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Executive summary 
 

This project addressed the role of the PhD in preparing the academic workforce of the 

future, especially in relation to higher education teaching. It is a direct response to the key 

recommendations contained in the Office of Learning and Teaching (OLT) report by Probert 

(2014) on the relationship between current forms of doctoral training and the demands of 

academic work, and particularly the work of university teaching, which has been subject to 

remarkably little scrutiny. It pays particular attention to the preparation of doctoral students 

for careers in academia, but it does so in ways that will also better prepare doctoral 

students for careers in industry, and other areas of employment. 

 

A new national conversation about the Australian PhD is sorely needed – one that takes as 

its starting point the research ‘heart’ of the PhD and, in so doing, attends to the entire 

learning experience as an exercise in curriculum design. By starting with the view that the 

doctoral curriculum as a whole should offer a better pathway to academic practice and the 

new research needs of industry, and that ‘stewardship’ offers a means to achieve that end, 

the PhD becomes reimagined as a vehicle that holds research and teaching together.  

 

Stewardship, as a way of supporting a contemporary framing of research, is an idea 

borrowed from the Carnegie Foundation (Golde, 2006) and argues that supporting research 

students to be ‘stewards’ of their discipline would mean that:  

… [a] PhD holder should be capable of generating new knowledge and defending knowledge 

claims against challenges and criticism, conserving the most important ideas and findings that 

are a legacy of past and current work, and transforming knowledge that has been generated 

and conserved by explaining and connecting it to ideas from other fields. All of this implies the 

ability to teach well to a variety of audiences, including those outside formal classrooms. (p10) 

  

While these three facets of stewardship preserve disciplinary learning at the heart of the 

PhD, it becomes clear that the education of Golde’s (2006) ‘steward’ promises a set of 

doctoral learning experiences that shift in intention, structure, pedagogy and educational 

outcome. As a consequence, the core learning activities and experiences that constitute the 

PhD curriculum – (1) the research project, (2) its supervision, (3) teaching and research skills 

development and (4) the disciplinary community the doctorate occurs in – must also 

become reframed by the integrated nature of disciplinary stewardship. Importantly, in this 

reframing, development of PhD students’ teaching capabilities is no longer bolted on to the 

main research project; it is integrated in all aspects of doctoral learning.  

 

One of the aims of this project was to provide resources for a different, academic-led, 

sector-wide conversation about renewing the PhD as a pathway to academic practice. The 

five appended briefing papers provide both background and detail on a proposed new 
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direction for future development of the Australian PhD. A summary of resources to inform 

three topics that might be presented for university-wide discussion is included below. 

 

Does the current PhD meet the needs of students intending to embark on an academic 

career? Using the curriculum idea of the four PhD learning spaces (research project/thesis, 

supervision, the intellectual climate, and courses, workshops and programs) briefing paper 3 

describes how the research elements of the PhD can contribute to ways of thinking and 

practising related to teaching and teacher development. Illustrative examples are provided, 

and include PhD students designing an undergraduate research ‘teaching’ project for 

undergraduate students drawing on an aspect of their own research project and 

implementing this by mentoring the student teams, in collaboration with fellow PhD 

students under the supervision of staff in the department. The examples in briefing paper 3  

illustrate the extent of the under-utilised opportunities to develop teaching practice within 

existing familiar researcher development practices. 

 

What is stewardship and how might this idea be used to frame a PhD with a broader set of 

outcomes more suited to the realities of today’s research workforce? Golde’s (2006) three 

facets of stewardship – generation, conservation and transformation – are presented in 

briefing paper 2 and applied in briefing papers 4 and 5. Together these papers provide both 

a justification for re-configuring the PhD curriculum towards a stewardship outcome, and 

examples of how that might be achieved. For example, in the case of supervision, the 

student and supervisor might be active in co-designing and negotiating the student’s 

learning experience through the PhD. The conversation takes into account the student’s 

personal, professional and future career aspirations, the supervisor’s institutional 

responsibilities, the department’s requirements and available resources, and the kinds of 

activities intended to develop the domains of stewardship. This example illustrates one way 

that supervisors could shift current thinking and practice to incorporate more personal, 

moral and ethical development, more conservation of the discipline, and transformation of 

research knowledge in relation to policy while maintaining a focus on the core research 

ideas of the PhD. 

 

How might PhD candidature milestones be refigured towards meaningful learning 

directed towards meaningful outcomes, authentically grounded in actual research 

activities, and be practical and manageable? For students and many supervisors, 

milestones are seen as bureaucratic exercises that are largely unrelated to the sort of 

meaningful learning that should be embodied in the PhD. Briefing paper 5 and the following 

table provide a framework for enacting a different PhD intention in milestones. In this 

framework the first step of such a reframing is driven by a clear intention to shape how 

milestones are put to work. The framework proposes that milestones in the first stage of 

candidature might focus on supporting students in preparing and planning for their doctoral 

learning journey. In the middle stages the focus might be on supporting the students’ 
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engagement with the intellectual community. The final stage might also be supported with a 

broader array of milestones that focus on supporting students in articulating and building on 

the outcomes of their candidature.  

 

A framework for enacting PhD intentions via milestones 

Diverse 
realities of 
work 

Facet of 
stewardship 
 

Stage 1 
PLAN 

Stage 2 
INTELLECTUAL 
COMMUNITY 

Stage 3 
OUTCOMES 

Intentions that might reframe the 
PhD 

Artefacts/documents that serve as milestones 

 
Academia 
 
Industry 
 
Community 

 
Generation 
 
Conservation 
 
Transformation 

Individual learning 
plan 

Research 
communications strategy 

Internship report 

Confirmation of 
candidature 

(research proposal, 
‘application’ 

possibilities, etc.) 

