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Welcome to our inaugural publication of Best 
Practice in HDR Supervision at UOW. This 
publication recognises and showcases exemplary 
practices and outcomes of twenty of UOW’s HDR 
best supervisors and teams. I hope the selected 
practices included in this publication will provide 
an invaluable resource for professional learning of 
all UOW academic staff.

UOW has about 1600 HDR students, with a 
50/50 split between domestic and international 
students. We are proud of our high completion 
rates, being greater than 25 completions, per 100 
FTE, annually. We also provide comprehensive 
research training to HDRs via the Epigeum online 

modules and formal research training subjects on responsible 
research and research integrity.  UOW is also keen to provide 
career development opportunities for its HDRs, via the APR Intern 
program. These internships provide placements in a range of 
Australian companies, for 3-5 months, and lead to a range of exiting 
career opportunities for our graduates.

There are many aspects to being a successful HDR supervisor, some 
of which are:  choose the right student for the project, facilitate 
appropriate research training, encourage, inspire and motivate, 
provide regular contact and high quality feedback, support 
students’ professional and personal needs, and mentor students to 
publish their research  and be career ready.

I hope you enjoy reading the stories in this publication and that they 
inspire you to become a more accomplished HDR supervisor.

Professor Tim Marchant 
Dean of Research

November 2019

Excellence, 
inspiring and 
enabling

I count myself fortunate to have had two outstanding 
supervision experiences when I was an HDR student 
– first as a Masters student at the Victorian College of 
Pharmacy in Melbourne, and then as a DPhil student 
at the University of Oxford. These experiences 
developed my understanding of the scientific method, 
trained me in best practice research integrity, and 
demonstrated “by doing” how diverse research teams 
work together to achieve more than the sum of their 
parts. My supervisory teams (there was always more 
than one supervisor to turn to) directed my journey 
from reading the literature, developing a question, 
identifying methods, gaining laboratory skills, 
understanding how to interpret data, and applying 

techniques to address important research questions. From the very 
beginning, I was trained in best practice presentation and writing 
skills and I had regular opportunities to participate in workshops, 
conferences and a range of other academic activities. Probably the most 
important lesson to learn was that research was fun. There is nothing 
to beat the thrill of discovery, the joy of creating something new, 
developing a new product, or understanding a piece of the puzzle of how 
our world works.

The research environment that we as a University provide, the best 
practice behaviours we model, the research culture we develop, these 
all underpin the HDR experience at UOW. In turn, our PhD cohort’s 
experience is a key driver of UOW’s research outcomes. There is no 
doubt that our reputation as a leading research university, and our 
standing as an organisation that exemplifies research integrity, depends 
on our HDR students and their experience at UOW.  

It is therefore with great pleasure and enormous pride that I commend 
to you these best practice examples of UOW HDR supervision.

Professor Jennifer L. Martin AC 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Research and Innovation)

November 2019
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ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR RODNEY J. CLARKE
School of Management, Operations and Marketing

Drawing out research ideas
Higher degree research students often 
struggle to organise their thoughts 
and externalise their ideas in writing a 
thesis, but the answer can lie in the use 
of imagery rather than words.
Associate Professor Clarke considers communication 
to be the foundation of effective HDR supervision. 
He uses a co-drawing activity with students during 
the thesis writing process to reveal concepts and the 
relationships between them, developing a scaffold for 
the writing process. 

“Co-drawing comprises three main activities; all of 
which involve incremental, iterative improvement,” 
Associate Professor Clarke says.

“The first activity is the identification and correct 
labelling of concepts and relationships relevant to 
the domain of interest. A source of confusion for 
supervisors and candidates is the technical reuse of 
commonly used terms or the existence of multiple 
labels for the same concept. This activity serves to 
standardise nomenclature.” 

As Associate Professor Clarke explains, the second 
activity serves to further define and organise the 
relevant ideas and relationships.

“This involves grouping together related items 
and also determining how they are related to each 
other in terms of superordinal (‘is a kind of’) or 
compositional (‘is a part of’) relations.”

The third and final activity involves the selection 
and sequencing of the diagram’s sections in order 
to create the outline (scaffold) for the written 
description of the diagram to a reader. 

Associate Professor Clarke says the co-drawing 
activity instills confidence in the student, as they are 
able to logically organise their ideas in preparation 
for writing.

“Very complex sets of concepts and relationships can 
be explored with this simple technique,” Associate 
Professor Clarke says.

“A sense of collaboration quickly develops within 
the supervisory team and with the student through 
communication.”
Associate Professor Rodney J. Clarke has supervised 11 HDR 
students to completion.
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Students not only need to be skilled 
researchers; they need to be equipped 
and ready for the demands of the 
workplace. 
Helping students gain the necessary skills to prepare 
them to excel in their future careers has been 
boosted through international partnerships that 
have fostered a sharing of knowledge and ideas. A key 
takeaway from this has been the implementation of a 
number of initiatives where students lead their own 
learning and development, enhancing their all-round 
skills.

The Faculty of Social Sciences in collaboration with 
the Centre for Doctoral Education at the University 
College London (UCL) has led to a series of initiatives 
that are building transferable skills in research 

training programs at UOW and beyond. This has 
included student-led seminar series, communication 
workshops, and leadership skills development, all 
of which have been incorporated into HDR training 
activities. 

The international partnership came about through 
a University Internationalisation Committee (UIC) 
Links Grant (2017). The sharing of ideas between 
the Heads of Postgraduate Studies and the Research 
Training Director in the Faculty of Social Sciences 
(SOC) and their colleagues at UCL broadened the 
understanding of best practice in HDR training, 
with a focus on researcher development and career 
readiness. These practices were disseminated 
in a highly successful symposium attracting 
participation by over 100 students and staff from 
across UOW.

From this exercise, SOC in 2018 introduced the 
student-led Brown Bag Lunch Seminar series. In 
a voluntary role, HDR students act as experts and 
learning partners with fellow students, making 
meaningful connections with their field of study 
while developing their confidence and abilities to 
facilitate each other’s learning.

