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HOW TO SAVE TIME BY IDENTIFYING CANDIDATES HOW MAY NOT BE SUITED

by Simon Moss


Introduction

Research supervisors often waste time on candidates who may not be suited to research degrees.  For example, to enrol in a PhD or Masters by Research, applicants must construct a research proposal.  Some research supervisors dedicate hours to helping applicants develop this proposal only to discover the individuals has not the minimum academic standards.  

Furthermore, almost one third of candidates who begin a PhD do not complete a PhD.  These candidates consume significant resources, especially if granted a stipend, but attract no income to the university.  Some research supervisors will have dedicated hours to helping these applicants but will receive no tangible reward.  This document offers some insights on how to identify unsuitable candidates and thus curtail these problems.


1. Determine their eligibility

First, whenever prospective candidates contact you about completing a PhD or Masters by Research, you should verify these individuals are eligible.  To achieve this goal, you could complete one, or preferably both, of the following activities. 

	Activity
	Details

	Email these candidates information about eligibility
	· Skim one of the two previous documents on all the information that international candidates, or domestic candidates, need in one email
· Prompt the candidates to check whether they feel they are eligible   

	Clarify the degrees these candidates have completed.  Then, decide whether they are likely to be eligible.  








































	To be eligible for a PhD, candidates must have successfully completed

· an Honours degree and received at least a Second Class Honours A,
· a Masters by Research Degree,
· a coursework Masters degree with at least 0.5 FTE of research activity and an overall average of distinction or higher,
· a Fellowship of the Royal College of Physicians or Surgeons, or
· a postgraduate degree, such as a Graduate Certificate, as well as two or more of the outputs in the table below, such as 4 refereed journal articles

To be eligible for a Masters by Research, candidates must have successfully completed

· an Honours degree,
· a coursework Masters degree with at least 0.25 FTE of research activity
· a Graduate Diploma with at least 0.5 FTE of research activity, or
· a Bachelor degree as well as one or more of the outputs in the table below

	Research or creative outputs

	Scholarly book: single author

	2 refereed journal articles with an impact factor of 1.00 or higher

	3 or more peer reviewed conference papers

	International exhibitions or performances for creative arts: 1 solo work or 2 joint works

	National exhibitions of or performances for creative arts: 2 solo works or 3 joint works



*Publications need to be eligible for the Higher Education Research Data Collection. Typically, the applicant would be the first author.

*International exhibitions or performances need to be advertised in the international press and held at a recognised international gallery, theatre or equivalent. 

*National exhibitions or performances need to be advertised in the major national press and held at a recognised national gallery, theatre or equivalent.







2. Assess their financial position

Financial pressures often prevent applicants from beginning or completing a thesis.  Therefore, before you invest undue time into prospective candidates, you may want to assess their financial position, especially if these individuals are not residents of Australia and thus may need to pay fees.  For these international candidates, you might write 


	…

As you probably know, fees for international PhD and Masters by Research candidates range from about $27 000 to $33 000 a year, depending on the project. However, if you receive a scholarship, you do not have to pay fees. In addition, you receive about $27 500 a year for living expenses.  

Nevertheless, these scholarships are very competitive.  Even some international candidates who have achieved H1 equivalence may not receive a scholarship. Would you enroll only if you received a scholarship?

Best wishes

…






Sometimes, their response implies their financial position is fragile.  For example, international candidates might concede they need a scholarship but have not achieved H1 equivalence.  In these circumstances, you could present information about work opportunities.  To illustrate, you could write  


	
…

Some candidates do work while they study.  If you want to study full time—and complete the PhD within 3 to 4 years or the Masters within 2 years—you could probably work about 1 day a week on average.  You could possibly work even 2 days a week if you are willing to sacrifice your weekends.  

If you want to study part-time—and complete the PhD within about 8 years and the Masters within about 4 years—you could probably work up to 3 days a week but no more.  Candidates do tend to underestimate the time they need to dedicate to their thesis, called the planning fallacy

Kind regards

…








3. Encourage the candidates to develop a research proposal 

Many candidates have achieved the minimum academic standards but are still unsuitable.  For example, their motivation to complete this course might be inadequate or the university might not be able to access the resources or supervision that is needed to complete their desired project.  To prevent these possibilities, encourage the candidate to begin their proposed research.  You could write something like

	
…

The best way to begin an application is to write a provisional research proposal, comprising 1500 to 2000 words.  The research proposal should first summarize the background or literature and then outline the aims of this research, proposed methods, ethical considerations, and likely resources or costs.  To help you write this proposal, you might first consider

· which problems in your life or in society would you like to address?
· why have previous attempts to address this problem been unsuccessful?  
· what knowledge, skills, or qualities do you feel you have developed—or plan to develop— that could help you resolve these limitations?  
· what is unique about the approach you would like to adopt? 

