Finding a PhD or Masters by Research Supervisor
In order to be offered a place at an Australian university you must have a supervisor who has formally agreed to supervise your proposed PhD or Masters by Research program. If you are short-listed for an interview for a scholarship you will be asked to provide an update on contact with a potential supervisor. Finding a supervisor willing to take you can be a time-consuming exercise.  As a consequence, you should start your search as soon as possible.  
We have prepared some materials to help you with this task. First, you should read the Frequently Asked Questions below.  This will help you further understand how important the supervision issue is in Australian research degrees, and will provide you with advice about the steps you should take to find a supervisor. Second, you should then look at the list document headed Sources of Information on Potential Supervisors. This provides you with weblinks to lists of supervisors in each of the eligible Australian universities. You should note that the degree of detail provided by each university varies substantially.
Finally, when you think you have located a potential supervisor, you should write to them via email to see if they might be prepared to take you. You may use the email template headed Potential Supervisor Letter, if you so wish.
Frequently Asked Questions
1. Why is finding a supervisor important?

PhDs and Masters by Research degrees are very different from undergraduate degrees. In Australia, PhDs and Masters by Research are usually entirely focused on a research project that results in a thesis. Rarely is there any requirement for coursework, or associated exams.  The research degree process involves the student working closely with an experienced supervisor, usually over a period of at least three years.  Most universities expect that you will have made contact with a supervisor and obtained some indication of their interest, before you formally apply for admission.  
2. Should I first choose a university, or first choose a supervisor?

Students searching for Bachelor and Masters degree programs often start by assessing universities according to their rankings. This is understandable, as employers often look at the quality of university attended. However, the situation is very different for postgraduate research degrees. Here, the crucial issue is the choice of supervisor. Many of you will be attempting narrowly focused, specialized research topics.  This is as it should be, but sometimes there will only be a small number of academics who work in your area of research interest.  You will need to work with them, whichever university they might be based at. You may have friends or colleagues studying at a particular university, but you cannot go there unless you can find a supervisor who shares your research interest, and is prepared to take you. So your first choice should be to find a supervisor, regardless of his or her university location.

3. Does the standard of PhD or Masters by Research supervision vary across universities in Australia?

Unlike the USA, where the standard of university teaching can vary substantially across institutions, the Australian government tries hard to ensure that teaching standards are equal across universities. It is certainly true that some universities have been long established and are well known, but you can be assured that the standard of PhD and Masters by Research supervision will not vary, regardless of which university your supervisor is employed by.

4. Should I restrict my search for a supervisor to senior academics?

There is no reason to think that academic seniority means a better quality of supervision. Supervision by an older, more senior, academic carries the advantages of the contacts and experience they can provide but they are less likely to have time available for working individually with you. A younger academic, on the other hand, will have relatively recent experience of the practicalities involved in completing a PhD and is likely to make more time available to you - not least because your success will reflect well on them. 

5. Why is it sometimes difficult to find a supervisor?

Australian academics are often very busy. They are required to teach, undertake research, and participate in university administration.  This sometimes means that they only have limited time to take on new research students.  In addition, some universities place limits on the numbers of PhD and/or Master by Research students that any one academic can supervise.  This is done to try to keep academic workloads at a reasonable level, and to ensure that research students receive the attention that they deserve. For these reasons, it is sometimes difficult to find a supervisor prepared to commit to taking accepting you. It is best, therefore, to search widely for supervisors in the early stages of your application process. 
6. When should I begin the search for a supervisor?

Finding a supervisor willing to take you can be quite a time-consuming exercise.  As a consequence, you should start your search as soon as possible. Don’t wait until just before you submit your application. It would facilitate the selection process if you could submit evidence that you have found a supervisor as an attachment to your application. If this is not possible and you are short-listed for an interview for a scholarship, you will be asked for an update on contact with potential supervisors at the time of the interview.

