Dear Professor Olekalns,
The University of Melbourne Graduate Student Association (GSA), and the undersigned
students, call on the Academic Board to amend the Graduate Research Training Policy in
the following ways (amendments in italics):
4.60 Lapsed candidature is only available to candidates who were enrolled in their
course before 1 January 2018.
5.51 Applications to lapse are only available to candidates who were enrolled in their
course before 1 January 2018.
5.58 This section applies to all candidates who enrol in their courses from 1 January
2018.
5.62 An application for late submission will only be granted if the criteria at 5.61 are
satisfied, and the delay in submission is due to compelling personal, medical or
compassionate grounds or research-related reasons beyond the candidates’ control.
Research related reasons beyond the candidate’s control may include:
GSA recognises and respects the University’s intent to increase the percentage of
candidates completing research degrees in a timely fashion. However, applying the recent
changes to the Graduate Research Training Policy and the Courses, Subjects, Awards and
Programs Policy to existing students unreasonably impacts students who progressed
through their candidature with the understanding that lapse was available if necessary.
Additionally, by removing the option of extensions for compassionate reasons, the
University disproportionately penalises the students who most need support. This
includes students with chronic medical issues and those with caring responsibilities, who
are already disadvantaged in undertaking and completing research degrees.
Research candidates contribute greatly to the production of knowledge at the University,
and to the University community more broadly. We call on the Academic Board to
recognise this value, and to adopt policies and practices that genuinely support candidates
in completing their degrees.
On behalf of the undersigned students,

Georgia Daly
GSA President
30 August 2017
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Comments from signatories
Comments have been edited lightly for clarity and to preserve anonymity
•

A PhD can be extremely stressful on the students and is a well-documented trigger
for mental health problems. The policy changes by the university seem not only to
ignore this fact but seek to increase these stressors.

•

These changes are completely unreasonable to put on current students. I would also
encourage the uni to consult with some of the organisational psychologist they have
in FBE about protective factors that can help students complete their PhD in a
timely manner and without costing them their mental health.

•

Although I will not be directly affected by this decision as I am soon to submit my
thesis, I do know that due to serious mental health issues, it has taken more than
the required amount of time to complete my PhD. Although I know it is not ideal
to lapse past one's candidature and although I had not expected this to be the case
during my PhD, it turned out that way. I am so grateful that I continued to have
the support and encouragement from my supervisors for my important project, and
had I not had the chance to use the extra time, it certain I would not have ever
completed my thesis, or perhaps fallen into worse suicidal tendencies. The
pressure on PhD students is already great enough without such abominable
penalties. I fear for current and future students who will not be provided such
provisions.

•

Amendments to policy should not be implemented for students who are already
currently enrolled in PhD.

•

Any new amendments should be applied for students who will be enrolling not
students who enrolled based on previous rules they agreed to

•

Applying changes retrospectively would be unfair and any new change should
only be applicable to new students and not those students who are making
satisfactory progress towards completion of thesis and may face some unforeseen
circumstances.

•

Applying retrospective laws are accepted as unjust. Applying retrospective policies
to students already enrolled is just as unfair. Inducing a Cortisol fuelled fear in
current students isn't going to make them complete faster. It's just going to put
more pressure on students and further marginalise vulnerable students. This policy
says you care more about completion rates then student wellbeing. Congratulations
Melbourne Uni.

•

Applying the policy retrospectively is punitive and the removal of compassionate
grounds for extension is, frankly, cruel. I am not opposed to strict submission
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deadlines but it is unreasonable to change the system mid-way through people's
candidature. I have made decisions about my life and this research based on a
particular system and that system has been changed. This will disadvantage many
people and is not an ideal way to achieve timely completions. Please reconsider the
retroactive nature of the policy and the removal of compassionate extension.
•

As a 'mature age' research student, I have caring responsibilities for my 3 (under
school age) children. Students should be treated as is customary in the workplace
in regards to unforeseen circumstances that can disrupt work deadlines. In other
words, extension requests to completion timelines should be given decided given
the student's real life circumstances.

•

As a student with a chronic medical condition, it is very disappointing that the
Academic Board are seemingly ignoring the immense challenges of undertaking
and eventually completing a RHD for such students. This only demonstrates the
lack of understanding and support for already marginalised students by the
Academic Board.

•

As a working mother trying to undertake her PhD with two young children, part
time work and other family commitments, it is ridiculous that you would not
support extensions based on compassionate grounds. While it would have been
great to have started my PhD when I was in my 20s and did not have a family, I
only feel like I now have the experience and maturity to undertake this important
task. Whilst I am lucky to be a recipient of an APA Scholarship, the stipend (living
allowance works out to be $12.50 per hour of work) is insufficient to allow me to
work fulltime on my PhD as a "job" as I need to work to support my family. As a
University who calls itself an institute of knowledge, you are failing your
researchers by not providing more options for successful completion, instead,
instead, choosing again to penalise students who have other commitments.

•

As graduate students, we are expected to not only work on our own research
projects but to also develop and expand our skill base to make us more wellrounded and desirable future hires. This means that most if not all graduate
students take on extra work as research assistants, collaborators, tutors, industry
positions, lecturing positions, and so many other roles that while enhancing our
skills, also take time away from our own work. We should not be penalized for
having to take on these extra responsibilities by not being allowed the adequate
time we need to also finish our graduate research, which is already significantly less
time than in many other countries.