To develop advanced communication skills, 
particularly in delivering compelling research, a 
series of interactive academic literacy workshops was 
organised for the SOC HDR cohort. HDR conferences 
and writing retreats also provide students with 
professional experiences of presenting and writing 
and disseminating their work for different audiences.

SOC has also supported an annual student-led HDR 
conference, providing mentored opportunity for 
HDR students to develop leadership skills. Students 

have taken responsibility for leading the organisation 
of the conference, with mentoring from academic 
and professional staff, developing HDR student skills 
in project management, team leadership, outreach 
and persuasive communication, all of which are 
essential capabilities and transferable skills crucial 
for employability and life after the PhD. 

The organising committee members have 
undertaken peer reviews of the conference 
abstracts, giving them an opportunity to develop 
and demonstrate their critical abilities and 
understanding of appropriate critique, whilst being 
constructive. HDR students who have taken up a 
leading role in conference organisation have built 
important skills, which are readily recognised on 
their CV, thereby providing evidence to prospective 
employers of the transferable skills gained during 
their candidature. 

Global ideas  
help students 
make their mark

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR HONGLIN CHEN, 
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR WENDY NIELSEN, 
DR LEAH GIBBS AND ASSOCIATE 
PROFESSOR PETER KELLY
Faculty of Social Sciences

Pictured from left:
Peter Kelly,  

Wendy Nielsen,  
Honglin Chen,  

Leah Gibbs
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Gender equity and diversity are high 
priorities both in STEM and across 
society from the factory floor to 
Hollywood films. Supervisors play 
a key role in making the research 
environment welcoming to people of 
all walks of life and from a range of 
backgrounds, and to equip students 
with the tools they need to work in 
a diverse and constantly evolving 
workplace.    
Associate Professor Danielle Skropeta’s personal 
30-year journey and role in research allows her to 
continue to create change in the sciences for women 
and others who are underrepresented in the research 
labs. 

“Of all my roles, my proudest is mentoring the next 
generation of scientists and encouraging women into 
STEM,” she says.

“Having studied when there were no female lecturers 
in chemistry and where bias against women in STEM 
was sadly prevalent, today I strive to promote gender 
equity on a daily basis.”

Associate Professor Skropeta’s approach to training 
PhD students is grounded in rigorous academic 
study, training and mentoring. This fosters the 
development of graduates with comprehensive skills 
and high-quality publications in international peer-
reviewed literature, along with highly prestigious 
national and international conference presentations. 

“High-quality research training is an essential 
part of HDR study. As a member of the HDR 
Training Advisory Committee, I helped develop 
a new Graduate Researcher Framework tool to 
guide students and academics on how best to build 
graduate skills and knowledge,” she says.

“I also believe it is important to move with the 
changing educational landscape and introduce new 
HDR programs to better suit the needs of our science 
graduates.”   

Associate Professor Skropeta says her own 
experience working overseas and from her own 
multicultural background enhances her empathy 
for PhD students from rural areas and for those for 
whom English is a second language. These students, 
she says, often require additional support in both 
teaching and learning.

“I place high importance on mentoring all HDR 
students; helping them develop a career plan and 
holding frequent information sessions on resume 
and interview skills. This support provides training 
to each student that moves through my lab and 
opportunities for ongoing students to continually 
update and improve their CVs and portfolios.”

“My proudest moments are seeing these inspiring 
young people move directly into teaching, business, 
government and community positions upon 
completion of their studies. It is especially rewarding 
to see the international students who return home 
to become the next generation of academic leaders in 
their own countries.”
Associate Professor Skropeta has guided nine HDR students 
to completion and has three PhD students under current 
supervision.  

With a view for life beyond academia, 
supervisors can instil in students 
skills highly valued in future 
employment. 
Associate Professor Duane Robinson straddles the 
line between industry and academia. He always has.

“This experience has directly influenced my 
approach to supervision, and has given me an 
appreciation for developing students that are ready 
to leverage their talents and academic training to 
tackle big problems in society and make a lasting 
impact,” he says.

“My goal is not to train future academics, but to 
help my students become leaders and innovators on 
whatever path they travel.” 

Associate Professor Robinson encourages his 
students to become the ‘project manager’ of their 
HDR candidature. 

“This not only empowers them to take control of 
their own education and develop a culture of lifelong 
learning, but also gives them a critical skill set 
that includes time management, immediate-term 
and long-term planning, independence, discipline, 
ingenuity, curiosity, clarity of communication, 
and tenacity in the face of uncertainty; a necessary 
foundation to thrive in the modern workplace.”

While he modifies supervision to meet the needs and 
requirements of each student, Associate Professor 
Robinson maintains one constant.

“My students must undertake ‘back-of-the-envelope’ 
calculations before commencing any substantial 
package of work and – as critically – must be able 
to communicate their calculations, assumptions 
and expected outcomes clearly and succinctly,” he 
explains. 

“Developing an appreciation and skill for this way of 
approaching problems is essential when dealing with 
highly-complex systems and models. The clarity and 
precision of thought required to explain complex 
systems and models to others is often a catalyst to 
building a deeper understanding of the problem at 
hand. 

“The results of this supervision strategy speak 
for themselves; many of the breakthroughs and 
innovative leaps my students have had in their 
candidatures have come not from hours of complex 
mathematics and computer models, but gathering 
their thoughts to describe the problem and their 
proposed solution to me (or fellow students).”

Associate Professor Robinson’s students have 
carried on to become successful engineers and 
technical leads. Some have continued into academia 
and some have started their own businesses off the 
back of their HDR research, along with other career 
paths. 

“One attribute they all share is their unstoppable 
curiosity; a characteristic I like to feel I lent a hand in 
nurturing.” 
Associate Professor Duane Robinson has supervised five 
students to completion and currently supervises 11 students. 

