
 1 

 
 
External evaluation of the PhD programme of the Faculty of 
Educational Sciences, University of Oslo (UiO)  
 
Introduction 
 
This is an external evaluation report of the PhD programme of the University of Oslo’s Faculty of 
Educational Sciences. It is part of the University’s quality assurance system for education that 
requires a programme evaluation within a six-year period. The report adds to and complements 
the internal self-evaluation report of the Faculty for the period 2014-2019, compiled in the 
autumn semester of 2020.  
 
The Faculty appointed the following external experts to evaluate the PhD programme: 
Dr. Nicoline Frølich, Head of Research, NIFU, Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, 
Research and Education, Norway 
Ms. Ida Cheyenne Martinez Lunde, Doctoral student, Faculty of Educational Sciences, 
University of Oslo, Norway 
Professor Monica Rosén, Department of Education and Special Education, University of 
Gothenburg, Sweden 
Professor Kristiina Kumpulainen, Faculty of Educational Sciences, University of Helsinki, 
Finland (chair of the evaluation panel) 
 
The external committee was mandated to evaluate the academic quality of the PhD programme 
in the period 2014-2019 in light of international standards, and to prepare a report that describes 
the status of the programme compared to relevant benchmarks, and points to means through 
which the programme can improve its academic quality and the programme as a whole can 
enhance its efficiency. In the evaluation, the committee was asked to evaluate the entirety of the 
PhD programme, including but not limited to the attractiveness of the programme to new 
applicants; financing - internal (University of Oslo) or from external institutions; administrative 
support; supervision; research environment; student progress and progress monitoring 
mechanisms; course offerings; internationalisation; the structure and merit of doctoral 
dissertations; demand for skills gained from the programme, applicable to academic and non-
academic job markets; the overall program efficiency, including organisation, leadership and 
communication; and the interaction between the elements in the PhD programme and 
evaluating the whole vs the sum of its parts. 
 
The internal self-evaluation report of the Faculty has formed the basis for the work of the 
external evaluation committee. It describes the structure of the PhD programme and 
participants' experiences including the results from a survey, and results from interviews with 
PhD students. In addition, the panel has investigated the website of the PhD programme paying 
attention to its stated rules and regulations, as well as guidelines and the overall program 
description. 
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The attractiveness of the programme to new applicants 
 
According to the internal self-evaluation report, the attractiveness of the PhD programme is 
good and adequate, despite some changes in certain fields. We can also see some variation 
between the departments and the number of PhD students in each. For example, the Center of 
Educational Measurement (CEMO) has enrolled more students over the years, whereas there 
has been a visible decline in the number of PhD students in the Department of Educational 
Research over the 2014-2019 period. These trends ought to be analysed and considered by the 
Faculty and its PhD Programme Council. There also appears to be a gender skew, the 
programme having significantly more female students than male students. The external 
evaluation committee also wonders whether data on students' language and cultural 
backgrounds have been collected. This information would be important in understanding how 
the program attracts and responds to diversity.   
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty continues to follow systematically the attractiveness of its PhD 
programme, taking account of the field/department, as well as students’ gender, age, 
language and cultural background. 

• That the Faculty develops adequate measures to attract new PhD students locally and 
internationally, with efforts to increase diversity. 

• That the Faculty develops its communication strategy about its PhD programme. This 
strategy could better highlight the history and achievements of the programme, different 
departments and their research expertise, including the supervisors available. 

• That the Faculty ensures that there is a systematic and efficient way to respond to 
potential queries about the PhD programme.  

• That the Faculty considers collaboration with international PhD programmes for 
increased visibility and international attention. 

 
 
Financing, internal or from external institutions 
 
The financing of PhD students varies. Some students are funded by the Ministry, the Research 
Council of Norway, or other external funders, such as the EU or Nordforsk. The PhD students 
can also be employed elsewhere.  
 
A majority of candidates employed at the Faculty have a four-year contract with 75% of the time 
dedicated to the PhD programme and 25% to mandatory duties. These duties also allow the 
PhD students to integrate into the Faculty and develop professionally.  
 
The external evaluation committee did not have data on how the financing of the PhD students 
is connected to their graduation and/or future careers, or how financing is linked to PhD 
students’ gender, age, language and cultural background. In the future, the Faculty may want to 
collect these data to monitor and ensure equity and efficiency. 
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Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty ensures that regardless of funding, each PhD student is treated and 
supported equally. 

• That the Faculty considers ways to support the graduation of those PhD students whose 
funding has ended prior to their graduation. For example, at the University of Helsinki 
there are Faculty grants for PhD students that can cover 1-12 months full-time work until 
graduation. A PhD student can apply for this grant, which requires the supervisors’ 
support. The University of Gothenburg offers similar grants to PhD students, to support 
the completion of their doctoral degree. 