•

As I was nearing completion of my PhD, I was struck down by an illness that forced
me to discontinue work. My partner has ensured that both my (and his) enrolments
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were continued via compassionate grounds. Not only did my illness force me to
stop studying, I had to leave my full time, continuing lecturer position and abandon
my (already-sold) novel. During my years at UniMelb, I taught numerous courses
and have participated in, represented or led many committees, reading groups, and
events. I believed I was investing my time and goodwill in the scholarly
community. To be forced to discontinue my PhD when so close to the end would be
devastating.
I may never recover enough to work or study again, but my partner has struggled
to support us completely on his own with little outside help. While working
enormous hours to support us, he is my sole carer. He has now also been given a
hard deadline for submission which will be difficult to achieve.
Why is UniMelb rejecting compassionate grounds? I built a career--teaching,
publishing, conferencing, winning prizes and awards-- while I advanced my PhD.
So did my partner. The only thing worse than spending ten years getting a PhD is
spending ten years NOT getting a PhD.
How can you change the rules now?
•

I am disappointed at the lack of consultation and poor communication of this
change of policy, which has left many students confused and some anxious about
its implications.

•

Australia's research community is already plagued with problems: lack of funding,
lack of technical, resource, emotional etc. support and unreasonable expectations of
postdoc fellows and professors. This will only make researchers suffer in what is
already an isolating environment.

•

Backdating this to current PhD students is unreasonable - projects have not been
designed with this in mind, and this is causing unnecessary and serious stresses on
students - ironically, these extra mental health stresses may actually increase lapses
for thesis completion.

•

Changes to the candidature extension should not be retroactive and also allow for
compassionate reasons to extension

•

Changing rules around lapsing, the effect of leaves of absence and the way parttime study impacts our final expected completion date has created unnecessary
stress and anxiety in an already very stressful process. These changes have been
communicated in a highly bureaucratic and depersonalised way, without any
consideration for the very real and individual impact on current students. We all
want the same thing: for us to submit our theses on time. This aim is not served by
the current approach.

•

Changing the allowed completion time is not fair, especially to those of us already a
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significant way into our allotted time
•

Completely unfair change. Retrospective changes unfairly affect different groups.
Inadequately communicated or consulted upon. Why we can't grandfather existing
arrangements has not adequately been explained (if at all).

•

Creating a deadline that cannot be extended due to personal issues is inconsiderate
and will both disadvantage Melbourne university students and deter potential
future students.

•

I have completed 2.5 years in my PhD and I am on a maternity leave of one year
now. Although I am very excited to go back to work after my leave, I am also very
scared with the new change made to submit my work. The new deadlines should
not affect us since when we got into the program, we planned everything
accordingly. Please consider our case so that I can finish my PhD.

•

I would like to convey to you the significant stress that has resulted from the
decision of the Academic Board. This decision seems punitive, and follows from
some very flawed thinking. Please reconsider.

•

Do not do this! It discriminates against mothers/parents returning to study who
also have a responsibility to their children.

•

Even if I think I will complete in a 'timely' fashion, these changes pose unnecessary
levels of anxiety on students. They also disregard differentiated needs of diverse
students.

•

Everyone wants a timely completion. These days a PhD doesn't just require
research towards a thesis. We must publish as first author in a high-ranking journal.
We contribute to teaching and marking. We lead field trips. We speak to the
community and advocate update in the sciences. This cannot be done in 3 years. If
the PhD has gone on longer than normal, than an individual's circumstance should
be taken into account. An abandoned PhD is a massive waste, especially if the cause
of the non-completion is an arbitrary deadline, when earlier support or late-stage
flexibility could have kept it alive.

•

Four years is a fair deadline - a deadline that should only be imposed following fair
warning. Notifying candidates half way (or further) through their PhD is not fair
warning.

•

How can someone put a deadline for making a scientific discovery? Stop making
science another product of capitalism.

•

I agree that students who are already disadvantaged should not be penalized
further. They are the ones that need the most help.

•

I am a 4-yr PhD student (international) who were affected by depression and
anxiety throughout my PhD study here. While my progress is slow, I had never
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stop working on my thesis. I am now being punished for having a mental disorder,
to which I am sure I would not want to choose to live with or under my control,
with the current regulations imposed by the University. The University of
Melbourne failed to acknowledge the challenges that are faced by students with my
condition. This is a total injustice and discrimination towards students with
compelling circumstances.
•

I am a Doctor of Optometry student and the RHD candidates that are in the
department of optometry and vision science put so much effort into helping us in
our clinical training. This is on top of the research component that they do as part of
their PhD. We are often told that in clinic, things will be beyond our control and the
same can be said about a PhD. Life doesn't always conform to the plans we set out
for ourselves. This new change in thesis submission policy is unfair and adds
unnecessary stress to an already difficult and challenging pathway (towards a
PhD).

•

I am petitioning on behalf of my older brother who is currently undertaking a PhD
with Engineering. He has put in so much effort into his project and has had so
many setbacks, yet he is still powering through to complete his PhD. If the
amendment for thesis submission is applied retrospectively, I feel that it would
place him at undue disadvantage. We should be encouraging research and
innovation. Gaining a PhD is not a walk in the park and ultimately, a successful
completion will only serve to benefit the country as a whole. The amendment to
thesis submission is unfair to be applied retrospectively. A law cannot be applied
retrospectively, so why should the academic board apply a ruling in this manner?

