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Being a doctoral student is different; different from being 
a student of a taught degree programme. You are on 
your own. You have to decide what is needed and how 
you will meet the needs. You may go through periods of 
lull, stress and digressions. You have to overcome them 
all. The initial enthusiasm will dip at times, and it is 
perseverance rather than brilliance that will carry you 
through. And you will get enlightenment, Eureka! 

You should not rush through your Ph.D. admission. Get 
as much information as you can before choosing your 
Research Area, your Supervisor and your University. 
Search in the Internet, meet academics and talk to 
probable Supervisors. Get to know the track record of the 
Supervisor: his or her publishing record and supervisory 
skills. The supervisor may not be the top scholar, but if he 
or she is positive and has supervisory skills, it is more 
than enough. Ph.D. students in many successful cases 
have spent their time in a gurukula, even in modern India; 
though we follow the western system of education! After 
all, every Ph.D. student is like a satellite doing multiple 
functions for a fixed period around the Supervisor. But 
many students because of several preoccupations 
gradually go out of the orbit of the Supervisor (even 
before their Ph.D. mission is complete). They are like 
satellites which have run out of energy prematurely and 
not much could be done to bring them back to the orbit. It 
is in your own interest that you ensure your Supervisor 
does not lose hope in you. Of course, it is the duty of the 
student as well as the Supervisor to see to it that the 
student is steered in orbit. If the student is studious, too 
much maneuvering may not be needed. ‘Kula’ in gurukula 
means the teacher’s domain comprising his home-school, 
and the student shall remain in the domain in order to be 
successful. One day I grumbled to a senior Professor in 
my University that I had to remind some of my Ph.D. 
students repeatedly about their Ph.D. work. The senior 
Professor advised me:  “Ph.D.  students  should  be  after  

you and not the other way round”.  
At times, Ph.D. is not only a frustrating experience for 

the student but for the Supervisor as well. See excerpts 
from an email I sent to my Ph.D. students: “I am here to 
advise you at the right spot, if you seek advice. My 
personal feeling is that today's world has too many 
attractions and 'wants' have become 'needs' and Ph.D. 
becomes difficult. Let not your ‘wants’ take focus off your 
Ph.D. Kindly do not bring any drafts to me unless you are 
thoroughly convinced that there are no errors to the best 
of your knowledge. Do not ever meet me just to make me 
feel that you are working though you are not. But if you 
have any problems you may meet me any time.” The 
morale of the Ph.D. students should be high, and the 
Supervisor can help in this. I write with considerable 
experience as a Ph.D. Supervisor under whom six 
students have completed their Ph.D. I have also guided 
20 M.Phil. dissertations. In the era of liberalization and 
economic prosperity, we now find it difficult unlike our 
previous generation to work hard. My father, Dr. M. 
Israel, worked as a first generation literate to gain his 
Ph.D. within three years in the late 1960s (under the 
supervision of famous litterateur Dr. Mu.Va.) and his 
thesis was adjudged ‘highly commended’. When I joined 
the M.A. programme in the University of Madras in the 
late 1980s, the then Librarian happily told me that he 
knew my father very well because he used to work hard 
in the library most days from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. on his 
thesis “Treatment of Morphology in Tolkāppiyam”. My 
father had studied only up to Standard VIII as a regular 
student. He had taken high school and other degree 
examinations as an external candidate simultaneously 
doing some jobs to earn a living. Dr. Mu.Va. offered him a 
scholarship to do Ph.D. and my father did his best. Of 
course, we need great men and women like Dr. Mu.Va. 
who identify talents and help. We also need students 
whose   self-efficacy   is   high   like   that   of   my  father. 
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Vast reading will help to improve your knowledge in the 
field. Also, attending conferences and presenting papers 
will help you to have a better understanding of the field. 
The outdoor exposure will also introduce you to 
researchers and teachers from different universities who 
are working on the same field.  

