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Research Training at the University of Sydney 

Appendix 

Completion, attrition and the student experience in Research Degrees at the University of Sydney 

Interim report to Senate: 8 May 2009 

Following the discussion of these issues at the meeting on Monday, 4 May, Senate requested and will 
receive a full report at its next meeting.  In the meantime the following interim report may place in better 
perspective the matters raised by the Chair of the Academic Board. 

The measurement of completion times and attrition rates is a crucial aspect of quality assurance in 
research training. The PhD Completion Project, sponsored by the US-based Council of Graduate Schools 
recently noted: ”Attrition in U.S. doctoral programs is a tremendous waste of America’s financial 
resources and human energies.”  Achieving improvement in attrition rates has been a major focus of 
reform in research intensive universities internationally in the last 15 years. 

A 2006 study showed the attrition rate (the percentage of candidates who commence but do not complete) 
for PhD and research master’s students at the University of Sydney  as significantly improving from 46% 
in 1991 to 37% in 2006.1  

These data are currently being revised to take into account completions since 2006. Preliminary analysis 
suggests that the attrition rates are continuing to improve. 

The 2006 study found improving completion times with the bulk of PhD degrees awarded within 4.5 
years and the bulk of research Masters degrees within 2.4 years. The improvements reflect reform put in 
place at the University of Sydney since the introduction of the Research Training Scheme in 2001. These 
reforms include changes to scholarship allocation, introduction of supervisor training and a supervisor 
register and changes to the internal funding formula to give greater weight to completions. Since 2006, 
there has been further reform, including significant increase in University of Sydney scholarships (and, in 
2009, a significant increase in Commonwealth scholarships), overhaul to the scholarship allocation 
process to broaden access and give greater weight to research performance indicators, and further reform 
of the funding formula to make completions the primary driver of funding and a major overhaul of the 
research supervisors’ training program.  

Comparison 

Meaningful benchmarking of completion rates, attrition rates and candidature times is hampered by a lack 
of data, inconsistency of definition and measurement, and, for international benchmarking, by differences 
in research training programs. A 2001 study by the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs 
found that by 1999, only 53% of Australian doctoral students who had commenced doctoral study in 1992 
                                                            
1 Source: Completion and Examination of Research Higher Degrees at the University of Sydney. Prepared by Dr 
Pam MacNamara. Office of the Dean of Graduate Studies, University of Sydney 2006. The attrition rate is defined 
as the proportion of candidates who commence but do not complete, expressed as a percentage of the 
commencing cohort for any one year. The attrition rate does not include candidates who are currently enrolled, 
under examination or who have completed.  

 



had completed though it was estimated that this figure would eventually rise to around 65%2.  The PhD 
Completion Project undertaken by the Council of Graduate Schools in the US found an average attrition 
rate of 30.6% ten years after commencement.  

A cruder, but useful and frequently used measure of success in completing research higher degrees can be 
gained by calculating the number of completions as a percentage of total research student load. In 2007 
the figures for Sydney and other Australian universities with a comparable research load were as below. 

University  PhD Research Masters Total 
Melbourne 14% 19% 15%
UNSW 19% 25% 20%
Sydney 15% 18% 16%
Queensland 14% 13% 14%
ANU 14% 9% 13%

 

Supervision, the Student Experience, and Student Satisfaction 

Research students at the University of Sydney broadly agree that the quality of key aspects of their 
research experience is high and data collected in the Student Research Experience Questionnaire (SREQ) 
show improvement since 2002 in all scales.   

 
    Student Research Experience Questionnaire (SREQ) 

    The University of Sydney 
     2008 Postgraduate Research Students* 

N = 
response = 

2620
69%

 ( ) - Bracketed figures indicate change from 2002 SREQ figures
 

Broad 
Agreement  Disagreement 

    Supervision Scale  90% (+2)    10% (-2) 
    Infrastructure Scale  86% (+4)    14% (-4) 
    Climate Scale  86% (+6)    14% (-6) 
    Generic Skills Scale  95% (+1)    5% (-1) 
    Overall Satisfaction Item (Q44)  92% (+3)    8% (-3) 

 

In 2008, only a small percentage of students (8%) disagree that they are satisfied with the overall quality 
of their research experience.  While having zero percentage disagreement is a worthy aim, a figure of 8% 
is a reasonable result given that the trend since 2002 (% change is given in parentheses) shows 
disagreement with satisfaction steadily decreasing (down 3%).  

Although, disagreement rates of 10-15% are worthy of attention, they should be seen in the context of 
improvements in all scales since 2002, which indicate that higher percentages of students are reporting 
high quality experiences.  
                                                            
2 Yew May Martin, Maureen Maclachlan, Tom Karmel, Postgraduate Completion Rates, (Canberra: Department of 
Education, Training and Youth Affairs, 2001), p 3. 



