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Who am I? 

• Live in Adelaide, South Australia 

Adelaide 



 

Flinders University  Lecture  Research Self-management 



 

Ben Bulben, County Sligo, Ireland  

Ag. Science 

UC Dublin 



Workshops and Books 

 





Twitter 

@iThinkWellHugh 



27 Jan 2011 

Vol 469 - Nature 

7 Apr 2011 

Vol 472 - Nature 

7 Jul 2011 

Vol 475 - Nature 



Introductions 

Introduce yourself  

• Discipline? 

• How long have you been advising? 

• How many students do you have 

currently? 



The Rollercoaster 



Before you start 

Should you take the student on? 

 

Questions to ask? 

• Time – other commitments, absences, x1.5 

• Interest 

• Resources 

• Student capacity 

• Compatibility 

• Dating 

• Pre-nuptials 

• Co-supervision – supervisory team 

 

 

 



Starting 

• Be there! 

 

• Settling in 

 

• Building relationship 

 

• Agreeing expectations 

 

 



Expectations 

• Why are they doing a PhD? 

 

• Role of advisor – role of student 

 

• Meetings 

• Written work 

• Feedback 

 

• Formality 

• Addressing each other 

• Raising issues 

 

 



Expectations 

• Level of work 

• Argument 

• Independent thought 

• Expressing opinions 

• Directness 

• Disagreeing 

 

 



  Expectations 



  Expectations 
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The Changing Relationship 

 

 

TIME 

Advisor 

Student 



A progression 

 

 

TIME 

Advisor 

Student 

Beginning style 

Start with close supervision  Then move 

      to looser 



A progression 

 

 

TIME 

Advisor 

Student 

Specific reading 

Specific writing 

Meetings 

Clear tasks 



Care and Maintenance Tips 

• Meetings 

– The open door policy 

– Regularity v frequency 

• Different frequency at different stages 

• Even if you’ve done nothing! 

 

• An agenda 

• Email before and after meetings 

 



An Agenda 

1. What I’ve done since last meeting 

2. Questions/issues 

3. Feedback on writing and work 

4. What I will do in the next two weeks 

5. The Next Thing 

6. Next meeting 

 



Meetings 

• Face to face 

• Skype 

• Email 

• Group 

• All supervisors? 

 

• Lab meetings 



Air-time 

20% 

80% 

Student 

Advisor 



Air-time 10% 

45% 
45% 

Student 

Advisor 1 

Advisor 2 



Ask better questions 

 
Closed Open questions 

All clear? Can you tell me what you think we’ve 

agreed? 

You know what to 

do? 

Can you tell me what you’re going to 

do? 

Everything OK? What have you been doing? What have 

you read? What have you written? 

Do you understand?  Can you put in your own words what 

we’ve agreed/discussed? 



Discussion on Secret #1 

• How is the relationship? 

 

• How you communicate? 

• Understanding of responsibilities? 

• Meetings? 





Write and Show Tips 

MYTH 1: 

 I’ll write when I feel ready. 

I’m not ready yet. 

 

• You may never feel ready 

• You have to write before 

you feel ready 

• That means NOW! 

 



Readitis 

 The belief that reading one more 

article will solve all your research 

problems. 



Readitis 

 The problems with excessive 

reading: 

– Time consuming 

– You get confused 

– You forget 



Experimentitis 

 The belief that doing 

one more experiment 

will solve all your 

research problems. 



Write and Show Tips 

MYTH 2: 

 I’ll get it all clear in my head 

first and then write it down 

 

• Writing is not recording 

• Writing is a creative process 

• Writing clarifies your 

thinking 

 



Write and Show Tips 

• Write early and often 

• Bingeing versus snacking 

• Write for 2 hours preferably 

in the morning 

 



Write and Show Tips 

Feedback 

• Regular feedback will speed 

things up 

• What type of feedback 

 

 



Feedback 

 Can be positive! 

Especially at the start 

 

A progression: 

• supportive 

• constructive 

• Critical 

 

The person v the thesis 
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Your Feedback Style 

Direct 

Comprehensive 

Telling 

Suggesting 

Cultural differences 

 

State your preference 

 



Feedback 



Feedback 

Ask 

specific 

questions 
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Types of feedback 

Spelling and grammar 

Facts and figures 

References 

Writing style 

Structure 

Argument 

Story 
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Specific questions 

This is an early draft. I’d like feedback on the 

structure.  

