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Abstract 
 

Throughout its history, doctoral education has always experienced significant changes due to arising 
challenges and shifts in higher education. Due to the changes in academic and non-academic career 
opportunities for doctoral school graduates, there is a growing need for the changes in the pathways towards 
a doctoral degree. Doctoral education in Russia is currently going through the reformation process with 
changes in the state educational standards and cancellation of state accreditation procedures. Recent 
European experience of doctoral education reforms can help Russian universities in shaping the new 
infrastructure and contents of PhD studies. The paper aims at studying the best European practices of 
modernizing doctoral education and developing possible solutions for the Russian universities in 
reformation of their doctoral schools. The authors analyze the current state and trends in EU doctoral 
education based on recent research publications, reports of European Universities Association and involved 
observation in the framework of Erasmus+ joint CBHE MODEST project. The results show that the best 
European practices include Doctoral Training Centers as a new model of doctoral education management. 
Creating such centers at Russian universities could improve international networking cooperation, quality 
assurance, collaboration with non-academic sector, and development of doctoral students’ soft skills, 
namely, leadership, teamwork, academic writing, etc. Further research could support the set-up of 
regulatory documents and development of teaching and learning materials for such centers.    
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1. Introduction 

Throughout its history, doctoral education has always experienced significant changes due to arising 

challenges and shifts in higher education. In most European countries, the past decade has seen a drastic 

increase in the number of PhD students and doctorate holders in both academic and non-academic careers 

(Hasgall, 2019). The latter are related to highly-qualified staff necessary for the knowledge-driven society, 

where, according to some researchers (Kehm, 2020), around 80% of doctoral school graduates find 

employment opportunities. 

In Russia, however, the majority of doctoral school graduates still prefer academic careers (Bednyi 

& Sapunov, 2019). At the same time, there is a growing pool of research and development positions in 

industry for doctoral degree holders, first of all, in engineering and science (Bednyi et al., 2014) where 

knowledge is considered as a strategic resource for further developments and gaining income. 

The growing demand for doctoral degree holders in industry urges the universities to adapt doctoral-

level skills to the needs of industrial employers (Germain-Alamartine & Moghadam-Saman, 2020) by 

setting priorities for soft skills together with the job-specific skills (Bednyi & Sapunov, 2019) and by 

changing the pathways towards doctoral degrees (Bao et al., 2018) thus leading to different types of doctoral 

programs and doctoral supervision modes (Schneijderberg, 2019). 

Globalization of economy and international industrial collaborations in huge companies resulted in 

similar changes in educational priorities in different countries (Valeeva & Kraysman, 2014) thus setting 

similar requirements to doctoral-level skills in all educational systems, especially in engineering education 

(Bezrukov & Ziyatdinova, 2014). All these trends have an impact on Russia where doctoral education is 

currently going through the reformation process with changes in the state educational standards and 

cancellation of state accreditation procedures (Nefedova & Dyachenko, 2019).  

These reforms aim to bridge the gap between the needs of the knowledge-driven society in doctoral 

graduates and the current state of the art of doctoral education at the universities. Doctoral education in 

Russia can benefit from these reforms in case universities take into account the international and, in 

particular, European experience of recent doctoral education reforms in shaping the new infrastructure and 

contents of PhD studies (Bekova & Terentev, 2020).   

2. Problem Statement 

Today, doctoral education in Russia is subject to change due to cancellation of state educational 

standards together with state accreditation procedures, and introduction of new regulations and criteria for 

doctoral school graduates. The universities have to take measures and introduce infrastructural and content-

specific changes into the doctoral programs.  

One of the focuses in these changes is international competitiveness of doctoral programs in the 

global academic environment. This competitiveness can be achieved in case Russian universities take into 

account the experience of European universities where doctoral education has undergone significant 

changes during the last decade. The paper aspires to explore the best European practices in doctoral 

education and their application in Russian universities. To do this, the international team of authors will 
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analyze a pool of recent research in this topic, and their hands-on experience in Russian and European 

universities. 

3. Research Questions 

The issues of modernizing doctoral education in Russian universities using the best European 

practices lead to the following research questions: 

- What are the modern trends in doctoral education in the EU universities during the last decade? 

- What effect have recent doctoral education reforms in EU countries had on career development of 

doctoral graduates? 

- What are the similarities and differences in doctoral education reforms in the experience of 

different EU countries? 

- What were the most effective infrastructural changes in doctoral education organization at EU 

universities? 

- What were the most significant changes in the contents of doctoral education programs at the EU 

universities and what specific skills of doctoral students are in the focus today? 

- How can the best European practices be used in modernizing doctoral education in Russia under 

the current reforms?  

4. Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to distinguish the best European practices of modernizing doctoral 

education and to develop possible solutions for the Russian universities in reformation of their doctoral 

schools. The authors analyze the current state and trends in EU doctoral education based on recent research 

publications, reports of European Universities Association and involved observation in the framework of 

Erasmus+ joint CBHE MODEST project.   

5. Research Methods 

The authors use problem-oriented research focusing on the best European practices in doctoral 

education modernization in the last decade and their application in Russian universities. The authors 

analyze current research literature on EU reforms comparing and contrasting them to the current changes 

in Russian doctoral education. 

The research is multidisciplinary as it implies the analysis of various countries and different PhD 

degree programs in science and engineering. The strategies used in research intend to address distinct 

learning needs of doctoral students. Thus, the authors focus on student-centered research.  

