
The role of support staff in 
Doctoral Education
Bibiane Fréché, Université libre de Bruxelles (ULB), 
Postgraduate Unit – PRIDE Network

Lisette Schmidt, University of Vienna, Center for 
Doctoral Studies – PRIDE Network

UZDOC 2.0 meetings

Tashkent Institute of Finance, 1 October 2018



Agenda

➢ State of play: players involved in Doctoral Education

➢ Professional management in Doctoral Education
➢ Definition, tasks and benefits

➢ A case study: starting from scratch

➢ A Professional at my institution
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State of play:
players involved in Doctoral Education



Playersinvolvedat my institution

➢ Identify who is in charge of the following aspects of the Doctorateat your
institution:

1. Research topic / project (drafting of the project, choice of topic…)
2. Admission (recruitment, selection, registration, information about admission process…)
3. Doctoral research (supervising the research, undertaking the research)
4. Scientific training (designing the programme, giving the courses/training sessions…)
5. Regular assessment of research progress (evaluation, organisation…)
6. Final assessment of PhD thesis (evaluation, award of diploma, organisation…)
7. Improvement of organisation and quality of doctoral studies
8. Regulations about doctoral studies (development, information about regulations…)

➢ What shouldbe improved(in terms of playersinvolved)? 



Playersinvolvedat my institution
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Professional Management in Doctoral 
Education



Agenda

• Context in Europe

• Characteristics of Professionals in Doctoral Education

• Tasks of Professionals

• Skills and Knowledge areas of Professionals

• Benefits for the University



Changing Context in Europe

External and internal conditions in higher education have changed dramatically in the last two 

decades, resulting in pressures within universities:

• rapid growth in the number of PhD students 

• less state and more institutional autonomy, but also: more accountability, more monitoring, 

more competition

• an explosive growth in „auditing“  

• type and distribution of work changed in universities

• knowledge is increasing and so the expected impact for society



European Context: Academics
experience…

• Continuous monitoring and controlling of their work in terms of quality and
output

• New internal structures, guidelines and processes („de-privatization“ of
their areas of activities e.g. from one-one supervision to team supervision
in doctoral education) 

• More bureaucracy, delegation of task



European Context: Consequences

Professionalization of administration on at least 3 level

• Leadership: doctoral education become flagship initiative, on top of the agenda, doctoral 
schools are established with new roles and duties and governance structure

• Teaching and Research Support: Supervisors‘ training becomes a top priority (or at least 
top on the wish list)

• Staff: growth in number of highly qualified professionals (in administration) to support these 
processes of change



Characteristics of Professionals in Doctoral 
Education

• satisfying the growing need of university management for systematic 
knowledge about the university;

• releasing academic and administrative staff from a variety of functions and 
tasks;

• high affinity and commitment to the areas of teaching and research; 
experiences in research

• experts in the field of higher education and have a “high degree of familiarity 
with the core functions of higher education institutions”;



ñ[It is essential to have a] holistic understanding of the different aspects that affect and have bearing 
and relevance on doctoral education, involvement in both recruitment and pastoral sides. Clued into 

wider national and international developments concerning doctoral provision.ò  

ñFormulating strategies and policies, restructuring the office to align with the university´s new strategic 
vision.ò

ñItôs an intimate partnership between an academic leadership and strong professional leadership.ò

Quotations from a survey among professionals in doctoral education and focus groups with different stakeholder in Doctoral 

Education conducted within the LLP Project 540332-LLP-1-2013-1-AT-ERASMUS-EIGF ĂPRIDEñ in 2014 and 2015



"What are the main fields of activity in your current position?ñ 

Survey with professionals (LLP Project 540332-LLP-1-2013-1-AT-ERASMUS-EIGF ĂPRIDEñ in 2014) 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Supporting/organizing lectures or trainings on transferable skills

Looking for (research) partners from non-academic sectors

Consulting PhDs on career topics

Establishing relations with potential employers

Policy development within the University

Consulting the top management (e.g rectorate)