Research impact strategy Thesis artefact 
 

Project management 
plan and budget 

 

Discipline engagement 
strategy 

 

Research 
contribution 

seminar 

  

Individual 
negotiated learning 
plan directs learning 
over the candidature 

 
 

Engagement and 
intellectual climate 

 

 
 

Becomes a career 
development 

plan 
 

   
 

The artefacts are housed in a portfolio/website 

 

If milestones shape both the intentions and outcomes of doctoral learning, they provide yet 

another entry point for reframing of the PhD. In a context where PhD graduates cannot rely 

on the academy as their main source of stable employment and where knowledge is being 

produced outside the academy in ways that are also changing universities, there is a very 

real case for questioning how the PhD’s current design and structure prepare students for 

the reality of their future employment. The task of re-imagining candidature milestones is 

one response to the complexity of such a challenge. 
 

This project has involved engagement across states, with supervisors and students, and 

members of academic research committees. It has made use of resources in a variety of 

ways, redesigned milestones in considering how the PhD and students’ learning experience 

contributes to the knowledge network in Australia. While the outcomes represent a 

paradigm change for PhD education, they also offer a blueprint for new ideas about 

embedding employability preparation more generally. 
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1. Introduction and background 
 

This report is in the form of a ‘thesis-by-publication’. During the project, five briefing papers 

were produced (Appendices D–H). Chapters 3–8 of the present report focus on an 

introduction to, and integration of, those papers.  

 

This project addressed the role of the PhD in preparing the academic workforce of the 

future, especially in relation to higher education teaching. It is a direct response to the key 

recommendations contained in the Office of Learning and Teaching (OLT) report by Probert 

(2014) which took the Australian Higher Education sector to task, noting that ‘the 

relationship between current forms of doctoral training and the demands of academic work, 

and particularly the work of university teaching, has been subject to remarkably little 

scrutiny’: p1.  It pays particular attention to the preparation of doctoral students for careers 

in academia, but it does so in ways that will also better prepare doctoral students for 

careers in industry, and other areas of employment. 

 

Context 
There has been a dramatic increase in the number of PhD graduates in Australia. In 2013 

alone, 8236 students graduated with research higher degrees from Australian universities, a 

31% increase since 2004 (6238 PhD graduates) (B Guthrie, pers. comm., 2014). In 2013, the 

Australian Government reported that 46% of the graduating PhD student cohort were 

employed in higher education institutions (Graduate Careers Australia, 2014). In short, 

higher education still represents the largest single employment destination for Australian 

PhD graduates. The striking growth in numbers of PhD graduates, as well as employer 

feedback about their career preparedness, has prompted considerable discussion about 

employability (Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research, 2011; Universities 

Australia, 2013). Until recently, that discussion has focused almost exclusively on 

employability outside of academia, noting a concern that the PhD research project, in its 

current form, is poor preparation for the broader research agendas of industry and 

contemporary society (ACOLA, 2012). More recent higher education reports are also 

suggesting that the PhD in its current form has an equally poor track record in preparing 

research graduates for the realities of employment in the rapidly changing environment of 

today’s universities (Coates & Goedegeburre, 2010; Probert, 2014).  

 

An approach that enhances the PhD as preparation for both industry and academia is 

important for several reasons. First, both employment contexts need more from the PhD. 

Second, developing research students’ teaching abilities has been found to be important in 

nurturing their personal identity, and in broadening their subject knowledge and their 

discipline-based communication abilities (Harland & Plangger, 2004). Interestingly, students 
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know this too. Two-thirds of the doctoral students surveyed at Sydney University and 

Oxford University (Trigwell & Dunbar-Goddet, 2005) indicated that they felt teaching 

undergraduate students would help (rather than hinder) their future research. Third, many 

of the graduate abilities and skills that populate employers’ wish lists – for example 

communication skills, capacity for empathy, collaborative skills, leadership of groups, 

interpersonal and problem-solving skills – are developed while learning to be a university 

teacher. It would be unusual to find a PhD student or supervisor who did not agree that 

both skilled teachers and skilled researchers (be they in industry or academia) require the 

ability to communicate complex ideas effectively and to support others to learn from those 

complex ideas in order to extend their own. Finally, there is a growing expectation in 

industry, government, and the broader community that, in order for research to be 

valuable, it must connect to the needs of society. As a result, research is becoming shaped 

and re-shaped by the end user, and technological advances are supporting the 

dissemination of research outcomes to a wider audience than ever before. The imperative 

for the PhD is clear: the research project, its supervision, supporting learning experiences 

and the environment it occurs in need transforming to better reflect and anticipate the 

demands on its graduates. The ability to communicate and transform knowledge is one of 

those demands, an essential component of a contemporary framing of research. It is also 

the way modern universities describe teaching: the communication of the discipline.  

 

The need for a new approach to teaching development in the PhD  
Probert’s 2014 OLT report is the latest in a long line of international disquiet about the 

PhD’s indifference to preparation for holistic academic practice (Brew, Boud & Un Namgung, 

2011; Jepsen, Varhegyi & Edwards, 2012). More than 10 years ago, the Higher Education 

Funding Councils of England, Scotland and Wales commissioned a report that recognised 

that ‘[a] concentration on research training has not equipped PhDs to perform other faculty 

roles, especially undergraduate teaching’ (Metcalf, Thompson & Green, 2002: p16). 

 

The story from the perspective of current Australian research students echoes, somewhat 

unsurprisingly, the international concerns raised over the past decade. Most consider their 

PhD program to be effective in preparing them for careers in academic research (as they 

imagine it perhaps), yet many do not perceive it to be particularly effective at preparing 

them for other aspects of their academic role such as teaching or service, or indeed for 

careers in other sectors (Edwards, Bexley & Richardson, 2011). To date, there has been an 

implicit assumption that the PhD’s focus on a ‘research apprenticeship model’ (Department 

of Education, 2014) has been sufficient as preparation for higher education researchers to 

be future members of the academic workforce. While the PhD program may be explicitly 

designed to equip graduates to conduct research as the entry point to academic work, what 

is certain is that fewer than one in five PhD students participate in any form of training for 

university teaching (Edwards, Bexley & Richardson, 2011). This is a disturbing statistic 
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especially as new PhD graduates are likely to find first academic employment as sessional 

staff, where university teaching will be the primary, if not sole, academic activity occupying 

their time.  