The authors use qualitative research methods such as hands-on experience, observing and comparing 

both positive and negative practices of the EU universities, identifying the best practices, describing them 

and finding their applications in Russia for doctoral education in science and engineering in different 

universities. 
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6. Findings 

Doctoral education implies both educational and research problems, therefore, two types of 

challenges shape the format and contents of doctoral programs at universities. Moreover, recent 

development in knowledge driven economy set new goals for doctoral graduates who can be further 

employed for non-academic positions.  

In regard to these developments, the current trends in EU doctoral education include: 

- university-business cooperation in career development; 

- societal engagement of PhD students and PhD holders; 

- focus on innovation and entrepreneurship; 

- priority of soft and transferrable skills; 

- internal quality assurance approaches; 

- establishing doctoral schools or centres as independents structural units. 

The recent reforms in EU doctoral education allow for new types of doctorates including 

professional, industrial and European doctorates. Most of the EU universities have autonomy in developing 

their PhD degree programs in cooperation with research intensive or applied industries. All these paths 

open new career opportunities for PhD holders in non-academic spheres. 

Although every EU country has its own legislation for higher education and research, there are 

certain similarities between them. In EU, doctoral programs serve as a link between the European Higher 

Education Area (EHEA) and European Research Area, and are in general brought together by the Council 

for Doctoral Education which was created within the European Universities Association. The consensus 

reached by all stakeholders is that original research remains the main component of all doctoral programs. 

At the same time, there is a diversity of doctoral programs in different countries and universities, and this 

fact reflects their autonomy. 

At the same time, there is a common trend of creating Doctoral Training Centers (DTCs) or doctoral 

schools at the EU universities. They are independent structural units, often focused on a certain field of 

science funded from different sources including the university support, different grants and donations. In 

different cases, DTCs can be either within one university, or they can unite several research and even 

industrial organizations. DTCs aim at managing the degree programs providing different types of guidance 

for the students.  

DTCs are supported by the idea of student-centered learning where well-being of doctoral students 

is considered one of the main issues contributing to the successful research (Bekova, 2020). Therefore, they 

can offer different modes of supervision for doctoral students including contracts between PhD students 

and their supervisors, multiple supervision, other forms of transparent supervision (Robertson,  2017). The 

roles of supervisors are changing, and there is a growing need for professional development or training of 

supervisors themselves including their digital skills and soft skills. The latter include intercultural 

competencies which are crucial for the modern world where foreign languages are an important condition 

for your future success (Kraysman et al., 2015).  

Doctoral programs in EU universities encourage students to participate in international academic 

mobility exchanges which are recognized as an added value for career development (Bezrukov et al., 2018). 

http://dx.doi.org/
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DTCs can support mobility through providing grants and involving students in cooperation with other 

countries where the centers already have reliable partnerships (Kraysman & Valeeva, 2014). Successful 

mobility leads to brain circulation, not brain drain and is strongly supported by the universities and 

prospective employers.  

Apart from academic mobility, universities practice intersectoral mobility when doctoral programs 

are implemented in collaboration with industrial partners who provide temporary placement for doctoral 

students in applied research programs. Thus, they can participate in real world experiential projects (Sanger 

& Ziyatdinova, 2014). 

In regard of doctoral education content, as stated above, original research as a hard and subject-

specific skill is mandatory for any program. At the same time, there is a stronger focus on transferrable 

skills as a means to improve further career development of doctoral graduates within academia and beyond. 

These skills include but are not limited to leadership, teamwork, and academic writing. In many cases these 

skills are to be developed through research and other subject-related activities. 

Thus, analysis of publications and hands-on observation experience show that Doctoral Training 

Centers can be considered as a new model of doctoral education management. Creating such centers at 

Russian universities could improve international networking cooperation, quality assurance, collaboration 

with non-academic sector, and development of doctoral students’ soft skills. These centers could make 

doctoral education programs and management system in Russia more comparable with the European best 

practices for sustainability of cooperation capacities. 

The current Erasmus+ CBHE MODEST project implies the creation of such centers at Russian 

universities participating in in it, namely, Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology, Kazan National 

Research Technological University, Moscow State University of Geodesy and Cartography, Russian State 

Vocational Pedagogical University. 

Further research could support the set-up of regulatory documents and development of teaching and 

learning materials for such centers. 

7. Conclusion 

Doctoral education is a dynamic and challenging field which has always been full of debates as for 

its implementation procedures, infrastructural support and contents. Today, Russia is stepping into new 

reforms aimed at upgrading and modernizing PhD degree programs. There many challenges related to these 

reforms, and it is important to use the best practices of our European partners who have recently experiences 

a series of reforms in their doctoral education.  

The best practice in infrastructural support of doctoral education is creation of Doctoral Training 

Centers as independent structural units within one university or in cooperation between universities, 

research institutions and industrial enterprises. 

The current trend in reforming the contents of doctoral education is the focus on soft skills including 

but not limited to leadership, teamwork, and academic writing. These skills can be effectively developed 

within the training and seminars organized by doctoral training centers. 

The creation of such centers in Russian universities could contribute to developing academic 

mobility, international networking, cooperation with non-academic sector and quality assurance. 
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Today, several Russian universities are implementing the idea of DTCs under the Erasmus+ joint 

CBHE MODEST project. Further development implies the set-up of regulatory documents and teaching 

and learning materials. 
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