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Background 

The Australian Government is increasingly requiring universities provide evidence of the quality of 

research education and plans to audit this evidence through TEQSA, and the Compacts Process.  
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degree or other qualifications (58%). 

Palmer (2009) conducted focus groups with doctoral students about the duration of their study and 

concluded that there is undue pressure placed on completion times. In The Council of Australian 

Postgraduate Associations (CAPA) report, Palmer asserted that collegiality and the experience of being 

part of an academic community were identified as positive aspects of the research student experience, 

including in relation to the development of career opportunities and prospects for a timely completion. 

In the completion of research degrees, students noted the importance of various forms of support and 

flexibility in helping reduce stress during candidature, especially around personal circumstances and 

time pressures associated with completing a research degree. Flexibility to be able to make the most 

efficient use time and available resources in completing a research degree was endorsed by 

participants in Palmer’s study. Areas of improvement that Palmer identified were: 

 Significant resources are consumed by students coping with expectations around unrealistic 

completion times. 

 Greater flexibility needed for students to be able to manage their candidature efficiently and 

effectively (e.g. for scholarship holders to be able to move between full and part time study). 

 Greater flexibility needed in visa conditions for international research students. 

 A better “fit” needed between scholarship guidelines and the reality of what it takes to complete a 

research degree. 

The following research aims investigate the perspectives of JCU candidates and advisors, given the 

specific higher education and institutional context.  

 

Research Aims 
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Comparison with previous JCU research 

In a study conducted by Halbert in 2011 all students identified as over 3.5 years full time equivalency 

(FTE) were invited to complete the ‘Barriers to Completion’ survey. The survey was aimed at 
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Method 

The main research tool was an online survey distributed to current HDR candidates and their advisors. 

The survey asked candidates about their broad demographics (including domestic or international and 

their work status) mode of study, motivations, supervisory practices and level of satisfaction with their 

progress. Candidates were asked about their identification with common progression barriers 

including over commitment, lack of feedback /guidance, isolation and skill development. The main 

descriptive questions asked respondents to nominate the three most important supports for HDR 

candidates and what the university could to provide further support. The advisor survey asked 

respondents to nominate their advisor level and numbers of candidates they have supervised. The 

remaining questions were similar to the student survey so as to make comparisons.  

The survey data was exported from Survey Monkey and analysed thematically to identify the most 

significant factors and make comparisons across the three participant groups. Participant 

recommendations were also categorised.  

The survey questions are included in the Appendix. 

Factors supporting candidate progress were categorised thematically as relating to: 

 Financial support 

 Institutional support 

 Supervisory support 

 Peer and candidate qualities. 

Advisors also included responses relating to:  

 Project Design 

 Academic/Research Skills 

Suggestions on improving supports can be categorised as relating to:  

 Administration and communication, 

 Community building (related to the significance of institutional culture, supervision and peers)  

 Facilities  

 Supervision 
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Figure 3: Regularity of advisor meetings for candidates  

less than 4 years FTE compared to candidates over 4 years FTE 

 

Descriptions nominated as ‘other’ included:  

Once in the last 6 months 

Originally it was weekly, then monthly 

Every 3 months 

Once a year  

When the annual report is due 

On average, it's probably between fortnightly and monthly, but it's not regular. It might be 
weekly for a while and then I won't see my supervisor for months.   

Every 6-8 weeks  

 

The most significant difference between groups is that 42% of ‘over time’ candidates do not meet 

regularly with their advisors, compared only 16% of ‘on time’ candidates. Given the importance of 

timely feedback, regular meetings could be a target strategy for this group. The significant differences 

in supervisory meetings and satisfaction are consistent with the 2012 PREQ data. 
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Enabling Factors and Supports – Candidates 

Candidates were asked “What are the three things you think are most important in terms of 

supporting HDR candidates during their candidature?” 

 

Table 3: Candidates most significant support factors. 