 

The PhD remains the pathway to academic work, and teaching is undeniably a major 

component of that role for most academics. The 46% of Australian PhD graduates entering 

academic employment represent a large number of young, highly educated professionals 

entering their chosen workforce with little or no training or preparation for teaching – 

something one might argue is the most important and visible aspect of their work. 

Australian universities have acknowledged that the PhD does not prepare new academics 

for their work as teachers, and that these individuals require sustained opportunities for 

professional learning to cope with the challenging and changing demands of university 

teaching. It remains peculiar that although teaching is the lifeblood of universities, most 

aspiring academics receive little or no education for that important work within the 

curriculum structures or pedagogy of the qualification designed to prepare them for 

employment as a professional academic (Edwards, Bexley & Richardson, 2011). Precisely 

because of this, universities have tended to provide additional training in teaching for new 

academic hires in recognition that the PhD does not equip them for this essential activity.  

 

By and large, universities do not need convincing that it is important to provide 

opportunities for PhD students to learn how to teach, not least because many form a large 

component of the sessional staff workforce during their studies. Many institutions have 

relied on familiar strategies to address the structural flaws in the doctoral curriculum in 

relation to career preparation for academic practice (Group of Eight, 2013). Almost all 

universities have moved to include some form of short ‘teaching course’ – part of the suite 

of ‘skills development’ courses on offer as an ‘elective’ component that sits alongside the 

PhD. Typically, this extra ‘teaching training’ ranges from two hours to one week in duration, 

and most are variations of the traditional ‘bolt-on course’ (e.g. an extra online 

module/workshop/short course). 

 

There is little doubt that these institutional efforts have contributed many excellent 

resources intended to address doctoral candidates’ lack of teaching skills, yet data collected 

by Edwards, Bexley & Richardson (2011) indicate that these resources are not always well 

utilised and, on their own, are unlikely to deliver the required outcome. While the bolt-on 

approach to teaching development for research students is perhaps understandable given 

the primacy of research in the PhD, it is however unsustainable for students and 

institutions, given the funding constraints of strictly monitored completion times. It is 

impractical to extend the time required for completion to accommodate an additional 

separate curriculum for teaching, alongside that for research. To presume that the extra 

curriculum required can be accommodated within the current time available does not do 

justice to either the demands of learning to teach or the demands of learning to research. 
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Questions must also be raised about whether the bolt-on approach to teaching training in 

the PhD (ACOLA, 2012) is compatible with the desire for an integrated and holistic academic 

practice that holds teaching and research together as a distinctive scholarly endeavour.  

 

There are many lessons to be learned about the efficacy of bolt-on approaches from the 

long tradition of higher education curriculum research on the limitations of ‘stand-alone 

skills training’ in relation to developing graduates’ capabilities. A parallel to the current 

debate on the doctoral curriculum can be found in universities’ early attempts to equip 

coursework graduates with the attributes and outcomes for the world of work (Barrie, 

2004). Initial efforts to cover an ever-increasing amount of ‘skills’ content by adding ‘skills’ 

lectures/subjects have largely given way to a curriculum embedding approach that is 

reshaping learning to focus on ‘discipline-based ways of thinking and practising’ suitable for 

the (super)complexity of today’s world of work. In considering the doctoral curriculum 

challenge of preparing the future workforce, it may be helpful to recognise that in all other 

areas of higher education, employment-led curriculum renewal has moved on from the 

initial (and unsuccessful) reliance on bolt-on approaches to what has always been at the 

heart of the curriculum – the learning of the discipline.  

 

Despite many of these concerns being well known, universities are – with minor variations – 

continuing to rely on that same traditional bolt-on approach as the teaching preparation of 

Australia’s future academic workforce. It seems extraordinary that Australia’s higher 

education sector could continue to endorse such an impoverished approach to the 

preparation of its future academic workforce, relying largely on ad-hoc, generic ‘skills 

training’ that can amount to as little as two hours across the duration of the entire PhD, 

while largely ignoring the potential for learning about teaching arising from the 3–3.5 years 

of purposeful apprenticeship located in vibrant disciplinary communities.  



2. Project aims 
 

1. Develop a new integrated framework and approach to thinking about the core learning 

experiences of the doctoral curriculum – the research project, its supervision, students’ 

participation in disciplinary communities, and professional learning about university 

teaching – so that it creates new opportunities for developing ‘stewardship of the 

discipline’. 

 

2. Offer a new way of reframing the core learning experiences of the PhD by providing a 

means for universities to integrate their (current bolt-on) teaching and skills 

development strategies so that they become more effective than they currently are. 

 

3. Deliver a different, academic-led, sector-wide conversation about renewing the PhD as a 

pathway to academic practice through a new partnership with the chairs of Australian 

academic boards. 
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3. The PhD curriculum 
 

The idea of a PhD ‘curriculum’ is emerging (somewhat uncomfortably) within the current 

conversations about the perceived limitations of the current PhD as a preparation for future 

employment. In this project, we use curriculum to provide a means to view and discuss the 

position of the learner. Curriculum can be primarily about the learner’s experience of the 

‘what and how’ of teaching and, more broadly, encompassing the learner’s engagement 

with all aspects of the higher education experience – not just the experience of what is 

formally taught. A learner-focused curriculum can be seen as a site for contestation and 

learner identity formation. 

 

Frazer and Bosanquet (2006) provide a helpful analysis of the range of understandings 

described by academics in their study in relation to Habermas’ knowledge-constitutive 

interests: the technical, practical (communicative) and emancipatory. 

