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Picking winners: a case study
in the recruitment of research
students

Liam Hudson, Professor of Psychology, Brunel University; formerly
Professor of Education and Sciences, University of Edinburgh

WHEN Edinburgh University’s Centre for Research in the Educational
Sciences was set up it was in the spirit of the new broom. We were
sceptical of the ways in which educational research had been con-
ducted in the past, judging it complacent and mediocre; and wanted
to open up the field as one in which gifted young psychologists,
anthropologists, sociologists, and linguists could deploy their
professional skills as they might in any other. Traditionally, access to
educational research in the United Kingdom had been limited to
those who had passed through the mill of Dip.Ed. and M.Ed., and
who had several years of teaching experience behind them. We broke
with this pattern more or less completely, and recruited pearly ail our
postgraduate students straight from their undergraduate courses.
We were also sceptical of the widely held and bureaucratically
convienient assumption that only those students with firsts or upper
seconds are fit to undertake research. Just such a discrimination was
built in both to the $SRC’s arrangements for quota and pool awards
and into the admissions policy of Edinburgh University, Previous
studies on both sides of the Atlantic had indicated weak or non-
existent relations between degree class and subsequent distinction
in scientific research; and what was true of physical and biological
science seemed likely to be true of social science too.! So we went
out of our way not only to recruit undergraduates from a wide range
of backgrounds, but—if we liked the look of them—to back them
irrespective of whether their undergraduate record was good or poor.
In this paper, I want to examine these decisions ‘about recruitment
in the light of what our research students have sirice achieved. Also,
to advance a hypothesis about events that occurred inside the Centre:
a speculative model that focuses on the patterns of orthodox belief
that sprang up in the minds of our research students, and on its
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fiuence on our students’ published work. The first parts of the
yper deal, then, with the ‘external’ determinants of success in

postgraduate research-—the kind of information that is helpful to a

iter. The later ones deal with “internal’ determinants: informa-
n about the intellectual life of an institution that is of potential
gvance 1o someone aspiring to foster that life.

H.n many ways, the Centre forms an excellent basis for such a
etrospective study, because it was given over to research, both

stgraduate and postdoctoral; was large enough in its heyday to

nerate a considerable intellectual momentum; and had a clearly
finable life-span. Although set up in 1968, it suffered birth pangs,

ad these were protracted, lasting some two years. Then, for four
md a haif or five years, it flourished, numbering some thirty people
any one time, both research students and staff connected with a
ety of research projects. And then, in 197475, it began to dwindle,
nd this year will close.

In all, over the nine years, the Centre recruited 31 postgraduate
dents from British universities. This excludes a number of students
ached to us from other departments or institutions, and one or two

over from an earlier regime. Initially, we admitted these research
tudents under two headings: (i) pure research lasting for three years,

d leading we hoped to the Ph.D. degree; and (ii) a two year course,
part taught, that would lead to the M.Sc.—or, as it was soon to be
ed, the M.Phil. Fairly rapidly, though, these two schemes were

ged. Owing to a change in local education authority funding
icies, the taught course was soon failing to attract enough students;
within a year or two, all students were admitted, in the first
ance, to one year of supervised postgraduate research. Qur plan
that some would head towards the M.Phil. at the end of their
ond year, and others towards the Ph.D. at the end of their third.
® choice between these objectives was often delayed well into the
ond year, and was based on the progress each student had made.
rom the outset, our stress was on independent enquiry; we fol-
ed the Oxford and Cambridge pattern of postgraduate research
ier than the American one. And although most students were
te closely supervised, this supervision took the shape not so much
teaching as of help and advice in the conduct of a genuine piece of
Search,
We were very generously supported by the ssrc, by the University,
by the Thomson Research Fund, all of whom provided students

i1l TITETIII



Picking winners: a case study
in the recruitment of research
students

Liam Hudson, Professor of Psychology, Brunel University; formerly
Professor of Education and Sciences, University of Edinburgh

WaEN Edinburgh University’s Centre for Research in the Educational
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science seemed likely to be true of social science too.* So we went
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influence on our students’ published work. The first parts of the
paper deal, then, with the ‘external’ determinants of success in
postgraduate research—the kind of information that is helpful to a
recruiter. The later ones deal with ‘internal’ determinants: informa-
tion about the intellectual life of an institution that is of potential
relevance to someone aspiring to foster that life.!