Student group and 
ranking 

Financial Institutional Supervisory Peers Candidate Qualities 

1. Under 4 FTE 13.58% 18.52% 59.26%   

1. Over 4 FTE 42.11% 5.26% 52.63%   

2. Under 4 FTE 8.75% 43.75% 32.50% 3.75% 7.50% 

2. Over 4 FTE 5.56% 44.44% 27.78%  22.22% 

3. Under 4 FTE 13.16% 40.79% 21.05% 13.16% 

3.95% 

5.26% 

(emotional support) 
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Supervision  

Supervisor actually having time to have you as a student  

Regular and timely guidance and direction from supervisor  

Regular meetings  

Guidance from supervisory team  

Open communication between student and supervisory team  

Institutional 

Understand the candidate is first a person and secondly a student 

Help with time management 

Timely IT support 

Networking in doctoral cohort 

Helping with the [University] admin processes 

Flexibility 

Understanding with respect to other life pressures (work and family commitments don't stop 
when study begins) 

Desk space and computer access 

Help with the 'extra' requirements of the degree 

Good communication from the university 

Helping with setting up in foreign environment/society 

Stress management 

A thorough induction into policies, procedures and protocols and the organisational 
structures of the university 

Supporting flexible options-part time study for international students 

Access to equipment and people who know how to use it 
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Enabling Factors – Advisors 

 

Table 4: Advisors’ responses to the most significant enabling factors  

in candidate progress categorised by theme and ranked 1-3 

Ranking Financial Supervisory 
Project 
Design 

Academic / 
Research 

Skills 

Prior 
Training 

Peers 
Candidate 
Qualities 

Other 

1. 18.18% 14.55% 21.82%  3.64%  36.36% 5.45% 
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Passion  

Determination  

Self-discipline  

Tenacity  

Self-confidence  

Good work habits  

The second most significant enabler nominated was the project design, fold nce 
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Scenarios 

 

Figure 5: Bar Chart comparing candidates’ identification with  

common barriers to timely completion 

 

 

Figure 6: Pie chart representing advisors’ identification  

with common barriers to timely completion.  

 

I don’t have enough 
time to work on my 

research due to work 
or family 

commitments. , 
78.26% 

My advisors don’t 
meet with me regularly 
and /or provide timely 
feedback on my work, 

30.43% 

My advisors don't have 
the expertise or aren't 
interested in my work. 

, 15.22% 

I feel lonely and 
isolated in what I am 

doing, it is hard to stay 
motivated when there 
is no one else to share 
my experiences with., 

41.30% 

The process of analysis 
or writing up my work 
has been challenging. I 
think I need more skills 

development to do 
what is expected of 

me., 60.87% 
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Actions to Enable Progression 

 

Figure 7: Recommendations to support timely progression 

 

Student Recommendations – Under 4 years FTE 

Admin and communication: 

GRS website more user friendly 

Ensure RSM's are independent and cannot unnecessary impact on progress. Confirmation 
proposal has been two panels of supervisors and external experts, however, RSM is not 
willing to sign off. 

Number two. I find it extremely difficult with all the admin and it is not clear at times. 

Less admin for academic staff! 

More information at the start (i.e. handbook of resources and contact info) 

O
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Less red tape and hoops to jump through in general, seem to be far too many superfluous 
roles in management/admin and far too few people ready to accept responsibility for 
decisions. 

Less bureaucracy/faster response time from admin and supervisors 

Community building 

Organised peer meetings or seminars hosted by the students. This is an aspect of the school 
that does not seem to be available. If we had weekly seminars where the students and post 
docs hosted speakers it would give us a chance to get to know each other and network and 
form connections. Supervisor lab meeting are not enough. 

Foster a greater formal connection between postgraduate students. There is none. 

Fostering deeper connections to colleagues at the university 

That beyond supervisors, schools and faculties acknowledge and take an interest in their 
postgrad students Ȃ this is almost entirely missing. 