• That the Faculty will systematically collect data on the PhD students’ progress, 
graduation time and future careers for developing equitable and effective funding 
instruments and arrangements. 

• That the Faculty develops work opportunities for externally-funded PhD students that will 
support their professional development and integration into the Faculty. 

 
 
Administrative support 
 
The PhD programme has robust administrative support. Administrative officers are responsible 
for administering the PhD courses and activities in the programme. Based on the internal 
evaluation report, the administration is available and accessible to the PhD students.  
 
The administration also organises and participates in departmental meetings, PhD lunches, and 
specific seminars that cover a range of topics relevant to the PhD students and their education 
and research. The committee welcomes and appreciates these efforts.  
 
The internal report suggests that there are some problems with communicating information 
about the regulations (linguistically and in content) and course offerings of the PhD programme 
to the students.  
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty ensures that its administration maintains active communication with 
PhD students and provides regular updates on course offerings and new/revised 
regulations. This can be enhanced by including PhD student representation in the 
decision-making processes.  

 
 
Supervision and student progress and progress monitoring mechanisms 
 
The overall supervision structure is well organised and adequate. Progress reports, midway 
assessments and final readings are excellent ways to follow up on students’ progress and to 
support their work. There seems to be some variation in the frequency of supervisory meetings 
between supervisors and PhD students within and across departments and centres. The Faculty 



 4 

may want to monitor the situation and synchronise supervisory meeting practices, for example, 
by unified recommendations and examples. 
 
According to the internal self-evaluation report, the PhD students typically graduate in about 5.3 
years. Internationally, the expectation for graduation of fully-funded doctoral student positions is 
usually 4 years, hence actions should be taken to consider how the PhD students could be 
better supported to graduate sooner. At the same time, the external evaluation committee 
acknowledges that maternal or paternal leave or health-related issues can impact graduation 
time. 
 
The evaluation committee finds the requirements for acting as a PhD supervisor to be good as 
they provide an opportunity to all faculty members who hold doctoral (or equivalent) degrees in 
the relevant field to engage in supervision. This arrangement also supports supervisors’ 
professional/career development.  
 
The Faculty offers seminars on supervision which is a very good arrangement. The evaluation 
panel recommends that these seminars on supervision will also be systematically monitored 
and further developed by the PhD Programme Council, if this is not already the case. This 
would ensure systematicity in the continuous professional development of supervisors.  
 
It is unclear to the external evaluation committee how prospective PhD students can find 
information about potential supervisors. Also, it is not clear whether the Faculty collects 
information about how many PhD students each supervisor in the Faculty typically has, and 
whether there are any regulations about this. These are important issues that are connected to 
the recruitment of doctoral students and quality of supervision, and hence need to be attended 
to if this is not already the case.  
 
Although two supervisors can support doctoral students in their research work, the PhD 
programme may consider whether it wants to establish a small PhD supervisory committee (4-5 
members) for each doctoral student would will also take part in reading and commenting in 
progress reports, midway assessments and final reading, and when necessary, helping out and 
supporting the PhD student. The Faculty may also consider including scholars from other 
universities or from other relevant fields in society to be included in the PhD supervisory 
committee. Establishing a committee for a PhD student is a common arrangement 
internationally. This applies to the University of Helsinki, the University of Gothenburg and many 
universities in North America. 
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty makes sure that the supervision of each PhD student is of equally high 
quality, regular and serves students’ needs and learning. 

• That the Faculty will create minimum expectations of supervision, and the roles and 
responsibilities of both supervisors and students be clarified across the Faculty. 

• That the Faculty makes sure that the role and expectations for being a supervisor are 
clearly communicated across departments and centres. 
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• That the Faculty makes sure that systematic efforts are made to support the professional 
development of supervisors. Seminars and other courses offered to supervisors should 
be monitored by the PhD Program Council of the Faculty.   

• That the Faculty considers whether it wants to create a PhD supervisory committee for 
each doctoral student consisting of the two nominated supervisors and 2-3 other 
internal/national/international academics from universities or other relevant institutions. 

 
 
Research environment 
 
The internal report shows that PhD students feel welcomed in their research groups and in their 
departments. The initial phase of entering the PhD programme appears to be experienced 
differently among the PhD students. Transitioning into the programme appears smoother to 
those PhD students who are already familiar with the Faculty (for example, through earlier 
periods of study and/or work-related experiences) compared to those PhD students who are 
new to the Faculty. 
 