A technical curriculum interest focuses on structuring and managing objects and the 

environment. In these terms, the function of the curriculum is to define and control student 

learning. The outcomes of the experience of the curriculum are viewed as tangible products, and 

conform to the teacher’s original intentions for it. (p279) 

A practical curriculum interest aims at reaching an understanding that enables appropriate action 

to be taken … . The student and teacher interact to make meaning of the subject matter, thus 

equipping students to act on these meanings … . Teachers with a practical cognitive interest are 

concerned that interactions in the learning environment provide appropriate opportunities for 

learning. The curriculum places emphasis on actions or practices which arise as a consequence of 

reflection. (p280) 

An emancipatory curriculum interest strives for empowerment, rational autonomy and freedom 

… . The curriculum that they envisage is a process, which strives for social and intellectual 

empowerment, and is truly negotiated. The power resides with the students as learning takes 

place within a community of scholars, with the ultimate aim of empowering them to be effective 

as individuals and members of society. Their vision is potentially boundary-less, with change the 

outcome and process of curriculum. (pp281–282) 

 

In considering curriculum’s foray into doctoral education from these three perspectives, it 

would seem at first glance that many supervisory practices are inherently grounded in both 

practical and emancipatory interests. Indeed, they would seem more explicitly so than in 

coursework. However, while many PhD supervisors and students may indeed resonate with 

an emancipatory interest, the reality for many is perhaps a doctoral experience increasingly 

dominated by a curriculum foregrounding technical interests of doctoral milestones, 

candidate management, and completion rates. This echoes McWilliam and Singh’s (2002) 

speculation, that one of the reasons why ‘curriculum’ has seemed such an ill fit for doctoral 
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education is that, in taught coursework contexts, ‘curriculum’s imperative is to contain 

knowledge’… while the ‘imperative of research is to discover new knowledge’ (p3).  

 
Although there have been many reports and reviews signalling the need for an overhaul of 

the PhD (ACOLA, 2016), Australian universities have not yet responded in any radical way 

that has challenged the centrality of the production of a written thesis. Without the use of 

an organising curriculum framework they have added to the diversity of doctoral program 

types and bolted on additional expectations around the research project itself designed to 

appeal to a range of agendas. Rather than intentionally re-designing the doctoral learning 

experience itself by taking advantage of the learning spaces students encounter, the 

responses from universities themselves signal wariness in tinkering too much with the PhD-

as-thesis model. 

 

So, if we are to remake the PhD to better support the development of future university 

teachers as well as researchers in industry, we still require a way of unpacking the 

opportunities for learning that currently constitute the PhD.  

 

With that aim, we have proposed two ways of a framing of doctoral education. The first is as 

four learning spaces that make up (to varying extents) the traditional research-focused PhD 

(chapter 4):  

1. Research project/thesis  
2. Supervision  
3. Department context/disciplinary communities  
4. Skills/attributes workshops courses  

 

The second way is the use of the idea of stewardship (chapter 5). In linking our project to 

the concept of stewardship outlined by Golde & Walker (2006), we use it not only to re-

think teaching development within the PhD, but also to work to ask questions of the shape 

and purpose of the PhD itself – as a curriculum designed to develop stewards of the 

discipline. 
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4. Learning spaces in the PhD 
 

In most Australian PhD programs, apart from the supervisor, a set of institutional 

milestones, the conduct of research, and the production of a thesis to be assessed for 

contribution to knowledge, it is unclear what the student will encounter as part of their 

learning. The focus is squarely on research/new knowledge production even though a good 

deal of the curriculum is likely to be concealed from the student. While many universities 

now have a suite of generic qualities that PhD students are expected to demonstrate on 

graduation (through the thesis or in addition to it), it is not clear how the learning 

experiences in the PhD develop those qualities. Consistent with the view that the PhD is 

about the production of new knowledge, the thesis continues as the main form of 

assessment – despite the precarious nature of future academic work.  

 

In the project, we argue that there may be at least four authentic learning spaces (Figure 1) 

that can be conceived as doctoral curricula in the broadest sense: (1) the research 

project/thesis, (2) the supervision of that project, (3) the department context/disciplinary 

communities in which this is situated, and (4) the co-curriculum that has been added 

through skills/attributes workshops and courses.  

 

 

 

Figure 1: A model of the four learning spaces of the PhD. 

 

Research project/thesis 
The research project and production of the thesis is the undeniable ‘heart’ of the PhD. The 

core research-based activity that supports learning in this space is the formulation and 

design of research questions and of the processes used to address those questions. It 

involves developing a deep understanding of the topic and field, the current literature, the 

relevance to the discipline, and it involves conducting the research and documenting the 

project and the learning from that project in some form of thesis. Of the four learning 
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spaces this is perhaps the most familiar to those within and outside of doctoral education. 

Indeed, it is so familiar that it is sometimes perceived to be the entire experience.  

 

Supervision 
The core research-based activity in supervision involves supporting the PhD student to 

develop as a researcher, using the research project as a vehicle for that learning and 

development. In some disciplines, the supervisor may have a ready project for the student, 

while in another context the student negotiates the topic of their PhD research. This 

involves the supervisor in an assortment of activities: providing guidance to support the 

student in developing the overall direction of the research project; helping students 

understand the topic of the research (and its scope) and how it is situated in the field 

alongside its warrant; supporting students coming to grips with the design of the study 

including knowledge of methodology and methods (and their implications for interpretive 

claims about findings); attending to students’ written communication; empowering students 

to navigate the institutional landscape with confidence; guiding their entrance into 

networks of global research communities; and caring for the desires students express 

related to personal ambitions, professional aspirations, and career development. Lee (2012) 

summarised these activities in a supervisory model that included five elements: functional 

(project management), enculturation (draw student into disciplinary community), critical 

thinking (question and analysis of work focus), emancipation (question and analysis of self) 

and relationship development (enthusiasm, nurturing). The process of supervision is 

intricate, involving expertise in mentoring, diagnosing misunderstandings of concepts, 

facilitating learning of new concepts, and supporting the development of advanced analytic 

and academic communication skills, all set against the institutional landscape and 

disciplinary conventions.  