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR 
DANIELLE SKROPETA 
School of Chemistry & Molecular Bioscience / 
Molecular Horizons / IHMRI 

Creating 
change

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR  
DUANE ROBINSON 
Sustainable Buildings Research Centre

Tackling big 
problems
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Before any supervision practices can 
be implemented, supervisors need 
the best students to be taking the leap 
from undergraduate studies to higher 
degree research.
Associate Professor Kosta Konstantinov has created 
a bridging strategy to encourage UOW undergraduate 
students to continue with a future HDR degree. 

“In my lectures, I have incorporated information and 
knowledge about our team’s research and outcomes; 
emphasising that research breakthroughs have in 
many cases been achieved by young researchers and 
postgraduate students, which has inspired  some of 
the students to seek postgraduate projects in AIIM,” 
he says.

The method Associate Professor Konstantinov has 
found to be most engaging is to challenge promising 
students to do real-life application research projects. 

“The young people like to be challenged. They love to 
know that the project they are doing is real research, 
and not a simulation or a data collection. They want 
to explore something novel nobody has done before.”

Successful students are expected to publish in a 
peer-reviewed journal just like HDR students do, 
sometimes as early as the third year of their studies. 

“You think that this is impossible?” Associate 
Professor Konstantinov quizzes. “You would be 
amazed by how often our students successfully 
accomplish such achievements, and are inspired to 
enrol in HDR degree at our University and obtain 
first class Honour projects and scholarships.”

Associate Professor Konstantinov says many of his 
former undergraduate students are among the best of 
his HDR students. 

“These students either had University scholarships 
or were so enthusiastic that they worked as self-
funded HDRs, because they really love what they do 
and believe they will be highly successful.

“They made me proud not only as a supervisor and 
teacher, but also as a person, like they are members of 
my family.”
Associate Professor Kosta Konstantinov has supervised 20 
students with 13 successful completions during the last 14 years, 
and is currently supervising nine HDR students.

 

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR NICHOLAS GILL 
School of Geography and Sustainable Communities 

Building job skills

Providing students opportunities to 
extend themselves beyond the scope 
of their studies can assist in building 
skills for employment in academia or 
non-academia. 
Whilst supervision is multifaceted, a substantial 
element of it is working to the student; 
understanding their needs, aspirations, dispositions, 
and existing skills and background. Associate 
Professor Gill works to the characters of his students, 
and builds extra support where required.

He says providing extra opportunities for students to 
expand and extend their skills has added a dimension 
to their higher degree experience.  Most recently, 

he has engaged two students in his own research 
projects and work with external agencies.

“My increasing involvement with invasive plants 
research, including with external agencies, has 
provided opportunities to engage these students and 
facilitate the expansion and development of their 
research skills, interpersonal skills and experience. 
Both students were themselves conducting invasive 
plants research and using qualitative methods for 
their projects,” Associate Professor Gill says.

The students were employed to analyse survey data 
and write up stakeholder reports for an ARC-funded 
invasive plant project. In addition, one student 
was engaged on the consultation process for a 
government/industry partnership concerning the 
risk of invasive plants in the nursery and garden 
industry, and the other was employed to assist 
on research and analysis for the development of 
a voluntary weed risk reduction program for the 
nursery and garden industry. One of the students 
was also employed to assist in survey delivery, data 
analysis and report writing for a weed hygiene 
project for the NSW National Parks and Wildlife 
Service.

“In this work, the students complemented their own 
invasive plant research, developed their quantitative 
data collection, analysis and presentation skills, 
learnt to write for non-academic audiences, and 
enhanced their ability and flexibility to work and 
communicate with diverse stakeholders,” Associate 
Professor Gill says. 

“Their work on these projects was broadly related 
to their PhD research and relied in part on their 
developing expertise in invasive plants. Bringing 
the students into these invasive plant projects 
complemented their PhD research; expanding their 
perspective whilst retaining focus on a field of study. 
More generally, it augmented their PhD experience 
at the University of Wollongong, extended them 
personally, equipped them with a wider set of skills, 
and enhanced their appeal to employers beyond 
academia,”

Both students leveraged the additional skills and 
experience they gained during their studies to gain 
employment with the NT Parliament, and with 
government environmental and education agencies 
in NSW and the NT. 
Associate Professor Nicholas Hill has supervised or co-supervised 
13 HDR students to completion or submission.

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR  
KOSTA KONSTANTINOV

Australian Institute of  
Innovative Materials (AIIM)

Early 
engagement 
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PROFESSOR KATHLEEN CLAPHAM
Ngarruwan Ngadju First Peoples Health and Wellbeing Research Centre, AHSRI 

Expert and Learner: 
Supporting Indigenous 
HDR students
Professor Kathleen Clapham is 
passionate about building Aboriginal 
capacity for research leadership, to 
meet the needs of a growing number 
of Indigenous higher degree research 
students.
The past few decades have seen a rapid growth of 
interest in Indigenous research methodologies 
and Indigenous led research. There is now a new 

generation of Indigenous scholars determined to 
attain academic higher education qualifications. 

According to Universities Australia, between 2008 
and 2017 nationally, there was a 50% growth in 
Indigenous higher degree research enrolments, from 
393 in 2008 to 590 in 2017. Professor Clapham says 
although little is known about the motivations and 
experiences of these students, in her experience, 
these students are passionate about ‘making a 
difference’. 

“They want to prove themselves, be role models, 
prove others wrong, explore, inspire, expand, 
advocate and protect Indigenous knowledge,” 
Professor Clapham says. 

“We know that many Indigenous people are the first 
in their family to study at university; fewer still are 
the first in their family to attain a PhD or Masters 
degree. It is imperative that they receive the support 
they deserve to ensure their success.”

Professor Clapham says across Australia, there is 
meagre research infrastructure to support rigorous 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research. 

Growing literature on Indigenous research 
methodologies can provide guidance for supervisors 
of Indigenous students*. Professor Clapham says 
literature suggests supervisors can and should 
consider how their own attitudes towards Indigenous 
people, Indigenous culture and their own worldview 
may shape the supervisory relationship. 