•

My research is part of an international collaboration. As a consequence, I do not set
the deadlines for publication. If I am forced to finish my PhD in exactly 4 years I
may not be able to submit a complete thesis and therefore won't be a competitive
candidate for postdoctoral positions. These new rules will certainly lower the
standard and reputation of graduates from Melbourne University.

•

I am a Professor who strongly disagrees with the (i) retrospective nature and (ii)
lack of compassionate grounds for extension.

•

I am a senior research fellow. I am very concerned about the recent Academic Board
changes to the Graduate Research Training Policy and the Courses, Subjects,
Awards and Programs Policy ('Timely Completions'). I wish to put on record my
objection to these changes, and express my support for the GSA petition calling on
the Academic Board to amend the policy.

•

I am doing a PhD in a foreign language so it’s double the challenge. Please don't
put more pressure on me.
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•

I am in my final year of the PhD and feel that sudden changes to the policies only
add more pressure for final year PhD students. We all aim to have our thesis
completed on time and wouldn't want to prolong it. However, research students
have an increasing pressure to publish while they are doing their PhD and the
publication process can consume a lot of our time and may not always with a
successful outcome for publication. Moreover, students may also have personal
problems or other research related problems that have not been listed in the
exceptions, such as poor supervision. It is only fair that the university has
compassion for their students and allow the option of lapse candidature. If not, then
change the date this policy goes into place to a later date. If candidates are aware of
such policies in place from the beginning of their candidature then this would allow
them to plan for any contingencies.

•

I am in the last semester of my PhD. However, due to severe supervisory issues, I
had to change both of my supervisors after 20 months in my PhD. My reasons were
robust enough that my department immediately accepted the change. I absolutely
need some more time to submit my PhD thesis. I am an international student, and
my husband works here in Australia. I just need 6 months of extension to complete
my PhD thesis and submit my work in 4.5 years instead of 4 years. I am working
days and nights since I changed my supervisors and I need every moment of this 6
month extension. The new policy on the maximum completion period has highly
impacted me. This is absolutely not a policy to issue retrospectively. I had counted
on an extra 6 months to submit my PhD and all of a sudden this new policy came
in. This new policy is very harsh and unfair to apply to those already in their final
months of PhD studies. We should have known about this rule at the start of the
program. Therefore, I request for the policy to apply to students commencing their
PhD in 2018.

•

I am interested in furthering my education by pursuing a PhD at Melb Uni. If I get
admitted into a doctorate program, these new rules would affect t me. If something
unfortunate would happen to me, like a severe illness, I would like to be granted
the ability to finish my program (via extension) given my circumstances if they are
beyond my control. I would hope the same compassion would apply to other
students in the same boat.

•

I am one of the impacted students due to imposing a new policy on a new study
timeline. Wisely speaking, the new policy should be appropriately run for new
students after this regulation has been formally legalised. Therefore, the new
students will set up their study timeline consciously.

•

I am opposed to the hard cut-off date to submit the theses. While it is ideal to have
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our PhD completed as soon as possible, unexpected incidents always happen,
especially with experimental projects. If something goes wrong, then it can delay
our progress for several months. I am working in a big collaboration and many data
collecting and analyzing processes have been the delayed for weeks or months due
to technical problems over the last year. Also, working in a big collaboration means
your data or part of your analyses also depend on many other people's work, which
is uncontrollable. Also whether some of our results are allowed to be published or
not depends on the decision of the collaboration. I believe this also a problem with
other research groups in Science. It is not fair for us to have such a hard deadline.
Also, a hard deadline does not ensure a better quality thesis/research output. For
example, some of our PhD students are working on 1 to 2 different projects in
addition to their main PhD project because their side projects are also very
beneficial to the collaboration and to the research field in general. They can work
very hard and provide a large number of research papers from both the main and
the side projects. They may take 6-12 months longer to submit their theses, but it
doesn't mean they have slacked off. In contrast, they are a lot more productive and
contribute more to Science than the students who finish within 3-4 years. At the end
of the day, a thesis is not the only thing which is important to the research or
science in general, but there are also other factors like the quality of the research,
the amount of publications, and the applications and future prospects of our
research.
Moreover, if this requirement takes effect, it should only apply for students starting
after 1/1/2018. It is not sensible to apply a new rule for people already started
because if there have been problems with our research project, we can't go back in
time and change the plan.
Lastly, this hard deadline could give a number of negative impacts the quality of
PhD projects at Melbourne University. The supervisors and the students may
choose an easier project which they feel more certain to be finished within 3-4 years
rather than a challenging and innovative project. The research outputs will decrease
significantly: the number of publications will drop dramatically, and the number of
PhD students participating in conferences/workshop/summer or winter schools will
also drop, because the students will just focus on writing theses and try to finish
their own project in time. This is not a good thing to science in general. The ranking
of Melbourne University will definitely drop due to poor output research, and that
may also lead to a drop in funding and grants for the university.
As a consequence, I don't think the hard deadline requirement is a good idea to
improve our efficiency. Instead, the university should provide more support to the
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students so that they can focus on their research. My suggestion would be:
providing more funding/scholarships for students with difficulties and students
with good achievements/research outputs, and providing more funding to the
schools so they can afford equipment/books/travel funding for their staff and
students.
•

This change will disproportionately impact Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
graduate students. Supporting students to overcome barriers is a far more effective
way to increase timely completion rates.