In many ways, the Centre forms an excellent basis for such a
retrospective study, because it was given over to research, both
postgraduate and postdoctoral; was large enough in its heyday to
generate a considerable intellectual momentum; and had a clearly
definable life-span. Although set up in 1968, it suffered birth pangs,
and these were protracted, lasting some two years. Then, for four
and a half or five years, it flourished, numbering some thirty people
at any one time, both research students and staff connected with a
variety of research projects. And then, in 197475, itbeganto dwindle,
and this year will close.

_ 1In all, over the nine years, the Centre recruited 31 postgraduate
students from British universities. This excludes a number of students
attached to us from other departments or institutions, and one or two
teft over from an earlier regime. Initially, we admitted these research
students under two headings: (i) pure research lasting for three years,
and leading we hoped to the Ph.D. degree; and (ii) a two year course,
in part taught, that would lead to the M.Sc.—or, as it was soon to be
cailed, the M.Phil. Fairly rapidly, though, these two schemes were
merged. Owing to a change in local education authority funding
policies, the taught course was soon failing to attract enongh studenis;
and within a year or two, all students were admitted, in the first
instance, to one year of supervised postgraduate research. Our plan
was that some would head towards the M.Phil. at the end of their
second year, and others towards the Ph.D. at the end of their third.
The choice between these objectives was often delayed well into the
second year, and was based on the progress each student had made.
- From the outset, our stress was on independent enquiry; we fol-

“lowed the Oxford and Cambridge pattern of postgraduate research

father than the American one. And although most students were
Quite closely supervised, this supervision took the shape not so much

of teaching as of help and advice in the conduct of a genuine piece of
¥esearch,

- We were very generously supported by the sskc, by the University,

; and by the Thomson Research Fund, all of whom provided students
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with support. In filling the places these awards made available, and
in picking and choosing among those who could support themselves,
we were at pains to be thorough, and did our best to form a rounded
impression of each candidate. We interviewed as systematically as
the occasjon allowed ; took care in the collection of references; where
possible, read undergraduate projects and essays; and quite fre-
quently made more surreptitious enquiries by telephone. This policy
varied in detail from year to year, though; and in quite a large
aumber of cases it was short-circuited, when a likely candidate came
our way by some more informal route. Dividing lines are sometimes
hard to draw in such a matter, but of the students discussed i this
paper, almost exactly a half were otherwise unknown to us, and
were admitted ‘blind’, on the basis of our selective machinery; a
further quarter passed through this machinery, but were already
known by recommendation (e.g. from other departments in. the
University); while the rémaining quarter arrived via the ‘old boy
net’—being known personally to new members of the Centre’s
staff, in most cases as ex-pupils.

Degree class and competence in research

Of the 31 students admitted, 13 have so far been awarded higher
degrees (8 Ph.D.s, and 5 M.Phil.s). Four more students have yet to
submit but show signs of doing so. The remaining 14 students have,
as far as we can tell, dropped by the wayside. In passing, it should be
said that this rate of successful submission is a high one for a social
science department; and that as a mechanism for gaining higher
degrees for our students we have proved ourselves efficient.

The first table shows that, purely in terms of whether or not they
took their higher degrees, students with excellent undergraduate
records proved a better bet than did those whose record was poor.
Of the four with firsts two now have Ph.D.s, one has an M.Phil,, and
one has yet to submit. In contrast, all three of those with thirds failed
to complete the course. However, the relation between undergraduate
and postgraduate degree is really one that concerns the extremes.
While those with firsts were obviously a better prospect than those
with thirds, the difference betweeri-those with upper seconds and
those with lower seconds is slight. (Students with undivided seconds
seemed to set their sights more modestly than others, but to be very
dependable indeed.)
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TapLE L
| “
Recruiis l PhD.s _ M.Phil.s Doubtfuls | Drop-Outs
1 4 i 2 1 1 -
2:1 14 3 1 3 7
2 4 i 3 - -
2:2 & 2 - - 4
3 3 - - - 3

However, this crudely formal criterion of success can be refined.
Among our students we can identify 10 who were comspicuously
maooommmav in that they (a) gained a2 Ph.D., or (b) moved straight on
toa cn?ommm@ lectureship, or (c) published a research paper of real
academic significance, Or, of course, did two or more of these, This
group have between them produced four books, two edited col-
lections, and 31 articles and research reports—all of these flowing
more or less directly from the work they did whiist at the Centre.?

