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Abstract 

Research supervisors and their higher degree research (HDR) candidates – including Master, 
Professional Doctorate, and PhD candidates – make critical contributions to research and 
innovation. In addition to providing research training, research supervisors have traditionally 
also acted as the graduate employability practitioner for their HDR candidates through 
preparation for work in academia. However, the effectivness of traditional HDR training models 
(such as the knowledge transmission, master-apprentice model for PhD training) are being 
reviewed in Australia and elsewhere due to changes in the contemporary employment 
environment. These changes include: fewer available academic jobs; increased desire of HDR 
candidates for non-academic careers; and implementation of government policies aimed at 
increasing the return on research investment, including by increasing alignment of graduate 
attributes with contemporary employer needs. Consequently, work-integrated learning (WIL) 
activities are being incorporated into HDR degrees to broaden HDR training beyond acquisition 
of research-focussed skills. For effective incorporation of WIL into HDR degrees, recognition is 
needed of the different types and roles of graduate employability practitioners required by HDR 
candidates, as well as improvements to training support structures, and evolved metrics for 
assessment of supervisor and HDR candidate success. 
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Provocation 

HDR Contributions in a Changing Supervision and Employment Landscape 

The traditional graduate employability practitioner for higher degree research (HDR) candidates is the 
research supervisor – operating via a master-apprentice knowledge transmission model (O'Connor et 
al., 2023). Supervisors train candidates in research methods, enculturate them in discipline 
stewardship, and prepare them typically for academic employment. However, fewer academic jobs 
are now available and approximatelly half of PhD candidates desire a non-academic career (McGagh 
et al., 2016). Annually in Australia, research outcomes from approximately 64,000 HDR candidates 
(Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2022) contribute to distribution of over $3.7 billion 
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in combined research-grant, -support, and -training funding via the National Health and Medical 
Research Council and the Australian Research Council (Department of Education, 2023 ; Department 
of Education, 2024c). Despite these significant supervisor/candidate contributions, the master-
apprentice model provides insufficient return on research investment (McGagh et al., 2016), and 
insufficiently prepares candidates to find relevant employment or communicate their value to 
employers (Pham, 2023). Employers seek HDR graduates with enhanced communication, problem-
solving, leadership, teamwork, financial planning, entrepreneurship, and career management skills 
(Sharmini & Spronken-Smith, 2020; Spronken-Smith, 2018); and candidates need access to greater 
knowledge and networks for non-academic employment. Yet it is unrealistic to expect HDR 
supervisors to have or develop skills and networks to best prepare candidates for non-academic 
employment – their workloads are already high (due to additional teaching and governance activities) 
and institutions assess supervisor success via research metrics (conference talks, publications, grant 
income). 

Challenges of Incorporating WIL into HDR Training 

To improve the breadth and economic impact of HDR skills training, Australian government policies 
incentivise universities to incorporate work-integrated learning (WIL) into HDR candidatures 
(Department of Education, Skills & Employment, 2021; Department of Education, 2024a; Department 
of Education, 2024b). Such WIL activities may be work-based (e.g., internships) and non-work-based 
(e.g., projects or simulations). Quality WIL depends on effective preparation, implementation, 
scaffolding, and reflection in a robust framework of co-design and clear university support structures 
(Campbell et al., 2021). Few HDR supervisors or Graduate Research Schools apply WIL pedagogies to 
HDR training. Without careful co-design, HDR supervisors and/or candidates may view WIL activities 
– or simply the time required to complete them – as not directly contributing to their own short-term 
success based on current academic research metrics. Sole reliance on such metrics while incorporating 
WIL into HDR candidatures presents clear risks for candidates and their supervisors (e.g., stress 
prioritising research vs WIL activities if viewed as decreasing academic research progress). Realisation 
of these risks can have negative outcomes for universities and the community: candidate attrition, 
fewer supervision opportunities for supervisors, loss of external partners, decreased research 
productivity and research income, reputational damage, and continued inadequate preparation of 
candidates for employment. 

Recent research indicates HDR candidates benefit from more structured learning opportunities 
(Sharmini & Spronken-Smith, 2020), and recent doctoral feedback identified four design principles for 
alternative doctoral training programs (O'Connor, 2023) – including continued reliance on HDR 
supervisors for research training, while including WIL experts not limited to commercialisation to 
better prepare candidates for employment. This raises the challenge of conceptualising HDR training 
as involving more than one graduate employability practitioner: traditional HDR supervisors with a 
focus on researcher development (for academic or non-academic careers); and WIL practitioners and 
related content experts to provide knowledge, skills, and networks for both academic and non-
academic employment (typically beyond the experience of HDR supervisors). 

