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Drawing on demographic data collected from interviews with 50 Indigenous Australians with a doctoral
qualification and 33 of their supervisors, this paper provides the first detailed picture of Indigenous doctoral
education in Australia, with the focus on study modes, age of candidates, completion times and employment.
It also analyses data produced through interviews with supervisors including age, employment levels and
academic background. The study confronts a number of common perceptions in the higher education sector,
to find that many Indigenous Australians are awarded their doctoral qualification in the middle stages of their
career. This particular cohort is more likely to be studying in the arts and humanities, employed in higher
education and enrolled on a full-time basis. This Australian Research Council (ARC) funded research provides
new and important data to inform government policy, and to allow universities to implement strategies and
recommendations arising from the Behrendt Report of 2012.

B Keywords: postgraduate, supervision, higher education

There is significant debate around the question of how
best to support Indigenous Australian doctoral students
(Barney, 2013; Behrendt, Larkin, Griew & Kelly, 2012;
Schofield, O’Brien & Gilroy, 2013; Trudgett 2009, 2011,
2013, 2014). That debate has been led in recent years
by the Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People (Behrendt
et al., 2012). The Review clearly identified the need for
universities to be meaningfully engaged in this space and
to consider Indigenous higher degree research students in
their overall business plans, recommending that:

Universities develop Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Research strategies within their business planning processes,
for inclusion in their mission-based compacts. Strategies
should include increasing the number of Aboriginal and Tor-
res Strait Islander academics with completed HDRs and the
use of ethical research practices when undertaking research
involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities
(see recommendation 23 in Behrendt et al., 2012, pp. 23, 130).

Despite growing interest in crosscultural doctoral research
(Grant & McKinley, 2011; Henry, 2007; Manathunga,
2005), studies undertaken to explore how best to grow
research capacity by consciously investing in this cohort
remains significantly sparse.

This paper serves two main purposes. First, it provides
details about our ARC funded project which endeavours
to create a model of best practice for the supervision of
Indigenous doctoral students. The model of best practice
will be presented in a later paper when further analysis
has been undertaken. We envisage that our methodology
for undertaking research with Indigenous people in the
higher education sector can be of benefit to other scholars
wishing to pursue a similar inquiry. Second, the paper pro-
vides some insight into the demographic representation
of Indigenous people who have successfully completed a
doctoral qualification. This is critically important as little
is known about this cohort and what success looks like for
Indigenous doctoral students.

In order to best understand the data pertaining to
Indigenous doctoral students, we need to turn our atten-
tion to the historical growth pattern of this cohort nation-
ally. Formal records are difficult to locate. This paper
therefore draws on a combination of estimates and con-
crete figures to determine a strong understanding of what
the growth pattern of Indigenous doctoral completions
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in Australia over time looks like. Whilst there is some
uncertainty about who was the first Indigenous Australian
to be awarded a doctoral qualification, the earliest record
that we could find was the PhD awarded to Dr Bill Jonas in
1980 by the University of Papua New Guinea (Bock, 2014;
New South Wales Board of Studies, nd). Other Indigenous
Australian people were also reported to have received a
doctoral qualification in the 1980s (for example, Profes-
sor Maryann Bin-Sallik who graduated with a Doctor of
Education from Harvard University in 1989). We cannot
establish a firm number to attribute to the decade from
1980, when Jonas was first awarded his, through to 1990.
Based on information pertaining to the following decade
and relevant trends in the data, we estimate that approxi-
mately 25 Indigenous people were awarded their doctorate
during this period. This estimate is based on the fact that
this was a new occurrence in higher education and also
considering the figures for the following decade. Bock
(2014) refers to the Department of Education records,
stating that 55 Indigenous Australians were awarded doc-
toral qualifications in Australia from 1990 to 2000. We
therefore estimate that approximately 80 Indigenous Aus-
tralians were awarded a doctoral qualification before 2000.