 

Departmental context/disciplinary communities 
The core research-based activities in the local department and in disciplinary communities 

are in supporting the PhD students to build networks and connections with other 

researchers in order to progress their current and future research. The local department is 

also the place where students learn and are engaged in the micro-practices of enacting the 

discipline with others. This engagement with the local department and the international 

disciplinary community is important because it enables doctoral students to explore and 

test their understandings of the concepts and ideas they are using in their research, to 

communicate and share their findings for use by other researchers, and to build 

collaborations for future research projects and funding.  
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Skills development (via workshops, online modules, etc.) 
The core research development activities in the skills area are workshops and seminars that 

provide the PhD students with the tools they need to be an effective researcher. These 

training activities support students in developing their understandings and skills in relevant 

research processes (e.g., preparing ethics applications, referencing, searching databases, 

intellectual property, writing for publication, developing a social media profile, preparing a 

CV). This aspect of the doctoral learning experience is the aspect most commonly used for 

developing teaching through student participation in teaching skills workshops. In addition 

to including teaching development workshops and modules, participation in research 

workshops might be extended to develop students’ skills and understandings as future 

teachers as well as researchers. 

 

While these are traditionally spaces in the PhD for research and researcher development, in 

our analysis our attention is drawn to other aspects of academic work (in particular, 

teaching, teaching development, stewardship and the PhD goals as articulated in 

candidature milestones) that can be integrated in these same spaces for PhD students.  

 

In briefing paper 3 (Appendix F) the four learning spaces are used to show how teaching 

development might be embedded into the PhD (see also chapter 6). In briefing paper 4 

(Appendix G) we use the learning spaces to probe how they might be productively put 

towards stewardship – that is, to preparing students as stewards of the discipline (Golde, 

2006) (see also chapter 5). In briefing paper 5 (Appendix H) the learning spaces are 

combined with the stewardship ideas to describe a reconceptualisation of PhD candidature 

milestones (see also chapter 7). 
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5. Stewardship 
 

Stewardship is an idea that can be used to diagnose and reframe a curriculum for doctoral 

education. In linking our project to the concept of stewardship outlined by Golde & Walker 

(2006), we not only use it to re-think teaching development within the PhD, we put it to 

work to ask questions of the shape and purpose of the PhD itself – as a curriculum designed 

to develop stewards of the discipline. For Golde (2006), the goal is clear: 

 

[a] PhD holder should be capable of generating new knowledge and defending knowledge 

claims against challenges and criticism, conserving the most important ideas and findings 

that are a legacy of past and current work, and transforming knowledge that has been 

generated and conserved by explaining and connecting it to ideas from other fields. All of 

this implies the ability to teach well to a variety of audiences, including those outside formal 

classrooms. (p10) 

 

While these three facets of stewardship preserve disciplinary learning at the heart of the 

PhD, it is evident that the education of Golde’s (2006) ‘steward’ promises a set of doctoral 

learning experiences that shift in intention, structure, pedagogy, education and moral 

outcome. We take these dimensions as mirroring the complexity of curriculum. Yet, the goal 

is not simply to protect the discipline or maintain the status quo; the mission is to take 

forward the discipline in thoughtful and considered ways that include the desire for 

challenge and change. 

 

A steward thinks about how to preserve the heart and essence of the field. But there are 

also important forward-looking meanings, as stewardship does not imply stasis. A steward is 

a caretaker who trains a critical eye toward the future. A steward must be willing to take 

risks and move the discipline forward. (Golde, 2006: 13) 

 

In taking on the label of a disciplinary steward, a PhD student recognises and takes 

responsibility for moral and ethical care of the discipline. On this view, a PhD student 

understands their responsibility to engage in problem solving and/or greater understanding. 

Self-identifying as a steward implies adopting a sense of purpose that is larger than oneself.  

 

In this project, we see these three facets of stewardship (shown in Figure 2) – including 

moral and ethical care for the discipline as the tie between them – and as operating across 

both academic and non-academic settings. Stewardship provides an overarching intention 

to the design of doctoral education. 
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Figure 2: A model of a PhD ‘curriculum’ incorporating stewardship and the four learning 

spaces of the PhD. 

 

Finally, an education for stewardship is taken to be the primary narrative of the PhD. While 

the four contexts are likely to remain as learning spaces in which activity takes place, they 

are no longer assumed to be the only spaces capable of developing stewards of, and for, the 

discipline. Further, the outcome or destination of the PhD is no longer solely focused on the 

academy but expands to include the multiplicity of destinations. Assumed in this model is 

that students will be much more active in shaping the nature of their candidature, 

identifying and engaging with opportunities that develop them as scholars and stewards of 

their discipline. This model is explained more fully in briefing paper 2 (Appendix E). 

 

We make the practical argument that a doctoral curriculum underpinned by stewardship 

does not on its own add ‘more’ to the PhD; instead, it provides the coherence that is 

essential to dealing with the multiplicity of purposes that the Australian PhD is now 

expected to meet. Indeed, for us, stewardship offers a way of thinking about how the 

practices and activities of doctoral education can enable graduates and universities to 

address the future needs of academia, industry, community organisations and government 

simultaneously. A focus on stewardship is intended to provide students with the confidence 

and flexibility to move between these destinations with both ‘disciplined’ minds, and a care 

for the future of the ‘discipline’. In this project the institutional partners (Sydney University, 

La Trobe University, Deakin University, University of Western Australia and University of 
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Auckland) have collected data to offer examples of how these learning spaces can develop 

stewards capable of working in, navigating between, and flourishing in a range of 

employment settings, and described using the four learning spaces introduced above. More 

examples are given in briefing paper 4 (briefing paper pp7–10). 

 

Research project/thesis 
The following example focuses on how the demonstrated outcomes of the stewardship PhD 

might be broadened beyond the traditional (and, in Australia, the most common) written 

thesis, to include outcomes capturing the stewardship ideas of knowledge generation, 

transformation and conservation. 

 

Example 1: The written thesis is no longer the sole artefact of the PhD or the thesis is 

redefined to become a collection of different kinds of materials (not excluding the 

traditional thesis). To communicate the process and project of the research to different 

audiences (and to document research influence and engagement), the student may choose 

to curate an online portfolio that might include a selection of the following:  

 

• a short video of the research for 3MT competition 

• a blog describing the process of undertaking the research - key challenges, decision-
points, moments of change 

• a Twitter feed documenting the nature and extent of public engagement 

• some form of project visualisation with relevant images, diagrams, graphs, photographs, 
maps, etc. 