•

I am trying to finish my doctoral thesis as a mum of a small child. Without
flexibility to my candidature and, in particular, a lapse period, I will not be able to
complete my thesis. My position is that enforcing stricter completion dates on
students, especially current students, will force more students to drop out than to
complete in a timely manner. I would be in the former category.

•

I believe the changes are extremely unfair to all current PhD students but
particularly international students such as myself.
As an international student I am unable to pause my PhD without my visa being
cancelled. I am also unable to go part-time otherwise my visa will be cancelled.
With less than 1 year to go, I am told that if I do not submit by 4 years then I will
not gain my PhD after over 3 years of commitment to this project. If I had known
about this from the beginning of my candidature then I would have been able to
plan accordingly. For instance, I would not have spent months preparing a
significant chunk of my thesis for publication. Instead, I would have used that time
to write my thesis and never would have published during my PhD candidature.
I do not think it is fully realised that these changes will significantly reduce the
number of PhD students that will publish during their candidature.
Regardless, a PhD is a long-term project and any research or otherwise (but equally
important) issues that arose at any time during a person's candidature should be
taken into account retrospectively if these new rules are to stay for current students.
Alternatively, and what I believe would be more fair, is that these new changes in
2018 are applicable only to new PhD students.

•

I believe the policies on research degree completion are harsh and the way it was
communicated and forced on to the students was not a good pathway.

•

I believe these changes unfairly disadvantage students nearing the end of their
PhD/Masters candidature who planned out their research timeline with the
understanding that lapse was available to them if needed. I do not believe it is fair
that these changes retrospectively apply to students in the final stages of their
degree.
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•

I chose unimelb based on a certain set of rules. To change those rules once I've
signed up is simply unfair.

•

I commenced my course under a specific set of rules and guidelines and I hardly
think it is far to change the rules toward the end of my course. Please rethink this
policy decision.

•

I commenced my PhD at the end of 2013 and I do not think it is unreasonable to
assume the conditions I commenced under will apply through the entire duration
of my candidature. Changing the goalposts mid-way through is unfair and lacks
understanding of the pressures PhD students are under. We teach classes, write
papers and give the university a good name through our conference presentations.
Some empathy wouldn't go astray from administration.

•

I do not support these changes to policy - they are unfair to students who enrolled
in courses with different expectations. The consultation and decision making
process was not rigorous or expansive enough. This indicates that the university
does not have student welfare as a priority. Systematic and institutional change is
needed to change completion timelines, not punishing students who are already
under stress (mental, financial, housing)"

•

I feel these changes are highly counterproductive to successful PhD completion,
and research output.

•

I fully support becoming more stringent about thesis completions, however this
needs to be grandfathered in, and not applied to candidates midway through their
thesis.

•

I had a number of serious health issues throughout my PhD but was advised not to
take a leave of absence as I could still perform work (albeit not as efficiently). I was
also financially dependent on my scholarship at the time so would not have been
able to support myself if I had taken leave. This has been an incredibly stressful
time period in my PhD and has made me feel very unsupported and undervalued
by the university. I work part time as a tutor and have for the last 4 years and put a
lot of time and effort into my teaching practices. If I had known this policy was to
be enforced I would not have taken on any teaching this semester, but the timing of
the announcement meant that I could not do this (I would have left my department
without a tutor in 4 classes that I currently teach and have taught for the last 4
years). I did not want to put the department or my students in that position in the
first week of semester. If I hadn't taught this semester it would have been a great
financial strain on me, but the thought of not receiving my PhD after all of the hard
work and dedication is far worse. I am still completely in the dark about what will
become of my situation. I have just submitted a successful progress review (that
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was received before this policy change) with my committee, but we are now very
unsure of my future or the right course of action to take.
•

I have a chronic health condition and made decisions (in full consultation with my
supervisor) about leave based on the old policy.

•

I have a chronic health condition, and was implicitly counting on the option of
lapsing if my health worsens. I want to finish in a timely manner but my health is
not under my control.

•

I have a chronic illness. I am also a carer for family members (wife and 9 yo son)
with chronic medical conditions. The University leave system for PhD students
does not provide effective support for my situation. By imposing a hard deadline
with no consideration of personal or health issues, this represents further
discrimination against those with medical conditions and those with carer
responsibilities, hardly consistent with the University's own policies.

•

I have a toddler who was asked to leave childcare due to not settling; I must now
presumably sit her in front of the TV and ignore her in order to be able to finish and
submit by the deadline. This seems potentially irresponsible, given that it may
indeed impact my toddler's development and accordingly disadvantage her.

•

I have family commitments along with PhD.

•

I have made strategic decisions around my candidature under the old PhD system.
These decisions may now affect my ability to finish within the new timeframe and
as a consequence may detrimentally impact the final quality of my thesis.

•

I object to this policy being retrospective. I suffer from chronic fatigue and the last
major bout affected me for 3 years. I made a decision to do the PhD being able to
manage the condition and knowing that I should I fall into a bad period again, I
could still complete the PhD. A leave of absence will not cover me should my
condition get very bad.

•

I support the University intention for students to complete their research degrees
on time if the following issue below will be taken on board. Sometimes students
might face challenges beyond research reasons (family constraints, loss of close
relatives, sickness, etc.) which might affect candidate's study time frame, thus the
new policy will penalize students who most need support beyond research related
problems.