Peer support 

Networking events 

Fostering a collegial environment within/between departments & schools 

Generating networks with other HDR students from JCU 

Facilities 

Provide with facilities and equipment to all the students equally, i.e. computers, office, etc  

Better office space  

Desk and computer access for all post-grad students, currently it is down to faculties and 
luck.  

In Marine Biology... Office space, will be addressed with new building although individual 
desk per HDR candidate is highly recommended  

Skill Development 

Need more persons to help for Academic English Writing in Specific field such as biology  
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Remove or improve delivery of the compulsory workshops. Currently so poorly delivered, they 
are a waste of everyone's time (the presenters look like they want to be anywhere but there 
as well).  

Provide more comprehensive and inclusive research skills programme for external students. 
There seems to be very few systems in place to include external students in campus life.  

Suggest a more structured approach  

Career Development. Individualised candidature program  

At my stage in candidature it would be to have an equal focus on supporting students in non-
science disciplines during research skills training. Numerous presenters have made the 
assumption that students are undertaking science-based research. The Indigenous Research 
Protocols workshop should be a core element of the compulsory induction as it addresses 
fundamental protocols all researchers should be aware of from the outset.  

Access to statistical advice and support  

Supervision 

Finding the correct supervisor  

Too much pressure to finish within 3 years, thus supervisors micromanage student's time and 
don't allow them to have enough free time to other interests (personal life);  

The "best" supervisor  

More feedback on completed chapters  

Provide supervisors with a training session so that they know how to better deal with 
conflict, how to better support they students in time of stress  

Supervisor training 
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Advisor Recommendations 

Admin and communication  

Allow for more latitude with submission date 

Promote thesis by publication 

Cut down red tape and bureaucratic processes 

Provide organisational security to staff and students--current loss of academic staff due to 
retirements and future redundancies is creating a climate of uncertainty and huge loss of 
morale among staff and alert postgrads 

Make it easier for students to exit 

Policy of research understanding and skills prior to embarking on a PhD or Masters. 
Achievements of milestones enforced. 

Easier pathways to flag students in difficulty - to support advisers 

Financial supports  

More scholarships 

More structured work opportunities at JCU to ensure that students don't take on too much 
externally 

Scholarship top ups 

More scholarships to avert the need for full time paid employment to make end meet for self 
and family  

Provide scholarships that end at 3 years 

I always try to add another $5,000-$10,000. JCU should do this. Faculties should stop taking 
HDR completion money from Schools. This would allow Schools to reinvest that money into 
top-up scholarships (see before) and into project support.. 

Currently late submitters dominate peer-to-peer mentoring (because they are around longer 
and assume responsibilities within the lab). Perhaps they could be re-located to a "writing 
up" school to help them focus on the job under a more goal directed supervision 

Supervision  

This is far too open ended. One could be to better foster the development of supervisors, who 
are doing so much with almost zero support from the institution. There should be minimal 
levels of supervisory support, as is the case with mandatory minimal levels of support for 
HDR candidates. 

Provide sessions with experienced supervisors to cover some of the above; screen supervisors 
for bad habits 

Mentor system, internal support networks, and extra time for staff to be able to assist 
students- this could be increased in the staff work load. 

Having supervision workload fairly calculated - which our Faculty has made excellent 
progress on. Keep providing these excellent workshops (especially writing) as these are of 
great help and really do ease the supervisory load. 
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Linking them with supervisors who are genuinely capable and committed 

Educate advisors and perhaps sort out a few that cannot support students properly 

We need a greater number of supervisors 

Qualified mentors/supervisors 

Providing more time for supervisors to focus on HDR candidates 

Retraining "experienced" supervisory personnel/assisting with aligning students with 
appropriate supervisors 

Community building 

I think JCU could better support research students to meet and create networks on campus. 
JCU could also support students by offering scholarships or helping them apply for external 
funding. JCU could also better support supervisors to have dedicated time for higher degree 
research students through the workload model. 

