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Purpose and nature of the project

In 2007, the Carrick Institute provided funding to the UTS based team, working in conjunction with the fIRST consortium, to undertake a project with the overall aim of building and supporting research supervision and training across Australian universities. The more specific aims of the project are:

· to provide a clearer picture of current supervision practices in Australian universities than currently exists

· to identify existing research supervision training provisions in Australian universities and the resources that they utilise 

· to identify future needs and priorities for research supervision and training in relation to broader context of developments in Australian universities

· to make recommendations that assist universities in their on-going development of effective research supervision training

The project was designed in two stages. The first consisted of a symposium of key academics in the field of supervision pedagogy. This stage was completed in late 2007. The second stage is being undertaken in 2008 and consists of a Scoping exercise where information is sought from individuals and groups from Australian universities about existing practices, resources used, and perceived future needs in supervision pedagogy. 
The purpose of this paper is to provide a summary of discussions that took place during the 2007 symposium. 
The symposium

The symposium brought together key academics who are active researchers in the field of higher education and research supervision to discuss current key issues and future directions in research education. The program was organised around six major topics:

· What is the future nature and purpose of the doctorate?

· What is the role of supervision in doctoral education?

· How will the increasing accountability of universities affect doctoral education?

· What is the current state of research supervisor education?

· What are the implications of the growing diversity of candidates and supervision arrangements?

· What is the agenda for future research education?

A team leader and co-presenters provided input for each of the sessions and then general discussion was invited from all symposium participants. The summary that follows identifies key issues that emerged from discussions across the six symposium sessions. Thus it attempts to identify the broader issues that emerged from the symposium as a whole, rather than the details of discussion in any one of the sessions.

Symposium summary

Major themes to emerge across the symposium sessions

The ‘space’ occupied by doctoral education

Discussion in symposium sessions highlighted tensions inherent in the nature of research education where the doctoral supervisor is both teacher and researcher, and where doctoral students are students but also researchers. As participants noted, research education occupies a ‘hybrid space’ between teaching, learning and research, where students are required to be independent and autonomous, but are also required to accept guidance and to respond to feedback. Supervisors are required to support students’ developing independence, but also to ensure their progress towards completion of the research degree stays on track. Balancing multiple roles is a complex task for both supervisors and students. 

Symposium participants pointed out that the complexities of roles of supervisors and students have considerably increased in response to the changing place of knowledge in contemporary society. A society that emphasises a ‘knowledge economy’, where future economic performance is seen as linked to the development of a skilled and innovative workforce, and where individuals within that work force are seen as ‘knowledge workers’, has major implications for doctoral education. Such a society challenges traditional notions of research contributing to the stock of disciplinary knowledge, and of universities as communities of individual and autonomous scholars. It also challenges traditional assumptions about doctoral education. As one participant argued, in such a world, doctoral education becomes a site of tension regarding what constitutes legitimate knowledge, and regarding the ways in which skills and attributes of the new knowledge worker are produced. 

Symposium participants pointed to the need for universities to think more broadly about the total environment for higher education and the roles of all players within the ‘ecosystem’ that is doctoral education. They also pointed to the need to think about the nature of learning at doctoral levels and to what it takes to achieve independent original thought. 

Competing pressures in doctoral education

In the context of a world that challenges traditional notions of knowledge and of scholarship, the symposium discussions identified a number of competing pressures on research education. Research education can be seen as a way of contributing to national innovation and economic development. Graduate students, as likely future research leaders in science, industry, technology, and other professions, can contribute to the national economy and to the nation’s competitive edge in international markets. As a result, there is pressure at national and university levels for growth in doctoral programs, and for programs that attract high quality students and equip them to participate in a global knowledge-based society. And in order to equip students for such a society, there is pressure for research programs to address issues of employment, interdisciplinarity, development of flexible skills, creativity and innovation.

At another level, in order to ensure greater efficiency and ‘quality control’ there is pressure for compliance in research education. Supervisors are increasingly required to comply with regulations that are imposed by governments, universities and individual faculties that aim to ensure greater consistency in students’ experiences as doctoral students, and greater efficiencies through improved retention and reduction in completion times. University regulations are also designed to reduce risk – especially of student complaints and litigation. 

As symposium participants pointed out, tensions exist here between pressure on the one hand for expanded creative and innovative doctoral programs that cater to the needs of diverse students, while on the other hand for increasing conformity to uniform processes, standards and outcomes. Getting the balance right between risk-taking and risk-minimising in doctoral education requires fine judgment. It also places considerable pressure on supervisors to make assessments about ‘how much risk’ is possible or appropriate, and about accountability and responsibility in their work with research students. 
Diversity in research education

As many symposium participations noted, diversity is a major factor in the current context of research education. Diversity is evident on a number of levels: 

Research students themselves are considerably more diverse than in previous years. With the ‘massification of doctoral programs’ as one participant described it, and with pressure on universities to become more cost effective, there has been a substantial increase in the number of international research students. The local student population has also become more diverse, with a broader age mix of students; a higher proportion of women; and a greater number of students from diverse socio-economic backgrounds represented in doctoral programs than was previously the case. Diverse students contribute to the social linguistic and cultural diversity of faculties, and, of course, international students also contribute financially through their substantial fees. However, this diversity also brings challenges, most notably in concerns about maintaining standards and quality – and hence contributes to the pressures noted above, towards regulation and conformity of systems, procedures and outcomes. Some symposium participants pointed out that the enrolment of diverse students also raises the issue of academic English - and the need for support for both students and supervisors here.

