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– Founded in 1640
– 11 faculties and 4 campuses within Helsinki
– Ranked among  the top 70 - 100 universities in the world
– 7000 staff members
– 35 000 Masters degree students, 4 000 PhD students

University of Helsinki (UH) in Brief
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PhD studies in 
practice

Public examination
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Applying for PhD Studies/ 
Researcher Training

A PhD degree can be completed in the faculties 
An application, a research and a study plan are needed
The application is accepted by the faculty council
A recommendation of the department PhD committee is 
needed 
Positions:
- PhD student position

at a department 
- work  in a research 

project
- position in a 

graduate school
- a scholarship
- alone with own 

money, …
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PhD Studies

The aim of the studies is to provide 
a student with 
- an in-depth knowledge of the field of research
- a capability to produce novel scientific 

knowledge independently. 
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The studies takes 4 years

Altogether 240 cp. or 4 years
- “formal” studies (60 cp., 1 year),
- a thesis and public examination (180 cp.,3 years).

The thesis can be 
- a monograph or
- 3 – 5 articles + a summary
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Evaluation of the Thesis
Before the public examination the faculty nominates
two pre-evaluators. 
For the public examination the faculty nominates
a custos (main supervisor) and an opponent (from a foreign 
university).
The public examination is formal: 
1. a 20 min summary,  given by the PhD student, 
2. a statement of the opponent, 
3. a defend
4. final evaluation 

talk, given by 
the opponent 

5. the audience 
could ask questions.

The faculty accepts 
the thesis.

CustosOpponent PhD student

http://www.helsinki.fi/okl/

Strategy based 
continuous 
development of the 
quality of the PhD 
education
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Development of PhD Education
Reports of the Ministry of Education, Finland 2006:3

1.  More and younger doctors/PhDs
2.  Local and international collaboration

Altogether 52 recommendations, including:
Establishment of network-type graduate schools
PhD studies should be completed in four years.
Solid knowledge and skills for career in research and wider 
employment market (support to career planning).
The number of full time PhD student will be increased to 
2000 by 2012.
The universities and graduate schools will cooperate with other 
universities, other graduate schools, 
The proportion of foreign students in graduate schools will be 
raised to 20% on average by 2012.
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New trends in PhD education, 
2012 

In 2012 the Ministry of Education closed the network-
type graduate school system and allocate resources 
directly to the universities 

The University of Helsinki 

established four doctoral schools and 30 PhD programs
(one of them in educational sciences) with an aim to 
improve PhD education and enhancing its international 
visibility

established  200 new PhD student positions. In addition 
to this number, the 4,000 current PhD students at the 
university will join these programmes. 
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Finnish graduate school of  
mathematics, physics and 
chemistry education 1995-2012

In addition to high quality 
outcomes, the aim was to:
- shorten the time
used for the studies, 

- increase the international 
co-operation
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A Vision of the Finnish Graduate 
School of Mathematics, Physics and 
Chemistry Education

The Graduate School aimed at … 
bringing together the researches of Mathematics, Physics 
and Chemistry Education in Finland to form a pool of 
supervisors for educating top experts in the field. 
providing a broad scientific education
organising national and international training and seminars. 

The educational environment comprised of research 
groups with international profiles and international 
research contacts.
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International 
collaboration 
of the graduate 
school
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Joint Researcher Training between 
Finland and Germany

The aim of the initiative was to take researcher training 
on a new level through
- bringing together PhD students 
- taking common courses, 
- discussing students' projects and 
- activating students to academic “activities”.

14
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Altogether 10   3-day seminars 
organised in years 2008-2012
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Before the meeting 
Submission of papers and posters 
(guidelines for preparation)
Peer review by two students (a guideline)
Preparation of final paper and presentations
Chair of the session reads the paper and reviews (should 
be able to give feedback for the presenter and reviewers)

All submissions, abstracts and full papers have been 
available on the website. 
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Paper presentations 

The oral presentation (prepared based on the paper 
and feedback) should not last more than 20 min. 
Both peer reviewers (already given their reviews 
beforehand) start discussion (15 min)  that the 
audience are to join as well (20 minutes).

