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Foreword

Doctoral learning journeys have, as their expressed aim, the completion
of the highest form of education: the doctorate; and yet they are so much
more than cognitive, intellectual journeys completing a significant proj-
ect and producing a thesis or series of connected publications. These
journeys are also life and identity journeys, and it is refreshing and
insightful that this book intertwines the several strands—personal, onto-
logical, learning, cognitive and intellectual—because at the heart of every
doctoral journey there is always a person learning and changing, and
there is often a range of supportive (one hopes) invested others circling
the seemingly lone intellectual traveller. Recognition of the unique inter-
twining of people and learning, community and the individual, new
learning and knowledge construction in the discipline or inter-discipline,
lies at the heart of this rich and diverse collation of stories from the doc-
toral candidates themselves, and their supportive others. As Chinua
Achebe comments, ‘storytellers are powerful’ (1987), and the construc-
tion of one’s own doctoral learning journey as a story is clearly evidenced
in this book as powerful, challenging and enabling for the candidates
who have been invited to intertwine the strands of their physical, intel-
lectual, emotional and imaginary lived experience as they journeyed
through the doctorate.
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viii Foreword

A unique contribution of this book is its focus on the student voice,
more commonly written about and researched in empowerment terms
among school students and undergraduates. Here the doctoral candidates
are telling their own stories, and this offers an authenticity often missing
from research articles which thematise and select what the authors deem
important. Personal, creative, critical views are often themselves formed
through the process of that writing. The students here interweave strands
of importance, and the editors explore, theorise, contextualise and offer
guidance on the journey in its broader context of institutions, supervi-
sion, discipline orientations and the processes of the doctorate. The felt,
lived experience in the doctoral student voice is both personal and intel-
lectually oriented, located in self; in struggling, facing challenges and sys-
tematically working forwards, occasionally recovering from a backward
slip, and breaking through with new discoveries and revelations. This is
formed here into their own work and their own writing. Bringing together
the student voices is enabling and very rich; they empower themselves as
they express their experiences, in their own way and their own words
about their own journeys.

However, this book is not just a concatenation of competing
voices—it is a carefully curated live piece. The authors have drawn the
student stories and voices together into well considered sections
which emerged from those stories, so that rather than the more famil-
iar doctoral study piece which offers a clarification of the research
process—of methods of data collection and analysis—the students’
voices and the stories lead.

In earlier work on doctoral learning journeys (Morris et al. 2011), we
discovered those vital interconnections between the personal, learning
and institutional dimensions of the doctoral journey, finding, for exam-
ple, that the personal, domestic dimensions could so influence the prog-
ress on the learning journey that sometimes it completely halted. Latterly,
working with creative doctoral students and particularly students from
Indigenous origins (specifically a Maori and an Aboriginal student whose
work I examined), and an Aboriginal graduate who I interviewed, in
those interviews the supportive role of family and community emerged as
essential to that journey. Much recent work has surfaced issues which
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show the relationships between wellbeing, mental health, the emotional
damage or support provided by supervisors, and successful doctoral stu-
dent journeys (Johansson et al. 2013; Wisker and Robinson 2012, 2015).
While research on academic identities and work on impostor syndrome
often concentrate on the emerging and sometimes stultified academic
identities of doctoral candidates as they meet challenges and face hurdles,
some of the positive, as well as some negative, interactions between per-
sonal worlds and learning worlds are also acknowledged by doctoral stu-
dents (Wisker et al. 2017).

For some students undertaking creative doctorates in particular,
the intertwining of the creative, the personal and the intellectual lies
at the very core of their work. This can be a further element of com-
plexity leading to potential paralyses in the work, or struggles with
institutional requirements while pursuing something highly creative,
or/and a rich intertwining of the intellectual development alongside
the creative and the personal. Latterly, workshops I have facilitated
have focused on the intertwining of ontology and epistemology, and
more straightforwardly, a concern that the doctoral candidates’ cre-
ative questioning, confusions, contestations, changes, risk taking,
intrigue and questioning are inextricably intertwined with the research
journey. In these workshops, candidates and supervisors remembering
their own journeys have told of the breakthroughs into new under-
standing which lead to valuable contributions to knowledge and,
much more, breakthroughs in ways of learning and understanding
which fundamentally affect and enrich the learning journey through,
and beyond, the doctoral project.