• a podcast containing relevant recordings of conversations with students (undergraduate 
and postgraduate), influential scholars, and key leaders from relevant industries focused 
on the research 

• links to the student’s written thesis, scholarly publications and other writings for 
professional audiences  

• links to presentations, public talks or teaching (and reflections on the feedback from 
those audiences) that the student is engaged in 

• a statement about what the student sees as their key achievement, and their future 
plans post-PhD.  
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Supervision 
The following example illustrates one way that supervisors could shift current thinking and 

practice to incorporate more personal, moral and ethical development, more conservation 

of the discipline, and transformation of research knowledge in relation to policy while 

maintaining a focus on the core research ideas of the PhD. 

 

Example 2: The student and supervisor are active in co-designing and negotiating the 

student’s learning experience through the PhD. The conversation takes into account the 

student’s personal, professional and future career aspirations, the supervisor’s institutional 

responsibilities, the department’s requirements and available resources, and the kinds of 

activities intended to develop the domains of stewardship. This plan might include the 

following kinds of activities: 

 

• identifying a strategy for communicating the research with key international scholars 
and external audiences  

• participation in specific professional meetings and/or disciplinary conferences 

• an experience of working in an industry setting or an exchange program at another 
university  

• an opportunity to engage in undergraduate teaching 

• occasions to learn about communicating research with/to the media (TV, radio, etc.) 

 

Department context/disciplinary communities 
The significance of academic socialisation that takes place in departments and disciplinary 

teams is well researched (Austin, 2002; Hakala, 2009; Hum, 2015; Meschitti & Carassa, 

2014). One US study by Golde (2005) explored PhD students’ experiences in four 

departments: geology, biology, history and English. Part of her data collection included 

interviews with students who had left the doctoral program, finding instances of mismatch 

(between the student and the department, between expectations and reality of doctoral 

study, and between the student and supervisor) and isolation from the department in terms 

of differences in ways of being a researcher. For students, learning how to understand, 

navigate, exercise agency and succeed in the micro-politics of the department is essential to 

how (and whether) stewardship grows. The following example is a way of encouraging that 

growth.  

 

Example 3: The department invites students to put on a series of seminars/events to discuss 

how their research builds on the past and takes the discipline into new knowledge domains. 

The goal is for the department to interrogate how its PhD students develop a vision of the 

field that renews the department’s own research agenda and priorities. 
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Skills development (via workshops, online modules, etc.)  
Much of the provision for skills development is run by different professional service units 

across the university, for example libraries, learning and teaching centres, graduate schools, 

student learning support, research offices, careers centres, and marketing, communications 

and engagement. Where they are lacking in resources, universities might also invite or 

purchase special expertise when needed (thesis boot camp, writing for The Conversation, 

etc.). The following is one of many examples using an external resource to develop 

stewardship. 

 

Example 4: Encouraging students to learn about crowd funding their research (perhaps with 

other students in cognate areas, in different institutions) not only develops their capacity for 

savvy entrepreneurship, innovation and collaboration, it also provides them with direct 

feedback on how their research ideas resonate with a different public.  

 

  



Reframing the PhD  25 

 

6. Embedding teaching development 
 

The existing teacher-development strategies for PhD students described in the literature can 

be arranged into three categories: 

 

Category 1: Teacher-development through coursework: formal award programs on 

university teaching, short courses, workshops, seminars, online tutoring skills modules, or 

blogs on teaching for PhD students. Delivery is in different modes (online/face-to-

face/blended) and can be part of the formal PhD curriculum or as an add-on 

Category 2: Teacher-development through practice: teaching internships/fellowships, 

practical teaching experience in which the PhD candidate conducts some teaching (in 

employment or otherwise) 

Category 3: Teacher-development through informal learning: informal learning about 

teaching through supervisory meetings, mentoring, peer discussions (e.g., laboratory 

demonstrators comparing notes in the tea room) and observation.  

 

Few of these approaches provide a holistic focus for teaching development in the PhD that 

is experienced by all students or as meaningful by many students, and Nyquist (2002) notes 

that ‘the challenge remains to make … innovative ventures integral, not merely add-ons, to 

traditional practices.’ (p19) 

 

That challenge has been taken up in this project. Using the four learning spaces already 

described (chapter 4), briefing paper 3 (Appendix F) articulates the parameters of each 

learning space and then provides examples of how the opportunities for researcher 

development might also support teacher development through a more integrated 

curriculum. A brief summary of how these research learning spaces might also become 

teaching development spaces is provided below, and in more detail in briefing paper 3 

(Appendix F, briefing paper pp4–8). 

 

The learning space of the research project and production of the thesis is the undeniable 

‘heart’ of the PhD. The core research-based activity that supports learning in this space is 

the formulation and design of research questions and of the processes used to address 

those questions. It involves developing a deep understanding of the topic and field, the 

current literature, the relevance to the discipline, and it involves conducting the research 

and documenting the project and the learning from that project in some form of thesis. This 

learning could also be applied to teaching, such as in PhD students designing an 

undergraduate research ‘teaching’ project for undergraduate students drawing on an aspect 

of their own research project and implementing this by mentoring the undergraduate 
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student teams, in collaboration with other PhD students under the supervision of staff in the 

department.  

 

The core research-based activity in supervision involves supporting the PhD student to 

develop as a researcher, using the research project as a vehicle for that learning and 

development. This involves the supervisor in an assortment of activities: providing guidance 

to support the student in developing the overall direction of the research project; helping 

students understand the topic of the research (and its scope) and how it is situated in the 

field alongside its warrant; supporting students coming to grips with the design of the study 

including knowledge of methodology and methods (and their implications for interpretive 

claims about findings); attending to students’ written communication; empowering students 

to navigate the institutional landscape with confidence; guiding their entrance into 

networks of global research communities; and caring for the desires students express 

related to personal ambitions, professional aspirations and career development. As 

supervision is a form of teaching, inviting students to step into the role of ‘peer supervisor’ 

for other students in the department while providing mentoring support can be associated 

with teaching development. This can be achieved by asking students to provide feedback on 

written drafts and presentations by their peers and through student contributions to group 

supervision meetings discussions where several students and supervisors come together to 

review work on their doctoral research projects. 