After the paper  presentation a discussion only 
between the chair, the presenter and the opponents 
(15 min). 

20



"Graduate and Postgraduate Programs in Education in Arab Universities: Quality and Added Value" 1/11/2013

11

http://www.helsinki.fi/okl/

Communicative 
assessment of the 
joint training:

assessment is for 
improvements
(quality culture)

21
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Evaluation of the joint
researcher training

1,00

2,00

3,00

4,00

5,00

2010a 2010b 2011a 2011b

Format of the 
paper session

Format of the 
poster session
Quality of the workshop

Excellent

Poor

Feedback from the 
session chair
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Evaluation of the joint
researcher training

1,00

2,00

3,00

4,00

5,00

2010a 2010b 2011a 2011b

Usefulness of acting
as a reviewer

personal benefit
from the meeting

Opportunities for
networking
and discussions

Excellent

Poor
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Peer review is challengin

All PhD students considered peer review process and 
active participation as positive, meaningful and useful for 
their own development. However, they found the review 
process challenging.

For me the review part was challenging. I really learned a lot by being
a peer reviewer and during the feedback discussions. (2, 35/Joensuu
2011)
Very helpful to get in impression of the way, how reviewing works. (3, 
54/Helsinki 2010)
I think that the set-up of extensive review improved the contributions 
from all parties. (2, 16/Helsinki 2010)
The peer reviews have always clearly shown the strong and weak 
points of my papers. Also many good questions have been raised. 
Practically in every joint meeting I have gotten some new insights 
about how to enhance the quality of my PhD project and the different 
aspects of it (e.g. the data analysis or theoretical background). (2, 
40/Joensuu 2011)
The review system is very thorough and fruitful. It is a great way of 
processing the presentations. (2, 42/Hampuri 2011)
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Active participation in an 
academic reflective discussions

The PhD students who gave a presentation  or/and 
work as a opponent experienced active participation in 
an academic reflective discussions.

Acting like an opponent or presenter will help me in terms of 
academic defending. (3, 10/Hampuri 2011)
fruitful system to comprehend this academic pattern (2, 
31/Hampuri 2011)
My own presentation helped me a lot to cope with 
unexpected situations and questions. The other 
presentations were also helpful in getting an insight into the 
processes. (3, 12/Rovaniemi 2009)
It was very exciting to act as an opponent, but useful too. (2, 
53/Rovaniemi 2009)

26
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Role of supervisors and chairs

All PhD students find the function of a chair persons 
(supervisors) unclear.

The guidelines for reviewers were quite good, but there 
should be guidelines for how to act as a chair as well. The 
behaviour of the chairs was not very consistently so that 
some people got really confused. (1, 7/Rovaniemi 2009)
I think the role of the chair was not clear to everyone - at 
least chairs acted rather differently. (2, 42/Rovaniemi 2009)
Clarify the role of chairs. (2, 42/Rovaniemi 2009)
I think that in the future, the chairs as well should get very 
clear instructions on what is their task and what is not. (3, 
12/Rovaniemi 2009)
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How to increase 
quality of the 
supervision, 
research and 
collaboration?

Our further trends…

28
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1. Recruitment and selection of PhD students. Selection is 
based on the research plan, publication and study plan. The 
plan should be in the focus areas of research of the community.

2. Supervision of PhD students: A main supervisor and one to 
two other supervisors. The environment comprises research 
groups with international profiles and researcher contacts. The 
supervisors publish in together with PhD students in journals.

3. Good practises, research group collaboration, courses and 
quality assurance in PhD education. The PhD student and 
supervisors participate in the seminars or other activities two or 
three times a year. Emphasis on quality culture

4. Collaboration with national and international graduate 
schools/PhD programmes and training courses. An 
important part of the PhD education will be organized through 
research projects and joint activities, such as international joint 
seminars, courses e.g. in research methodology.

5. Assuring good career prospects for the PhD students. The 
PhD education aims at supporting PhD students in acquiring a 
wide-range of research knowledge and skills in addition to 
concentrating on a specific research area: PhD students are to 
become expert, autonomous researchers in the future.
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THANK YOU!

30
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