7. What steps should I take to find a supervisor?

There are a number of different steps that you could take when looking for a supervisor.  First of all, some of you will already have supervisors in mind, perhaps from Masters degree study in Australia, of from collaborations that you have developed with Australian researchers as part of your work responsibilities. If this is the case, you should contact these academics to gauge their interest in supervising you.

If you do not have existing contacts with potential Australian supervisors, you should start the search process by reviewing the research literature in your discipline area. For example, you should read back issues of recognized international academic journals, many of which are now available on line. Google Scholar is also a very useful tool for initial searching. You should find articles published by Australian academics that are close to your area of research interest. You can then write directly to these academics, as journals always provide at least some contact details for authors of published articles.

You might also want to talk with work friends and colleagues who have research collaborations with Australian academics, or with Australia Awards alumni who have similar research interests to your own (you may contact the Alumni Manager at the ASDiV Program – Mr. Pham Xuan Hoan, email pxhoan@asdiv.edu.vn). Talk to as many people as you can who have academic experience in your subject area. When the same names keep appearing, you are ready to draw up a shortlist of academics that you can approach for advice about supervision.
Finally, we have developed a list of web links that will lead you to the best available source of supervisor information for each eligible Australian university
8. What material should I send to a potential supervisor?

Potential supervisors need enough information about you, and your research idea, to be able to make a decision as to whether to take you or not. You should also remember that this decision is entirely in the hands of the supervisor. You will need to “sell” yourself! Careful thought needs to be put into how much material to send to a potential supervisor. Too much will overwhelm them and too little will not provide enough information to enable them to make a decision. 

We suggest that you send them information on:

*
your proposed research;

* 
degrees obtained; work experience; and 

*
titles of any academic publications (full citations).

For information associated with your proposed research, we suggest that you send the research plan as outlined in the four boxes at the beginning of the “research proposal details” part of Section 8 of the Application. In other words, you should include the following:

*
research title (including an overall “research question”);

*
objectives; 

*
significance and possible application to development; and,

*
proposed research method (the approach that you believe you will take to answer the research question).

Finally, when you are ready to contact potential supervisors, you should write to them by email, attaching the abovementioned information. If you wish, you may use the email Template Letter that we have designed for this purpose. 
Preparing the “Research Proposal Details” Section of the Development Scholarship Application
1.
Introduction
The purpose of these notes is to assist you in preparing the “Research Proposal Details” part of Section 8 in the Development Scholarship Application form. This is an important part of your application and is carefully assessed during the selection process.  You need to remember that we are not only assessing your capacity to undertake research, but also the value of your proposed research and its development impact. 

When reading through this advice, and whatever other sources of information that you might use to complete Section 8, you should bear in mind that we are only requiring a brief “research plan” at this stage. University websites and other resources often talk about completing the “research proposal”.  Usually this is a very detailed document of around 5,000 to 10,000 words that universities require approximately 6 months after you arrive at an institution.  Your supervisor will help you prepare this, as it almost always needs to be assessed and passed by a Research Committee at your university before you will be allowed to proceed. We do not require this level of detail for the Development Scholarship Application.  In fact, you should carefully consider the maximum word limits that are placed next to each of the required boxes in Section 8.

What follows is specific advice for each box of the Research Proposal Details part of Section 8, notably: 

*
research title (including research question);

*
objectives;

*
significance and possible application to development; 

*
proposed research method (the approach that you believe you will take to answer the research question); and,

*
fieldwork.

2.
Research Proposal Details Required for Section 8 

2.1
Research Title (including Research Question)
In this box, we want you to provide us with a preliminary research title.  More importantly, we want you to attempt to provide us with an overall “research question”. One of the hardest aspects of writing a research plan is suggesting what you hope to discover. It is not easy to know what you are going to find out before you've carried out the research! However, the people who will assess your application realise that research objectives can change over the course of a PhD or Masters by Research degree. What they want to know is whether your research question is relevant academically and plausible practically.
Deciding on a research question is important at this stage, as it can provide a powerful early direction and focus for your research. You should be able to state an overall research question in one, or at most, two sentences. Here is an example of a research title and overall guiding research question, taken from the PhD proposal of the International Academic Advisor.  This research had an organisational behaviour focus, and was based in a graduate business school in an Australian university.

