Dr Warren’s Diary
A new PhD supervisor’s log

Episode 1

May 2007
Background

In November 2003 I submitted my PhD thesis (Department of Geography, University of Wessex) and 2 weeks later flew to the United States to start a post-doctoral position at Middletown Institute of Technology (Department of Biological Science). In April 2004 I returned to Wessex for my thesis viva and was passed with minor alterations to my abstract. I then returned to my post-doc in Middletown where I was responsible for the day-to-day running of the laboratory, the research project I was working on and publishing my PhD thesis. During this time I gained some experience assisting with the supervision of 2 PhD students, 2 masters students and 7 undergraduates who were working in the laboratory. This however was on an informal basis.
In October 2005 I took up a 5-year Research Councils UK Academic Fellowship at The University of Barchester (Department of Environmental Sciences). The remit of this post is to generate research money and outputs whilst the teaching aspect of academia is increased year by year until 2010 when the position converts to a Lectureship; when a full teaching load is taken on.
In the first 12 months of the Fellowship I spent most of my time working on papers for publication and applying for grants. The papers from my post-doctoral work were accepted for publication. However, I had a paper from my PhD thesis work rejected from two journals. This has caused a rethink in the PhD thesis publication strategy and consequently I still have thesis work unpublished. After numerous rejections in September 2006 I had a breakthrough with my grant applications. I was awarded US$20,000 by a National Committee for field work in South America. This was quickly followed by a Research Council Open competition CASE PhD studentship award (one of 36). This award was for a student to work on the samples collected during the National Committee funded field work and is held in collaboration with a museum in London. On the back of this I convinced The University of Barchester Science Faculty, Department of Environmental Sciences and one of the Botanical Gardens to co-finance a second PhD studentship. This time to work on samples I had collected during field work on another project from a site in December 2005. Although funding for the student stipend has been agreed no funds have yet been secured to cover the costs of any additional field work or laboratory consumables.
This left me for the first time with my own field project to run and studentships to award/supervise.

The two projects

1) CASE studentship joint with the museum. Principal supervisor: Warren. Co-supervisors: Two at Barchester (Charlotte and Gary), one at the museum (Bob). Initial field work funded by National Committee, additional field work and laboratory consumables funded through the research council studentship. Note: research council funding is only available to UK passport holders or fees only for EU citizens.
2) The University of Barchester studentship with contribution from the Botanical Gardens. Principal supervisor: Warren. Co-supervisors: Two at The University of Barchester (Stephanie and Gary), one at the Botanical Gardens (Peter), and one at the University of Moulinsart (Paula). Initial samples in storage at Barchester, but no money to cover any additional costs.
Studentship recruitment and selection

Advertising for the two studentships began in September 2006, prior to any guarantee of funding. The adverts were put together with the help of my co-supervisors and other members of the department also going through the process for their own projects. These were advertised by Barchester at recruitment fairs, fliers to other university departments and on the web. In addition, as principal supervisor, I wanted to make sure that I recruited the best possible candidates therefore I proactively promoted the projects on e-mail list servers and specialist web sites.
Response was varied. About seventy-five percent of the applicants were either not eligible or unsuitable for either of the projects and were easily rejected at the ‘first cut’. This left 15 applicants whose CVs required consideration. Next I went through the CVs in details and in consultation with co-supervisors (principally Stephanie who had overseen the student recruitment procedure for the department the previous year). This resulted in six of the applicants’ references being taken up. Four were then invited for interview on the basis of these reports and their CVs.
Interviews were held in April 2007. Of the interviewees 3 were UK based and invited to attend an interview day at Barchester, the fourth was from Argentina and a telephone interview was therefore arranged. The formal interviews at Barchester were conducted by a departmental panel (which I was not part of but included Gary). Bob, Stephanie and I were able to informally interview candidates and show them the facilities at Barchester during the day. Two of the candidates were outstanding and there was a disagreement between the formal and informal panel regarding the ranking of these two. Following discussions with Gary and Stephanie I decided to offer the research council project to the candidate that I had thought to be the stronger of the two (Walter); the Argentinean candidate was ineligible for this funding.  I phoned him that evening at home and he accepted on the spot.
The telephone interview was a few days later and conducted by myself, Gary and another member of Barchester staff not involved with the projects. This was a slightly strange experience sitting in a room talking into a microphone in the centre of the table. Even so the candidate came across as extremely enthusiastic and well qualified with a reasonable grasp of spoken English. The official verdict was that this candidate was also appointable. 
This meant that a decision had to be made between the next top candidate from the campus based interviews and the telephone interviewee. This was when it struck me how much this decision would impact on these people’s lives; particularly with one of the candidates being from abroad. I was initially slightly unnerved by this realisation until Stephanie pointed out that these were all grown ups who had made the choice to apply for this project. Once calmed down I phoned the Argentinean candidate (Christina) and offered her the second project. She immediately accepted but I told her to read the information on the project and think about it over night at least. She confirmed her acceptance the following day.
Additional notes

I will also be co-supervising a PhD student at Barchester (primary supervisor Gary) and a masters student at the University of Christminster (primary supervisor Peregrine).
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