“Ask yourself, ‘Am I prepared to be both expert and 
learner?’ Indigenous HDR students can both advise, 
and receive advice, about the best ways of going 
about this. Students may already have connections 
to communities where the research will be done 

and may have competing interests which need to be 
addressed. 

“Supervisors should seek to understand Aboriginal 
Community expectations and local protocols. 
For example, there may be a supervisory role for 
Indigenous community members, or a need for 
cultural mentors, in the research.”

Supervisors can also inform themselves about 
available resources, at the university through the 
Indigenous education centre, through existing peer 
support networks across the university sector and 
through professional organisations.

“Part of my role in Indigenous higher degree research 
has been to lend such support as a HDR supervisor, 
and co-supervisor, but also as a mentor, provider of 
part-time research assistant work, a networker and 
provider of resources.”
Professor Kathleen Clapham is a Professor (Indigenous Health) 
at UOW’s Australian Health Services Research Institute. She 
has supervised or co-supervised nine HDR students (three 
to completion), and is currently primary supervisor to one 
Indigenous student and co-supervisor to three others.

 *Barney, 2015; Laycock, Walker, Harrison, & Brands, 2009; 
Research, 2019
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DR ANURA DE ZOYSA 
School of Accounting, Economics & Finance

Wellbeing through 
mentorship 
Research supervision is rewarding, 
yet presents substantial challenges 
for the supervisor; not in the least 
because it requires an understanding 
of each student as a unique individual 
with greatly varying needs. At times, 
mentorship is what is required of a 
supervisor.
Rather than developing a framework within which 
his students must fit, Dr De Zoysa’s holistic approach 
to research supervision is to unlock potential 
through understanding the individual needs and 
capabilities of each student and provide empathy and 
guidance throughout their HDR journey. 

“The importance of embracing diversity throughout 
this journey and clearly understanding each 
student’s multifaceted needs is something I am 
deeply passionate about,” Dr De Zoysa says.

“Throughout my own experiences as an international 
research student in Japan and Australia in the early 
part of my career, I have had meaningful insights 
into how each student’s diverse prior educational 
experiences, capabilities, cultural backgrounds and 
personal circumstances make them unique in how 
they best respond to direction.”

Dr De Zoysa is mindful that students are often 
troubled by economic hardship, language difficulties 
and emotional distress. 

“It is my belief that the key to successful supervision 
is to recognise their needs and learning styles early 
on and to adapt my supervisory style to cater for 
them as unique individuals. This may vary from 
focusing solely on academic advice on thesis matters 
to providing support in navigating personal issues 
that confront them.”

Research supervision inherently demands expert 
advice on research-related issues, including: 
identifying the research problem, choosing a 
methodology, monitoring progress and writing up 
the thesis. Dr Zoysa says, however, that it does extend 
beyond this academic dimension.

“Students encounter personal problems and crises 
of confidence during their research journey that 
require empathy, compassion and support. As a 
supervisor, I determine how best to assist with each 
student’s personal issues, whilst simultaneously 
challenging them to be productive with their 
research as the situation demands.

“As a mentor, I care deeply for my students and 
continually encourage them to achieve their full 
potential, particularly in times of adversity. In 
this context, I keep regular contact with them and 
encourage both formal meetings and informal 
contact whenever they are in need of advice or 
inspiration, or simply want to run ideas by me.”

This arrangement also helps Dr De Zoysa to monitor 
the wellbeing of students, which he considers to be 
pivotal for their long-term success. 

“My interactions with the students range from 
providing personalised academic advice to being a 
source of support and relentless encouragement in 
the face of personal challenge. This approach has 
proven to work well, and I am very proud of the fact 
that most of my research students are now pursuing 
successful academic careers.”
Dr Anura De Zoysa has supervised 15 research students to 
completion.

PROFESSOR GRACE MCCARTHY 
Sydney Business School

Part time, full strength 
Some research students are highly 
passionate and driven, yet have 
other work and family commitments 
that mean they are unable to study 
full time. These students require 
a supervisor who can help them 
understand and achieve what is 
required, and who will believe in them 
all the way to the finish line. 
Professor Grace McCarthy uses her experience of 
completing a doctorate whilst working full-time to 
empathise with students challenged by the transition 
in identity from workplace professional to student, 
and by conflicting demands of study, work and other 
commitments. 

Indeed, almost all of Professor McCarthy’s HDR 
students are or have been enrolled part-time. 
Her supervision approach is founded on positive, 
collaborative relationships, which makes it easier for 
students to accept and act on feedback. 

Inspiring her students to remain motivated, 
Professor McCarthy uses a well-researched 
technique called Self-Determination Theory (SDT).

“Self-Determination Theory focuses on autonomy, 
competence and social relatedness,” she explains. “I 
support my students by respecting their competence, 
and encourage their autonomy as their competence 
in research grows. I help them develop confidence in 
their own ability and judgement.”

Professor McCarthy says she also uses a coaching 
approach in supervision. 

“This helps students articulate their ideas clearly, set 
realistic timelines, act on constructive feedback and 
achieve their goal of successfully completing their 
thesis.”

Role modelling is also an important part of research 
supervision for Professor McCarthy.

“For example, I promote the value of our ethics 
approval process, rather than framing it as an 
administrative procedure.

“I co-supervise with Early Career Researchers so 
that we can all learn from each other. I also co-author 
papers with HDR students to help them share their 
findings and receive external validation that their 
findings are of interest to the broader community.”

Professor McCarthy considers supervision as 
a community of practice, in which she not only 
nurtures the next generation of academics but 
also enhances the quality of practitioner research. 
This approach subsequently leads to mutual 
understanding and respect between academics and 
industry partners.

“HDR supervision is a privilege, during which I 
am always learning and can help others fulfil their 
dreams.”
Professor Grace McCarthy has supervised nine students to 
completion (eight part-time) and currently supervises eight part-
time students.
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ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR PHILLIP BYRNE
School of Earth, Atmospheric and Life Sciences

Shaping 
students with 
structure
Associate Professor Phillip Byrne uses 
structured and formalised meetings 
with HDR students to develop work-
ready graduates.
As some of the most frequent and critical 
interactions between student and supervisor, 
scheduled student/supervisor meetings can play a 
fundamental role in helping students to plan and 
conduct their research, and overcoming problems as 
they arise. 