•

I support the University's aim to increase on time completion. I also support clear
rules to encourage completion on time. Implementation of changes to policy
retrospectively is not helpful, nor is removing the possibility to extend the
candidature based on compassionate grounds. A more effective incentive to
encourage completion on time could be a more rigorous implementation of the
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current rules by providing better tools to supervisors to assist on-time completion.
•

I support the University's decision to prioritise timely completion of the PhD, but
feel it would be better for student welfare to focus on directly supporting students
who are struggling to meet their deadline rather than focusing on a hard
completion date. This hard line policy risks creating additional stress for PhD
students who, during the course of their degree, are already at high risk of
developing mental health related problems.

•

I think it is incredibly unfair that these changes will be applied retrospectively,
affecting students who have already consumed some of their candidature. When I
commenced my candidature it was with the understanding that I could lapse in
good standing if unable to complete on time. I suffer from a chronic and
debilitating illness and have required multiple surgeries and lots of time off sick.
Whilst longer absences (>2 weeks) have been covered by leave of absence (sick
leave) those less than this duration have eaten into my candidature. Many students
have similar disruptions to their candidature, that are beyond their control, and it is
unfair that they be penalised when what they need is compassion and
understanding.

•

I think it is not fair to make a rule especially for those who are close to finish line.

•

I think sick leave should be taken into consideration.

•

I think the new completion regulations should apply to new students only.

•

I think the policy is not fair for those who are struggling in their candidature

•

I think the retrospective aspect of these changes is particularly harsh and
unwarranted.

•

I totally agree with the fact that ‘the changes to all current students unreasonably
impacts the students who progresses through their candidature with the
understanding that lapse was available if necessary’. Especially being a mother of
two very young children and finding it extremely difficult to maintain a work-life
balance, I totally agree that university should provide the option for extensions on
compassionate reasons. With the ongoing efforts for encouraging women in
research, the university should definitely understand our efforts in terms of
maintaining the work-life balance. Otherwise, the very purpose of encouraging
women in research is defied!

•

I understand changing the policy for new graduate students, but for the policy to
apply to students who are already in their third year of a doctorate is not fair. We
plan our work and output around the university's policies, and in some instances I
know students have made decisions that will benefit the university, for example to
prioritise publishing over submission of their theses, which they would not have
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made if the new policies had already been in place.
•

I understand that timely completion is an important thing for any University with
higher degree research students and introducing a policy that is stricter may help to
a degree. However imposing this new policy that begins January 2018 on countless
current enrolled higher research degree students is unfair, unsupportive and
illogical. This strict policy imposed on current students will only result in the
university having a high percentage of incomplete higher research degrees that will
reflect only poorly on the university and consequently also contradict the supposed
logic and reasoning for a stricter timely completion policy. This should have been
rolled out to NEW students only, NOT existing students who already had
expectations in place. There should ALWAYS be an option for compassionate
extension.

•

I very much plan on finishing my PhD within four years. But I think it's unfair to
enforce such a strict deadline when unforeseeable circumstances could have such a
great impact on one’s ability to submit on time.

•

I was helped out by way of extensions to be able to complete my Ph.D. This
included compassionate grounds in addition to medical.

•

I work full time. I am about to commence a secondment and accepted this
opportunity with the knowledge that I was slowly but surely publishing my work
towards completing my thesis. My plans were made prior to this new policy and I
have no ability to change them. This new policy will seriously jeopardise my ability
to complete my PhD, which is very close, but will most likely require more time
than allowed under this new policy.

•

If students have made decisions with the expectation that they can lapse in good
standing, then setting a hard deadline will only lead to sub-optimal outcomes.

•

If this was true for my PhD, I wouldn't have a career in research

•

I'm contemplating doing a PhD next year and these days PhDs always go over the
3.5 expected years.

•

I'm not currently affected by these amendment but have friends who are, some of
whom have chronic illnesses. At some point I will commence my PhD; this change
would make me think twice about doing it at Melbourne Uni.

•

In addition to disproportionately affecting those who need most support, and those
who are well-established in their candidature, this change is also inequitable for
mature-age students, many of whom are undertaking high-level research whilst
also maintaining existing careers and families. Whilst any student may experience
disruption during their candidature, older students are more likely to have ageing
parents, professional engagements outside of the university, and multiple children.
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These things do not devalue us as students, but inform our lives and our work.
Eliminating the possibility of compassionate extensions or periods of lapse means
you are going to exclude a greater number of mature-age students from completion
due to circumstances outside of their control, and make your research centres less
attractive as a post-graduate option for many of those potential candidates.
•

In cases where data collection takes longer due to the nature of research project,
pushing students towards strict time lines may jeopardise the quality of the thesis.
Further, students need a fair amount of time to make publications or at least to
submit in top tier journals before they graduate. This will make their presence
stronger in their job market.

•

In the last 4 years I have nursed my father through a year of cancer, managed his
death and the wrapping up of his business; lost a close friend and colleague to
cancer, travelled to the UK for the death of my father-in-law and, most importantly,
become a full-time carer to my husband, who is already wheelchair dependent and
cannot assist with the practicalities of raising an 11-year-old.
These are all circumstances entirely out of my control. I cannot fathom how future
PhD students will fare under the proposed changes if they face any of these
circumstances, let along all of them. I am indebted to the excellent pastoral care and
support I have received and am on track to submit my PhD, but only due to the
flexibility offered by the previous system and by my wonderful PhD panel. Current
and future students deserve the same support and flexibility under a system that
recognises candidature extensions due to compassionate grounds.

•

It doesn't make sense to apply the new rule for currently enrolled students who
started with a different rule and never agreed with the new rule. The new rule
should be applied only to the newly commencing students.

