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HOW TO SUPPORT CANDIDATES BEFORE THEY COMMENCE

by Simon Moss


Introduction

Even before your research candidates arrive and commence, you should provide some advice and assistance.  You should probably send two to four emails after their admission has been approved, because

· the information and communication they receive early is especially likely to shape their perceptions of the culture and environment at CDU
· these initial perceptions can significantly enhance the confidence, motivation, and productivity of candidates
· if candidates progress before they officially commence, they are not as likely to leave prematurely but more likely to finish their degree on time
· candidates are sometimes apprehensive during this time—and a couple of simple emails can offset these concerns and greatly enhance their wellbeing

Nevertheless, you should not contact these candidates too frequently.  In particular, if candidates receive more than four emails before they commence, they might feel bombarded, especially because they often would prefer a rest before they commence.



The first email or communication after approval


Soon after your candidate has been accepted into this degree, you should contact this person, either by email or telephone.  The aim of this contact is primarily to

· alleviate feelings of doubt or apprehension that candidates might be experiencing; 
· offer some guidance on how the candidates could proceed at this time

The following box presents a template of an email you could modify and send.  Alternatively, you could relay this information in another format, such as an online meeting







	Hi John

Congratulations on your admission to the PhD program

I imagine you might be feeling excited—but also might like to ask some questions about this degree.  I am happy to answer your questions over email, on the phone, or over Zoom.  

If you are too shy to send too many questions at this time, I thought I would outline some answers to common questions that research candidates often pose in the following table

	Question
	Answers

	How many hours a week should I dedicate to my degree?
	· When enrolled full time, my suggestion is to dedicate 7 to 8 hours, each day, to your thesis like a job.  Reserve the evenings or weekend to you and your family
· When enrolled part time, you should dedicate about 15 to 20 hours a week to your degree.  Therefore, I feel you cannot really work full time while completing your degree—at least not over extended periods. 
· However, if your duties mount, we could discuss other options, such as leave of absence.

	If granted a scholarship, will I also need to work?
	· Many candidates discover their scholarship will cover their living expenses, especially if they live in a shared house
· But, if you need to support another person, such as a child, you will most likely need to work 
· To seek a job, you might visit jobs.nt.gov.au, seek.com.au, or our Careers Centre.

	How many hours am I permitted to work?
	· If enrolled full time, you can work 15 hours or fewer a week—although this amount of work is hard to sustain over more than a year
· If enrolled part time, you can probably work 30 hours a week

	Where should I live?
	· Perhaps visit ihd.cdu.edu.au for some accommodation options at the university
· Otherwise, visit www.realestate.com.au 
· Most suburbs are safe, but the crime rate is higher in particular streets.  So, once you identify some possibilities, you are welcome to seek my advice
· You might need to pay a bond or deposit as well, often equivalent to a month of rent 

	How would you describe the culture of CDU?
	· Because CDU has developed strong relationships with Aboriginal communities in the NT and other communities in South East Asia, staff are often especially passionate about their research 
· Because of these relationships, staff are receptive to diverse perspectives, knowledges, and values.  
· They will, therefore, often embrace novel, creative suggestions—as well as question their own assumptions.  So, they tend to be more humble than typical academics
· Similarly, although staff tend to be ambitious and seek excellence, they attach great importance to their families, their communities, and their interests.   
· For example, my own interests revolve around fishing and camping

	What are the qualities of candidates you value?
	· Nothing in particular, but I like candidates who recognize their limitations and like to learn and challenge themselves
· I suppose I also like research candidates who can both accept the feedback I deliver but can also question me as well.  I often learn from my candidates
· You certain do not have to embrace my perspectives.  The thesis is your project—and so you need to design and to manage the project independently, but with my guidance and support

	Who else can I contact if needed?
	· For administrative matters, contact Research.Degrees@cdu.edu.au
· To learn more about your college, contact the HDR coordinator or HDR college administrator on …







Although you might want to convey a different message, this template illustrates some principles that research indicates is helpful.  For example

· when candidates perceive their supervisors and other colleagues as humble, they tend to feel more inspired in their studies
· when candidates prioritize skill development over thesis completion, they are more receptive to feedback, more resilience in response to challenges, and more likely to thrive
· when candidates feel they can challenge their supervisors, they feel more empowered—a state of mind that tends to enhance creativity and cognition 

If your candidates are international students, you might include some additional information around travel to Australia.

	Question
	Answers

	How long will I need to wait before I receive a student visa
	· Usually, you will receive your student visa within two months and often within one month  
· However, if you live in a nation in which Australia has imposed a sanction, such as Iran, this visa might be delayed by several months

	What are the costs and constraints of this visa?
	Costs

· The visa costs $620 Australian—but more if you want to include other family members
·  You can include your partner and children in your visa application

Constraints

· The visa authorizes you to travel overseas—although CDU does not permit you to live more than one year overseas, unless an exception is granted
· Besides 4 weeks of annual leave and sick leave, international candidates cannot defer their studies, unless the circumstances are compassionate and compelling
· For more information, such as school fees for children, contact the Global office at international@cdu.edu.au or 1800 061 963.

	Do I need overseas health cover?
	· You and your family must organize Overseas Student Health Cover
· For more information about health cover and visas in general, visit www.cdu.edu.au/international/current-international-students/student-visa 




You should also end the email with a discussion on whether the candidate would like more support or would prefer to wait until they commence.  You could, for example, utilise or amend the following templates.  


	Let me know if you would like more guidance before you commence.  You are welcome to defer this project until you formally commence: You want to start as refreshed as possible.  But, if you would like to progress early, let me know and I can offer some guidance





Emails or communication to initiate the project


If candidates want to progress on their research before they commence officially, you could offer some guidance on how to start.  You might utilise the template that appears in the following box—or convey similar information in a meeting


	Hi John 

I hope all is well

If you would like to progress on your research before you commence formally, here are a few suggestions you are welcome to consider

· You could skim or read a similar thesis.  Visit researchers.cdu.edu.au. Choose “student theses”, and enter relevant keywords in the search box
· You could skim some of the materials that are available to all CDU research candidates.  Visit www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/useful-materials 
· Specifically, you might want to read the sections around induction, writing, and research methodologies  
· I have also attached some of my favourite articles—but, of course, you do not have to adopt these approaches
· Let me know if you would like to participate in one of our lab meetings online; the team would really like to meet you









An email about challenges and impediments


Many candidates experience a range of challenges, such as disabilities or anxiety.  Before they commence, you might attempt to alleviate the concerns these candidates might feel about these challenges.  For example, you could send a supportive email in which you gently prompt candidates to disclose these challenges.  The following box presents a template you could utilise 



	Hi John 

I hope all is well

Just before you commence the degree, I thought I should prepare so that you feel you can progress soon after you arrive.  So, to help me prepare, let me know of any concerns or challenges you would me to accommodate in some way, such as 

· any physical concerns, such as a disability or injury
· any mental health issues you would like to disclose, such as anxiety
· any family responsibilities that might demand considerable time or effort
· any cultural or religious needs you would like me to accommodate 

Of course, you do not need to divulge everything now.  But, if relevant, you are welcome to let me know how the university could assist you.  You might also want to visit www.cdu.edu.au/equity-services to learn more about the services CDU offers as well. 





Other considerations


Before these candidates arrive and commence, you should consider some other principles

· allude to the strengths and qualities of this candidate you value as early as possible, such as “I think your statistics experience will be really helpful to us”
· a week or two before the candidate starts, you should organize the first meeting
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