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Executive Summary 

This research report presents the experiences of current doctoral candidates at James Cook University 

(JCU).  The findings are based on qualitative research conducted in November and December 2017.  

Themes remain consistent with prior iterations of the biennial JCU Doctoral Experience report 

conducted on behalf of the Graduate Research School (GRS).  Key aspects include JCU administrative 

support and processes, institutional resources and support, the supervisory experience, and the 

overall candidature experience. 

 

Based on the student feedback provided, the cohort initiative continues to provide the most positive 

all round experience for HDR candidates, delivering regular organised and discipline relevant skills 
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Direct participation in the focus groups for this research was significantly lower than 2 years ago, 

although consistent with early reports conducted in 2012 and 2014.  With the online survey option, 

overall respondent numbers increased with participation rates up 0.4% to 12%.  Comparison with 

previous demographic characteristics reveals that almost 70% of respondents had completed prior 

research degrees, and that the majority were in the later stages of their candidature.  Student profiles 

were otherwise similar to 2016.   

 

Recent PREQ research about JCU highlighted issues of a decline in the intellectual climate at several 

Colleges, and a growing dissatisfaction with skills development and overall goals and expectations for 

doctoral candidates.  This was also evident in this research.  In direct contrast to the previous 

qualitative Doctoral Experience survey in 2016 however, participation rates from the Australian 

Research Council Centre of Excellence were significantly lower (21% vs 4.5%) with predominantly 

positive responses/comments, this suggests there has been improvement in candidate management 

and satisfaction within the Centre.  Colleges that offered the cohort program were generally perceived 

more favourably than the other Colleges. 

 

While students were generally unfamiliar with the phrase “intellectual climate”, issues of unhealthy 

competition between candidates, stress, isolation and mental health remained evident.  Emergent 

concerns included a perceived lack of respect for the knowledge and contributions of HDR candidates, 

and a culture of sexual harassment/discrimination and bullying.  Issues of access, resources and 

support were again more apparent amongst 0(o)5(s(t)9(o)5(ral)-6( )-186(c)1s n
BT
/F1 11.04 Tf3l)-6t
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There were mixed reviews from students in regards to the current open plan PhD offices.  A number 

of students believed that the mixed environment facilitated collegiality, interdisciplinary research 

appreciation and social support networks.  More students felt that the open plan environment was 

noisy, disruptive and not conducive to research.  Some of these students have since opted to study 
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Townsville students the focus groups were organised as College based groups, while the logistics and 

lower number of enrolled students in Cairns resulted in a larger single combined College session. 

 

Using the GRS email database, invitations were sent directly from the researcher to students in each 

College, 
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focus group sessions was sent an additional email invitation with a link to the online survey.  An open 

invitation to the online survey was further provide via the JCU Research Students and JCU Graduate 

Research School Facebook pages.  Online surveys were anonymous, however students were also 

provided the option of a telephone/skype interview. The online survey response period was open 

from 27 November – December 31st 2017.  
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Consistent with previous iterations the focus groups were conducted during the month of November 

with the online survey available during late November until the end of December.  While all attempts 

were made to avoid conflicts with other research programs, personal commitments, or teaching 

obligations, there were unavoidable clashes for some students.  Where identified, these students 

were offered the online survey or telephone interview alternative. 
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group sessions offered (23 in Townsville and 14 in Cairns). Of these students 36 further completed the 

paper-based survey for the project providing, at a minimum, basic demographic details.  An additional 

56 participants completed the online version of the survey only.  
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Of the 92 survey respondents (paper based or online) the students were predominantly female (62%), 

domestic students (61%) younger than 35 (53%), mid to final year candidature (74%) with either a 

Bachelor (Honours) degree (35%) or Research Masters (34%) as their highest qualification prior to 

commencing their Doctoral candidature at JCU.  While one student indicated they completed their 

previous qualification less than 12 months ago, 18.5
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College based support  
Specific College comments are available in the College Discussion section on pg. 35 

 

Based on the feedback provided, most Colleges provide good support to HDR students with a number 

of administrative staff members individually named for going “above and beyond” to assist.  Negative 

experiences seem to be associated more with the individual student rather than any specific College. 

“Excellent - could not have asked for more. Very understanding and supportive in every step of the 
way” 

“Excellent - our HDR support team are fantastic!” 

“Terrible. Moved from campuses as it was so poor.” 