 

In the local department and in disciplinary communities, the core research-based activities 

are in supporting the PhD students to build networks and connections with other 

researchers in order to progress their current and future research. The local department is 

also the place where students learn and are engaged in the micro-practices of enacting the 

discipline with others, testing their understandings of the concepts and ideas they are using 

in their research, and communicating their findings for use by other researchers. Teaching 

development sits comfortably with this range of activities, for example in a conference 

presentation where the focus is on the development of skills in planning and delivering a 

conference presentation, identifying and explaining the important concepts, engaging with 

the audience to monitor their understanding during the presentation, and responding to 

questions from conference delegates, as well as the communication of the research to the 

discipline community. 

 

The fourth learning space (the development of skills needed to be an effective researcher) is 

potentially a rich source of overlapping teaching and research skill development. For 

example, as with research, locating and deploying open source resources is a key 

component of teaching in today’s digital learning environments and increasingly curriculum 

artefacts are shared through digital repositories; identifying, tagging and acknowledging the 

use of such resources is an important skill for future teachers to develop.  
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In the contexts explored during this project, opportunities have been given (although not 

always taken up) for the PhD student to do some teaching (usually tutoring and/or 

laboratory demonstrating). In many cases there are also opportunities for students to learn 

about the principles of university teaching through teaching workshops and courses. The 

examples provided here are not intended to replace any of those opportunities. They are 

designed instead to show how the learning opportunities, practices and contexts drawn 

upon to support students’ development as researchers can also support their development 

as teachers. They are examples of how teaching development might be integrated with, and 

become core components of, the research ‘curriculum’. It is our conclusion that there are 

perhaps underutilised opportunities to develop teaching practice within existing familiar 

researcher development practices. 
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7. Stewardship and milestones in the PhD 
 

In briefing paper 5 (Appendix H), we considered two overarching challenges. First, why do 

existing milestones appear to be experienced by staff and students as unhelpful 

bureaucracy that is largely unrelated to the sort of meaningful learning that the PhD should 

focus on? Second, if we take as our starting point that the PhD should prepare students for 

the multiple futures of knowledge work, what might useful milestones be in that learning 

journey? 

 

A focus on milestones offers a different way into a curriculum conversation that aims to 

take seriously how institutions work with the doctorate. We suggest that PhD milestones 

can in many cases, also be seen as de facto ‘curriculum’ because (1) they focus universities’ 

resources and efforts on what is important for the student to engage with to be successful 

or to progress to the next stage of their candidature; (2) they ‘can’ signal to students what is 

important for the development of the research and researcher, or in our case, the 

development of a disciplinary steward; and (3) like assessment, they provide a means of 

monitoring and assuring students’ progress. 

 

Milestones were introduced to help track a student’s progress and to manage timely PhD 

completion. Also referred to as requirements, challenges (Ali, Kohun & Levy, 2007), goals 

and outcomes (Boud & Lee, 2009), they are usually formal requirements that are set by the 

institution but have also been extended to include a range of activities and events that PhD 

students engage in; achievements that merit some kind of certification or award; skill 

development and knowledge demonstration that is evidenced by a conference presentation 

or seminar presentation. 

 

In taking the construction of milestones on the path to stewardship seriously, we see it as 

essential that the work not be merely conceptual, but concrete and relevant to the 

particular expression of stewardship on the horizon for the candidate. In this consideration 

of milestones we have proposed that for milestones to be useful they should be:  

 

• based on meaningful learning directed towards meaningful outcomes 

• authentic, grounded in actual research activities and tasks where possible 

• practical and manageable – offering artefacts that are amenable to judgment of 

progress by student and supervisor.  

Table 1 provides a framework for enacting a different PhD intention in milestones. This 

framework indicates that the first step of such a reframing is driven by a clear intention to 

drive and shape how milestones are put to work. The framework proposes that milestones 

in the first stage of candidature might focus on supporting students in preparing and 

planning for their doctoral learning journey. In the middle stages of candidature the focus 
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might be on supporting the students’ engagement with the intellectual community. The 

final stage might also be supported with a broader array of milestones that focus on 

supporting students in articulating and building on the outcomes of their candidature.  

 

Table 1: A framework for enacting PhD intentions via milestones 

Diverse 
realities of 
work 

Facet of 
stewardship 
 

Stage 1 
PLAN 

Stage 2 
INTELLECTUAL 
COMMUNITY 

Stage 3 
OUTCOMES 

Intentions that might reframe the 
PhD 

Artefacts/documents that serve as milestones 

 
Academia 
 
Industry 
 
Community 

 
Generation 
 
Conservation 
 
Transformation 

Individual learning 
plan 

Research  
communications strategy 

Internship report 

Confirmation of 
candidature 

(research proposal, 
‘application’ 

possibilities, etc.) 

Research impact strategy Thesis artefact 
 

Project management 
plan and budget 

 

Discipline engagement 
strategy 

 

Research 
contribution 

seminar 

  

Individual 
negotiated learning 
plan directs learning 
over the candidature 

 
 

Engagement and 
intellectual climate 

 

 
 

Becomes a career 
development 

plan 
 

   
 

The artefacts are housed in a portfolio/ website 

 

• The individual learning plan directs the learning across the candidature in relation to the 

intentions. 

• The intentional integration of learning through a range of activities, in the ‘artefact’, 

becomes a ‘milestone’ . 

• The milestone ‘artefact’ might be a brief one-page outline of a strategy – or a 

departmental seminar presenting outcomes. 

• The milestones would be individual in that students negotiate what they focus on for 

each and when. 

• The timing of some milestones might need to be adjusted to reflect the timing of 

research process and candidate prior experience. 

• The milestones are collaboratively developed (student, supervisor, careers experts, the 

department). 