Associate Professor Byrne identified the potential 
of these regular meetings to impact a student’s 
academic development, but recognised that changes 
regarding how meetings are often structured and 
conducted were essential for the potential to be 
realised.

“Despite their importance, scheduled meetings 
are often highly informal, doing little to develop a 
student’s professional skills, and, in extreme cases, 
hindering a student’s timely progress,” Associate 
Professor Byrne says.

Associate Professor Byrne subsequently 
implemented a more formal scheduled structure 
with his HDR student meetings; giving students 
direct control over their meetings, and familiarising 
students with professional meeting protocols 
adopted both nationally and internationally. 

Before the meeting, the student is given the 
responsibility of initiating, planning and organising 
meetings with their supervisory committee. 

“Students are encouraged to use electronic calendar 
invites so that meetings are formally scheduled. 
They are also advised to provide an agenda detailing 
discussion points several days prior to the meeting.”

The student is advised to arrive on time and bring 
along multiple copies of the agenda, as well as any 
work that needs to be discussed. 

“The student is also advised to record the meeting, 

either by taking minutes or using an audio recorder 
if the supervisor agrees. In addition, the student is 
asked to chair the meeting. This ensures that the 
meeting progresses in a timely fashion, all key items 
are discussed, and the student actively participates 
in the meeting (to avoid an academic monologue).”

The student is advised to email the minutes to 
the supervisor within one day of the meeting, 
highlighting agreed-upon actions.

Associate Professor Byrne says formalising meetings 
in such ways has proven to be highly beneficial to 
both students and supervisors. 

“Key benefits have included the provision of a written 
record of research arrangements, agreements and 
issues (which facilitates the preparation of annual 
reports), and improved capacity to track and reflect 
upon discussions and progress.

“This approach has contributed to the training of 
work-ready postgraduates by equipping them with 
skills that they will carry into their professional 
careers.”
Associate Professor Phillip Byrne has supervised four PhD 
students to completion since 2012, and currently supervises 
seven HDR students.

Students often excel at field and lab 
work, but come unstuck in the writing 
phase, when the pressure mounts 
and feelings of isolation set in. One 
solution is to remove the students 
and supervisors from their usual 
environment altogether.
Professor Andy Davis encourages his students to 
write throughout their PhDs, rather than leaving the 
entire process to be tackled at once. 

“It certainly ensures a smooth assessment process 
if one or two chapters are published prior to thesis 
submission,” Professor Davis says.

His specific approach is to give students a head 
start with their writing skills and develop a sense of 
community with their lab-mates and supervisors by 
heading off to a neutral environment.

“I seek to achieve this with off-campus writing 
retreats. Although short – usually two nights – these 
retreats remove students from distractions and 

build camaraderie; emphasising that students are 
all experiencing similar challenges in their quest to 
finalise their thesis.”

In order to cement social bonds among the group, 
Professor Davis arranges for lab groups to self-cater.

“We all prepare meals together and eat together. As 
an added incentive for cash strapped students, I use 
internal University funds to cover transport and 
accommodation costs.”

Whilst the evenings of the retreat provide 
opportunities to discuss thesis structure and 
different writing approaches, Professor Davis says it 
is vital to read and discuss work individually with the 
students during the event. 

“I devote my time on retreats to interact with 
students, read their documents and provide 
immediate feedback.”

“Students invariably give writing retreats an 
enthusiastic thumbs up.”
Professor Andy Davis is principal supervisor of nine current PhD 
students and has had 20 HDR students complete their degrees 
under his supervision. 

PROFESSOR ANDY DAVIS
School of Earth, Atmospheric and Life Sciences

Out of Office: 
On Retreat
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The rapid pace of technological change 
in the telecommunication sector 
necessitates a different approach to 
HDR supervision. 
Professor Safaei says that there is a fast turnover 
of technology and new and emerging technology 
may only need a few years to incubate to a 
commercialisation stage. 

“A relevant and timely three-year PhD project 
therefore could potentially be a candidate for 
commercial exploitation by the time the PhD is over,” 
Professor Safaei says. “This means that high-quality 
PhD students should be trained not only to attain 
excellence in research, but also a solid understanding 
of the process of innovation and commercialisation.”

In Professor Safaei’s supervision of a number of 
students focused on 3D multimedia and mixed 
virtual reality, the students worked as part of a larger 
project alongside academic experts and postdoctoral 
fellows. They were also exposed to the requirements 
of industry partners and commercialisation from the 
very beginning.

“It has also convinced me that when students are able 
to see the tangible outcomes of their work, both their 
commitment to the project and enjoyment of doing 
the research is significantly increased,” Professor 
Safaei says.

The first project focused on 3D voice communication 
and resulted in the creation of a start-up company, at 
which two of the PhD students were employed after 
completing their PhD. The company was acquired by 
Dolby Digital and the product was released under the 
Dolby Voice brand in 2008.

“They obtained valuable firsthand experience in 
transforming research results and patents into a 
commercial product,” he says. 

A second project Professor Safaei worked on and 
involved PhD supervision focussed on making video 
communications more immersive and realistic. 
This effort led to the formation of another start-
up company called iSee Video Collaboration, to 
commercialise the technology developed through 
research. 

Again, a PhD student who was integral to the project 
was in turn employed by the company, along with two 
Masters of Philosophy students.

“These experiences have taught me valuable lessons 
about supervising students in areas that may have 
short to medium term commercial potential,” 
Professor Sarfaei says.
Professor Farzad Safaei has supervised 16 PhD students and six 
Masters students to completion since 2005.