Community building expand cohort system; peer mentoring by advanced HDR candidates 

More overt recognition of the importance of HDR students to research culture and through 
that great awareness of their need to stay focussed on their thesis research and not see them 
as a recource to fill in gaps in other activities 

Create a meaningful location for HDR students to work/collaborate. They need a dedicated 
space with high quality facilities. 

Community building skill development A cohort model provides general academic skills and 
support outside the supervisor-candidate relationship. The additional support is from 
academics, but also has a peer support component. This is valuable. The goverment 
scholarships for fulltime students are pathetic and grossly inadequate.  

Skill development  

Ensure ongoing writing skills training, perhaps in groups for support, rather than one-off
ET

BT

1 0 0 1 413.86 419.187cc,.6 Tm

[(oour)-4(h)-98s3. Ensure financial support available to a diversity of s

tudent types. 

Follow up workshops in editing skills; motivational skills 
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Regular group meeting to discuss writing - students bring real examples bot lit review and 
results/discussion and team work them 

More candidate structure/training in research; less sink or swim 

Timely and relevant capacity building with students in a cognate discipline. 

Facilities  

Better infrastructure and technical support from the School  
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Thematic Discussion 

The factors influencing can be categorised under: 

Supervisory and scholarly environment 

Supervision was the most significant factor identified by both groups of students. In both groups, over 

50% of students nominated supervision factors as their first response, approximately another 30% 

referred to supervision in their second response. Students nominated ‘Supervisor’, ‘Support’ and 

‘Feedback’ as the most frequent descriptors for enablers. Advisors mentioned the project design in 

approximately 20% of responses whereas candidates did not mention this explicitly and perhaps it 

was subsumed into supervision.  

Candidate qualities and personal situation 

F
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Conclusion 

Timely completion is a priority across the research education institutions. The enactment of quality 

research education for timely completion is dependent on:  

1. Student qualities and personal situation; 

2. Supervisory and scholarly environment; and 

3. Instisies rdif�̀ s.
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 – Surveys 

Survey Questions – Doctoral Students 

1. Are you an: 
 

a. International student 
b. Domestic student 

 

2. Are you predominantly: 
 

a. On-campus 
b. Off-campus/External 

 

3. What faculty do you work in? (multiple choice) 
 

4. How long have you been enrolled as a doctoral candidate? 
 

Years: ______  Months: ________ 

 

5. How long do you anticipate the doctorate will take you? 
 

Years: ______  Months: ________ 

 

6. What is your main motivation for completing doctoral research? 
 

a. Career Advancement in your current field of employment 
b. Enhancing career prospects  
c. Pursuing a research interest 
d. 
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Survey Questions – Advisors 

 

1. Supervisor Level (if known):   
 

i. Approximately how many research students have you supervised?  _______ 

 

ii. In which Faculty do you work? What faculty do you work in? (multiple choice) 

 

2. In your opinion what are the three most important factors determining students’ timely 
completion? 

 

3. In your opinion what are the three most significant barriers to students’ timely 
completion? 

 

4. Please read the following scenarios from students and comment on any you identify with or 
provide statements or scenarios which reflect your advisory experiences (e.g. ”Students 
are… OR “The PhD process….”)   

 

a. Financial – work commitments Scenario  

�����ǯ����������������������������������������������������������������� 

 

b. Advisory Scenario 
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Appendix 2 – Additional student feedback (under 4 years FTE) 

Are there any other experiences you want to share? 

Sometimes as students we spend too much time doing paperwork and University officers take 
too long to resolve some processes, e.g. ethics approval. 

Room, facility and equipment for specimen identification is not well enough, it was use for 
storage room 

It has been difficult to focus on study out of work hours. Particular when day job is sitting at 
a desk majority of the day 

Different issues arise at different times and these were pressing issues that were resolved by 
changing to an understanding supportive supervisor 

Too many mandatory workshops and seminars at the beginning, which a lot were not helpful 
at that point and delayed my preparation for my confirmation and fieldwork. 