The student voices in this book’s curated stories articulate such inter-
twining at all stages of the doctoral learning journeys. This is a very
valuable, essential companion piece to journal articles and handbooks,
and the book’s focus on humanities and arts students offers a particu-
larly rich and in-depth look at those intertexts between the personal,
the learning, the creative, experiencing the researcher self, the develop-
ment and contribution of research, new knowledge and understand-
ings, and the invaluable new changes in both the intellectual and the
personal journeys.
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Introduction

Donna Lee Brien, Craig Batty, Elizabeth Ellison,
and Alison Owens

The doctorate represents the most advanced form of adult education and
qualification. Although considerable effort, research and training has
been expended on the process of completing a doctorate, there has been
far less interest or focus on the lived experience of doing one—the human,
and often relatively veiled dimension that underpins the highest level of
formal learning achievable. With this is mind, this book offers a wide
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variety of personal insights from creative arts and humanities research
students into the challenging yet rewarding journey of undertaking a
doctorate. Recognising that the doctoral journey is simultaneously cogni-
tive, emotional, spiritual, ethical and transformational, the book presents
a range of chapters written by current or very recently completed doctoral
students (as well as one intending candidate) that capture the essence of
what it means to undertake a doctorate in the twenty first century. Unlike
other books that focus on the degree milestones that completing doctoral
level study entails, this book is uniquely organised around the themes and
concerns that students themselves have identified as centrally important
to successfully completing their research degrees—the invisible work of
the doctorate. From assessing the self to working with others, from build-
ing resilience to developing networks, and considering how ethical con-
duct permeates a researcher’s practice, this book takes its readers—both
students and supervisors—on a journey towards successful doctoral
learning. Each section is framed by ideas and concepts suggested by the
editors, who are experienced doctoral supervisors, but the core content of
the book is purposely student-driven and authored. This, we hope, will
provide an authentic and user-friendly account of the doctoral experience.

On Doctoral Learning

In the students’ accounts of their experiences and journeys, it is not sur-
prising to see them demonstrating sophisticated levels of conceptual, pro-
cedural, declarative and metacognitive knowledge, as defined in Benjamin
Bloom’s Taxonomy (Anderson and Krathwohl 2001). Constructivist
accounts of adult learning emphasise the sequential and developmental
process of assimilating new knowledge with existing knowledge, and then
applying this newly assimilated knowledge to practice. In his model of
the Experiential Learning Cycle, David Kolb (1981) emphasises the
cyclical process of theorising abstract conceptualisations, testing these
theories through application to concrete experiences, and then reflecting
on outcomes to generate further and more refined theorisations. This
cyclical process applies very clearly to doctoral study, which aims to
develop new knowledge (and/or theories) supported by evidence drawn
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from real-world investigations through research, and implying further
research through a process of reflective analysis, evaluation and further
theorisation. As the students in this book discuss, the challenges and
complexities of undertaking a doctorate have been embraced and over-
come to produce resilient learners who are not only able to complete
research projects, but who are also able to understand the journey they
have undergone and fold it back into their ongoing practice—as research-
ers, practitioners, teachers, and so on.

Other constructivist models of learning organise the development of
cognitive complexity as a hierarchical process, for example, Bloom’s
Taxonomy (Anderson and Krathwohl 2001), John Biggs SOLO
(Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes) (Biggs and Tang 2011), and
Matthew Perry’s ‘nine positions’. Perry’s model (1975) progresses from a
dualistic—right or wrong—approach, to acquiring knowledge through a
multiplistic understanding of knowledge as context-dependent and
uncertain, to a sophisticated response to relative values and contingent
knowledge through a process of commitment to a reasoned position. The
doctoral journey represents an engagement with knowledge and reality
that is necessarily performed at the higher end of the hierarchy of cogni-
tive complexity. Doctoral students ‘theorise the unknown’, performing
what Biggs (Biggs and Tang 2011) has defined as ‘extended abstract’
thinking in a sustained and structured process, engaging with the higher
order cognitive processes of evaluative and creative thinking (Anderson
and Krathwohl 2001). With many of the doctoral projects described in
this book drawn from students of the creative arts, creative thinking is
particularly evident. In this context, each chapter provides an evaluative
account of an aspect of doctoral study that has challenged the student-
author, whose reflective assessment and subsequent ‘breakthrough’ can
help inform and support others undertaking their own research journeys.