PROFESSOR ELIZABETH HALCOMB 
School of Nursing

Creating the right culture 
When Professor Elizabeth Halcomb 
was appointed as Professor at UOW 
in 2013, she was one of only two 
professors in Primary Health Care 
Nursing in the country.
In this role, Professor Halcomb established an 
internationally recognised program of Primary 
Health Care Nursing research. This program has 
significantly increased the number of Doctoral and 
Bachelors Honours candidates within the UOW 
School of Nursing. Additionally, through the quality 
work of these candidates, the volume of high-quality 
journal publications and conference presentations 
have also increased. 

“The success of the program has stemmed from 
empowering students to have the confidence to 
engage in research training, providing inspiration 
to ignite their desire to learn and grow and offering 
support and encouragement to facilitate success,” 
Professor Halcomb says.

The creation of a vibrant research culture is key for 
Professor Halcomb.

“Fostering a safe and supportive learning 
environment coupled with a sense of community 
amongst students that encourages participation 
promotes intellectual growth and provides peer 
support,” she says.

“In this environment, students can comfortably 
make mistakes and learn from them, as well 
as openly question and critically reflect. This 
promotes a culture of lifelong learning, respectful 
relationships and peer mentoring in which students 
flourish.”

This approach has led to both knowledge gain and 
growing uptake of higher degree study by primary 
care nurses. 

As a passionate and collaborative researcher and 
supervisor, Professor Halcomb’s personal approach 
is to build nurses’ capacity to undertake high-quality 
independent and multidisciplinary research to 
improve health. 

“I aim to develop high-quality graduates with the 
skills, knowledge and experience to build successful 
research careers and significantly contribute to 
nursing and health outcomes.

“My supervision philosophy seeks to promote deep 
learning, research skill development and critical 
thinking, as well as fostering skills to translate and 
apply findings into practice. I also aim to encourage 
the development of key skills in information 
technology, presentations, and writing to position 
students well for future opportunities.”

Under Professor Halcomb’s leadership, the program 
of research has become internationally recognised 
as providing knowledge to understand the relatively 
new primary care nursing workforce and improve 
care by engaging primary care nurses to work to the 
extent of their scope of practice. 

The success of the program has stemmed from 
empowering students to have the confidence to 
engage in research training, providing inspiration to 
ignite their desire to grow and offering support and 
encouragement to facilitate success.
Professor Elizabeth Halcomb has supervised eight PhD and 10 
BN Honours students to completion over the last 15 years. She 
currently supervises eight PhD and one MPhil candidate. 

PROFESSOR FARZAD SAFAEI
School of Electrical, Computer and  
Telecommunications Engineering 

Training for 
innovation 
and impact
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DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR BUDDHIMA INDRARATNA AND  
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR CHOLACHAT RUJIKIATKAMJORN
School of Civil Mining and Environmental Engineering

On track for 
success
Industry collaborations and 
quality research have rail 
engineering HDR students in 
demand. 
More than 70 percent of PhD-qualified 
professionals working in the field of rail track 
infrastructure in Australia have been trained 
by this highly-regarded supervisory team. With 
60 HDR and more than 20 Master by Research 
students supervised to completion, the impact 
this team continues to have on the industry is 
impressive.

“Approximately 25 percent of our PhD 
graduates are working in academia, including 
four Professors and seven Associate 
Professors,” Distinguished Professor 
Indraratna says. “From the remaining, at least 
20 percent are Principal Engineers; some as 
Managing Directors in multinational firms.”

“Whilst collaborating with industry during 
their PhD studies, many of our students have 
been headhunted and absorbed by these 
companies in their final year.”

Additionally, around one third of graduates 
are female, including four senior academics. 
Notably previous graduate Dr Joanne Lackenby 
joined ANSTO to become the first female to 
manage its nuclear reactor, and was selected 
as one of the 2018 Superstars of STEM, 
representing some of Australia’s most inspiring 
scientists, technologists and educators.

The team leads by example and strategically 
fosters independent thinking by motivating 

and inspiring their students to excel. Strategies 
include joint supervision by university and 
industry supervisors, and an internship with 
industry partners supported by ARC Training 
Centre for Advanced Technologies in Rail 
Track Infrastructure (ITTC-Rail). 

In the academic realm, students under the 
guidance of this team frequently publish in 
high-quality journals, receive prizes and 
awards, and deliver presentations at prestigious 
conferences. 

“Many of these journal articles have been 
co-authored by national and international 
academics and industry practitioners. In fact, 
more than 75 percent of their 400 plus peer-
reviewed journal papers have their students as 
the first author.”

In recent years, this team established the 
Buddhima Indraratna - Industry Engagement 
Award to support research students 
undertaking real-life civil engineering 
challenges through industry collaborations. 
Since 2012, five PhD students have already been 
supported and recognised through this award. 

The level of enthusiasm they demonstrate for 
solving real-life challenges in geotechnical 
areas helps encourage young researchers to 
seek and embark on their own paths towards a 
lifelong career. 
Distinguished Professor Buddhima Indraratna 
(pictured on right) and Associate Professor Cholachat 
Rujikiatkamjorn (pictured on left) have co-supervised 
60 HDR and more than 20 Master by Research students 
supervised to completion.
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PROFESSOR HELEN HASAN 
Australian Health Services Research Institute

A cottage industry 
Despite the process of doing a research 
degree inherently being a remarkably 
individual pursuit, most of the best 
research – particularly in an emerging 
and evolving discipline – is perhaps 
done in teams.
Professor Helen Hasan recognises that whilst it is 
important that each student learns how to undertake 
high-quality research and demonstrate this ability 
when they are being examined, it is also important 
that the student appreciates research relationships; 
how their work complements and contributes to the 
work of peers, how the relationships between student 
and supervisors develop, and how they relate with 
other HDR students for ideas and support. 

To provide HDR students with an environment 
where they can experience an intellectual 
collaboration and develop confidence to explore new 
topics and methodologies of Information Systems, 
Professor Hasan established a dedicated HDR space 
in an old cottage owned by UOW.

“In addition to their own individual spaces, the 
students helped to create a usability testing 
laboratory and gaming network, as well as access to 
various computer-based research tools,” Professor 
Hasan says. 

