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INTRODUCTION 

These best practice guidelines are designed to safeguard academic standards, and ensure 
successful delivery by theological institutions in the evangelical tradition of doctoral 
programmes to national and international expectations. They amplify what is set out in the 
Beirut Benchmarks and the Beirut Benchmarks Adaptation for Professional Doctorates, and 
are designed to establish expectations, and also as serve as tool of analysis to encourage 
ongoing reflection on best practice.  

THESE BEST PRACTICE GUIDLELINES ARE BASED ON FIVE FOUNDATIONAL 
PRINCIPLES -  

I) EXCELLENCE IN THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION HAS A BIBLICAL MANDATE 

o The desire for excellence in the creation and delivery of programmes of 
theological study is biblically mandated, and this should extend to all levels of 
theological education including the doctorate -  2 Corinthians 8, 7;  Philippians 
4, 8. 

 
II) DOCTORAL EDUCATION IN EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL COLLEGES 
SHOULD BE BIBLICALLY CENTRED 
  

o Doctoral education in the theological disciplines, when conducted by those 
within the evangelical tradition, should place the study of the Bible as the core 
discipline of Christian theology, integrating and permeating all other fields of 
study and application. 1  

o Doctoral education in evangelical theological colleges should serve the greater 
goal of equipping Christians and Christian leaders for the correct reading, 
interpreting, and proclaiming of the Bible – 2 Timothy 4, 1-2; 1 Tim 4, 11-13; 
Titus 1, 9; 2, 1. 
  

III) DOCTORAL STUDIES IN THEOLOGICAL DISCIPLINES SHOULD BE 
MISSIONAL 

o These guidelines reaffirm the principle that theological education is an 
essential aspect of mission 2 Timothy 2,2 ; Colossians 1, 28-29. 

o Providing leaders with high grade theological education enables Christian 
leaders to understand and teach the word of God faithfully, to equip God’s 
people for communicating God’s truth in every cultural context, and 
demonstrates a desire for the lordship of Christ to be reflected at all levels of 
in theological education – 2 Corinthians 10, 4-5. 

                                                
1 Cape Town Commitment, Call to Action, F4, p. 68. 



o Doctoral education equips Christian scholars to engage in the vital work of 
mission to, and within, the academy, providing a distinctive, and intellectually 
credible, response to key debates, from an evangelical perspective. 

o The outcomes of doctoral programmes should ultimately be missional, 
contributing to the extension of God’s kingdom in the world.  

iv) DOCTORAL STUDIES SHOULE BE DONE IN COMMUNITY 

o The importance of community in the formation of scholars should be 
recognised in doctoral programmes. Although most doctoral research projects 
in theology are individual, they are done best in the context of a mutually 
supportive learning community.  

o Learning done in community and mutual service lessens the dangers of 
individualism, competition and loneliness, which often characterize doctoral 
programmes.  The value of academic and spiritual formation in community, 
and the strength of cohort learning, should be encouraged in doctoral 
education.  

o A sense of community with the all members of the institution should be 
encouraged.  

o Special efforts should be made to ensure that non-residential, part-time, and 
at-a-distance students are part of the wider learning community.  

o This sense of community should extend to participation with the local 
Christian community, and any sense of isolation between the academic world 
and the local church should be avoided.  

 
v) DOCTORAL PROGRAMMES SHOULD SEEK THE INTEGRATION OF ACADEMIC 
EXCELLENCE AND SPIRITUAL FORMATION 

o Research and spiritual formation –  

} Doctoral programmes should encourage scholars to see the connection 
between research work and spiritual formation. Research should be faithful 
both to Word of God and the demands of their discipline. Researchers should 
seek integration of both academic and spiritual excellence, working to the 
higher end of the transformation of the whole people of God according to the 
image of Christ and his mission in the world. Doctoral students should be 
shown how to avoid the separation between the academic discipline and the 
rest of life, which too often characterizes advanced studies.  

} Doctoral programmes should encourage integration of thinking and learning. 
All truth belongs to God, and is not limited by traditional boundaries that 
separate academic disciplines from one another. Doctoral studies should 
promote depth of thinking and intellectual rigor, but also create capacity to 
establish broader lines of connectedness across disciplines.  



o Whilst striving for academic excellence, doctoral programmes should also be 
rooted in belief in the absolute necessity of humility and total dependence on 
God. The pursuit of knowledge through autonomous human intelligence 
without reliance on the Spirit of God is not God honouring. Doctoral scholars 
should seek God's help in all aspects of their lives and their education. 

