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Preface

A Research Network Model

ALISON WRAY

Between 1996 and 1999 I had the privilege of working as Paul Meara’s
colleague in the Centre for Applied Language Studies, University of
Wales Swansea, where I assisted with the running of the PhD programme
of the Vocabulary Acquisition Research Group (VARG). It was a
tremendous training for me, a young academic with much to learn
about how research can and should be conducted, and how best to
nurture postgraduate students. Without question, it has made me a better
supervisor than I would otherwise have been. In this short account, I
shall try to pinpoint what makes the VARG programme so special, and
show how Paul has distilled into its design � and the practice of its day-
to-day management � the essence of excellent research training.

PhD Programmes: The Challenge

We must begin with a consideration of the wider context in which the
VARG programme operates. The PhD is a different creature in different
countries but in the UK financial constraints and established traditions
tend to funnel full-time students into three years of narrow and solitary
investigation. In many other countries, less speed and more breadth
would be the norm, with a mixture, over a longer time frame, of PhD
research and taught components focused on both academic content and
research training. In the UK, the training component is normally
undertaken first, as a Masters course in research methods, and one
obvious disadvantage is that it precedes the development of the student’s
own empirical work.

In truth, the most effective learning will occur during the process of
carrying out research for oneself. The combination of front-loading the
training and imposing a tight completion deadline sometimes means that
UK PhD students gain rather little breadth of practical research
experience. Some projects entail only one, large, data collection, and
therefore the design of only one investigative instrument and only a
small number of analytic techniques. Even the extent to which a student
learns to engage critically with the research literature is not uniform.
Critical skills take time and experience to develop, and are best nurtured
through tightly focused vignettes that receive detailed feedback from the
supervisor. Many students, unfortunately, launch directly into an
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extensive, under-focused literature review that favours quantity over
critical quality, and they can miss out on the opportunity to draft and
redraft their account until it fully and appropriately integrates with their
own investigatory aims.

Given the intractable constraints of time and resources, how can
supervisors provide the best possible training experience for their PhD
students? There are certain design features that a programme needs, if it
is to support the development of critical insight, facilitate the acquisition
of breadth and depth in research experience, and create a solid knowl-
edge-base for original ideas. These features include a good balance
between freedom to explore one’s interests and hunches and a structured
operational space; regular feedback on work from specialists in the field;
opportunities to air one’s ideas in a safe environment; a strong sense of
community; and time. I think it is no accident that the VARG PhD
programme at Swansea, expressly designed to provide this combination
of experiences, is dedicated entirely to part-time students.

The Marks of Success

The success of the VARG PhD programme can be measured in many
ways:

. a spectacularly high pass-rate at first submission (PhDs in the UK
often do not pass first go);

. excellent onward career trajectories for its graduates;

. the respect and recognition of international experts in the field;

. recognition from the Economic and Social Research Council as a
research training programme eligible for its studentship funding;

. an international reputation amongst would-be students, resulting in
a highly competitive application process and a waiting list for
places.

VARG students think for themselves, question everything, and view
not only other people’s but also their own work with critical circumspec-
tion. VARGgraduates tend to display a striking combination of confidence
founded on real knowledge and insight, and modesty derived from their
understanding of where their own work fits into the bigger picture.

So, what is it about the programme that reliably produces these
markers of success? Many things: its design, the expertise and commit-
ment of its staff, the calibre of the students it recruits, and, importantly,
the maintenance of just the right number of students to balance
experience with renewal. The numbers on the VARG programme have
settled, through trial and error, at around 25. Typically, in any given year,
four new entrants begin the programme and three to four people
complete it.
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Commitment from a team of experts

VARG is unquestionably Paul Meara’s programme, and his strong
leadership is integral to its international stature. But he has drawn in
colleagues over many years to share ownership and responsibility,
thereby providing them with an opportunity to develop their own skills
in supervision and teamwork, while broadening the base of expertise
offered to students. In-house staff supporting VARG have included (in
chronological order) Jim Milton, Ann Ryan, myself, Nuria Lorenzo-Dus,
Geoff Hall, Chris Butler, Chris Shei, Tess Fitzpatrick (a VARG graduate
herself) and Cornelia Tschichold. In addition, many academic visitors
from home and overseas have made valuable contributions, most notably
by being ‘stars’ at the annual conference (see later).

Valuing the part-time student

The entire VARG enterprise is geared to the constraints and oppor-
tunities associated with part-time, distance study. Other than on the UK’s
excellent Open University programmes, part-time distance students in
the UK often get something of a raw deal. Unable to attend seminars,
reading groups and so on, they may often feel like unwelcome
interlopers on the full-time programme. VARG, however, recognises
and exploits the many advantages of being part-time. For example,
students usually take part-time registration because they have a full-time
job. Often construed as a problem, in fact it means they are financially
solvent and can factor in the work-study balance from the start, in
contrast to the many full-time postgraduates without scholarships, who
find their need to earn money in direct conflict with their study.
Furthermore, as most VARG students don’t have just any old job, but a
career � usually in language teaching � they have a clear rationale for
their study, can see tangible benefits in completing it, and have a
professional future planned out. They have, in short, both security and
motivation. A third benefit is that, working in an environment directly
relevant to their research, VARG students normally have no difficulty
gathering linguistic data � often finding research subjects in their own
classroom � whereas a full-time student may have to make considerable
efforts to access a cohort of subjects.