Identifying Best Practice Design Requirements for HDR WIL 

As implementation of quality WIL requires effective co-design, scaffolding, and clear university 
support structures, for HDR candidates this should mean co-design around both research supervisors 
and WIL-related experts as complementary graduate employability practitioners. In Australia, 
professional development for HDR candidates is typically ad hoc (Sharmini & Spronken-Smith, 2020). 
In other countries, HDR candidates are benefiting from organised training programs including multi-
university collaborations (UK Research and Innovation, 2024; European Universities of Technology 
Alliance, 2024). This author’s experience and HDR literature, for example (Pham, 2023; Spronken-
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Smith, 2018) indicate candidates, supervisors, universities, employers, and government will benefit if 
research training recognizes, supports, and rewards the contributions of different graduate 
employability practitioners. 

To provide necessary support structures for supervisors and WIL-related experts to collaborate on 
HDR training, universities should foster co-design of purposeful HDR WIL activities between relevant 
graduate employability practitioners (academic, alumni, external partners). Doing so will upskill HDR 
supervisors in the aims, language, and pedagogies of quality WIL, and ensure WIL activities are 
recognised (Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency, 2022) and maximally productive for 
HDR candidates, supervisors, and industry or community partners. Such practitioner support 
structures can ensure WIL is relevant and tailored to future employment opportunities, best aligned 
with academic metrics of research supervisors, able to exploit the career-relevant knowledge and 
networks of WIL and related content experts, and responsive to future employment priorities (e.g., 
training in generative AI for the workplace). Importantly, universities have cost-effective, and easily-
administered mechanisms for credentialled (e.g., micro-credentials, via student management 
systems) or self-service (e.g., digital badges, via performance management systems) matching of 
training opportunities to candidate needs. These systems can facilitate training scaffolded to different 
stages of HDR candidature and to candidates’ individual career goals. Use of these existing systems 
can be affordable and potentially supported by RTP or other funds. Placement management software 
can also be used to track placement logistics and measurable outcomes for reporting, review, and 
training renewal – with candidate progress reviewed alongside annual research progress reviews. 

Conclusion 

Design and delivery of HDR WIL – and development of associated, non-traditional success metrics – 
are critical. So too is building WIL knowledge and capacity in academic and industry-based HDR 
supervisors as graduate employability practitioners. Current HDR supervisors will benefit from support 
structures that demystify HDR WIL activities and identify how WIL can provide value to supervisors 
and candidates. For example, candidates report doctoral WIL aids research progress (O'Connor, 2023). 
Communicating to HDR supervisors how this occurs, including case studies, will help them best 
incorporate new candidate knowledge into research supervision for improved research outcomes. 
Including supervisors in WIL design and delivery can ensure research needs of different disciplines are 
met, beneficial interactions with industry are fostered (e.g., HDR internships), and effective 
professional development in WIL for supervisors is implemented. 

Current sector changes, accelerated in Australia by the Universities Accord Final Report (O’Kane et al., 
2024), provide timely impetus and opportunities to implement best practice for HDR WIL. This 
Provocation serves as a call for meaningful engagement with improving contemporary HDR training, 
including recognition of the variety, skills, and professional development needs of different HDR 
graduate employability practitioners and their candidates. Imminent decisions for HDR WIL design, 
implementation, and tracking will have high-impact consequences for research and innovation. Poor 
incorporation of WIL into HDR degrees risks increasing candidate stress and attrition, continued unmet 
employer needs, and decreased competitiveness compared to countries that better train their HDR 
candidates. Conversely, committing to effectively incorporate HDR WIL – proportionate to the scale 
of supervisors’ and candidates’ research outputs and research funding contributions – can aid 
research progress without increasing perceived workload (O'Connor, 2023). Enacting institutional 
support structures for quality HDR WIL and associated graduate employability practitioners can help 
integrate research and employability skills training for realistic employment outcomes, and increase 
the impact of – and return on – HDR investments for the benefit of candidates, supervisors, 
universities, industry, and the broader community. 
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