Zdravko Lackovic. President of ORPHEUS - Organisation for PhD Education in Biomedicine and Health Sciences in the European System (University of Zagreb School of Medicine, Croatia) Quality improvement in European PhD programmes in biomedicine and health sciences

One of the aims of ORPHEUS is: “To stimulate quality assurance of PhD research and education, and in particular to develop an accreditation process of PhD programmes in biomedicine and health sciences.” Discussion about quality was present at every ORPHEUS conferences held up to now, but formally not as a main topic. However, the main theme at the next ORPHEUS 2009 conference which will be held April 23-25 in Aarhus is: “Maintaining the quality of the PhD degree”. Thus here I will review only few basic questions and problems.

In April 2004, First European Conference on Harmonisation of PhD Programmes in Biomedicine and Health Sciences was held in Zagreb. It became clear that PhD programmes are so different that even a PhD title has a different meaning in different parts of Europe. While some countries did not have any clinical PhD programmes, others had even two. Thus, the delegates coming from 25 universities and from 16 European countries made first European consensus statement what PhD programme should be. According to “Zagreb Declaration” (Article 1) “PhD programme is intended to enable individuals, after completing and defending their PhD thesis, to carry out independent, original and scientifically significant research and critically evaluate work done by others”…  (And Aricle 4) “While the main demonstration of the achievement should be the thesis and published papers, PhD programmes should include theoretical basis as well as development of technical research skills in taught courses where appropriate.” In this last sentence today we might technical skills replace with transferable skills. Theoretically it is not difficult to conclude that quality assessment of each process should depend upon the purpose of it. Consequently building consensus and benchmarks about the purposes of PhD programmes are in the hearth of ORPHEUS mission.
Since introduction of PhD programme as a third circle of Bologna process, to many observers it is clear that behind the scene there is intellectual fight over the scientific, cultural and social role of PhD study. According to dominant views without “the third circle” high education is not complete. Even at some universities which were never really research oriented, new PhD programs are formed. There is political pressure for that but there might be also financial and other interest. On the other hand on some highly developed research universities there is quite opposite feeling. Feeling and fear that it might become impossible to maintain already achieved standards. According to many documents we should “produce” much more PhD’s, on the other hand if we really want to create Europe as the knowledge based society, we need not only more scientist but we need also better scientists (in developed but possibly even more in less developed parts of Europe). To my belief the future of our continent is much dependent on the solution of such problems.