I am not expecting a flawless proposal, of course, but I am interested in your thoughts.

Best wishes

…





Some responses might be concerning.  For example

· If the candidates are unable to articulate the future benefits of their research project, they are not as likely to persist and complete their thesis
· If the candidates do not clarify how the unique features of their research overcome the limitations of past research, they may not have developed the conceptual skills that are necessary to complete their thesis
· If their answers are hard to understand, they might not have acquired the English or writing skills that are necessary to complete their thesis—even if they have achieved the minimum IELTS standards.  

Check whether the research proposal is plagiarised

Applicants who submit plagiarised research proposals are unlikely to be suitable candidates.  Therefore, you should usually subject these proposals to plagiarism detection software, such as Turnitin or SafeAssign.  For example, to use SafeAssign

· from the CDU portal—portal.cdu.edu.au—choose Learnline.
· then, choose any unit from Units
· in the unit, choose SafeAssign from the various Unit Tools
· finally, you should choose the relevant options to directly submit an assignment—usually an assignment that is stored on your hard drive—to this program
· you should be very concerned about plagiarism of entire paragraphs or even multiple sentences 

4. Interview these candidates

You should, whenever possible, interview these candidates in person or using videoconference software or apps.  You could, if you prefer

· embed these questions within an informal discussion
· ask these questions as part of a formal interview
· conduct this interview alone or, preferably, with another colleague as well

The following table presents some questions you might be able to ask. The first column presents these questions. The second column outlines some of the implications of various answers.   


	Interview questions
	Implications

	Questions that assess ability
	

	What are some of your favourite theories, papers, or methodologies?
	· Candidates who cannot readily answer these questions might not be energized enough about scholarly work  

	What is some research you have conducted in the past? In hindsight, how could this research have been better? What are some of your key challenges, learnings, and strengths
	· Candidates who cannot readily answer these questions might not be able to think critically enough to complete their thesis

	What are some methods you have utilized to analyse data before?
	· Ideally, if candidates want to undertake a quantitative or qualitative thesis, they should have been exposed to quantitative or qualitative data analysis respectively.  Some candidates underestimate the challenge of shifting from qualitative to quantitative work and vice versa.  

	Compatibility 
	

	What did you like or dislike about your previous supervisors?
	· Ideally, candidate should value intellectual discussion, constructive feedback, or an inspiring vision of the future
· In addition, candidates should value the qualities that you feel you can offer 

	In your previous experience, what did you learn about how to conduct research more efficiently?
	· Ideally, candidates should be reflective on how they manage projects efficiently

	Commitment
	

	Why do you want to enrol in this degree?
	· Ideally, candidates would like to express a passion to solve problems or to develop skills
· Candidates who refer only to pay or status are not as likely to persist 

	How do you want to use your degree in the future?
	· Ideally, candidates express some clarity about their future directions—a key determinant of resilience. 

	Why have you chosen this topic?
	· Topics that resonate with the key values, strengths, and passions of the candidate tend to promote persistence 

	What do you feel will be the main challenges of completing this degree
	· Candidates who have not contemplated the challenges in detail are not as likely to persist 



After these discussions, to decide whether you would like to work with this candidate

· list your main concerns about this candidate
· consider the extent to which the strengths of this candidate—or the resources at CDU—could resolve these concerns in the future
· defer your decision for a day or so
· then imagine achieving a personal aspiration, perhaps a year or two from now, primarily to elicit positive emotions. 
· this activity will often elicit an intuition or gut feeling about whether the candidate is suitable.  Research indicates that intuitions, during a positive mood, but after a delay, are more likely to be accurate than either immediate institutions or more systematic methods






5. How to reject prospective candidates

Occasionally, supervisors recognize that prospective candidates are unlikely to complete their thesis but are reluctant to reject this individual.  These supervisors do not want to disappoint an eager candidate.  To reject a candidate, but without denting their enthusiasm, you could write 


	
…

Although your work seems very promising, I am not sure I can supervise you at this time.  I do feel you might need more guidance around these theories than I can offer.

My suggestion would be to continue to develop your ideas and skills in theory development, methodologies, and writing.  That is, you can begin many of the activities that enrolled candidates must complete even before you enrol.  In addition, you might seek more appropriate supervisors at other institutions—supervisors with greater expertise on this topic

All the best

…
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