Why do Ph.D. students drag on completion of Ph.D. 
beyond four years? The reasons could be: (1) Not having 
a workable research problem; (2) lack of a long-term 
commitment required of a Ph.D. programme; (3) lack of a 
career goal that warrants a Ph.D.; (4) side-tracked by 
outside work; (5) greater family priorities such as getting 
married and begetting children; (6) underestimating the 
requirements of a Ph.D.; (7) incompatibility with the 
Supervisor; and (8) simply contented on becoming a 
Ph.D. student. 

If you are doing a Ph.D. do not take up a new job or 
marry (if not already married) before completing your 
Ph.D. Anything which will draw much energy out of you 
besides your Ph.D. will slow you down. The commitment 
of the eminent Vice-Chancellor of several Universities, 
Dr. V.C. Kulandaiswamy was such that he postponed his 
marriage not only for his Ph.D. but also for raising up in 
the academic career. 

Ideally, your Ph.D. should be completed within three or 
four years. If you exceed this time span it is your fault or 
that of your Supervisor. Many good Universities pull up 
the Supervisors if the student exceeds four or five years. 
The United Kingdom has a policy of awarding students 
who cannot complete Ph.D. an M.Phil. (M.Phil. in the 
U.K. is generally a failed Ph.D., unlike in India.) A strict 
deadline is not possible in Indian conditions where many 
Universities do not even bother whether the Ph.D. 
student pays the fees every semester and/or do not have 
periodical formal review meetings. Many Universities 
focus more on taught degree programmes. But the 
vibrant and conscientious students stick to the schedules 
and finish the Ph.D. within three to four years. 

Supervisors should be closely involved in research and 
publication that result from the Ph.D. Normally, the 
papers that are published as part of Ph.D. work carry the 
name of the supervisor as the second author or the first 
author, for this very purpose. The Ph.D. student should 
be aware of the level of knowledge delivery that is 
required of Ph.D. You should not overestimate or under-
estimate. Your supervisor should be in a position to help 
decide on the level of work required.  

A Ph.D. is to know everything of something, not 
something of everything. The outcome of a Ph.D. is an 
original contribution to knowledge but not necessarily a 
tremendous breakthrough. Research is not just descript-
tive which gives answers to the question 'what' but is 
analytic which answers the question 'why'. This means, 
research gives explanations, works out relationships, 
predicts, theorizes, and generalizes. 

According to Phillips and Pugh (2005), a Ph.D. is 
awarded  for   ‘an  original  contribution  to  knowledge’  in  

 
 
 
 
terms of:  
 
(i) Setting down a major piece of new information in 
writing for the first time 
(ii) Continuing a previously original piece of work 
(iii) Carrying out original work designed by the supervisor 
(iv) Providing a single original technique, observation, or 
result in an otherwise unoriginal but competent piece of 
research 
(v) Having many original ideas, methods and inter-
pretations all performed by others under the direction of 
the researcher 
(vi) Showing originality in testing somebody else’s idea 
(vii) Carrying out empirical work that has not been done 
before 
(viii) Making a synthesis that has not been made before 
(ix) Using already known material but with a new 
interpretation 
(x) Taking a particular technique and applying it in a new 
area 
(xi) Bringing new evidence to bear on an old issue 
(xii) Being cross-disciplinary and using different 
methodologies 
(xiii) Looking at areas that people in the discipline haven’t 
looked at before 
(xiv) Adding to knowledge in a way that has not been 
done before. 
 
Ask fellow academics and friends to comment on your 
thesis drafts. Your ideas should be clear and language 
lucid. Even people with poor language skills write 
powerfully when their ideas are shaped in mind. 
Otherwise, even with good language you will beat around 
the bush. Do not make the thesis shorter or longer than is 
needed – let it be between 150 and 300 pages, if the 
University does not have a different guideline. Key in your 
ideas on a computer as and when you get them. If you 
wait till the data collection is over you may not have 
developed the writing skills at that final stage and you 
may find writing difficult. It is people who wait till the end 
to write who mostly plagiarize. Even in the introduction 
chapter do not copy verbatim without citations. Art of 
writing is rewriting. Whenever you do not wish to cite, 
take notes from the texts you read and write on your own. 
It is the style and not the content that attracts copyright 
violations! 