} Supervision and spiritual formation 

o Supervisors of academic research projects should be committed to the 
promotion of both academic excellence and its integration with spiritual 
formation. Programmes should inculcate the values of honesty and intellectual 
rigor, a commitment to the truth wherever it leads, and a humble willingness 
to acknowledge mistakes, misunderstandings, prejudices and presuppositions, 
and value their correction.  Scholars and supervisors should be committed to 
research that will be deep and rigorous, and which demonstrates ethical and 
intellectual consistency.  
 

THE NATURE OF RESEARCH. 
o ‘Research’ has traditionally been understood as original investigation 

undertaken in order to gain knowledge and understanding. It includes the 
generation of ideas; the development of projects which lead to new or 
improved insights; and the use of knowledge to produce new or improved 
materials, processes, and designs. At its heart lies scholarship, which involves 
the creation, development and maintenance of the intellectual infrastructure of 
a subject or discipline.  

o The emphasis on ‘newness’ does not imply that research necessarily entails a 
challenge to Biblical or confessional orthodoxy. Because research involves the 
creation of ideas and projects which lead to ‘new or improved insights,’ this 
can mean bringing new perspectives on traditional teachings, re-discovering 
‘old’ truths, or restating them in clearer, or more contextually appropriate 
ways. Research can therefore be legitimately seen as a way of both creating 
new paradigms where they are needed, but also of enhancing former ones 
based on a conviction of Biblical authority, a distinctly Christian worldview, 
or confessional orthodoxy. 

 



THE STRUCTURE AND DELIVERY OF DOCTORAL PROGRAMMES 

} Institutions offering doctoral programmes should ensure they have appropriate 

numbers of qualified staff to deliver and sustain doctoral programmes throughout the 

duration of each cohort cycle. This includes the provision of appropriate 

administrative support.  

} Adjunct faculty who assist in the delivery of doctoral programmes should be 

appropriately qualified and undergo full orientation and training into their role in the 

programme. 

} Each element of a doctoral programme should have a clearly developed rationale, and 

function in the development of skills for doctoral study. Where taught components 

and non-assessed thesis elements are included in doctoral programmes, they should be 

designed to consolidate and enhance skills required in the research component of the 

PhD programme.  

} Doctoral programmes should strive for best-practice in their delivery, with regular 

assessments of appropriate mechanisms. Those running programmes should 

continually evaluate debates about ways of learning, including non-formal and non-

traditional ways, and develop approaches that ensure the academic excellence of the 

final doctoral research, and also contextual appropriateness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT NECESSARY TO SUSTAIN A DOCTORAL 
PROGRAMME 

• Institutions will only accept doctoral students into an environment that provides 
support for doing and learning about research, where research is already taking 
place and a research culture exists. 
This includes: 

o Putting in place effective arrangements to maintain appropriate academic 
standards and enhance the quality of postgraduate research degrees. 

o Ensuring that institutional regulations for doctoral programmes are clear and 
readily available to students and staff. Where appropriate, regulations will be 
supplemented by accessible, subject-specific guidance at the level of the 
faculty, school, or department.  

o Developing codes of practice for running doctoral programmes, which will be 
applied, and available, to all students and staff involved in these programmes. 

o Monitoring the success of doctoral programmes against appropriate internal 
and external indicators and targets. 

o Maintaining appropriate institutional administrative structures for the running 
of doctoral programmes, including establishing an appropriate committee(s) 
for oversight and decision making. The composition of such committee (s) 
will be decided by the institution, and terms of reference and lines of 
accountability clearly established within the organisational structure. Minutes 
and reports will be available to the scrutiny of the institution’s academic 
leadership, and external accrediting bodies. Where possible the committee 
should include both student and external representation.  

o Ensuring that record- keeping procedures for doctoral programmes are  
adequate in scope, legibility, up to date and with appropriate provision for 
preservation.  

o Providing doctoral students with appropriate academic advice and support at 
the beginning and throughout the duration of their programmes. 

 
An induction programme for new students should be run at the start of a doctoral programme, 
reflecting the specific needs of doctoral students, providing appropriate information about the 
institution, its programmes, codes of conduct, student responsibilities, facilities available, 
health and safety issues. Key information should also be presented in the form of a doctoral 
handbook.  
 
THE SELECTION AND ADMISSION OF STUDENTS ONTO DOCTORAL 
PROGRAMMES 

o The institution’s admissions policy should be publicly available, clear, consistently 
applied and demonstrate equality of opportunity. 

o Only properly qualified and prepared doctoral candidates should be admitted to 
research programmes 

o Admissions decisions will involve at least two members of the institution’s staff, who 
will have received appropriate training, advice and guidance in respect of selection 
and admissions procedures. The decision-making process will enable the institution to 
assure itself that admissions policies are fairly and equally applied. 

o Applicants will be supplied with relevant information at each stage of the admissions 
process, and decisions will be clearly and promptly communicated to them.  