Dealing with legal issues in doctoral education

Supporting university boards, committees

Management of doctoral/graduate school

Quality control/ assurance

Initiating and managing third party funded projects on doctoral education

Preparing and evaluating data in the field of doctoral education

Supporting curriculum development

Networking with academic and non-academic partners

Preparing MA students for a PhD

Consulting PhDs on publishing strategies

Supporting PhDs with grant applications

Supporting/organizing lectures or trainings on research skills

Supporting PhDs with their research design

Introducing good scientific practice

Promoting interdisciplinary exchange

Recruitment of PhDs

Consulting and/or supporting PhDs on funding issues

Consulting PhDs on administrative aspects of doctoral studies

Consulting professors/academics on administrative aspects of doctoral studies

Mediation of conflicts between supervisors and PhDs

Developing information material (brochures etc.)

Organizing events and workshops

Consulting on visa issues

Consulting on housing

Supporting mobility of PhDs

often sometimes rarely never never but planned



Professionals in Doctoral Education

• Professionals are not academic staff (not replacing directors of the studies 
programmes, supervisors,…)

They are supporting and consulting academic staff like supervisors, director 
of studies programmes, (vice-)rectors, academic commitees

(They are not supervising the research of PhD candidates, evaluating the PhD 
thesis etc.)



Skills of Professionals in Doctoral Education

Scale: very important 1 ïnot important 5 

Survey with professionals (LLP Project 

540332-LLP-1-2013-1-AT-ERASMUS-

EIGF ĂPRIDEñ in 2014) 



Knowledge of Professionals in Doctoral Education

Scale: very important 1 ïnot important 5 

Survey with professionals (LLP Project 

540332-LLP-1-2013-1-AT-ERASMUS-

EIGF ĂPRIDEñ in 2014) 



Benefits of having professionals in institution

• „neutral“, not obliged to one interest group – facilitate processes

• Overview about different models of doctoral education – strategic advisors

• „Stability factors“ of the system (e.g. vice-rectors only for a certain period
elected)

• Knowledge of the rules and regulations in all detail



Handbook: https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/view/o:454303

https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/view/o:454303


Professional Management 
in Doctoral Education: case study



Agenda

1. My background

2. My currentposition
▪ Some realisations

▪ Evolution

▪ Benefits for my institution

▪ Useful skills



Field Year

My background: fields

• Languagesand Literatures
(French, Spanish)

• Comparative linguistics
(French, Spanish)

• Cultural Studies(XXth
Century, Belgium)

• 1999

• 2001

• 2006

• Master’sDegree(ULB)

• Advanced Master’sDegree
(ULB)

• PhD (ULB)

Degree



Lecturerand researcher
(1999-2002)

(Post-)doctoral researcherand 
lecturer (2002-2006, 2007-2011)

Postdoctoral researcherand 
lecturer (2006-2007)

My background: researchexperience



My background: management and 
organisation

Universitymanagement

✓ FacultyBoardMember(electedmember)

✓ FacultyCouncil Member(electedmember)

✓ UniversityCommittees(appointedmember)

Researchproject management and organisation

✓ Fundingapplications, researchprojectdrafting

✓ Organisation of conferences, exhibitions… 



My currentposition: mail goals

Hiredin December2011 as a projectmanager, at the Research
Administration Department

3 main goals: 

➢ implementUniversitystrategyregardingorganisation of Doctorate

➢ improvecommunication about the Doctorate

➢ set up transferableskillstraining programme for PhD candidates



My currentposition: some
realisations(1)

Central contact point 
(2013-)

• Any request related to the 
PhD

• One single contact email

• New website

• New brochure

Quality and policy
(2012-)

• Quality assessment

 New University PhD 
Regulations (2012)

• Current project: improve
success and duration of 
the PhD / lower drop out

Cotutelle agreements
(2012-)

• Lower drastically workload
of supervisor and PhD 
candidate regarding
negotiation of agreement

• Lower time of negotiation

• Soften regulations
whenever possible



My currentposition: some
realisations(2)

Training programme 
for PhD cand. (2012-)

• Development of 
programme on 
transferable skills (2012)

• University budget secured
(2013)

• Website + newsletter 
(2014)

• Career coaching (2014)

Supervisors’ support 
(2014)