This book thus celebrates the lived experience of undertaking a doctor-
ate—the human dimension of high-level learning—and taps into some
of the common personal challenges that students face and, ideally, learn
how to overcome. Chapter authors are each at different stages of their
doctoral journey (with some just completed), and their stories reflect on
key aspects of the journey that had such an effect as to ‘stop them in their
tracks’ and encourage them to think more widely than their specific
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research project. The book therefore does not follow what many other
doctoral study guides would consider to be the ‘standard’ journey of can-
didature. Rather than taking readers through stages related to the project
itself—for example, developing a literature review, selecting and enacting
a methodology, conducting pilot work—this book centres on the often
non-linear, iterative and sometimes messy cognitive journey, which we
characterise as a transformation that comprises challenges, breakthroughs
and reflections on the process. In editing this book, we found that it was
sometimes more useful to place chapters by students further along the
journey alongside those who were just beginning, because early insights
were useful segues into the very issues that the latter students were then
writing about. We hope the structure presented is rich and rewarding,
and encourages an interactive relationship with the stories presented,
rather than simply following them in a preconceived order.

On Doctoral Transformation

The doctoral learning experience is also strongly transformational in both
the personal and the social sense (Mezirow and Taylor 2009), in that new
knowledge created from an original research enquiry informs and pro-
gresses the understandings of a specialist community of practice (disci-
pline), and also transforms the individual through “self-critique of
deeply-held assumptions which leads to greater personal awareness in
relationship to others” (Taylor in Mezirow and Taylor 2009, p. 5). This
process is evident in Alison Vincent’s chapter, which positions identity at
the centre of doctoral learning and emphasises self-discovery in what is
firmly framed as a process of life-centred learning. It also provides the
focus of the chapters from Leanne Dodd, Justine Newport, Alison Owens
and Charmaine O’Brien, which explore the personal and interpersonal
implications, benefits and risks involved in telling your own and other
people’s stories.

A strong theme of self-care and self-awareness emerges also from the
student stories. Further evidence of the life-oriented nature of adult
learning, and the centrality of formal and informal relationships, is

provided in chapters by Peter McKenzie, Susannah Oddi and Colleen
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Ryan, for example. Empowering experience-based guidance is drawn
from chapters by AK Milroy and Carmen Grey, which speak to tactics
for achieving university approvals, recognising and realising the role of
creativity in doctoral research, and developing personal resilience for
unplanned outcomes. Gail Pittaway and Bernadette Ryan further
demonstrate the personal, professional and intellectual transforma-
tions that are a direct flow-on from doctoral study. Transformation,
therefore, permeates the entirety of the book’s content, as well as its
structure.

On the Creative Arts and Humanities
Doctorate

Despite the various paradigms of doctoral degrees that exist internation-
ally (with such features as coursework, numbers of milestone review
points, the viva voce and the ways examiners are asked to report varying
from location to location, and sometimes even within individual univer-
sities), the human experience of doctoral study—our research, and this
book, suggests—is much more universal. As such, while the focus of this
book is on PhD students from the creative arts and humanities, we sug-
gest that all of the aspects written about by the students—personal and
cognitive—are applicable across disciplines and doctorate types (for
example, PhD, Doctor of Creative Arts, Professional Doctorate, Doctor
of Education). The fact that this book concentrates on the creative arts
and humanities is a testament of sorts to its focus on unearthing the per-
sonal and human facets of doctoral study, given that many creative arts
and humanities research topics relate to people, cultures and personal
processes.

The Development of This Book

The foundations for this book emerged via a two-day workshop with cur-
rent or newly completed research students as facilitated by the editors.
Throughout the two days, the students were invited to share their