Research Title: “The Relationship Between Environmental Regulation and Business Investment Strategy in the Mining and Minerals Processing Sector”.
Research Question: “How is business investment strategy in the mining and minerals processing sector affected by, or influenced by, environmental regulation?”
2.2
Objectives

There are a number of different ways in which you could present the objectives of your research. The main point is to suggest what you hope to discover at the end of your PhD or Masters by Research, and what new areas it might open up. One option would be to list a set of subsidiary questions that would help you to address the main research question.  In a sense, the main objective of your research will be to answer subsidiary questions, and thereby to fully and finally address your main research question. Using the example from above, the International Academic Advisor developed the following subsidiary questions for his PhD:
•
Are investments being forgone because of environmental regulations?

•
What determines the way business investment decisions are made by firms in the mining and mineral processing sectors?

•
Are the investment decisions made by Australian mining firms affected by environmental regulation?

•
Is there any difference between the Australian perception of environmental regulation in pollution-havens, and the perceptions of investors based in those countries?

•
How do overseas investors in the Australian mining sector perceive Australian environmental regulations, in comparison to both their own local situations, and to the perceptions of Australian investors?

•
If there are differences in attitude and response towards environmental regulation, what determines them?

2.3
Significance and Possible Application to Development
A key assessment criterion for selecting PhD and Masters by Research scholarship awardees is how their research will assist with development in Vietnam, once they return from studies. You should use this section of the application to elaborate on this issue. Here is an example from a hypothetical application where the research question is similar to the one introduced in Section 2.2, except that the focus is on Vietnam: 

Findings from the proposed study could have the following major development outcomes:


* shedding light on whether current environmental regulation is effective in controlling the environmental impacts of mining and mineral processing in Vietnam.


* pointing to failings in the existing national and provincial environmental regulatory system.


* enriching the existing international literature on private sector behaviour in the face of environmental regulation.


* offering options for the reform of national and provincial environmental regulation

You should also take this opportunity to make clear the link between your past academic and work experience, and this research idea. We will want to see that you are not making a jump to some totally different area of research where you have no background. 

2.4
Proposed Research Method

The purpose of this box is for you to outline a clear and practical methodology which enables you to answer the research question. We fully understand that your ideas about how to approach your research question will mature and change over time.  However, this preliminary outlining of a research method will provide us with an indication that you know how to undertake research. Eventually, for example in your full PhD research proposal, or in the “research design” chapter of your PhD thesis, you will need to show examiners that you understand terms such as:  “theory”, “conceptual framework”, “methodology/research paradigm”, and “hypothesis”. However, for now, we are looking for answers to the following kinds of questions:

*
Is the research exploratory, descriptive or explanatory (ie what is the research strategy?).
*
What is the role of propositions/hypotheses in the research?

*
What units of analysis will be used?

*
How will analysis of data be undertaken?

2.5
Fieldwork

The fieldwork box in Section 8 exists primarily for AusAID to determine the funds that you might require to undertake fieldwork. Not every applicant will want or need to undertake fieldwork.  If this is the case, then you do not need to fill in this box. If you do think, however, that you might want to undertake fieldwork as part of your PhD, then you should attempt to fill in the required details. You do not, however, need to find a fieldwork supervisor at this stage, so you may leave this box blank.

3.
Other Resources 

There are a vast number of resources that you could refer to in developing your initial research plan for the Development Scholarship Application. We have provided you with a list of books and weblinks to which that you could refer.  However, much of this material is best left until you are preparing to write your full research proposal (i.e. after you arrive at your university). In addition, if you are eventually selected for a PhD scholarship, you will be provided with access to a detailed self-study course on PhD research design.