“Doesn't provide information unless I ask, so there are a lot of things that I don't know that I'm 
supposed to know” 

 

The three main College support issues raised related to identifying relevant staff members, currency 

of information provided and financial/research support opportunities available. 

“Was and am still unsure as to the hierarchy and structure and who to talk to about certain things”. 

“Generally good, but a lack of knowledge on shifting processes is evident” 

“The staff are kind and helpful, no doubt in that, but the financial support of the college is the biggest 
challenge. Not many funds, grants, projects, or tutoring to involve in as a PhD student” 
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Institutional support  

(refer Table 3) 

Covering a broad range of university infrastructure, resources, professional development options and 

support services, “institutional support” was more topical in this survey than it had been previously.  

With increased participant response levels there also appeared to be a higher level of negativity 

related to a perceived decline in opportunities and associated candidate management. The students’ 

primary observation was that there needed to be a greater value, emphasis and prioritisation of the 

research and learning environment at the university, 
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“The Mabo Library is an enormously important part of JCU. Awesome resource. However, the university 
needs to invest a great deal more into the Special Collections and the facilities for researchers in those 
archives. The Library staff are brilliant.” 

“Generally the library provides excellent workshops to support HDR students” 

“
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RPL).  Consistently there was a plea for greater recognition/credit for professional development 

workshops or courses that were completed external to JCU.  External/off campus students indicated 

additional difficulties in this area in regards to accessing available online modules, and the timetabling, 

technical issues and recording quality of remote access sessions. 

“The skills development is good, but in some ways restrictive. Not everyone requires/ misses the same 
skills, but everyone is forced to do the same seminars (too some extent). I got the most out of seminars 
that I chose according to my skill set, but that required additional time since it did not excuse me from 
many of the required seminars” 

“Training for HDRs is problematic - mature students with extensive external experience do not have 
skills recognised” 

“The compulsory skill development program (GRS seminars, etc.) was often not relevant to my work or 
skills. For example, I had to take the SKIP program when I have excellent English communication skills 
while other students were struggling with their grammar. Native English speakers (e.g. American) also 
had to take the SKIP program which made little sense.” 

 

For this section students further provided a long and extensive list of courses/skills they felt would be 

valuable to their own research and development.  

“We need more technical training. How to do things, not just science communication but processes 
software, approaches, modelling etc.” 

“Can GRS provide the workshop on NVivo and/or on a questionnaire/instrument development? The 
current available NVivo workshop (introduction to NVivo) is very basic” 

 “Assistance with grant applications - step by step process - Practical assistance not 
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Mental health support 

Although there was no specific question on the survey provided, mental health support and issues 

were again raised organically through the survey feedback and focus group comments.  Closely 

associated with the perceived level of social support available/offered, most students were cognisant 

that monitoring personal and individual mental health was vital throughout the candidature.  

Reflecting diverse experiences in this regard there were a number of common sentiments expressed, 

particularly regarding access, resourcing, recognition of issues and pressure.  

“Mental services in the library are good, but I find it hard to make appointments. An online system 
where you can log in and book an appointment time would be very useful 

“Need more psychological support & counselling. Many students struggle psychologically with no 
support.” 

“The formal PhD process and expectations does not adequately allow/cater to different life stages “ 

“Mental health support is an issue.  There is still a huge stigma associated with admitting you are 
feeling the pressure and/or struggling to cope.  Numerous students are on the verge of breakdown due 
to an unspoken rule or culture of not discussing personal problems.” 

“
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International student support 

Although almost a third of respondents were international students there was limited feedback in 

regards to the support services available.  The consensus appeared to be that the international office 

staff are very friendly and supportive in relation to both the academic and social environment, and 

that SKIP was a reasonable program that needed a little more flexibility depending on a student’s 

background and individual needs.  

 

External student support 

Representing just over a quarter of enrolled doctoral candidates (28.5%) external students felt 

particularly challenged and frustrated in regards to the level of support available/received.  As 

indicated in previous sections there is limited access to resources and infrastructure, the technology 

is problematic, they are expected to pay fees for services they do not use, and in many cases it can be 

very socially isolating.  As the Doctoral cohort program arranges intensive face-to-face contact periods 

for all enrolled participants this was seen to be more enabling. 

