Blitzer E, Albertyn R, Frick L, Grant B, Kelly F (eds) 2014. Pushing Boundaries in Postgraduate Supervision. Stellenbosch: SUN PRESS

ATRIBUTE TO
ALISON LEE

Sue (legg

The first thing | read by Alison was her wonderful paper with Lesley Johnson and
Bill Green (2000) ‘The PhD and the autonomous self: Gender rationality and
postgraduate pedagogy’. | can still remember the sheer buzz and pleasure of the
experience. It leaped out for me because it took the business of theorising the PhD
seriously and of putting Doctoral education into a broader context. In the paper
they deconstruct the fantasy of the PhD as becoming part of a scholarly elite based
on some imaginary past and they locate what they describe as a ‘pedagogy of
indifference’ in the idea of the PhD candidate as ‘always already’ and | quote as
"having the capacities for which they were to be credentialled at the end of the PhD'.
The figure of autonomous scholar as normatively masculine was a trope | recognised
from the mismatch of my own experience supervising in a non-elite sefting and
working with students who were wrestling with research problems that came from
their own areas of practice. These students and | did not fit the fantasy and nor did
we want to — so the pleasure operated at a number of levels — the textual play and
theoretical lucidity which were features of all Alison’s writing — the critical edge and a
willingness to speak from the margins — and the practice element of speaking to the
pedagogical challenges we face and a serious intent to do something about these.
| always felt that there was a person who | would recognise as a bold and committed
pedagogue in the author of these texts even before | met her.

| think we cannot underestimate the impact Alison has had through her work on
doctoral education and what | loved was her combination of rigour and her practical
generosity to students and colleagues. Her willingness to build concrete networks
that really made a difference and of course the International Doctoral Education
Research Network (IDERN) is one such of these as is Doctoralnet. She combined this
generous support, evident for example in her work with Malaysian colleagues and
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Doctoral scholars with brilliantly provocative theoretical insights. In this brief tribute
I’'m going concentrate on her writing and this aspect of her enduring legacy

There are at least three areas where Alison has contributed to changing the ways we
think about doctoral education — the first is seeing doctoral education as pedagogy
— the second is her focus on the significance of writing — and the third is her focus
on practice — of course they form a whole but | want to highlight these three features
as particularly significant.

PEDAGOGY

The focus on pedagogy unites all of her writing on the doctorate. It is a tribute to her
that we can now take the idea of doctoral pedagogy as a given — but as she and
Bill Green pointed out in their 1995 paper ‘Theorising postgraduate pedagogy’ it
was not always thus. Indeed as they argued supervision had been understood more
in terms of research than teaching. What Alison and Bill did was to challenge this
and offer a sophisticated way of understanding pedagogy as coming to know and
coming to be. They also moved the debate on by focusing not just on supervision
but also on the seminar as the means by which ‘what counts as academic work is
represented and authorised’. In a quite startling theoretical move they reverse the
normal locus of discipline as research and instead bring into focus the seminar, the
laboratory, and the classroom as being instrumental in the formation of disciplinary
power. And they prefigure their later focus on gender when they note the discursive
feminisation of the teacher in contrast to the masculinised figure of the researcher.

The focus on pedagogy is clear and is also central to the book she later edited with
Susan Danby (2012) on ‘Reshaping Doctoral Education’. This is a wonderfully rich
collection and what makes it so useful is that it gives real insight info pedagogical
practices across disciplines, in different practice settings, and on different sorts
of doctoral programmes. It is extraordinarily to the credit of its editors that they
produced such an informative and wide ranging text. Writing about pedagogy in an
accessible way is an extremely difficult task — traversing the twin perils of banality and
theoreticism — but one of the hallmarks of the series of books Alison was involved with
is that they produced really useful knowledge of interest not to just to the specialist
researcher but also the Doctoral teacher. These texts create spaces for the teacher
to write herself in and to contemplate how their own practice might be amenable to
change. By centring on pedagogy Alison, and the colleagues she collaborated with,
produced a major shift in how the doctorate is conceived.
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WRITING