LIBRARY RESOURCES 

The library holdings of an institution running a doctoral programme should be of a size and 
quality suitable to needs of the programme, and include high level academic material in the 
language of instruction and other languages as appropriate. Materials should be at the cutting 
edge of the current academic discourse, and include leading research publications in the 
fields.  

o Institutions offering doctoral programmes should seek to create a library of 
over 40,000 volumes, comprising up-to-date and research-led material. In 
addition, research subscriptions to leading, peer reviewed, academic journals 
should be maintained in the fields in which doctoral awards are offered. 
Subscription to at least 100 journals in the theological disciplines would be 
considered normal. These can include journals available through online 
databases by electronic subscription, although the importance of maintaining 
such subscriptions once established should be stressed. Quantity should not be 
at the expense of consistent quality; superficial and superfluous titles should 
be avoided in acquisitions and eliminated from holdings. The holdings should 
represent both breadth and concentration. Breadth should be with reference to 
academic levels, theological orientations, and subjects covered. Significant 
attention should be given to acquiring materials that reflect the geographical 
and cultural context of the institution, and the subjects of instruction at the 
institution. The reference collection and periodicals received should manifest a 
similar blend of general breadth and specific concentration. 

o The library should contain at least 2000 volumes particular to each specified 
doctoral field, including a substantial portion of the major scholarly titles, 
reference materials, and journals (including back issue collections) in that 
field. 

o Libraries should facilitate access for doctoral scholars and research-active staff 
to the range of academic resources available in local, regional, and national 
academic libraries and centres of excellence in theological education and other 
disciplines, such as university libraries, and wherever possible, borrowing 
rights at these should be secured.  

o Libraries in theological colleges should also maintain inter-library loan 
facilities for students, and make available on-site internet access to collections 
held elsewhere. Where these arrangements to supplement on-site holdings are 
not available, libraries must substantially increase the size of their collection 
of books and journals in the area(s) of their specialisation. 

o Physical holdings of books can be supplemented through the holdings of titles 
in electronic format if the institution demonstrates they are easily and regularly 
accessed. 

o Where research is to be conducted into specific contextual topics, libraries 
should establish and maintain collections of appropriate archives and primary 
source materials upon which such research can be undertaken.  

o Libraries should be staffed in sufficient numbers to ensure proper running, 
maintenance, and ease of access to the collection by research scholars. Library 
staff should include by those with appropriate qualifications in librarianship, 
and with an understanding of theological disciplines. 

o Students should receive appropriate induction and training in the use of both 
physical and electronic library resources, and this should be regularly updated. 



This will include relevant health and safety information, and legislative 
information on issues such as information storage and usage, and copyright 
law.  

o Materials should be catalogued using an internationally recognised catalogue 
system, and libraries should make catalogues available in electronically 
accessible format.   

o Libraries should maintain operating hours that are conducive to the research 
working hours of research students. 

o Libraries should provide access to electronic and internet-based resources at 
levels suitable for intensive research-based study. Research students should 
have access to computing equipment, and stable broadband internet 
connection enabling email, internet searching, electronic access to databases 
and electronic journals, and facility for downloading research materials. This 
should be freely available to research students, who should receive training in 
their use. 

o Library resources should include up to date facilities for photocopying and 
electronically scanning research materials 

o Research students should have enhanced borrowing rights for written 
materials, and interlibrary loan books. 

o Research students should be provided with a designated study space, with 
appropriate secure storage facilities for their research materials within, or 
adjacent to, the library. 

o Library facilities and procedures should be adequate for preserving the 
holdings against special hazards arising from climate and insects.  
 

Library funding. Institutions with doctoral programmes should spend on library acquisitions a 
minimum of 5% of the institution’s annual operational income. [The calculation should 
include as income any donated salaries of expatriate staff.] There should be an agreed figure 
for additional accessions to each specified field of doctoral studies. 2

                                                
2 The ACTEA review guidelines suggest a minimum of US$1000 a year for accessions in 
each specified field of study. 

 



FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS 

Fees.  

o Student fees for doctoral programmes should be openly published each year, together 

with a statement of all other fees and dues that students are required to pay. 

o Student fees should be regularly reviewed, to make sure that they correlate both with 

the financial needs of the institution and with the financial abilities of the students and 

their sponsors. However, once admitted to a programme, the level of annual student 

fee and other dues should not be subjected to unexpected increases that would mean 

students were unable to afford to complete the programme they have started. 