‘When we take this more realistic criterion of success in research
as our basis for comparison, the relationship with degree class
disappears. Among these ten, 2 had firsts, 4 had upper seconds, ! an
undivided second, 2 had lower seconds, and 1 had a third. In other
words, the proportion of those who were conspicuously suecessful
w.ﬁ Hﬂ poor degrees (33 per cent) was much the same as the propor-
tion with poor degrees among those initially admitted (29 per cent).

Tasie IT.
Moderately
Most successful successfil Rest
+ Doubtfuls
1 2 2 -
211 4 3 7
2 1 3 -
2:2 2 - 4
3 1 - 2

It must be admitted, of course, that candidates with poor degrees
may have been scrutinized more carefully than those with good
degrees, and that those with poor degrees as a consequence may form
a more carefully selected sample. Conversely, that those with good
degrees may possess the knack of satisfying the requirements of
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examiners without necessarily showing much originality in their re-
search. More particularly, it must be said that the one conspicuously
successful student with a third is not quite what he seems—in his
first two years at Cambridge, he had gained good upper seconds, but
in his third year took exception to the papers set, and answered only
those questions he saw fit.

Of course, the present sample is small, and not a great deal of
weight can be placed upon it. On the other hand, our knowledge of
the individuals and their work is more detailed than that offered
in most studies, and it deserves some attention for that reason alone.
Tts implication is that the refation of degree class to competence in
research is subject to a threshold effect. (The same would seem to be
true of other studies in this field; and also of work on the 1Q and its
relation to other forms of intellectual achievement.)® Up to a certain
level, a positive relationship seems to obtain between degree class
and tesearch ability; but above this level it peters out, and the
influence of other considerations—perhaps intellectual, perhaps
motivational or cultural—becomes preponderant. In- the Centre,
this threshold seems to lie below the lower second class rather than
above it.

Gender—and initial snbject

If degree class proves of slight use as a predictor, there are other
factors to be examined. The first is the candidate’s gender. If the
Centre suffered a sexist bias, it seems to have operated at the level
of admissions, rather than thereafter. Twenty-two males were
recruited; nine females. Of these 9, 2 were conspicuously successful
(22 per cent); 3 completed higher degrees (33 per cent). The equivalent
figures for the males are somewhat higher, but not startlingly so—
36 per cent and 45 per cent respectively.

Of much greater significance is the subject in which the student
had specialized before coming to us. In accord with our intention to
recruit widely, 8 of our 31 students came from psychology, 6 from
anthropology, and 11 from a variety of arts courses (history, English,
modern languages, philosophy). Of the remainder, 3 had read
sociology, 1 politics, and 2 physical science. In terms of faculties,
then, the social sciences yielded 18 students, the arts 11, and the
physical sciences 2. Our conspicuously successful students have so
far come from psychology (4), anthropology (3), sociology (1),
modern languages (1) and geology (1). In other words, the social
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sciences are well represented; and in as much as one can make any
‘remark on the basis of two cases, the physical sciences too.
On the other hand, the arts are represented poorly. Arts graduates
have been nearly twice as likely as social science ones to drop out.
Conversely, while a third of the social scientists have gained Ph.D.s,
only one of the arts graduates has done so.

Tasee I1L.

m Mederately
! Most successfid sucecessful
+ Doubtfuls

5
3

Rest

Social Science
Physical Science

0
Lol BV

.>H first sight, this rather poor showing of recruits from the arts
might seem explicable in terms of the character of the Centre’s
_.nwo.mHoF It might be thought that this rested heavily on the use of
mmimnow and of experimental technique. This was not so, though.
ASEm. some of the work has been statistical, and some has been
forthrightly experimental, a sizeable proportion of the theses pre-
sented have been descriptive or analytic, and contain no statistical
material at 2ll. Students were encouraged, in fact, to write in a
scholarly vein should they see fit, and the procedures of science were
offered to them only as one option among several. If the poor
prognosis of an arts degree has a simple explanation, it lies elsewhere,