According to the internal report, to ensure smooth transitioning into the PhD programme some 
departments/centres of the Faculty have developed a ‘buddy system’ which appears to have 
been well received among the PhD students. The evaluation committee hence recommends 
that a ‘buddy system’ be more systematically implemented at the Faculty to support PhD 
students’ smooth transitioning into the programme. 
 
The internal report suggests that there is some institutional hierarchy between PhD students 
and other members of the Faculty. The evaluation committee recommends that attention be 
given to developing awareness and practices that can promote all PhD students’ sense of being 
respected and treated equally in the Faculty. 
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty implements a ‘buddy system’ in its PhD programme across all 
departments/centres to support PhD students’ smooth transitioning into their doctoral 
studies and research. Administrative support can be an important facilitator here.  

• That the Faculty promotes all PhD students’ sense of being respected and treated 
equally in the Faculty. 
 

 
Course offerings 
 
According to the internal, self-evaluation report, the Faculty has revised its PhD programme 
from 2018 by organising a structured start for the PhD students, reducing the size of the course 
portfolio, and organising a mandatory methodology course. The external evaluation committee 
welcomes these developments and finds the course offerings of the PhD programme to be 
coherent and adequately compact. At the same time, the programme accommodates the 
different interests and fields of research of the PhD students.  
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The courses offered by the Faculty seem adequate and there are clear outcomes described for 
the various courses, as well as to the PhD programme as a whole. It seems that there are some 
issues with communicating the course offerings, both to supervisors and to PhD students.  
 
Having a structured start to the courses serves multiple purposes. Academically, it supports 
candidates in planning their research projects further and to get a good start in their doctoral 
study and research work. Socially, it allows the PhD students to meet and get to know each 
other and to become familiar with the Faculty.  
 
Considering the negative feedback on the philosophy of science course, it would be useful to 
revisit the course to update its goals, realisation, assignments and assessment. 
 
It seems that course offerings on generic skills that focus on academic writing in English and 
Norwegian, publishing journal articles, writing grant applications, project management, time 
management, teamwork skills, and communication skills are not included among the main 
course offerings. The evaluation committee is aware that these generic courses are usually 
organised and offered annually by the PhD Programme Council, the UiO library and PhD 
organisations on campus. The committee nevertheless recommends that the communication 
and development of these courses as an integral part of the PhD programme could be 
strengthened. 
 
Based on the self-evaluation report, it is important that more attention is given to the 
accreditation of courses from other institutions to ensure their fair recognition in students’ course 
portfolios. The PhD Programme Council should develop appropriate accreditation systems that 
can be used across departments/centres in the event of external courses.  
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty improves its communication strategy of the course offerings for PhD 
students and their supervisors. It is important to ensure that every student is aware of 
what is available and how to build their course portfolio for their PhD degree. For 
example, the Faculty could develop a menu or handbook of all courses offered across 
the Faculty, including potential examples of students’ course portfolios. It is also 
important that all courses and other activities align with the learning outcomes of the 
programme. 

• That the Faculty ensures that all PhD students understand the requirements and 
balance between mandatory and optional course topics. Targeted seminars could be 
organised for the students to develop their course portfolio.  

• That the Faculty considers explicitly asking each PhD student to construct a plan for the 
courses they will undertake at the beginning of their programme, and that the 
construction of this plan is supported by the Faculty and supervisor(s). This plan can 
then be re-visited annually with the supervisor(s). 

• That the Faculty collects annual feedback from the PhD students and teachers on the 
courses (e.g., content, realisation, assignments, assessments) to ensure that the 
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courses meet students’ interests and learning needs. This is also necessary to follow up 
workload demands of the courses. 

• That the Faculty develops its accreditation of courses from other institutions to ensure 
their fair recognition in students’ course portfolios.  

• That the Faculty makes sure that it includes courses on generic/transferable skills 
among its course offerings. 

• Considering that international research visits may not be possible for some students for 
personal or family reasons, the Faculty may consider offering courses run by 
international scholars and in collaboration with other universities and their doctoral 
programmes (for example online courses). This would create some international 
experience for the PhD students. 

 
 
Internationalisation 
 
The Faculty has ensured funding to support international travel and visits of the PhD students.  
At the same time, the internal report implies that there is little internationalisation in the Faculty, 
despite having set aside extra funding for travel/accommodation expenses.  
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty considers ways to further encourage internationalisation among PhD 
students, recognising that this can also happen through the international activities in the 
Faculty, particularly among those students who are unable to travel because of personal 
and/or family reasons. 

• That the Faculty encourages all supervisors to emphasise the importance of 
international experience for their PhD students. 