“The cottage’s backyard became a place for regular 
barbeques and multicultural lunches organised by 
our international students. Researchers from across 
the University and leaders from local businesses and 
industries were invited, leading to many fruitful 
partnerships and joint projects.” 

Professor Hasan says the cooperative culture of the 
cottage created a supportive environment for all 
students facing the challenges that beset all HDR 
students and their supervisors.

“I would suggest that those now responsible for HDR 
management consider the merit of fostering a similar 
group environment for their students.”
Professor Hasan has supervised 30 HDR students to completion 
and currently supervises three students. 

Many supervisors describe their role 
in supervising students to be the 
highlight of their professional careers. 
Perhaps this, above all, is the marker 
of a great supervisor.
“I love supervising HDR students. To me, this is the 
most enjoyable part of being a teaching and research 
academic.”

As a PhD supervisor, Professor Karen Charlton 
adopts the role of teacher, mentor, confidant and 
motivator. She sees her role as not only ensuring 
that milestones are met, but also that creativity is 
encouraged and ownership of research is adopted 
from the very early stages. 

“I accompany students on their research journey 
and enjoy seeing them grow into confident, critical 
thinkers that are able to problem solve,” Professor 
Charlton says.

“It is important to acknowledge that students’ ideas 
are respected, even if I may disagree with them at 
times. This encourages students to be empowered in 
the research process.” 

Having embarked on her PhD in her 30s, whilst 
working full time and raising two small children, 
Professor Charlton can empathise with students who 
are juggling various commitments and challenges. 
She has subsequently developed a style of supervision 
that strikes a balance between providing support and 
inspiring independence.

“Almost all of my student supervision relationships 
have required some aspect of emotional support. 
In some cases, complex relationships and difficult 
personalities have needed to be managed. This 
requires both counselling and mentorship, 
depending on the student’s personal circumstances.” 

As a passionate advocate for improving health 
outcomes, Professor Charlton encourages students 
to take their research findings beyond publications, 
and find their voice as public health advocates. 
She has co-authored articles with students for The 
Conversation in order to reach wider audiences, and 
proactively pursues opportunities for students to 
step into the spotlight.

“Under my guidance, my PhD students regularly 
give interviews with local TV, newspapers and 
radio stations. Students enjoy the media attention 
and understand the importance of communicating 
scientific information to public audiences.”

Professor Charlton still gets a thrill from seeing 
students publish journal articles or present at 
conferences. She will continue to support her 
students however they need her, in order for them 
to evolve and become confident, powerful voices for 
positive change.

“Higher education needs to develop critical thinkers 
that are not afraid to step outside the square and try 
something new. This is the mindset I strive to instill 
in all of my HDR students.”
Professor Karen Charlton has supervised nine HDR completions 
in the past five years. She currently supervises five PhD students.

PROFESSOR KAREN CHARLTON
School of Medicine

Colleagues-
in-training
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Discovering a student’s motivation is 
the key to empowering them to make 
an impact in the body of knowledge in 
nutrition sciences. 
Food and nutrition policy and practice can have a 
direct impact on the lives of thousands of people 
each year. To achieve that takes a team effort, and 
Professor Linda Tapsell says this is also relevant 
to supervision. Here, building effective teams 
begins with each student and understanding their 
motivation.

“Who are they? Why do they want to do a PhD? What 
intrigues them about their topic?” Professor Tapsell 
asks. “This gives an idea of how a thesis might be 
shaped, the kinds of methodologies that would fit 
best and what the student journey might look like.”

As one of the first Accredited Practising Dietitians in 
Australia to undertake a PhD, Professor Tapsell has 
over more than 20 years, built a cohort of researchers 
in clinical nutrition sciences to examine problems 
informing food and nutrition policy and practice. 

Professor Tapsell says that while the PhD is a 
personal qualification, research is a team effort, and 
good teams result in wins for everyone. 

“An important consideration is the supervision 
panel. Who do we need to provide the best team 
to work together on all those dimensions? A 
shared sense of direction builds trust in the initial 
exploratory process, while the agreed time frame and 

reporting requirements provide a basic structure.”

Professor Tapsell’s clinical trials on the effects of 
food on health often provide a rich environment for 
students to participate in and imagine their own line 
of inquiry. Studies undertaken by Professor Tapsell’s 
HDR candidates are presented at local conferences 
and published in the scientific literature, building the 
students research skills and competence in scientific 
writing, as well as developing confidence and a sense 
of achievement. 

“I am proud of the many outcomes achieved over 
these years. The contribution to knowledge has 
been substantial through the volume of theses and 
related publications, particularly in establishing 
the evidence for food effects on health and related 
methodologies. We have contributed to a better 
theoretical understanding of how food works in the 
health context.”

Many of Professor Tapsell’s graduates have also 
moved through supervision panels to becoming 
primary supervisors themselves. 

“Sitting on PhD panels with key roles has enabled 
them to see how it is done, and move into the lead role 
with their own research programs, in turn building 
new supervision panels with the next generation.”

“It has been a joy seeing all this through and the 
future looks even better.”
Professor Tapsell has supervised 20 PhD graduates as primary 
supervisor, four as co-supervisor and currently supervises four 
students.

SENIOR PROFESSOR  
LINDA TAPSELL
School of Medicine 

Start with 
the student

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR CASSANDRA SHARP
Law School

Excellence through 
empathy 

The HDR journey can be arduous, 
academically and mentally. Great 
supervisors know that supporting 
their students’ wellbeing is 
fundamental to helping them achieve 
academic excellence.
In her approach to HDR student supervision, 
Associate Professor Cassandra Sharp practices the 
three Ms: motivation, modelling and mentorship. 
With an empathetic approach, she is in-demand as a 
supervisor known to be able to support students who 
face difficulties in their studies. 

Associate Professor Sharp believes each HDR 
student is different and should be treated with 
individual care. 

“Too often supervisors forget that students are 
managing multiple priorities and workloads and 
need empathy as well as expert guidance and 
supervision,” she says. 

