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1 Introduction

This document aims to clarify the main issues regarding the supervision of PHDs at the Environmental Economics and Natural Resources Group.

2 General considerations
In general, PHD students can expect a rather intensive supervision in the start of their position, which gradually becomes less and less intensive as the student acquires more skills. In the first year, it is important that the student gets acquainted with the subject of his
 studies as soon as possible. The purpose is to acquire ownership of the topic: soon, the PHD student becomes an expert in, say, the economics of water management, climate change, or biodiversity. During the first year he should decide whether all skills and knowledge needed are available in the research team (PHD student, supervisors, other colleagues), or whether other experts must be contacted, or courses taken. In Wageningen a lot of research is interdisciplinary, so should the team contact ecologists, veterinary experts, hydrologists, climatologists? The PHD student is advised to ask the supervisors for recommendations, but also to look for experts by himself. The supervisors can be expected to have an extensive network already that may be helpful to the PHD student. Courses to be taken, as well as arrangements with regard to supervision, are to be included in the ITSP (Individual Training and Supervision Plan). All graduate schools require PHD students to have an ITSP approved by the graduate school.
As the PHD student gets more familiar with the thesis topic and the literature, he will be able to further specify the research proposal. Many PHD projects require that a more specific proposal be written and submitted within six months after the start of the project. Even if this is not an explicit requirement, students are strongly advised to discuss the project with experts in the beginning of the project. It is always very helpful to have others reflect on your research ideas. You can do this bilaterally, but it is also very helpful to present your proposal at a group seminar. For the same reasons, lengthy discussions with your supervisors are very helpful in this stage!
PHD students will also be expected to attend courses. These can be disciplinary courses such as macroeconomics and econometrics, as well as skills courses such as project and time management and scientific writing. The courses are a great opportunity to acquire skills and knowledge that may be useful in the rest of the PHD student’s career. It is best to do most courses in the beginning of the PHD. Especially the skills courses are most useful if done early: it is no use taking a course on scientific writing when the PHD thesis is about to be printed! Courses can also give the PHD student an opportunity to fill in knowledge gaps in the project (software, Real Options Theory, etc), and they can broaden the student’s scope of economics.

There are at least two sets of requirements with regard to a PHD student’s course program: the PHD student’s research school and the ENR group itself. As regards the research school, this is most likely to be either the Mansholt Graduate School of Social Sciences (MG3S) or the Wageningen Institute for Environment and Climate Research (WIMEK). The latter is part of the national research school SENSE. PHD students are expected to check for themselves what the requirements are of their research school, and to integrate these requirements in their Training and Supervision Plan (TSP).

As regards the ENR group, we expect our PHD students to have deepened their knowledge of microeconomics, macroeconomics, and econometrics by the time they complete their PHD thesis. Practically this means that they should complete the courses Advanced Macroeconomics (ENR-30806), Advanced Microeconomics (ECH-32306), and Advanced Econometrics (AEP-60306). Students who have completed the Research Master within the MSc program Management and Economics (MME) at Wageningen University have done these courses.
There is also a possibility to take the PHD assessment offered by the graduate schools. This gives the student useful insight into his own way of working, what kind of feedback is most useful, etc. Such insights can greatly enhance the communication between the PHD student and the supervisors. The student decides whether the assessment results are discussed with the supervisors or not. It is, however, very much recommended to do so.
3 Responsibilities of the PHD

The PHD student is expected to:

· Work diligently on his programme of research;

· Take the lead in his own research;

· Develop his own ideas for scientific papers;

· Ask for feedback when he needs it;

· Contact external experts when he thinks this is necessary;

· Give his supervisors constructive feedback on their supervision;

· Develop a realistic time schedule for his research;

· Guard his time schedule;

· Arrange regular meetings with his supervisors;

· Check the PHD requirements of his research school;

· Develop his Individual Training and Supervision Plan (ITSP) in the first six months of his PHD track;

· Develop a detailed research proposal in the first six months of his PHD track;

· Attend the necessary courses (time management, scientific writing, disciplinary courses);

· Develop his own network in his field of study;

· Take part in the PHD assessment;

· Inform his supervisors of any problems or difficulties when they arise;
· Submit written material in sufficient time to allow for comments and discussion;

· Respond constructively to comments and suggestions;
· Make SMART (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, Timely) arrangements with the supervisors on secondary objectives of the project;
· Make an agenda for the meetings with his supervisors;

· Make minutes of the meetings, including SMART goals, with his supervisors;

· Distribute the minutes among his supervisors.
4 Responsibilities of the supervisors
Supervisors are expected to:

· Train the PHD student to be an independent researcher;

· Provide constructive feedback on contents, structure and writing style of the written material the student submits;

· Provide this feedback timely;

· Provide the necessary reflection on the student’s research ideas to stimulate his creativity;

· Reserve sufficient time for supervision, especially in the early stage of the PHD project;

· Suggest external experts that may be useful for the student’s research;

· Provide guidance and advise on how to develop the student’s network;

· Introduce the student to experts in the field;

· Inform the student about the general procedures in getting his work published;

· Meet the student regularly, both formally and informally;
· Make SMART arrangements with the student on secondary objectives of the project;
· Have taken a course on PHD supervision within a year after the start of the PHD project
;
· Have taken a course on international education.
5 Necessary arrangements

There is a number of tasks and responsibilities whose exact arrangement may differ from PHD student to PHD student. Nevertheless, it is important that good arrangements be made.