On page 4 I’ve taken XX approach. Do you 

think this works? 

I’ve highlighted some paragraphs that I’d like 

you thoughts on how relevant they are? 
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Specific questions 

This is the final draft so I’d appreciate any 

comments you have. 

I made the changes on page 4 that we 

discussed last week. Do you think this is 

stronger now? 



Feedback 

A drop or a deluge? 



Format? 



ithinkwell.com.au 

Vague feedback 

Needs work 

Looks OK 

Need to restructure 

Not enough depth 

 

 
.. 
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Vague feedback 

Needs work 

 

 

Which part needs work? 

What type of work? 

A little work – a lot of work? 
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Vague feedback 

Looks OK. 

 

 

What does OK mean? 

OK - this is good 

OK - this is OK for now but will need more 

OK - this is just OK – not up to the standard 
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Vague feedback 

Need to restructure 

 

 

Which parts need to be restructured? 

Did you have any thoughts on how to 

restructure? 

I was thinking you could do it like this.  
 

.. 



ithinkwell.com.au 

Vague feedback 

This section doesn’t work. 

 

Not sure what you mean here? 

 

And? 

 

???? 
 

.. 
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Style v substance 

Substance – the argument, the approach 

 

Style – how you say it 

My style may not be your style 

Styles differ 
 

.. 
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Verbal feedback 

Get out a pen and write it down 

Write it down afterwards and send it 

Ask questions for clarification 

Repeat it – “So what you mean is ..” 
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Turnaround time? 

One day? 

  One week? 

    One month? 

      One year? 



Discussion on Secret #2 

• Are they writing? 

• Are they showing it to you? 

 

• What’s working? 

• What isn’t? 





An Original Contribution 

• It’s not a cure for cancer 

• Grains of sand on the beach 

 

• Replication in a different context 

 

• You are learning how to do research 

 
• (Hugh’s groundbreaking thesis) 

 



Perfectionism 

• Bound but not finished 

 

• The spelling mistoke and the missed 

reference 

 

• Academic culture 

 

 



Being Realistic Tips 

• Give them an idea of where the bar is 

• Show them some dissertations 

• Show them your dissertations 

• Show them drafts of your work 



Discussion on Secret #3 

• How do you help your student find a 

realistic standard? 
 



   For each and every action 
towards completing your 
dissertation 
 
there is an equal and opposite 
distraction. 

Newton’s Third Law of the Dissertation 



The Secret Life of the PhD Student 



Distractions 

• Why is housework so much fun? 

 

• Displacement activities 
– Tutoring, marking 

– Grants, tangential projects 

– Endnote, formatting 

– Emails, Facebook, Solitaire 

 



Discussion on Secret #4 

• Distracted students? 

• What have you done? 

• What can you do? 
 





Parts of  a Job 

• Regularity and routines 

• Plans and milestones 

• Accountability 

 

• A place to work 



Discussion on Secret #5 

• How is the accountability? 

• Plans and milestones? 





What’s Okay? 

• Editing ?– speling, gramar, structure  

• Formatting? – tables, figures, references 

• Statistics consultant? 

• Transcribing? 

• Collecting data? 

• Entering data? 

• Technology? 

 

• At home –cleaner, gardener, babysitter 



Get Help 

• Your advisor 
– advice 

– where to go (to get resources) 

– finance 

• Your Department 

 

• Find out what is available 

 



Discussion on Secret #6 

• What help can you provide? 

• What help can you recommend/point to? 

 





The Life Cycle of a PhD 

 

Time 

Positive 

Feelings 

Negative 

Feelings 

Things aren’t going well 

This is very hard 

This proves that 

I am STUPID 



Discussion on Secret #7 

• How persistent is your student? 

• Give them some feedback on how they 

are progressing 

 



What I’ll do 

• Specific actions 



What was useful? 

• What was the most useful idea or 

meaningful thing you heard  

 

 



JaFPhD 
 

 

And Finally Remember it’s … 



Just 
 a 
F****** 

PhD 
 

And Finally Remember it’s … 