A thesis should have the following in some form: 
 
- Introduction 
- Review of literature  
- Theoretical framework 
- Methodology 
- Data analysis and interpretation 
- Conclusions 
- References 
 
To  elaborate on the gurukula system, Ph.D. students are  



 
 
 
 
not there just to do their thesis. This is the case even in 
the West. As Turk (2013) says: “You are not there just to 
do a thesis; you are there to become a mature and 
knowledgeable researcher in your field. Sometimes this 
means working on non-thesis-related projects for a time, 
helping out with lab/group duties, giving lectures, giving 
demos to various people, helping the supervisor with 
reviewing or proposal writing, etc. etc. All of these 
‘distractions’ can be quite useful to you later on.” Also, if 
you are supportive of your Supervisor in his or her 
academic work, he or she will naturally find time in 
moving ahead with your work even if pressed for time. 
But a few Supervisors may extract personal work or take 
bribe from doctoral students, which is definitely unethical. 

In fact, like in the gurukula system, social support is 
much needed for Ph.D. You get advice from other Gurus 
(teachers) too once in a while, particularly when you are 
struck. Do not undermine your supervisor. This will 
impede the learning process. Your supervisor may not 
know everything but he or she definitely knows several 
things which you do not. Your supervisor may also face 
issues such as job insecurity, administrative respon-
sibilities, and lack of academic recognition he or she 
deserves. But these should not stand in the way of your 
research; any academic will care for a Ph.D. student who 
is emotionally attached to the academic growth of his or 
her supervisor.  

If your supervisor or the University draws a time 
schedule, please stick to it. Just because your supervisor 
is busy do not stop working till he or she sees a draft; 
keep working on other aspects. If you have other 
priorities, do not blame the supervisor for the slow 
progress of your doctoral work. Remember, you are 
blocking slots of more deserving students by not finishing 
your work. Do not act too smart and criticize other Ph.D. 
theses of having poor quality. If you do that no one will 
share their theses or academic knowledge with you. Take 
notes when you read some useful material like thesis, 
conference proceedings or listen to a talk. The act of 
doing this will make you concentrate besides giving you 
material to rely on for your Ph.D. work. Talk to fellow 
researchers and academics whenever you get a chance; 
see to it that a good part of the chat is aimed at academic 
excellence. Read research journals. Do not waste time 
complaining about lack of facilities or supportive atmo-
sphere. If the atmosphere is not conducive you can try 
changing it wherever possible. 
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Do not crack jokes on Ph.D. Do you not know jokes 
have serious meanings? Some people expand the 
acronym of Ph.D. as ‘permanent health damage’. Yes, 
the damage may happen if you are idle for a long time 
and work strenuously all of a sudden to rush through your 
Ph.D. If you are not practising well you should not aspire 
to win a match. It is better to practise slowly and steadily 
to win. The other day, I heard a story that a student 
permanently lost three ‘Cs’ [flexibility] on the neck 
working strenuously on computer for Ph.D. If you are 
using computer as an aid for your Ph.D. take precautions 
laid out for computer users. A joke on FIP is ‘family 
improvement programme’ – to be off work to pamper 
one’s children or to build a house. FIP is, in fact, the 
Faculty Improvement Programme scheme of the 
University Grants Commission for teachers to do Ph.D. 
People misusing such a UGC scheme should be given 
the “the rarest of rare punishment” under the higher 
education system. 

As the Tamil sage Thiruvalluvar says, “Start a work 
after considered thought, and then do not give a second 
thought”. So do not give up once you have started on 
your Ph.D. journey. A doctoral degree is the highest 
degree that can be awarded. It proclaims that the 
recipient is worthy of being listened to as an authority in 
an appropriate forum and can do independent research. 
If you deserve it, you will work for it and get it. 
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