The edited book on publishing pedagogies (Aitchison, Kamler & Lee 2010) was
published two years earlier and is informed by the same spirit as ‘Reshaping the
Doctorate’. Here the focus is explicitly on writing. The collection includes a fascinating
paper by Alison on practice in Sweden where the PhD is typically made up of a
number of published papers, not as in the UK where the PhD by publication is a
post-facto event, but as a conscious and planned strategy whereby the research is
designed with separate publishable elements in mind. The doctoral curriculum as
exemplified in this case study includes a structured seminar programme which Alison
understands as rhetorical training grounds. Alison also wrote with Claire Aitchison
about the need for greater attention to writing in a context where publication has
come fo be centre stage. They note that policies regarding the efficiency of the
doctorate and greatly increased numbers of doctoral students, including those
for whom English is not their mother tongue, have coincided with the pressures of
research assessment to make writing a major issue. Unlike in North America there
is no great tradition in the UK, Australia or South Africa of paying explicit aftention
to writing and of offering classes. Recent approaches, as Alison and Claire note,
have included a shift to understanding writing as a discursive and socio-rhetorical
practice. This gives weight to their notion that support for writing should be both
socially understood and practiced within a social context. As with her other work on
doctoral pedagogy, what we see here is both a focus on theorising practice and also
a concrete concern to improve pedagogy. They suggest an approach to working with
texts in hands-on ways that develop both writing skill and an understanding of the
processes by which knowledge is created in and through writing.

This is extraordinarily useful. In my case it has made me articulate more clearly for
my students what | think | am doing when | feedback on their writing and to reflect
on how my own writing development has been largely tacit. The one exception to
this which speaks directly to Alison’s concerns with writing as a social practice was a
writing retreat with members of the CAD collective facilitated by Barbara Grant and
experiencing and understanding writing differently opens up the space to change
doctoral practice. The opportunities for greater attention to doctoral writing are
opening up with newer doctoral programmes including the EdD and again what the
texts produced and edited by Alison do, is provide both a theoretical language and
practical descriptions of what such practices might look like.
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PRACTICE

So to turn to the third term that Alison developed and built on in her work on the
doctorate, in ‘Changing Practices in Doctoral Education” Alison and David Boud
(2009) draw on writers such as Schatzski and begin to theorise practice as the core
building block of the social — they quote Schatzski in seeing practices as ‘embodied
materially mediated arrays of human activity centrally organised around shared
practical understanding’. Practices are purposeful and people are invested in them
and they generate meanings. To think of the doctorate as a practice, therefore, turns
our attention to the materiality of the activities of doctoral work, to the networks
of activities at local and global levels, and to what is produced — subjects as well
as objects. The Chapters in the book give multiple examples of different sorts of
practice including research for design not just about design which challenge us to
think about the nature of our different sorts of knowing.

| know that Alison was increasingly concerned with the practice turn in the social
sciences more generally and the methodological implications for how we understand
professional life and know-how and how these in turn relate to the role of the
university in supporting knowledge production for newly challenging and changing
professional contexts, particularly in her work in health related areas. This to me
marks a new and exciting shift in Alison’s generative and creative theorising and it
leaves us with a series of challenges about its methodological implications. One of
these is the need for rich ethnographies that address the materiality of practice in
different sorts of doctoral settings.

The sadness is that as we research and continue our doctoral practice we won't have
Alison there to provoke and challenge us. | loved her for the way she could always
ask the question that made me worry away and attempt to become a better theorist
and practitioner. And | loved her because we disagreed as well as agreed — our
conversations were endlessly productive. But what we can all be grateful for is that
we have such a rich and provocative body of published work and that in reading
and re-reading her work we can celebrate her enduring contribution to doctoral
education.
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