•

It is absolutely ridiculous that such drastic new rules can be introduced so late in
the game for students. If such detrimental rules are changed, they should not be
allowed to apply retroactively. Students already have plenty to stress about and
lapsing is not a choice students make. Don't punish students for a lack of support.
This will only achieve flooding the market with sub-par PhDs and also alienate
students that do not end up passing despite years of hard work.

•

It is ridiculous for PhD student to have a cut-off line of their research work. And it
is not consistent with the rules that we knew during the application and acceptance
of the offer. If there is a hard cut-off, it will definitely decrease my interest in the
PhD program in University of Melbourne.

•

It is unfair and counterproductive to discriminate against carers and the unwell.
Diversity matters.
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•

It is unfair to apply this policy retrospectively.

•

It is unfair to change the rules on students already enrolled. We should have the
same completion rules as those at the commencement of our course. New rules
should only apply as new students commence a course.

•

It should also be noted that the roll-out of this policy was nothing short of a
complete shambles which is completely unacceptable for something as important as
final cut-off dates for research students.

•

It's going to take me 6 years to complete my Masters and I would like to do a PhD
but have extenuating circumstances and I already know it will take me a very long
time. Punitive move!

•

Many students in my research cluster started ambitious empirical projects with the
knowledge that if things went badly (e.g. weather, lack of availability of equipment
or research assistants at critical times, or unviable experiments), we could always
take some more time to fill in the missing pieces and ensure that we come away
with a strong thesis. This new rule means that no sensible RHD student will take on
a project with any degree of uncertainty (the kind of novel work that moves science
forward), and is downright unfair for students who enrolled and planned out their
thesis under the previous rules.

•

Mid-candidature I was struck by a car, and since then have suffered chronic pain. I
am hoping to finish in a timely fashion, but can equally see how an accident such as
this could have wiped out my entire candidature under the new provisions. This is
neither fair nor equitable.

•

Much of my PhD involved managing my lab, supervisor, department and the
ambition of my lab's project; the possibility of lapsing was always a major factor.
Had this rule been in place the whole time, I would not have persisted with my
course of research. You've taken 3 years of work from me.

•

MU's program of first year coursework significantly undermines student research
by taking graduates away from their substantive research responsibilities. This in
effect penalises MU students compared to their colleagues at other universities not
burdened why additional coursework. The new change in policy further
undermines and disadvantages MU research students struggling to complete in a
timely manner.

•

No consultation on this policy. More effort should be put into support measures not
punishment

•

Not only do I believe that the research output will be more "safe"/less innovative, I
also believe the university will suffer in other areas that have not been thoroughly
considered. It will be more difficult to find, train, and retain demonstrators for
54

undergraduate lab practicals, for example; this is only one casualty that affects
undergraduates and postgraduates, alike. Research students are less likely to
engage in various activities that benefit the student body, staff and faculty, and
UniMelb as a whole.
•

People should know what they are signing up for. Introducing these changes
retroactively could adversely affect current students and I think more completions
would be lost than gained by applying these changes to students already enrolled.

•

PhD is a long journey and due to the nature of the study, it probably should be a
long journey. In this journey, so many things could happen along the way, we can
hardly put ourselves in a vacuum space and only focus on PhD. I lost my father
during my PhD candidature. Although I took a few months leave, I found it
extremely challenging for me to concentrate on my PhD from time to time. I
understand where the university's perspective from, but I do hope they could treat
the issue case by case!

•

PhD research can throw unexpected curve balls at various times over the
candidature and despite a student's best intentions and solid work ethic timelines
can blow out. Sometimes life happens too. PhD students do not need more pressure
(they are under enough already) but require support and a little flexibility to ensure
successful and timely completions. Also a little late is better than not at all.

•

Please don't put this extra pressure on RHD students; we are actually committed to
our work and want that mutual success for all stakeholders that comes with
completion.

•

Please make the changes as per this petition. I am a mother who has had fertility
treatment and one child during my candidature so far. This has seriously disrupted
my progress but not my resolve to finish. I would also like to be able to extend my
candidature to spend time with my only child before he goes to school and this is
something I can't delay until later. It would be unfair that I would have to choose
between completing my PhD and my family, especially as this was not the
conditions I agreed to when I commenced.

•

Regardless of how it affects me, this is an unconscionable decision and I oppose it
for its injustice.

•

Retroactive legislation is a non-ethical act when graduate students plan their
research agenda for the upcoming years based on the promises which university
makes at the start.

•

Retrospective changes to currently enrolled students are very unfair, and do not
acknowledge that graduate research students often have work and family
commitments that cannot be ignored.
55

•

Retrospective changing of a candidate's rules is unfair and inappropriate.

•

Retrospective penalty laws are morally unjustifiable.

•

Rushing students through their PhD candidature or master's degree will certainly
not result in better research, let alone in better theses. Inflexible finishing times
might serve the university, but patently cannot serve students, who are subject to
forces and imperatives outside their studies, these forces and imperatives (changes
in living circumstances, job loss, money problems, illness, ill-luck, study-related or
other stress) often being completely beyond their control.
I urge the university to reinstate/adopt more realistic and humane policies towards
its graduate students -- not only for their sake, but for the sake of research- and
thesis-quality long-term, and ultimately for the sake of the university's reputation.

•

Stop letting money drive the management of unimelb.