A version of the SREQ was developed at Oxford University in 2005 and used to collect data from 
research students at that university in 2006. The results, which were used in a benchmarking exercise with 
the University of Sydney in 2006, are given in the table below. Percentages of disagreement about the 
high quality of Supervision, Intellectual Climate, Generic Skills, and Departmental Infrastructure are all 
higher at Oxford than at Sydney. 

 Oxford Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire 
   University of Oxford** 
   Year: 2006 Total number of returns, N = 1498 

    Broad
Agreement  Disagreement

   Supervision Scale  83%  17%

   Intellectual Climate Scale  79%  21%

   Generic Skills Scale  82%  18%

   Departmental Infrastructure Scale  84%  16%

   Q44  
   N=1490 

Overall, I am satisfied with the quality of my 
research experience 

89%  11%

 

Challenges 

The data indicates that the University of Sydney has responded well to the challenge of improving 
completion times since the introduction of the Research Training Scheme in 2001. The University has 
also seen significant improvement in attrition rates, and is showing good results and positive trends in the 
students’ report of the quality of their experience.  

A number of initiatives have recently been introduced to further enhance the quality of research training 
and PhD student experience.  These include establishing a framework of minimum resources for students, 
and reviewing admission, supervision, support processes.  

Derrick Armstrong 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Education) and Registrar 

8th May 2009 

 



Signage recognising Indigenous custodianship 

Report to Senate, meeting of June 2009 

Author: Professor Derrick Armstrong, Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Education) and Registrar 

Date: 29 May 2009  

Objective: to inform Senate of the current state of development of Indigenous signage at key 
entrances to the Darlington and Camperdown campuses. 

Background 

Issues underlying the placement of appropriate signage acknowledging Indigenous ‘custodianship’ of 
the land on which the Darlington and Camperdown campuses are located, have proven to be far more 
difficult to resolve than anticipated. 

Previous consideration by Senate 

At its meeting on 16 March 2009, Senate was informed that the wording previously arrived at after 
extensive consultation within and outside the University, had been challenged in relation to the use of 
the term ‘Cadigal’. 

Issues 

Wording of signage 

The previous consultation with the Koori Centre and representatives of the Local Aboriginal Land 
Council and NSW Department of the Environment and Climate Change, resulted in a wording that 
included the term ‘Cadigal’.  Following the challenge to this term, advice on suitable persons to 
consult on this issue was obtained from the University Historian and the Head of the School of 
Philosophical and Historical Inquiry.  Advice was then obtained from relevant officers of the NSW 
Board of Studies and the City of Sydney that cast sufficient doubt about the term to determine that 
new advice should be obtained, on a wording that excluded the term. 

The Director of the Koori Centre, the University Historian and the University’s heritage architect have 
therefore arranged to meet on 10 June (the earliest date possible for all concerned) to prepare a brief 
for external consultation with a member of the Local Aboriginal Land Council and the Manager of the 
Cultural Programs and Support in the NSW Department of Environment and Climate Change. 

At the same meeting, and as suggested by members of Senate at its March meeting, a brief will be 
prepared for a competition for Indigenous artists to develop graphics for the signage.  Implicit in this 
aesthetic dimension is the choice of a suitable platform for the signs (whether a sandstone boulder, 
another new or existing platform), which therefore should also be part of the competition entries. 

 



Location of signage 
 
As foreshadowed at the last meeting, it is proposed that this issue be settled by Senate now, so that it 
can be part of the competition brief. The following options, two ‘entrances’ and two ‘places’, have 
been discussed at different times: 
 

Shepherd Street entry – the major access point to both Darlington and Camperdown 
campuses, maximising exposure to entrants (in term time around 23,000 daily (Rail Transport 
Authority estimate) arrive from Redfern Train Station). This location is narrow and very busy 
at peak times but would result in a high visibility for the proposed sign.  
  
Victoria Park staircase (belvedere) entry – an aesthetically pleasing and prominent site 
located along the original main entry road (now a pedestrian path through Victoria Park) to 
the original main entry gates to the University; less exposure to everyday pedestrian traffic 
(figures not available). 
 
Botany Lawn – a symbolically important site for the University; adjacent to the Great Hall 
with a good view of the city which was the intention of the founders of the University; 
equipped and used by students as a BBQ and social facility; a formal space with aesthetically 
pleasing aspects similar to the Victoria Park staircase.  
 
the south eastern fringe of Cadigal Green -  which is a large open area with an appropriate 
and aesthetically pleasing setting, large in scale but low key in terms of prominence and 
historical context. It has the advantage of being on the same main pedestrian route from 
Redfern Station as the Shepherd Street Entry. However, there is a difficulty with the term 
‘Cadigal’, noted above, and it lacks the prominence of some other options. 