As a supervisor, Associate Professor Sharp has 
assisted students who are going through difficult 
personal circumstances and struggling to continue 
with their research. 

“In these situations, I seek their interests first, 
and attempt to consider their individual situation 
and devise a strategy that will support the student 
through their difficulties while keeping them 
positively disposed to their research. I believe I have 
a good rapport with my students, neither expecting 
too much, nor pushing too hard.”  

To further support her students as well as 
supervisors of other students, Associate Professor 
Sharp has hosted multiple training seminars for both 
HDR students and supervisors. One presentation 
Maintaining Focus and Balance in your HDR Studies 
aimed to troubleshoot with HDR students some 
issues that might be impacting on their thesis 
progression. Another was for HDR supervisors 
(both experienced and ECR) to share and learn from 
common experiences of PhD supervision. 

“I have also organised a Faculty workshop to 
specifically assist supervisors: How to Effectively 
Manage the Emotional Dimensions of HDR 
supervision. This seminar invited five experienced 
scholars to share tips and wisdom on the emotional, 
mental and relational dimensions of HDR 
supervision. 

“The workshop was designed to enhance supervisor 
capacity and confidence, not only in getting students 
to the finish line, but also in understanding the 
privileges of the supervisory role as key mentors in 
their students’ lives.”
Associate Professor Cassandra Sharp has supervised four PhD 
students to completion, and 11 Honours theses. She currently 
supervises seven PhD students. 
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Supervision can be a multifaceted 
exercise that extends beyond a 
traditional approach to higher degree 
research in conjunction with forging 
early collaboration with industry.
Professor Sarath Perera has a passion for training 
future electrical power engineers and researchers, 
and is a firm believer in making a significant impact 
beyond academic research. 

“I collaborate extensively with the electricity 
industry to find novel research-based solutions to 
challenging problems experienced by the industry,” 
he says.

Through his affiliations with national and 
international working groups, Professor Perera’s 
high calibre graduate students benefit greatly by 
having direct exposure and trusted interactions with 
industry partners.

“They are exposed to practical environments 
through case studies and associated limited existing 
knowledge on the subject matter, whilst ensuring 
that they are not experiencing undue pressure 
to find solutions in a regimented way despite the 

limited timeframe available to complete the assigned 
research.” 

In the process Professor Perera ensures that his 
students work in research areas with strong industry 
relevance, and make tangible contributions to 
address challenges associated with the changing 
power system. 

“The majority of my HDR students have produced 
work that is of significant value to the electricity 
industry. I am always proud to see that they have 
improved their technical and broader skills in 
leaps and bounds over their candidature, and are 
now holding quite senior positions in a number of 
organisations where significant activities are taking 
place. It brings me immense pleasure when some of 
these organisations’ senior managers report how 
capable and significant these individuals are to their 
companies,” Professor Perera says. 

“Supervision is one of the most rewarding and 
pleasurable parts of my academic life. I am 
committed to creating a supportive environment in 
which students can become creative, confident and 
independent thinkers.”
Professor Perera has supervised 24 students to completion. 

PROFESSOR SARATH PERERA
School of Electrical, Computer and 
Telecommunications Engineering

Making an 
impact

Higher degree research – with its 
many challenges, twists and turns – is 
challenging at the best of times. For 
international students, the challenges 
are compounded by logistical and 
cultural issues.
In his work with HDR students from developing 
countries in Asia, Associate Professor Charlies 
Harvie has witnessed how much international 
students can struggle.

“International HDR students have to deal with 
logistical and cultural problems of settling into new 
surroundings, and mastering and writing a thesis 
in a second language with all its foibles, nuances 
and strange new terminology. This is then also 
interspersed with feelings of self-doubt, loneliness 
and depression from prolonged periods of separation 
from family and friends,” Associate Professor Harvie 
says.

In managing these extra challenges, Associate 
Professor Harvie says his supervisory role takes 
on many additional dimensions and challenges 
beyond that of academic support and advice; 
encapsulating the establishment of a stable, 
nurturing, encouraging, empathetic, listening and 
supportive environment within which to feel heard 
and respected. 

“Building trust on both sides is also a critical 
ingredient for success,” he says. 

“As a supervisor, I have become acutely aware 
that not all students, even from the same culture 
and country, are the same both in terms of their 
motivation and personality. A one-size-fits-all 
approach to supervision will generally not be 
successful.”

Associate Professor Harvie places high importance 
on getting to know each student academically and 
personally – rather than simply as a statistic – to 
obtain optimum results.

“For me, it’s about the four ‘E’s: enthusiasm, 
encouragement, empathy and effort,” he explains.

“Enthusiasm for the topic which they have chosen, 
and providing encouragement, empathy, extra time 
and effort when needed. These are, in my opinion, 
critical ingredients for the successful completion of 
a thesis.”

Using a holistic approach to supervision, Associate 
Professor Harvie encourages his students 
to participate in academic life as broadly as 
possible; by attending seminars, interacting with 
contemporaries, presenting findings from their 
research at academic forums (seminars, workshops, 
conferences) and submitting papers to high quality 
journals. 

“I organise regular ‘brown bag’ seminars, involving 
and presented by my HDR candidates. This builds 
a collegial and supportive environment among my 
HDR students, and enables them to get to know each 
other, share knowledge, develop presentation skills 
and self-confidence,” he says.

While the supervision of international HDR students 
has its extra challenges, Associate Professor Harvie 
says it also yields considerable rewards. 

“To contribute to their development into competent 
and confident researchers who are able to submit 
high-quality articles to peer-reviewed journals and 
present at academic forums is remarkable to observe, 
and a major reward from being a supervisor.”
Associate Professor Charles Harvie has supervised 27 PhD and 
four Masters theses to successful completion, with a further PhD 
currently under revision and another one recently submitted. He 
is currently a co-supervisor of a student in the LHA Faculty. 

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR  
CHARLES HARVIE 
School of Accounting, Economics and Finance

Rewarding 
international  
students
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