Doctoral programs are also increasingly diverse in forms of provision. In addition to traditional PhD by thesis, most universities also offer professional doctorates, and some offer diverse curricula within doctoral degrees. Students are able to study in full time or part time mode; they are able to study as distance students. Cross-disciplinary research is becoming more common, and non-traditional theses are more acceptable with the result that more diverse products now count as doctoral theses.
Research reported by symposium participants provides evidence that students enrolled in different modes experience different levels of satisfaction with their candidature, with those in part time and distance modes or in professional doctorates generally recording lower levels of satisfaction than full time students. Symposium participants noted there is frequently overlap in diversity of programs and students. For example, the predominant profile of part time students (now the largest group of research students) is that of active professionals in their 30s or 40s who see completion of a doctorate as a way of impacting on their profession. Additionally, many students inhabit global, digital worlds to which supervisors may have limited access. This marks a substantial change from previous student profiles of younger, full time students who complete a research degree in order to pursue a career as researcher or as academic. As symposium participants pointed out, available research evidence suggests the mind-set of universities has not changed sufficiently to satisfactorily accommodate the diversity of students and doctoral programs. 

Implications for the changing nature of doctoral education 

The traditional model of doctoral research is that of a master-apprentice relationship, with the supervisor (master) guiding the student (apprentice) towards completion of a thesis. While development of a student’s capacity as a researcher has always been embedded in the goal of thesis completion, the extent to which this goal was prioritised varied within individual and often idiosyncratic relationships between supervisors and students. 

Factors outlined above, of new modes of knowledge production, of the hybrid space that is occupied by doctoral research, of competing pressures on doctoral education and of its increased diversity, have all contributed to changes in the context in which research education is located. They also present challenges to traditional ways of thinking about the nature of doctoral education. Some symposium participants argued that the notion of an independent autonomous scholar is no longer an ideal to which doctoral programs should aspire. The new knowledge economy, they argued, requires workers who are skilled in collaboration and negotiation; who operate flexibly in a global and digital world and who can develop creative solutions to problems on the basis of available information. Thesis completion and development of specific research skills remain important in doctoral education –  students are still primarily assessed on the basis of successful completion of a thesis. However, as symposium participants pointed out, the changing context of doctoral research, and pressure to think beyond the thesis, have shaped new ways of thinking about the doctoral enterprise by some scholars and by some students and their supervisors.

Universities in Australia and elsewhere have engaged with new thinking about doctoral education in various ways. Most universities and faculties provide programs for students in the form of seminars and workshops designed to support students’ understanding of research and specific research skills (indeed many symposium participants are involved in design and implementation of such programs). These programs however are usually seen as additional to the main task of completion of a thesis. More radical responses have been to begin to reconceptualise the goal of doctoral education. Some universities now have lists of graduate attributes that identify various attributes, competencies and skills that students are expected to develop during their doctoral candidature (although thesis completion appears to remain central to successful completion of doctoral degrees). Others now accept greater diversification of products that count as theses. 

Discussion in the symposium suggested that ways of thinking about the doctoral enterprise are very much ongoing and unresolved. Symposium participants pointed out that discussions (and disagreement) about purposes of doctoral degrees occur not only at university level, but also between disciplines, and between students and supervisors. Participants identified the following range of purposes in this discussion: 

· preparation of employment ready researchers (including the interdisciplinary and intercultural skills that are needed for employment in a global digital world);  knowledge, 

· preparation for research leadership (and ways of identifying and supporting potential leaders)

· engaging in professional development (evidence from responses to a survey reported at the symposium suggest most students see professional development as the major purpose of their doctoral studies. They also see their goals in broad terms, beyond simply preparing for employment, as tapping into a broad range of organizations and individuals within and beyond academia).
Such discussions clearly challenge traditional models of doctoral research. They also raise questions about the nature of student - supervisor relationships and the changing (additional) roles of supervisors in doctoral education.

Implications for the changing role of supervisors and expanding nature of supervisory skills

One outcome of the new thinking about doctoral education has been recognition that research students’ activities go beyond completion of a thesis and engage people other than their supervisors. Symposium participants pointed to students’ participation not only with research cultures within the universities and faculties where they were studying, but also to engagement with national and international networks, with community and professional colleagues, and with fellow students. 