• That the Faculty collaborates actively with relevant institutions offering international 
doctoral education programs to ensure international experience and knowledge 
exchange with PhD students and the Faculty. 

• That the Faculty invites international scholars to run lectures and/or workshops in the 
PhD programme.  

• That the Faculty ensures that information about the PhD programme (guidance, 
seminars, social events, etc.) is available to all students equally. 

• That the Faculty ensures that its course offerings are also available in English. 
• That the Faculty further develops its efforts to integrate international PhD students into 

its academic and social life. International students themselves should be invited to 
contribute to these efforts.  
 

 
The structure and merit of doctoral dissertations 
 
The PhD programme at the Faculty of Educational Sciences has a nominal period of 3 full 
years, full-time, although there seems to be an over-representation of PhD students that have a 
4-year position at the faculty (where 25% is accredited to mandatory work at the departments 



 8 

such as teaching, supervision etc.). This suggests to the committee that a great number of PhD 
students are involved in other Faculty activities. Having data on the relationship between 
mandatory duties and completion rates could be important for the Faculty in the future.  
 
The PhD programme is well structured around important milestones: 

- Participation in and completion in the course component  
- Annual performance review/progress reports 
- Midway assessment 
- Final reading before submission of thesis 

 
The course component includes 20 credits in mandatory/methodological courses, and 10 credits 
in selective courses.  
 
The progress reports are annual, both online and in-person meetings. The in-person meetings 
usually include the supervisors, the candidate and the department head of research training. 
The report is usually discussed with all the participants, where the supervision can be one topic 
of discussion (according to the internal report). This could be problematic if the relationship 
between the candidate and the supervisor is not working well.  
 
The midway assessment and final reading include one opponent in addition to the candidate, 
the supervisors, and the department head of research training. The Faculty should assess 
whether it be possible to include more than one opponent in the midway assessment and final 
reading. Having more than one opponent can be beneficial for the candidates in various ways, 
such as for networking, and as a preparation for the final PhD defence in which there is always 
more than one opponent.   
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty ensures the 25% mandatory workload does not exceed this percentage, 
as this may have a significant impact on the completion rate. Studying for the doctorate 
needs to be given priority.  

• That the Faculty facilitates progress meetings in a safe space, where all issues can be 
discussed without all parties being present all the time.  

• That the Faculty considers the option of setting up evaluation panels with more than one 
opponent for midway assessments and/or final readings.  

• That the Faculty will develop ways that can strengthen the external relations between 
the PhD programme and society outside universities.  

• That the Faculty considers including external representatives in the mid and final 
readings of students’ PhD work. This could support PhD students’ training in 
communicating their research to different stakeholders, and increase the societal 
relevance of the PhD programme at large. 
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Demand for skills gained from the programme, applicable to academic and non-academic 
job markets 
 
According to the internal self-evaluation report there are no systematic data on PhD students’ 
employment after graduation. This is clearly a limitation that ought to be reviewed. However, 
communication with employers and former PhD students have indicated that the graduates of 
the programme are valued and they have found jobs with higher education and research 
institutions. National survey results from NIFU confirm these accounts, in which 73% of PhD 
students within the social sciences have been hired by higher education and research 
institutions. 
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty starts to collect systematic and longitudinal data on PhD students’ 
employment after graduation. 

• That the Faculty follows job markets and trends in the education sector and society at 
large. 

 
 
The overall program efficiency, including organisation, leadership and communication 
 
The organisation and management of the PhD programme is well organised. The PhD program 
Council has a balanced representation of heads of research training at the departmental level, 
one per department and/or centre, ensuring that the interests and needs of each 
department/centre can be met and that the implementation of the PhD programme at the 
department/centre level is aligned. It is also good that each department and/or centre has 
administrative support. This arrangement creates a fruitful context for coherent and rigorous 
implementation, monitoring and development of the PhD programme. 
 
Communication on UiO webpages is structurally thorough and learning goals/outcomes are 
presented in a clear and detailed manner. However, there are several repetitions in various 
places, which can lead to confusion - as also pointed out in the internal report.  
 
Recommendations: 

• That the Faculty revisits and checks its online presence and communication and ensures 
that information about the PhD programme is logical, coherent, up-to-date, and visually 
attractive.  

 
 
Other considerations 
 
The PhD programme could consider strengthening its societal collaboration since not all PhD 
students will continue in a university position. 
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Oslo, Gothenburg, Helsinki 
 
June 29, 2021 
 
Nicoline Frølich, 
Ida Cheyenne Martinez Lunde,  
Monica Rosén,  
Kristiina Kumpulainen (chair) 