•

The changes to RHD course deadlines will have the unintended consequence of
forcing students into 'safe' research projects guaranteed to produce publishable
outcomes before the deadline (particularly within the sciences). As well as greatly
reducing the opportunity for us to learn how to direct our own research, this will
diminish our contribution to our fields.

•

The decision to implement this policy is of great concern, in that it doesn't take into
account students disadvantaged through a number of reasons. One of the chief of
these being continued illness that might interrupt their progress, including both
physical health and mental illness.
Additionally it disadvantages students who do not have the benefit of receiving a
scholarship and have needed to work throughout the period of their thesis. This is
often the case for those who are of a more mature age with commitments to
mortgages and who have families, or already come from areas of disadvantage.
This leaves the possibility open for many that they simply will not complete their
thesis at all, being unable to submit and thus will have put many years (and have
had money put into them by the university) with no result.

•

The idea of a fixed four year PhD has made me totally reconsider my plans to stay
in at The University of Melbourne next year. I have no doubts other students feel
the same way. It is exactly this type of pointless policy that is driving Australia's
brain drain.

•

The major change was rolled out with very poor communication from the
University.

•

The new changes disproportionately impact people who are carers, which means
that women are disproportionately affected. Issues beyond carers concerns don't fit
into neat institutional deadlines. It is unreasonable to change the terms of
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candidature mid-way through for research students.
•

The new policy was not well drafted; it was ambiguous and introduced in the most
inept and inconsiderate fashion, causing undue stress for students. Making the
policy effective for students currently mid-way through their research was
completely unfair and against the principles of natural justice. By setting a fixed
completion time frame and not allowing for extensions for ‘human’ reasons (not
connected to research) is a clear case of putting timeliness (and budgetary
considerations) ahead of quality and human wellbeing.
A colleague of mine recently completed her PhD in 5 years and she received top
marks; no amendments were made to her thesis. At the 4 year mark, she was still
rewriting her thesis. She could not have completed her thesis to the same quality if
she had been subject to the new policy.

•

The sudden change in policy is extremely harsh on students who are already
midway through their course, and are now faced by a new and imminent hard
deadline. Vulnerable but capable students should be given more support, not less. I
understand the reasons behind your change, but this is not the right way to
implement it.

•

The University of Melbourne has a hypocritical attitude overall in claiming that a
PhD is a three year course when completion rate at 3 years is minimal. Given the
average completion time, it is a systemic failure of the University and a hard
deadline will only artificially increase that rate. The University should rather adapt
its expectations regarding PhD projects to the level of support it provides.

•

There is nothing in the changed policy that will reduce RHD attrition. I think more
people will bail and the uni will have fewer completions to claim.

•

These changes are being implemented after 3yrs 4 months of my degree. They will
force me to submit a thesis of a significantly poorer quality than if I had the 4 extra
months I had been planning. If I had been notified of this a year or two ago this
would not be an issue.

•

These changes are very harsh, do not account for varied life circumstances, and
under no means should be retrospectively applied to already enrolled research
students.

•

These changes put the burden of timely completion entirely on students. They do
not make sufficient allowance for compelling compassionate circumstances that
might extend the duration of someone's candidature, e.g. mental health issues or
extended bereavement. I also think they will reduce the quality of UMelb's research
output; it will now be harder for UMelb's PhD graduates to compete with those
from international universities, who often have more time to complete their studies.
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•

These changes should only be imposed to students enrolling in 2018

•

This amendment changes policy with no support for ensuring students can finish in
this time frame, particularly students who are already close to the end of their PhD.
If this deadline is required then the university needs to provide more support to
ensure that it is possible to finish. In addition to this, the scholarship is a very small
amount of money for the hours of work required and students may be required to
look for outside work, particularly towards the end of their PhD, which also can
impact on their ability to finish on time.

•

This change could potentially mean I won't be able to submit, particularly
considering my department was recently close.

•

This change should not apply retrospectively.

•

This change of policy is too close to my due date.

•

This decision will affect my course plan directly as I've been verbally assured I'll get
an extension that may now not be available.

•

This is a highly discriminatory policy and needs to be changed.

•

This is a ridiculous policy change. A research degree is already stressful and
difficult. But time and life don't stop while doing one. Does this policy take into
account maternity leave, hospitalization, rehabilitation, death in the family, or a
host of other circumstances? It should not be the University's policy to make
research degrees even more stressful by penalizing its students for life events
beyond their control.

•

This is a ridiculous policy that completely alters the conditions to which we signed
up to undertake a PhD. When the Melbourne Model came into effect a decade ago
the changes were not introduced to our cohort because we preceded that model.
The same should apply in this instance.

•

This is a shocking decision that goes against the supportive research environment
and makes efficiency the most important value. It's another symptom of business
management models taking over universities. If this announcement had been made
last year it would have cost me my PhD.

•

This is a totally inappropriate measure to take in light the environmental conditions
we physical scientists wrestle with, and 'Mother Nature's' impact on the timely
completion of field work. Also, the age many PhD students are implies that family
matters take priority at times.

•

This is not a fair policy and I do not support this.

•

This is not the agreement I signed up for, and I do not appreciate the lack of
consideration shown to I and other PhD students by committing to cancel
candidature past a strict cut-off date.
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•

This is quite unfair to the people who lose family members or close friends as well
as the students who lose their homes, go bankrupt or are going through severe
times of mental illness. As said in these petitions- these candidates need as much
support as they can from their educational institutions. I hope these reforms do not
pass for the sake of people's future.