The ‘old boy net’ effect

wa.».oﬂa digging more deeply, however, there is a third factor to
consider. It is embarrassingly plain, looking at our results, that
Eowo. who came to us by means of the ‘old boy net’ were likely to
mozﬁ.mF whereas those who were not known to us and who were
recruited ‘blind’, by means of our selection machinery, have usually
meww vommw. Those who came to us with a recommendation from

er department seem to lie nearer the second

than 1 R of these groups
; Of the nine recruits reaching us via the ‘old boy net’, only one
mm&.ﬁo achieve 2 moderate degree of success, while seven were
conspicuously successful. Of those reaching us “blind’, only two have
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TaBLE IV
; Moderately _
Most successful successful Rest
+ Doubifuls
‘Old Boy Net’ 7 1 1
Recommendation 1 2 3
‘Blind" 2 5 9

been conspicuously successful, and as many as nine have dropped
out. In studies of academic achievement, discriminations are rarely
much sharper than this. We can put the matter distressingly simply,
in fact. The recruit who did well for himself in the Centre had read a
social science subject as an undergraduate, and came to us via the
‘old boy net’. The recruit who did poorly had read an arts subject, and
came to0 us of his own accord. Among our 31, there are only a hand-
ful of real exceptions: an ‘old boy net’ social scientist who dropped
out; a modern linguist who succeeded—but who came by the ‘old boy
net’: and two other successes who came to us out of the blue, one a
social scientist and the other a physical scientist.

There are two simple-minded explanations of such a statistic. The
first is that advertently or inadvertently, the Centre’s staff acted
nepotistically. Not only did they recruit students they liked, but
favoured them unfairly once they were recruited, discriminating in
subtle ways against the Centre’s ‘strangers’. The other points to the
Centre’s connection with Cambridge, and claims that as Oxford and
Cambridge are unrivalled centres of excellence, Oxbridge recruits will
automatically prove better taught, more self-confident, and generally
better endowed than their less fortunate rivals. On the first argument,
the ‘old boy net’ will do its work, irrespective of which university
it takes as its point of origin. On the second, Oxbridge graduates will
succeed of their own accord, and do not need an ‘old boy net’ to help
them.

It is true that our Oxbridge graduates did better than our non-
Oxbridge ones; a great deal better in fact.

The discrimination is guite impressive. Only two Oxbridge gradu-
ates failed us, while eleven non-Oxbridge ones did so. But statistically
there is no very satisfactory way of separating our two interpretative
strands; for only one of those who came via the ‘old boy net” was not
from Oxbridge, while no more than three came to us from Oxbridge

By
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TABLE V.

Moderately
successful Rest
+ Doubtfuls

3 2
3 il

Most successful

#lind’. The first of these was one of our most conspicuous suCcesses;
wmnd the other 3 all achieved M.Phils. (In addition, one who came by
- fecommendation dropped out.) Overall, then, the chances of our
- Oxbridge recruits completing their higher degrees were excellent;

8 out of 11 did so—73 per cent. The equivalent proportion among

those from elsewhere is at present only 31 per cent—although this
could eventually rise to 45 per cent as others submit. The indication

is that Oxbridge recruits are much more reliable finishers than those
* 4rom other universities; but that those Oxbridge graduates recruited

via the ‘old boy net’ are more likely than the others to finish con-
spicuously well,

«- On paper, the existence of an Oxbridge ‘Mafia’ in the Centre can
certainly be made to seem likely. All four of the new members of the
staff were from Cambridge: the professor and three lecturers.
Indeed, three of these four were from one college, King’s. In addition,
the Centre’s two research fellows, one who stayed briefly, and the
other who stayed longer, were both from Oxford. Unquestionably,
the scene was set for conspiracy—or favouritism, at the least.

“ What is more, a polarization did occur inside the Centre. As far as
one can teil, though, it was apolarization of a different sort altogether:
a matter of intellectual stance and loyalty, not one of origin. Socially,
the tone of the Centre was militantly egalitarian, and any covert
stratification in terms of educational origin would have been viewed
with distaste. A conspiracy, then, seems unlikely.