5.1 Arrangement of responsibilities between daily supervisor and promotor

Chapter 4 lists the responsibilities of the daily supervisor and the promotor, but both supervisors need to agree on how these responsibilities are distributed among them. Will the promotor focus on contents, process, or both? Will the daily supervisor provide detailed feedback on papers, so that the promotor focuses on the general contents? Are both supervisors present at all meetings, or do the PHD student and the daily supervisor meet more regularly?

5.2 Projects with multiple objectives

Completing a PHD thesis may not be the only objective to a PHD project. Increasingly, such projects have secondary goals such as the development of a computer programme, the organisation of a workshop, or the publication of a policy document. These objectives are often necessary to attract funding, but can also make the project interesting for the PHD student as they often connect to real life applications of the project.

However, as any economist will agree, one can only maximize one variable at a time, under the restriction that all other objective variables retain some minimum quality. Translated to a PHD project, the research team (i.e., student and supervisors) needs to decide which objective will be the focus of the PHD. This will very probably be the thesis and the scientific papers necessary for that. Therefore, the team needs to make arrangements regarding the secondary objectives. These arrangements need to be SMART, i.e. what results will be minimally required, how much time is reserved for these objectives, when should these objectives be fulfilled, etc. Discussing these objectives explicitly will help student and supervisors to identify synergies between the objectives, avoid competition between objectives, and to focus on one main objective only.
5.3 Training

Doing a PHD is a good opportunity to acquire additional skills, as well as a deeper knowledge of economics through courses, workshops and other forms of training. Indeed, the PHD student will be expected to devote a substantial part of his time to courses. Nevertheless, clear arrangements are needed with the supervisors on how much time will be spent on courses and which courses will be taken.
5.4 Funding

It can occur that a PHD project is not fully funded when it starts. Although there are no general rules on who is responsible for the funding of PHD projects, it is very much advisable to make clear arrangements on these responsibilities: should it be the supervisors or the PHD student?
6 Giving and receiving feedback constructively
A large part of the time and effort invested in PHD supervision regards the exchange of feedback between the supervisor and the PHD student. The supervisor may give comments on a paper or a proposal written by the PHD student. But feedback can also go in the opposite direction, for instance when the PHD student tells the supervisor what he thinks of the supervision he gets. Both positive and negative feedback are essential for the training of PHDs. Positive feedback, especially when given the right way, is an important way to motivate people and to let them know whether they are on the right track. Negative feedback tells people how they can improve their work.

Giving and receiving feedback, however, is not as easy as it seems. In giving feedback, we tend to focus on negative things and forget positive things. In receiving feedback, we often have a tendency to defend or explain our actions, instead of trying to learn as much as possible from the feedback we get. In this section we provide a few guidelines that may help getting the best result from the contact between PHD student and supervisor.
6.1 Giving feedback

· Provide positive feedback as well as negative feedback.

· Be specific. This is easier for negative feedback than for positive feedback, but for both forms it is equally important.
· Describe, don’t interpret. In other words: be factual and refer to aspects that you and the receiver actually can observe. For instance: not “you are lazy” but “your paper is two months over its deadline”.

· Focus negative feedback on things that need to, and can be, changed.
· In the same line of reasoning, positive feedback refers to thing that the 'receiver' should keep up.

· Focus on what the receiver does, not what the receiver is.

· Motivate your feedback. Why is something good or not so good? What are the consequences if things are done in this way?
· Don’t postpone the really unpleasant messages.

· Don’t hide behind procedures.

· Give the receiver the opportunity to react to your feedback, and to ask questions.

6.2 Receiving feedback

· Before you give a reaction, try to make sure you understand exactly what the giver of the feedback means. Ask questions: “What do you mean exactly by this remark? Would it be better if I...?”

· Try to summarize the feedback in your own words and ask the giver whether this is what he means to say.

· Before you start explaining your actions or decisions, think about why exactly you want to do that. Often, 'explaining' is just another way of 'defending'. At the other hand, you may want to know how to do your work better next time. In that case, asking for such advise directly is more helpful than explaining or defending your work
.
· The words “Yes, but...” are often an indicator for a defensive reaction. Avoiding them as much as possible may already improve the communication very much.
· All of this does not mean you should accept all negative feedback. If you disagree with it you should say so, because saying so can only help clarifying differences in perception between you and the giver of the feedback.
� This document applies to PHD students and supervisors of both genders, but for readability we use 'he' and ‘his’.


� The current course on PHD supervision only allows applicants with at least half a year of PHD supervision.


� For instance, suppose you are a PHD and your supervisor tells you to take some section out of your paper. You could react by saying “But I included it to explain the theoretical background of my model!” You can raise the same objection by saying “If I take it out, do you think the reader will understand the theoretical background of my model? I think I should provide some information on it.” The latter reaction is more constructive because it states the purpose of the section and asks for a way to improve it.