 
Considerations 
It is suggested that one site would be sufficient, if it met the purposes of the exercise.  The Victoria 
Park staircase would seem to meet both the aesthetic requirements (well) and the exposure factor 
(more modestly), with no major disadvantages.  It has elements of both an entrance and a ‘place’.  If 
two sites were preferred, the best complement might be Cadigal Green, being on the other campus, 
and on the major pedestrian route into the University. 
 

Recommendations 

That Senate  

• note the report on development and consultation of the wording of the proposed signage 
• note the intention to conduct a competition for Indigenous artists to provide suitable 

accompanying graphics, with such design also to encompass the form of platform for the 
signage, whether separate, such as a sandstone boulder, or as part of existing signage 

• determine the placement of the signage as one or both of  
o Victoria Park stairway 
o South eastern fringe of Cadigal Green 

 

 

 



Name of Entity 
AGM & council 
meeting 

UoF 
attended 

Review 
provided 

Governance 
Statement 

Fundraising 
plan 

Certificate 
of 
Compliance

Sydney University 
Cricket Club 
Foundation July 2009 

yet to 
adopt 
rules     

Accounting 
Foundation 26/02/09 yes yes yes  not to date
Aeronautical, 
Mechanical and 
Mechatronic 
Engineering 
Foundation Inactive      
Ageing and 
Alzheimer’s 
Research 
Foundation* 26/02/09 Yes yes    
Australian 
Lebanese 
Foundation 22/04/09 Yes yes    
Bone and Joint 
Research 
Foundation*       
Brain and Mind 
Research 
Foundation 25/03/09 yes     
Chemical and 
Biomolecular 
Engineering 
Foundation 27/05/09      
Civil Engineering 
Foundation       
Cornforth 
Foundation for 
Chemistry 20/03/09 Yes   yes  
Dairy Research 
Foundation 20/04/09 yes     
Dermatology 
Research 
Foundation* 25/02/09 yes     
Ear and Allied 
Research 
Foundation (EAR) 

7/04/09 (AGM 
only) 

not 
necessary yes yes yes  

Earth Resources 
Foundation 

date to be 
advised      

Electrical and 
Information 
Engineering 
Foundation   yes    
Endocrinology 
and Diabetes 
Research 
Foundation* 12/03/09 Yes yes    
Foundation for 
Information 
Technology inactive      
Hoc Mai, the 
Australia Vietnam 
Foundation 

25/03/09(AGM 
only) Yes yes 

Yes 
   



Name of Entity 
AGM & council 
meeting 

UoF 
attended 

Review 
provided 

Governance 
Statement 

Fundraising 
plan 

Certificate 
of 
Compliance

Inorganic 
Chemistry 
Foundation 7/04/09 Yes     
Microresearch 
Research 
Foundation* 26/02/09 Yes yes    
Moran Foundation 
for Older 
Australians Inactive      
Near Eastern 
Archaeology 
Foundation 

27/11/08(AGM 
only) Yes    not to date

Nerve Research 
Foundation* 15/4/09  yes    
Nutrition 
Research 
Foundation 28/04/09 No   yes  
Oral Health 
Foundation 2/03/09 yes     
Pharmacy 
Practice 
Foundation 18/03/09 Yes    not to date
Poultry Research 
Foundation 20/04/09 yes     
Power Institute, 
Foundation for Art 
and Visual 
Culture 23/04/09 Nominee     
Save Sight 
Institute       
Science 
Foundation for 
Physics 26/03/09 Nominee yes    
Sydney 
Conservatorium 
of Music 
Foundation 26/03/09 yes     
Sydney Law 
School 
Foundation to be advised      
Sydney Peace 
Foundation 17/02/09 yes     
The Medical 
Foundation 

30/3/09 & 
15/6/09 yes   yes  

The Melanoma 
Foundation 16/03/09 yes 

draft 
provided    

The Nepean 
Medical Research 
Foundation 29/04/09 Yes yes yes   
The University of 
Sydney Sports 
Foundation to be advised      
University of 
Sydney Union 
Foundation 
 25/02/09 

not yet 
constituted     



Name of Entity 
AGM & council 
meeting 

UoF 
attended 

Review 
provided 

Governance 
Statement 

Fundraising 
plan 

Certificate 
of 
Compliance

Veterinary 
Science 
Foundation 20/04/09 Yes     
Burns Research 
Foundation* 

first meeting 
2/04/09 yes 

not 
requested    

Celtic Stuides 
Foundation October 2008 

not yet 
constituted yes    

        
* Division of 
Medical Foundation             

 