A third line of explanation lies in the growth and decline in the
energies of the Centre itself. On this argument, both the advantages
of the ‘old boy net’ and the superiority of the Oxbridge recruit could
turn out to be illusory. It is clear that the students most likely to
drop out were those recruited either early in the Centre’s life or late.
All but one of the students recruited for the taught course in 1969
were non-Oxbridge: and of these, more than half dropped out.
(Why this should be so is not obvious, but a number certainly found
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the transition from the taught part of the course to research hard to
cope with. They were carefully supervised, but flagged even so.) In

the years that followed, 1970-74, the research effort in the Centre |

was at its most vigorous, and the rate of drop-out among students

was low. Then, when the Centre began to contract, the rates of |

drop-out rose again—and, for the second time, it was the nop-

Oxbridge recruits who were affected, because by now the ‘old boy

net’ connection with Cambridge had broken down. If the two groups
in question are excluded from the analysis—those recruited in 1969

for the taught course, and those recruited after 1973—the rate of

successful completion certainly rises sharply. Among the 15 students
who were working during the years of the Centre’s greatest vitality,
the rate of successful completion has been fully three times as high
as that among the rest (71 per cent as compared with 23 per cent).
However, the Oxbridge superiority still holds. Even in this group,
the Oxbridge recruits were more than twice as likely as the non-
Oxbridge to complete their higher degrees (89 per cent as against 40
per cent).

Such an explanation of the ‘old boy net’ effect, then, is at best only _.m

partial. The most 1 can now do, in summary, is to rehearse the three
most likely accounts of it.

() Our experience suggests that Oxbridge students acquire
unusual self-confidence in pushing a piece of research through to a

conclusion. Finishing a project, still more a thesis, is a great strain;
and relative freedom from self-doubt in the midst of this ordeal may

be an essential advantage that an Oxford or Cambridge training 1

bestows.

(i) A teacher, in whatever university, is better placed than a
selector to make an accurate assessment of a student’s capabilities—

especially if the teacher is also a research worker in his own right.
He sees the student over a longer span of time; sees more of his work; |

and sees him when he is not putting his best foot forward as 2
candidate.

(iii) There is also the question of loyalty. Popular teachers inspire
both loyalty and genuine intellectual commitment in some of their

students. This will lead better students into unpopular areas of |

research than would go there of their own accord. And once there,
it will make it easier for them to reach a properly reciprocal under-
standing with the department’s prime movers in their research.
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s ‘new wisdom’
+:So much for the features of our recruits’ biographies that predis-
spse them to succeed in research or to drop out. In addition, I want
3 make some remarks about processes internal to the intellectual

> of the Centre; ones that appear to have influenced the character
5f the work our students produced. These comments are in the nature
of a speculative aside, but I will substantiate them as best I can. They
goncern our most successful students, and the relationship within
ghis group between orthodoxy of belief and the publication of original
fesearch. I offer them as a hypothesis that others interested in foster-
g research might care to test and elaborate for themselves.

“In setting up the Centre, it was one of our tenets that students
should have freedom in their choice of research topic. This laissez-
ethic was continually compromised in detail; but broadly, our
students were free to pursue what projects they saw fit, and also to
éhange topic—as long as their plans fell within both the Centre’s
- génerous terms of academic reference, and its stafi’s supervisory
eompetence.t
- ¢“Granted this freedom of choice, I was struck by the rapidity with
: %Eor a system of orthodox belief took shape among our students
: mﬂoﬁ the right and wrong ways of doing research. Also how resistent
g muw was to change. This orthodoxy was an expression, of course,
% of recent thought; in Kuhn’s terms, it was ‘revolutionary’. I shall
& typify it as the ‘anthropological perspective’. Its hallmarks, positively,
% Were a bias towards cultural relativism; a sympathetic understanding
omuoooa developments in Continental philosophy, ethnomethodology
%+ and the sociology of knowledge; and an enthusiasm for the sorts of

m_ ”.m&a research associated with the Chicago School. Negatively, it
§ . conveyed distaste for maive empiricism, psychoanalysis, biology
. mnm mental measurement.? Without wishing to exaggerate either the
- Hgdity of this ‘anthropological’ orthodoxy, nor to minimize the

. m_.m.ﬂ.mmo,mm OmﬁoBmmHmbHoh.owmbmommumﬁo&ﬂo&muuonmmﬁ
. adherents. I think it is fair to say that its presence was palpable,
: and that those who did not subscribe to it felt left out. These more
- Peripheral students could always fall back on a member of staff for
- \tellectual support—either inside the Centre, or outside it; and as
‘aconsequence were scarcely outcasts in the strict sense. On the other
. wmbau they were out of the Centre’s main stream, and knew it.®

o

-~ Patterns of academic loyalty are not easily explained, but in the

-

. Present case, three considerations are of obvious relevance. First, the
q .

-
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