However, despite all the changes in thinking about doctoral education, and despite recognition of the multiple links and relationships in the lives of research students, symposium participants also noted the resilience of the 1:1 student-supervisor relationship. In the view of many of the participants, at least to this point in time, the student-supervisor relationship remains the central component in students’ successful completion of a research degree, though there is a strong need for multiple relationships to be formed.

So what does this mean for the role of supervisors and for the skills that they are required to bring to their work with research students?

The ‘unfinished’ nature of discussions about the role and purposes of doctoral education appear to be reflected in the multiple and at time conflicting roles that the supervisor is expected to undertake. So in one sense the supervisor is caught in the middle of a field that is in flux.

Symposium participants noted that supervisors still need to support students through their knowledge of the discipline/content area of the students’ thesis; through their knowledge of research design and methodology; and also through the relationship they develop with their students. However, the changing context has raised a number of (as yet unresolved) questions about the role of supervisors and the kinds of skills that they need to bring to the process of supervision. These include:

· Who is in charge of the project that is the doctoral candidature? Is it the supervisor or the student? Who is the ‘project manager’, and does this change during the life of the student’s candidature? What levels of independence within the project are desired or can be expected of students?

· What understanding of nature and purposes of doctoral candidature is the supervisor working with, and do the supervisor and student share similar understandings of this enterprise? 

· How should the supervisor balance roles of providing research training, teaching research students in areas of discipline knowledge, and administering the student’s candidature? 

· What is meant by ‘good’ disciplinary supervision? Should the supervisor place a stronger emphasis on networking, on students’ abilities to interact with others, with communication and team-work? Is there a need for mobility, adaptability, responsiveness and global thinking on the part of the supervisor, and for such attributes to be fostered in the supervision process?

· Should the supervisor be expected to be involved in cross disciplinary supervision? What issues arise when supervising with colleagues from other disciplines?

· How should the supervisor respond to pressures for risk management? How much of their time should be allocated to compliance with systems and procedures?  Does this mean they should not supervise ‘risky’ students? How should they balance risk, creativity and complexity in research education, and in their supervision of students?

· Should supervisors have a range of responses to working with diverse students (should they reject a ‘one size fits all’ approach to supervision)?

· How can supervisors develop the ability to be adaptive and flexible in their supervision while also justifying their professionalism and conforming to ‘measures’ of good supervision?

· What are implications for supervisors’ workloads of the massification and diversification of doctoral education? How many students can realistically be supervised by the one supervisor? Can students be supervised in groups or teams? 

· Who else should be involved in supervisory work and how can the involvement of others be managed?

· Is the supervisory role more effective when undertaken by panels? If so, how should these be organized, and how do supervisors cope with the additional work load that accompanies supervision panels?

Implications for nature and challenges of research supervisor training

What are implications of all of the above for research supervisor training? For those involved in the development and implementation of such training there are a number of challenges. 

Research supervisor training is typically funded and supported as part of universities’ concerns with timely and cost effective completion of higher research degrees. On the one hand, the aim of research supervisor training is to contribute to the overall professionalism of supervision by providing pedagogical support for supervisors, and assisting them to develop greater awareness and skills in their own supervisory practices. On the other hand, research supervisor training provides a way for the university to monitor supervisory practices, to ensure greater compliance with university systems and policies, and to minimise risk. Those responsible for developing and implementing research supervisor training must negotiate the space between the ‘carrot’ of providing pedagogical support for supervisors, and the ‘stick’ of monitoring their practices and ensuring compliance and risk minimisation. 

Symposium participants involved in research supervisor training tend to prioritise the pedagogical ‘carrot’ in their work. They aim to create an environment where supervisors want to be involved and where supervisors are drawn into the scholarly community of those involved with research education. They also aim to create the kind of good will that will encourage supervisors to be open to further, and more challenging, training. But they are clearly aware of the challenge here, and describe research supervisor training as a ‘devilish thing’ that needs to be both light and engaging. They point out that this training needs to work within the culture of the institution and the specific culture of individual disciplines and faculties. Thus they need to balance training that can occur centrally at an institutional level with training that needs to be at a faculty or department level. They point to the dangers of making research supervisor training compulsory and the backlash that may result. They also point to the advantages of research supervisor training that is ‘just in time’ and that enables supervisors to engage with issues at the point when they most need support. They note that research supervisor training is often targeted to early career researchers who are new supervisors, but recognize that demands of such training need to be balanced against other demands faced by new supervisors. 

A further challenge for those involved in research supervisor training arises from the difficulty of assessing its effectiveness. While determining success of research supervisor training is important, the challenge lies in establishing appropriate criteria for success. Possible criteria include: numbers of supervisors who complete programs; positive evaluations from participants; evidence of a cultural change in the nature of supervision; evidence of the development of reflexive practitioners who challenge their own practices. Some criteria are easier to measure than others but less useful in determining overall effectiveness and success.

In the complex and changing field of research education, the challenges faced by those involved with research supervisor training are not likely to disappear and are not easy to resolve.