• A portfolio might hold the ‘artefacts’ for the student as external evidence of useful 

learning. 
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8. A way forward 
 

One of the aims of this project was to provide resources for a different, academic-led, 

sector-wide conversation about renewing the PhD as a pathway to academic practice 

through the academic boards of Australian universities. The five briefing papers appended 

to this report provide both background and detail on a proposed new direction for future 

development of the Australian PhD. A summary of resources to inform three topics that 

might be presented for discussion by academic research committees is included below. 

 

Does the current PhD meet the needs of students intending to embark on an academic 

career? Using the curriculum idea of the four PhD learning spaces (research project/thesis, 

supervision, the intellectual climate, and courses, workshops and programs), briefing paper 

3 (Appendix F) describes how the research elements of the PhD can contribute to ways of 

thinking and practising related to teaching and teacher development. Illustrative examples 

are provided, such as the PhD students designing an undergraduate research ‘teaching’ 

project for undergraduate students drawing on an aspect of their own research project and 

implementing this by mentoring the undergraduate student teams, in collaboration with 

fellow PhD students under the supervision of staff in the department. The examples 

provided illustrate the extent of the under-utilised opportunities to develop teaching 

practice within existing familiar researcher development practices. 

 

What is stewardship and how might this idea be used to frame a PhD with a broader set of 

outcomes more suited to the realities of today’s research workforce? Golde’s (2006) three 

facets of stewardship – generation, conservation and transformation – are presented in 

briefing paper 2 (Appendix E) and applied in briefing paper 4 (Appendix G). Together these 

papers provide both a justification for re-configuring the PhD curriculum towards a 

stewardship outcome, and examples of how that might be achieved. In the case of 

supervision, the student and supervisor might be active in co-designing and negotiating the 

student’s learning experience through the PhD. The conversation takes into account the 

student’s personal, professional and future career aspirations, the supervisor’s institutional 

responsibilities, the department’s requirements and available resources, and the kinds of 

activities intended to develop the domains of stewardship. This example illustrates one way 

that supervisors could shift current thinking and practice to incorporate more personal, 

moral and ethical development, more conservation of the discipline, and transformation of 

research knowledge in relation to policy while maintaining a focus on the core research 

ideas of the PhD. 
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How might PhD candidature milestones be refigured towards meaningful learning 

directed towards meaningful outcomes, authentically grounded in actual research 

activities, and be practical and manageable? For students and many supervisors, 

milestones are seen as bureaucratic exercises that are largely unrelated to the sort of 

meaningful learning that should be embodied in the PhD. Briefing paper 5 (Appendix H) 

includes a framework for enacting a different PhD intention in milestones, and the following 

table, also included in briefing paper 5, shows how stewardship can frame activities that 

might be milestones. 

 

Table 2: How stewardship can frame activities that might be milestones 

Facet of stewardship Conversation starters to enact stewardship  Possible activities to bring 

stewardship to life 

Generation Articulate how your PhD journey will provide 

you with opportunities to act as a disciplinary 

steward no matter the context of application. 

• Host a podcast or start a blog. 

• Develop a YouTube channel. 

• Give a presentation as part of 3MT. 

• Organise a masterclass in your 

disciplinary area. 

• Curate a Twitter stream for an 

industry or disciplinary conference. 

• Seek outreach opportunities in 

communities or secondary schools. 

• Start a journal club.  

• Develop a reading group on major 

ethical events/controversies in your 

field. 

• Propose a series of discussions in 

your department on what 

publication in your discipline looks 

like. 

• Engage in activities to help you 

develop as a university teacher (peer 

observation/review of teaching). 

• Present at a conference. 

• Collaborate with other students to 

put together a list of 10 readings 

that every new doctoral student in 

your field should know about. 

• Write scholarly outputs. 

• Contribute to a policy paper. 

• Use Pinterest to develop a map of 

the field via its concepts, disasters, 

conflicts, personalities of scholars, or 

blindspots. 

• Write for your professional 

association or an online outlet (e.g., 

The Conversation). 

Explain how your PhD addresses a question or 

puzzle that multiple audiences can engage 

with, conceptually and practically. 

Convince a diverse and external audience that 

you have the knowledge, skills and ethical 

disposition to carry out your study with care 

and integrity. 

Conservation Illustrate in creative ways how your PhD is 

adequately anchored in, and builds on, the 

scholarship of your field and the multiple 

contexts of its application. 

Offer a suite of evidence to show what, and 

how, you have contributed to the intellectual 

climate of your local and international scholarly 

research communities.  

Develop some way of illustrating how your 

study has benefited from those engagements, 

as well as the insights you have offered to other 

students.  

Transformation Propose how your PhD opens up new questions 

(conceptual and applied) for the field. Show 

how your PhD interacts with other cognate 

fields in ways that generate a fresh 

contribution to knowledge. 

Identify the points in your PhD journey, the 

variety of ways, and the different audiences 

you plan to communicate with so that your 

study engages with different ‘publics’. Justify 
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Facet of stewardship Conversation starters to enact stewardship  Possible activities to bring 

stewardship to life 

how your approach is appropriate to multiple 

audiences; share your reflections on the impact 

of your engagement with those audiences; and 

how their engagement has enabled you to 

think differently about your study. 

Prepare an artefact that highlights how your 

PhD journey has contributed to your 

development as a disciplinary 

steward/knowledge worker for the future. 

 

While it is known that many students currently engage with these activities, they often need 

a way to make sense of them. A stewardship framework does this. If milestones shape both 

the intentions and outcomes of doctoral learning, they provide yet another entry point for 

reframing of the PhD. In a context where PhD graduates cannot rely on the academy as their 

main source of stable employment and where knowledge is being produced outside the 

academy in ways that are also changing universities, there is a very real case for questioning 

how the PhD’s current design and structure prepare students for the reality of their future 

employment. The task of re-imagining candidature milestones is one response to the 

complexity of such a challenge. 

 

While the outcomes of this project represent a paradigm change for PhD education, they 

also offer a blueprint for new ideas about embedding employability preparation more 

generally. 
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