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(1) The project

The project ‘The Deakin HDR Student Experience (SoE/
REDI/CRADLE)" was conceptualised with the overarching
goal of developing a more comprehensive and complex
understanding of the motivations, expectations and needs
of students enrolled in a Higher Degree by Research (HDR)
program at Deakin University. The focus of this project

was to specifically capture the current experiences of HDR
students enrolled in the School of Education (SoE), the
Deakin University Centre for Research for Educational Impact
(REDI), and the Centre for Research in Assessment and Digital
Learning (CRADLE).

The data collection comprised two phases:

e online survey (36 participants)

e focus group discussions (6 participants).

The project sought to explore the following research
questions:

1. What is the current profile of HDR students in the SoE/REDI/
CRADLE?

2. What are their motivations for undertaking an HDR degree
at Deakin University?

3. What are their expectations of their program of study?

4. What are HDR students’ current experiences in terms of:
® supervision
e HDR skills development
e research support, infrastructure and resources
e research culture and intellectual climate
e professional development and opportunities
e progress and assessment
e community belonging and inclusion
¢ HDR student wellbeing.

(?) Keyfindings

Supervision experience. Ninety-four per cent of the HDR
students surveyed said they felt well-supported by their
supervisors. The focus group data revealed that having a good
relationship with their supervisors was paramount to a positive
HDR experience.

Skills development. Most of the survey respondents stated
that their experience had allowed them to improve their
critical thinking and academic communication skills. Some
students reported a lack of opportunity to develop knowledge
of academic publishing.

Research support, infrastructure and resources. Most of the
students, particularly the international students, found the
induction experience overwhelming. They also found it difficult
to ascertain what resources were available to them during
their candidature. Another common concern was the lack

of funding for fieldwork and conference attendance. Ninety-
three per cent agreed that there was adequate provision of
library facilities and 81 per cent stated that they received

the technical support they needed. Part-time HDR students
found it difficult to participate in many activities due to other
commitments.

Professional development and opportunities. Most HDR
students were aware of the various professional development
opportunities available to them, but many could not attend
due to work commitments. This was especially challenging
for students who were enrolled part-time and online. Many
students participated in non-formal reading groups organised
by their supervisors.

Progress and assessment. Ethics approval for fieldwork and
challenges in fieldwork recruitment were two main issues that
delayed candidates’ progress toward the completion of their
thesis.

HDR student wellbeing. Students with a Deakin scholarship
appreciated the financial support this provided; however,
they were only permitted to work a maximum of six hours per
week, which led to some experiencing financial stress.

Al tools. Students wanted more information about the ethics
of using Al for their research. They used these tools to make
transcripts of their meetings, draft emails and summarise
articles but they knew that Al outputs had to be checked and
could not just be copied and pasted.



@ Recommendations

This research is important because having a well-supported cohort of
HDR talent is key to advancing the university’s reputation in research
and innovation. Specifically, improving the quality of HDR students’
supervision experience is critical for sustaining and increasing funding
and generating high-quality individual and collaborative research
outputs.

The HDR experience can be improved by providing:

e Opportunities (including funding) to showcase HDR research at
university/national/international conferences to highlight HDR talent
as the emergent generation of new researchers.

e QOpportunities for more face-to-face networking and collaboration
within the school and wider university academic environment.
Students stated that coffee mornings needed to be paired with
relevant seminars/workshops with a methodological or theoretical
focus.

e Information about possible career options outside of academia in
the field of education. Students are aware of the precarity of the job
market and the need to develop knowledge and skills that will be in
demand outside academia.

e More information about the resources available to HDR students.
e More streamlined and responsive administrative processes.
e More information about the ethics of using Al for their research.

e Practical advice and support regarding housing and navigating the
rental market in Victoria, especially for international students.

e New ways of thinking around the participation and involvement of
part-time HDR students.

(=) Next steps

REDI will communicate the findings of the research across Deakin University
and in published papers to impact the development of graduate research
strategies that support the issues identified in the research such as:

e common policies for the candidature journey, candidature
management and examination

e opportunities for informal connections such as coffee catch-ups with
HDR representatives and others from the SoE/REDI/CRADLE

e assistance with the transition to postgraduate research employment.
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@ Comments from
students

‘Overall, I am so pleased with

my HDR experience. Like | said,
being an online student having a
named designated coach/support
to check in with as and when
needed would assist with feeling
more connected to the university.”

‘I would like more opportunities
to meet other HDR students - like
the online courses becoming
offline so that we have a feeling
of being with a cohort.’

‘We need to develop researchers’
and HDR students’ critical
literacies in the many Al tools for
research.’

The word cloud below is a
visual representation of student
feedback about their HDR
journey:
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