 

Financial Assistance to Students 

o Institutions running doctoral programmes should seek raise and offer scholarship 

funds to those who are academically qualified for such study, but who are unable to 

do so because of financial disadvantage. 

o Scholarship aid programmes should be administered in keeping with written 

procedures, on the basis of group consultation and decision, and with formal records 

maintained of action. All eligible students should be able to openly apply for 

scholarship aid when it is available. Scholarship opportunities from external bodies 

should be freely publicised amongst eligible students.   

 



ENGAGEMENT WITH GLOBAL ACADEMIC DISCOURSE 

Whilst seeking to reflect the research needs of national Christian communities and being 
appropriately contextual, doctoral programmes must also introduce scholars to the full range 
of global academic discourse in their chosen research field. This will involve access to the 
global range of literature in their chosen discipline 

o Doctoral	  scholars	  should	  demonstrate	  a	  pattern	  of	  engagement	  with	  the	  

international	  network	  of	  doctoral	  level	  scholarship	  that	  will	  provide	  them	  with	  

for	  breadth	  and	  enrichment	  of	  learning,	  cross-‐fertilisation	  of	  ideas,	  and	  

international	  comparability.	   

o Academic	  doctoral	  programmes	  in	  the	  Majority	  World	  are	  strongly	  encouraged	  

to	  arrange	  for	  students	  to	  undertake	  a	  portion	  of	  the	  programme	  in	  an	  academic	  

setting	  in a leading centre of international centre of theological education outside 

their own regional context.   

o Scholars should also be encouraged to take opportunities to present and discuss their 

research work in national and international conferences in their subject fields – 

conference bursaries are sometimes available for such papers.  

o Doctoral programmes should seek to introduce their doctoral students to a range of 

academic perspectives from individuals at the cutting edge of global academic 

research. This can be facilitated through invitations of leading academics to speak at 

research conferences, deliver seminar components, and through their engagement as 

second supervisors, second readers of theses, and as external examiners. 



KEY RESEARCH TRAINING ELEMENTS IN DOCTORAL PROGRAMMES  

Institutions offering doctoral programmes should provide students with an initial 
induction to doctoral research, and a regular programme of ongoing research-skills 
training.  

Topics to be covered should include- 

i) Understanding how learning happens at a doctoral level 

ii) Building analytical skills as well as synthetic skills 

iii) Written communication skills for the academic context 

iv) Written communication skills for beyond the academic context 

v) Oral presentation skills –  a) Giving research papers 

b) Discussing the research findings of others 

vi) ICT skills 

vii) Bibliographic skills 

viii) Use of electronic resources and web-based materials 

ix) Project planning and time management 

x) Record keeping and record management 

xi) Personal and career development, and future employment planning 

xii) Participation in seminars, workshops and conferences 

xiii) Preparation for examination 

xiv) Training in using the doctoral qualification after it has been completed 

  This should include -  

} teaching and lecturing skills (pedagogy, andragogy)  
} academic administration 
} Life after the doctorate – ongoing research, writing, other skills 
} Scholarship as vocation and the place of scholarship within wider 

Christian mission 
} Writing for publication 
} Academic conference participation 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TAUGHT COMPONENTS IN DOCTORAL DEGREES (To be inserted in Section 
Bangalore Document under ‘Size and Structure of Doctoral Degrees) 
 

o Where	  doctoral	  programmes	  comprise	  a	  combination	  of	  taught	  courses	  
and	  directed	  research,	  curricular	  requirements	  should	  be	  designed	  to	  
equip	  the	  student	  with	  a	  substantial	  mastery	  of	  the	  subject	  material,	  
theory,	  bibliography,	  research,	  and	  methodology,	  across	  a	  significant	  
portion	  of	  the	  field	  of	  specialisation.	  	  

o Taught	  courses	  should	  seek	  to	  develop	  the	  capacity	  for	  independent	  
thinking	  and	  creative	  contribution	  in	  the	  student’s	  field	  of	  study,	  and	  with	  
an	  acquaintance	  with	  relevant	  cognate	  fields	  sufficient	  for	  effectiveness	  in	  
this	  field.	  Oral	  and/or	  written	  comprehensive	  assessment	  tools	  (for	  
example,	  comprehensive	  examinations)	  should	  be	  designed	  to	  confirm	  
achievement	  with	  respect	  to	  the	  above	  criteria.	  

o Taught	  courses	  should	  build	  the	  skills	  doctoral	  students	  require	  to	  
undertake	  a	  major,	  sustained,	  piece	  of	  academic	  research	  and	  writing.	  