Most importantly, part-time registration takes the pressure off that
tight three-year window, and creates many opportunities for reading,
investigations and reflection that the frantic full-timer can easily miss.
Data collected from a cohort of language learners might reveal patterns
that invite a follow-up of the same cohort a year later, or a comparison
with the next cohort. A part-timer’s scope to do that is much greater than
a full-timer’s. Part-timers also get more bites at the cherry when it comes
to annual conferences.
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Structure, routine, progression, feedback

Of course, part-time registration has potential disadvantages too. One
inherent difficulty for many students is that, with other calls on their time
and such an apparently distant thesis submission deadline, weeks or
months easily go past with very little work being done. The VARG
programme’s solution is to impose across the entire five-year registration
period a highly structured schedule of small, manageable pieces of work
with set deadlines. These mini-projects are in response to two strands of
activity: a personal annual programme of work, based on a template but
adapted to the individual’s stage and research trajectory; and the
monthly mailing, sent out to all students. For a busy part-timer, it is a
lot easier to start and complete a series of small, well-defined tasks than
to motivate oneself regularly to put time into a single, open-ended
activity of unknown duration. Small tasks have other benefits too: the
chance to try out new skills and new ideas, get feedback, and try again.
Rather than investing all one’s hopes in one huge analysis of a single
dataset, it becomes possible to try out different approaches, and develop
insights and confidence along the way.

The monthly mailing is the means by which the set tasks for the entire
cohort are administered. All students are required to complete at least six
of the eight tasks set during the year (there are eight ‘monthly’ mailings
per year, to allow for vacations). The tasks are strongly focused,
following a particular theme within the area of vocabulary acquisition
(e.g. lexical richness, word association). They usually entail the critical
evaluation of a research paper or part of a book, written up as a short
report. The responses are read and commented on by the staff member
that set the task. In the next mailing, some of the responses are circulated,
along with the staff member’s own commentary � both on the paper
itself and on how the students engaged with the task. In this way, a kind
of virtual seminar takes place. Students receive not only feedback on
their own work, but also the opportunity to see how others approached
the same activity. Over a period of time, the effect is to induct students
into an approach to critical evaluation that emulates best practice. In
short, VARG students learn not only to regard with healthy scepticism
and a discerning eye aspects of published papers that others might
accept on trust, but also to justify their criticisms in a structured and
explicit way. One particularly valuable aspect of these exercises is the
fine-tuned examination of statistical analyses. Most Applied Linguistics
students lack experience in, and confidence with, statistics, but VARG
students soon learn what to look for, and thereby develop the ability both
to understand reports of quantitative analyses, and to run their own
statistical tests.
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The annual schedule for each student focuses on targeted reading and
the building of a portfolio of empirical studies, each written up at the
time, to become part of the final thesis. In Year 1, the student undertakes
a modified replication of a published study. Replications are a highly
valuable, and typically much underused, tool for learning: by developing
an existing design and analysing the data in a comparable way, one is
guided safely through the investigatory process and comes out the other
end with results that can be compared to the original. One learns much
about what can arise in the course of investigations, and one also learns
how important it is to write up one’s own work in a way that will allow
others to replicate it. From Year 2, students undertake their own original
experiments or other investigations. Usually they will conduct one
investigation in each of Years 2 and 3, and increase the number to two
per year after that.

For some students there is a natural progression from the first
experiment to the second and onwards, as different variables are
manipulated, or as the same cohort is tested on successive occasions.
For others, each experiment comes at the central question in a different
way, so that the final write-up provides several windows on a
phenomenon, reflecting the student’s developing understanding of
complex issues. There is a good chance that, in the course of creating
the investigatory portfolio, a range of different designs and analytic tools
will be needed, and several statistical tests will be used. Through this
structured apprenticeship, VARG students are initiated into many of the
different practices of the Applied Linguistics community, and provided
with the means to become experts in their field of enquiry.

There are other components, too, of the annual schedule. Everyone
writes a book review, subsequently circulated to the group and often
submitted to a journal for publication. Students are encouraged to review
books that others on the programme might otherwise not access,
including ones written in languages other than English. Students are
also required to prepare presentations for conferences: typically a poster
in Year 2, and papers thereafter.

The portfolio approach to research means that there is never a point at
which the student has to face a blank page � or empty computer screen �
with the challenge of ‘starting to write up’. Rather, the ‘writing up’ phase
is essentially a matter of joining into a coherent narrative the work that
has been done. Thus the danger of not completing the thesis is
minimised.

The annual conference

The annual VARG conference is a major and highly significant part of
the programme. Students and staff meet over three days to present and
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