher
education. In no small part the challenges of research methodology play an important role when
considering that this represents a key ingredient for the doctoral candidate completing the
dissertation.

Threshold concepts offer a means to deconstruct and restructure teaching and learning of research
methodology concepts for doctoral candidates. As Jan Meyer (2012) contends, the process is “...
energising and provoking discussion by faculty about their own courses in their own disciplines, and
often leading to the discovery of transformational concepts that occasion epistemic and ontological
shifts in their students” (p. 8).

Drawing upon the extensive supervisory experiences of the authors and review of related literature
(Gardner, 2010; Humphrey & Simpson, 2012; Kiley, 2009; Lovitts, 2008; Melles, 2009; Moss, et al.,
2009; von Strumm, et al., 2011; Walker et al, 2008) a survey instrument was developed to identify
potential threshold concepts in research methodology from the perspective of doctoral faculty and
supervisors. The survey targeted members in the International Doctoral Education Research
Network (IDERN) and a representative sample of supervisors at the universities which the authors
are affiliated with. The study provides a transnational exploration of the “ways in which the idea of
threshold concepts is interpreted by teachers” (Irvine & Carmichael, 2009, p. 116) and framed the
scope of the inquiry to the following themes:

e Building a logical cohesive scholarly argument

e Recognizing when to bring theory into the study

e Gaining critical value from the literature to the study
e Progressing from description to analysis

e Credible evidence-based analysis and interpretation
e Contributing trustworthy high quality research

Particular attention is given in this paper to the dissertation phase of learning and the critical role of
supervision. Underlying this research is the critically important need to improve instruction in

research methodology and to increase successful completion rates for doctoral students. The study
acknowledges the importance of scaffolding learning and teaching which supports student mastery



of concept knowledge. Conclusions examine strategies which promote the modeling of concepts
beyond the procedural aspects of research methodology.

References

Bourke, S., Holbrook, A., Lovat, T., & Farley, P. (2004). Attrition, completion and completion times of
PhD candidates. Paper presented at the meeting of the Australian Association for Research in
Education, Melbourne, AU.

Gardner, S. (2010). Contrasting the socialization experience of doctoral students in high- and low-
completing departments: A qualitative analysis of disciplinary contexts at one institution. The
Journal of Higher Education, 81(1), 61-81.

Grasso, M., Barry, M., & Valentine, T. (2009). A Data-Driven Approach to Improving Doctoral
Completion (Occasional Paper). Washington, DC: Council of Graduate Schools.

Group of Eight. (2013, March). The Changing PhD (Discussion Paper). Turner, ACT, Australia: Author.

Humphrey, R., & Simpson, B. (2012). Writes of passage: Writing up qualitative data as a threshold
concept in doctoral research. Teaching in Higher Education, 17(6), 735-746.

Irvine, N., & Carmichael, P. (2009). Threshold concepts: A point of focus for practitioner research.
Active Learning in Higher Education, 10(2), 103-119.

Kiley, M. (2009). Identifying threshold concepts and proposing strategies to support doctoral
candidates. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 46(3), 293-304.

Lovitts, B. (2008). The transition to independent research: Who makes it, who doesn't, and why. The
Journal of Higher Education, 79(3), 296-325.

Melles, G. (2009). Global perspectives on structured research training in doctorates of design — what
do we value? Design Studies, 30(3). 255-271.

Meyer, J. H. F. (2012). Variation in student learning as a threshold concept. Journal of Faculty
Development, 26(3), 8-13.

Moss, P. A., Phillips, D. C., Erickson, F. D., Floden, R. E., Lather, P. A., & Schneider, B. L. (2009).
Learning from our differences: A dialogue across perspectives on quality in education research.
Educational Researcher, 38(7), 501-517.

von Strumm, S., Hell, B., & Chamorro-Premuzic, T. (2011). The hungry mind: Intellectual curiosity is
the third pillar of academic performance. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 6(6), 574-588.

Walker, G. E., Golde, C. M., Jones, L., Bueschel, A. C., & Hutchings, P. (2008). The formation of
scholars: Rethinking doctoral education for the twenty-first century. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass.