“It is unbelievably frustrating being an off-campus student and trying to access PD opportunities. I am 
regularly blocked from attending online. I am very disappointed with JCU's lack of capability in online 
learning and engagement. There is absolutely no point offering writing courses or critical theory 
seminars (or other opportunities) when staff are not sufficiently capable in delivering an inclusive 
experience. I have given up trying to be involved in Confirmation of Candidature or Pre-completion 
seminars. I would have thought if nothing else, the Uni would ensure these are available, after all, how 
am I supposed to know what my candidature involves if I can't adequately participate in these.” 

“Upskill in use of online technologies and develop seamless integration of external students” 
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student/supervision relationship feedback was often delayed.  When candidates had more than one 

supervisor the feedback timelines could be variable. 

“
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”Improve training for supervisors as often they are a little lost about the forms, requirements of the 
milestones” 

“I think it'd be good if supervisors were somehow held more accountable for the level of support they 
provide to their students. I feel like mine have taken me on even though they don't actually have time 
or want to spend time on me or my project.” 

“If a professor or academic staff has got too many students to supervise, please give a limitation for 
the maximum number of students they can handle. Otherwise, they (the students) could wait too long 
to get their writing back.” 

“JCU needs to increase staff numbers and value staff more. Needs to remember it is a LEARNING 
INSTITUTION PRIMARILY NOT A MARKETING BUSINESS” 

 

Given that only a small percentage of graduates are likely to remain in academia on completion of the 

PhD, many also felt there should be the flexibility to have a more diverse advisory panel that may 

include industry or agency input.  

“Need to think carefully that many (most?) PhD students will not stay in academia; yet most of the 
advice from advisors comes from academics who have spent little time outside academia.  Need for 
industry/agency involvement in some supervisory panels to help students who clearly don’t see 
themselves staying in academia...” 

“There needs to be support in professional development, networking within the research community; 
there needs to be more of a mentor function (which can be the advisors or an additional person).” 
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Table 4: Advisory/Supervisory Experience* 

 Positive  Observations Negative Observations 

Access/regular 
meetings 

76.5% Good 
Fantastic 
Open door policy 
Regular 

14% Difficult 
Doesn’t happen 
Variable 
None 
Irregular 

Timely feedback 73% Quick 
Valuable 
Excellent 
Timely 

18% Inadequate 
Poor
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College based discussion 

In order to facilitate open, candid, dialogue within the focus group settings, there were limited 

constraints on the content or structure of these sessions beyond addressing the key questions 

required for the feedback loop.  Consequently, feedback on College specific matters was interspersed 

with more general comments and issues.  Where applicable to the wider context of the doctoral 

candidate experience, this information has been provided within the relevant identified themes and 

categories.  The amount of rich data relating to specific Colleges was highly variable, often dependant 

on the number of students or perceived issues.   To avoid potential identification of any particular 

student, applicable observations have been clustered to reflect the scope of positive and negative 

references and recommendations.  Staff names have only 
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“Great support from Kerry Anne, she has been a great advocate for students and a huge difference as 
ADRE – connecting with students, available to discuss, engages very well in the communication process 
and understanding of the policies and processes of JCU (there had been previous inconsistencies in 
interpretation, resulting in 
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College of Arts, Society and Education  
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“
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repository that is regularly and accurately maintained.  This should also support a FAQ section 

(frequently asked questions) and/or direct referral process to relevant admin staff.  Students, 

supervisors, and all relevant 
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Institutional support 

Resources 

In an environment of declining funding, facilities, equipment and resources, respondents advocated 

for a shift in the corporate culture of JCU – away from a business mentality towards the more 

traditional foundations of research, training and education.  Following significant restructuring and 

redundancies it was suggested that the university better value and support its staff and students. 

 

Skills and Professional development 

Students wanted to see greater flexibility in both skills and professional development to reflect the 

diversity of knowledge, experience, access, research obligations and anticipated professional 

demands.  Rather than prescriptive courses and mandatory requirements this could be managed on a 

case by case basis. 

“I spend 6 months in field as my research is very field intensive, getting professional development 
courses completed in time is problematic.” 

 

While there were numerous requests for specific, specialised courses it was proposed that other PhD 

candidates with relevant, desirable skills sets or experience could be listed in a database and be 
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Conclusion  

This report presents the findings of a study into the experiences of doctoral candidates at James Cook 

University in 2017. Qualitative data concerning institutional support, advisory experiences, 

engagement with the Graduate Research School and specific College based issues and initiatives have 

been identified in relation to levels of satisfaction and areas of improvement. Areas of satisfaction 

continue to include the tropical advantage, library services, research supervisor expertise and advisory 

support
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