• 2-day advanced workshop 
on PhD supervision

• Round tables on specific 
topics (e.g. selection)

• Intervision (peer support)

• Online tools

Networking and 
learning (2012-)

• EUA-CDE meetings

• UNICA PhD Master class

• PRIDE network meetings

• Other opportunities of 
training/meetings about 
doctoral education



My currentposition: evolution

• No dedicated
unit

• 1,8 FTE 
(project
manager + 
officer)

Dec. 
2011

• Postgraduate
Unit

• 2,1 FTE + 0,5 
FTE (coord., 
2 officers, 
secretary)

2013

• Postgraduate
Unit 

• 2,1 FTE + 1,5 
FTE (head, 
project
manager, 2 
officers, 
secretary)

2016



My currentposition: main benefits
for my institution

➢ Updatedoverviewof organisation of doctoral education(internationally)

➢ In-depthknowledgeof lawsand regulations

➢ AdvisingRectorateon anyaspect relatedto doctoral education

➢ Continuousimprovementof organisation (policy, quality…) and services 
(communication, support, training programme…)

➢ Stability, dedicatedteam, memory

➢ Improvedinteruniversitycooperation(joint projects)



My currentposition: usefulskills

✓ (International) experienceof researchand Academia (corebusiness)

✓ Management and organisationexperience

✓ Strategic thinkingand planning

✓ Interpersonalskills

✓ Communication

✓ Languages(English)

✓ Habilityto learnby myself



Conclusion

Multi-facetedroles: 

➢ Advisor

➢ Project manager

➢ Link betweenRectorate, administration and academics

➢ Booster for further developmentsin doctoral education(staff fully
dedicatedto doctoral education)



A Professional at my institution



Working group

Discuss in groups: 

You have just been informed that you will have the opportunity to hire a 
Professional in doctoral education: 

1. Do you think it will be useful for your institution?  

2. What will be the first task you will ask this professional to do? 



34

An association for Professionals in Doctoral Education: why?

• Background and Motivation

• Community‘s interest

• Our Mission

• Services and potential benefits
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Community’s Interest
brief feasibility study

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Promoting volunteering opportunities to enable newcomers to gain hands-on experience

Providing a platform for professionals to build their own online reputation

Providing a jobs board to serve hiring organizations and job seekers

Providing training for newly recruited staff members, employees and leaders

Creating the opportunity to add the voice of professionals to the doctoral debate

Facilitating member-driven working groups and special interest groups

Connecting people with planned or recent research projects and research findings related
to doctoral education

Promoting international job rotation and exchange opportunities

Convening working groups on specific "hot" topics in doctoral education

Providing opportunities for networking and community building

Answers to: What could be the potential benefits of joining an association, 117 responses in 

total
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Mission Statement

Mission:  Leading professional resource for advancement of professionals 
with the ultimate goal to improve doctoral education in our institutions.

We want to do this by: 

✓Establishing, promoting, and advocating professional standards and practices.

✓Helping higher education institutions understand the roles and potential of 
professional staff.

✓Promoting training resources and opportunities for advancement professionals.

✓Supporting professional growth and advancement for professionals.

✓Facilitating relationships and interaction among professionals.
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Services and Benefits

Membership programs and services: guide and support professionals in 
their career and to further develop their competences

✓Training events and workshops

✓Membership platform that allows peers to interact and exchange

✓Online and openly accessible and freely usable resources

✓Facilitating the dissemination of information on doctoral education related
news

✓Encouraging members to start discussion groups on specifically relevant 
topics and to position themselves as experts

✓Promoting internships, job rotations and staff exchange
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Outlook 2018/19

✓ in November 2018: Webinar on “Transferable Skills”

✓ 25 + 26 March 2019: Training on “Transferable Skills” in Luxemburg

✓28 + 29 March 2019: Conference on “Services for postdocs” in Brussels (and GA)

✓ End August/beginning September 2019: Joint training event with UNICA “UNICA 
PhD Master Class”
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Discussion forum
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Text & Tools
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PRIDE GeoChart



42

Contact

http://www.pride-network.eu/

http://www.pride-network.eu/


Thank you!