Your thesis gets inside your mind and eats at you all the time. Life events happen, but the big, 
scary three year deadline draws ever closer, as inflexible and imposing as a brick wall. That's 
not a recipe for good mental health. 

As an external student, it is hard to share your work with others. 

I feel I needed more advice at the beginning of my candidature as I was very unsure about 
how to actually go about what I was doing- I thought I knew- but I really didn't. Therefore I 
feel I have wasted a lot of time. Also there was a period where I had very little contact with 
my supervisor and found it very hard to get any feedback or advice. This was not beneficial 
for my progress as I really needed some direction and practical advice/direction. 

I spend long hours working on my research, including weekends or staying at uni after hours 
but apparently this is not enough cause every meeting with my supervisors they ask for more 
giving the impression I haven't done enough. 

I put this on hold for 2013 due to increased work commitments - affordability factors as main 
earner in household 

I'm a single mum who works full time, manages family health issues and studies part-time - 
there aren't enough hours in the day 

I felt uncertain if I was up to par and didn't realise this it normal; it helps to remember that 
this is a learning experience, and I'm not expected to know exactly how to do everything as 
I've never done a PhD before 

I want to remove a supervisor who has no apparent interest in my field of study and is of no 
use to my research. I now know who I want to work with but the politics of the university 
don't make it easy to make that change. 

At the beginning of my post grad experience at present, just trying to find my flow and get 
into a rhythm 

Personal family issues interrupt the PhD in terms of: time; pace; mental concentration 

Regarding the above: a PhD is supposed to be challenging! Skills are built and strengthened 
along the way 

My scholarship only covers tuition fees, so I constantly spend time thinking about possible 
ways to make money to pay for my living expenses.  And because of that I don't concentrate 
much on my school work 
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I am very happy with the facilities at JCU, in particular the high performance computer 
facilities are fantastic. 

Not having deadlines has been challenging! 

Many people do not have emotional balance 

I think the biggest aspect missing from the JCU HDR students is a peer network.  As students a 
peer group is important and it also opens our eyes to available equipment and knowledge 
that our supervisors might not know about.  It also helps networking skills which are very 
important for future careers in academia and research 

My main supervisor has been wonderful to work with. Without him I would probably have 
given away the PhD 

Feelings of loneliness and isolation may be specific for Singapore-based HDR students. There 
is no network of HDR students. 

Having an adjunct as a primary advisor can be challenging if they are unable to provide the 
timely feedback required to progress the research 

Emotional stress due to lack of financial support or familial obligations. 

These first 5 months have been crazy busy for me personally, with a field season, a field 
school, training cross-campus as well as the continual paperwork, GRS seminars and 
preparing to meet my confirmation requirements, on top of personal distractions; so I have 
at times already felt overwhelmed and the high stress levels make me want to just shut down. 

When I started, there was too much paperwork regarding fieldwork. Things seem to be 
getting better in this regard. 

Nowhere in that list does it talk about having a balanced life style that includes exercise, 
hobbies, etc. All of which are important to physical and mental health. I think students are 
slower to progress because modern students want a great life, not just the expectation that 
all they will do is work 

There are very few other students who I can talk to about aspects of my PhD. The HDR 
students in my school who are near completion don't really have the time or interest, and the 
rest are really part-time students who aren't really available. The closest support from a HDR 
student actually comes from another faculty! 

To perhaps go through a more thorough process so that you are aware of the level of 
experience your supervisor has, not just assume because they are a L1 supervisor that they 
are equipped for the job 

My advisor has too many students and is quite impossible to remember all projects in details 
(my personal opinion). 

The selection 
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to our school, GRS, the International office, the institute. It is a mess. And why are we not able 
to keep track of our own funding? why can't we use spendvision? 

Non
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Appendix 3 – Additional student feedback (over 4 years FTE) 

Are there any other experiences you want to share?  

Anxiety was a major issue for me, resulting in some medication. More awareness of this going 
in would have helped  