•

This is simply an unequitable decision. It is too sudden a change not giving the
most vulnerable students a change to adjust.

•

This policy change puts the onus for completing in a timely way firmly on students
where I believe that supervisors are equally responsible. There needs to be a change
in the way supervisors act to correspond with the shorter acceptable timeframe.
Further, it seems ridiculous to not allow late submission for personal reasons.

•

This policy has been implemented with a lack of transparent consultation with
either staff or students. As it stands this policy will discriminate against people
with disabilities and chronic medical conditions. For example, it fails to take into
consideration the various reasons - including unexpected or chronic health issues that research progress can be disrupted in ways that are not known until after the
fact; these variables cannot be accommodated within the requirements for
managing candidature by simply taking leave as this cannot be done
retrospectively (especially within the limited flexibility allowed by for scholarships
students to take leave and/or be able to afford to take leave).

•

This policy is unbelievably unfair- no recourse for compassionate leave, chronically
or mentally ill students, parents or carers to be given extra time. Not to mention it’s
unimaginable that in any other workplace a person can be told ‘do your work
whilst you are on leave’. The OH&S implications of leave of absence students being
forced to be on campus to complete in time have been completely overlooked.
Pulling the rug out from students who are behind through no fault of their own is a
real slap in the face. The university has failed these students and is now punishing
them for it instead of looking at the effectiveness of supervisors who are the real
problem here. If the university wants timely completions, they should use a carrot
not a stick. Especially not a stick that is currently beating the wrong person.

•

This retrospective change seems unreasonable. My intention is to complete my PhD
at the projected time but there may be factors that delay my completion.

•

This retrospective deadline is unfair and deeply stressful for some current students
and will limit the calibre of research. PhD projects should solve problems without
clear answers and timelines. This policy will make sure people think within the box,
rather than innovative.

•

This rule will, perhaps inadvertently, discriminate against women and mature-aged
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students who bear a disproportionate responsibility for young children and ageing
parents, and may be most in need of compassionate grounds for extensions. That it
applies to already enrolled students is also manifestly unfair.
•

This sudden change is very unexpected, and jeopardises my chances of completion
(exactly what the Uni doesn't want!)

•

To have even the possibility of gaining academic employment, research students
are encouraged to both take on a substantial load of teaching and publish widely.
Research students who excel at the former assist the university's reputation with
their outstanding teaching, while those who excel at the latter provide the
university with one of its key measures for funding allocation.
It is grossly unfair to punish students who have been completing their degrees in an
academic climate that requires us to do this PhD-external work, and it is
counterproductive for the university. When approximately 50% of research
students fail to complete ‘on time’, it is clear that the expectation for on-time
completion is faulty. We do not want to remain research students longer than
necessary, stuck in a limbo between studentship and being respected members of
staff. We are not being lazy when we do not complete within (for example) four
years, so rather than adding a hard deadline to an environment that does not
promote on-time completion, you should be looking at how to provide the support
students need. This is particularly so for students currently in their research
degrees, who have spent time with both the culture of taking Lapsed status and the
expectation of its availability. Punitive measures will not fix the problem of
completion; they will only harm the university's reputation and publication
records.

•

To retrospectively change the rules for students that have already mapped out,
made decisions and planned their degree based on the rules we signed up for is not
fair.

•

Very disappointed in the University of Melbourne for going in this direction.
Business decisions seem to trump all else. Academic enquiry is neglected. The
integrity of the institution is diminished.

•

We need more incentives to complete NOT disincentives (especially in a faculty
where funding for fieldwork and conferences are extremely limited).

•

We really need time to keep calm and do the good research.

•

While I am not opposed to amendments to course duration deadlines, I believe that
the decision to retrospectively apply these changes to current RHD students, and to
remove the option for extensions on compassionate grounds is profoundly
inequitable. The latter, in particular, is of concern, as it seems to disproportionately
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penalise the most vulnerable members of the university community.
•

While I was able to finish my PhD within 4 years, I still think that there are too
many unknowns in the duration of a PhD to force everyone to finish within that
timeframe. The expectations are constantly rising, the projects more complicated
and then there are a multitude of personal reasons for not being able to finish
within 4 years. It would be a better idea to make the minimum thesis requirements
very clear, so students AND supervisors can estimate better what is sufficient for
completion.

•

While there is some merit in the reasons behind the change, the sheer lack of
consultation leading up to the change and, in particular, its retrospective nature
based on the arbitrary of 1 January 2018, has created serious issues of fairness that
reflect very poorly on the UoM and undermine trust. This has been compounded
by restricting reasons for extending beyond the maximum completion date to
research reasons only, treating students as commodities rather than people. For one
of Australia's leading universities, one would expect better. Much better.

•

While this does not affect me directly, it is unfair to future students.

•

Whilst I am generally supportive of efforts to improve timely submission, I do not
support changes that (a) are in effect retrospective, being applied to students who
commenced their candidature under a different policy and (b) which appear to be
punitive to students who may be experiencing hardship. It would be better to equip
students and supervisors with incentives and tools for timely completion.

•

Whilst it will not concern me, it seems only fair that these amendments are made.

•

Without the knowledge that I could pursue my research in a way that allowed me
to spend the necessary time thinking and preparing my thesis, I have no doubt that
my work would not be to the same standard that it is today, nor would my
contribution to the post-graduate community of the University of Melbourne been
possible.
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