We now turn our attention to the pool of Indigenous
people graduating with a doctoral qualification post 2000.
Table 1 illustrates that the number of Indigenous Aus-
tralians completing a Doctoral qualification has increased
in recent years — from eight completions in 2001, to 27 in
2014, with a noticeable peak in 2011. Despite this growth,
the overall percentage of all doctoral completions com-
pared to domestic completions remains well below the
target rate of 2.2 per cent (Behrendt et al,, 2012, p. 11). In
short, we need a multiple factor of at least four on the cur-
rent number of Indigenous HDR completions to achieve
parity with non-Indigenous students.

Analysing the data presented in Table 1, we can see that
a total of 292 Indigenous Australians completed doctoral
completions in Australia during the 2001-2014 period.
Taking into account the pre 2000 data, we estimate that
there has been a total of approximately 372 Indigenous
Australians who have completed a doctoral qualifica-
tion in Australian universities at the end of 2014. We
are aware that some Indigenous scholars such as Profes-
sor Larissa Behrendt and Professor Mary-Anne Bin-Sallik
gained their qualification from institutions outside Aus-
tralia, but we believe such cases are small in number and
not likely to significantly impact the above figures.

In 2006, the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory
Committee boldly claimed that by 2010 the sector would
see 50 Indigenous Australians completing a doctoral qual-
ification each year (IHEAC, 2006, p. 29). The report pro-
vided this prediction on the basis of the trends at the time
and no policy changes. We can see from Table 1 that the
actual number of Indigenous doctoral completions evi-
dent in 2010 was 29, only slightly more than half that
predicted by IHEAC. In order to reach such targets, which

TABLE 1

Doctoral Completions in Australia 2001-2014

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 TOTAL

2001

292
NA

27
5133
0.53%

29
5090
0.57%

26
4559

37
4554

29
4456

25

4421

19
4498

26
4405

18
4326

16
4250

1

4900

12
4728

8

Doctorate by Research Completions (Indigenous)

4290

NA
NA

Doctorate by Research Completions (Domestic)

0.48%

0.25% 0.22% 0.38% 0.42% 0.59% 0.42% 0.57% 0.65% 0.81% 0.57%

0.21%

Per cent of all Doctorate by Research Completions

excluding
2001 data

that were by Indigenous Australians

Source: Data collated from Department of Education and Training 2015; Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council, 2010, p. 7; Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council, 2006, p. 32.
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some may label as ambitious, the sector needs to engage
with policy discussions and provide for changes that may
occur in both the near and long terms futures.

Methods

This paper reports on a study that employed a qualita-
tive approach to understand and improve the supervi-
sion provided to Indigenous Australian doctoral students.
Drawing on the combined expertise of the three authors,
the study used qualitative, social-science derived meth-
ods (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) and a concurrent, mixed
methods approach (Creswell, 2013) involving both semi-
structured interviews and demographic questionnaires.
We also drew on Indigenous methodologies to guide the
ethical approach of the research.

Rigney (1999) and Nakata (1998) identify the impor-
tance of creating an intellectual space that provides Indige-
nous scholars with an opportunity to articulate their own
situated knowledge within a community of practice. This
research has been Indigenous led (Trudgett and Page) and
along with our non-Indigenous colleague (Harrison) we
have developed a collaboration in which Indigenous schol-
arship has been valued, allowing for robust intellectual
exchange. As well as, the voices and experiences of Indige-
nous doctoral graduates are honoured and respected in
this study, as we sought to ensure that they were able to
speak, through the open-ended interviews, about their
academic journeys in a manner that respects their own
ways of knowing, being and doing (Martin, 2003).

Our study began by drawing on the findings of a
pilot study conducted by Trudgett (2011, 2013, 2014).
The pilot study comprised a questionnaire and semistruc-
tured interviews with ten Indigenous Australians who held
a doctoral qualification, as well as their supervisors. It
proved to be a crucial component of the larger ARC funded
study as it provided a valuable methodological foundation
to approach research aims, questions, literature and anal-
ysis. The current study is described below.

Sampling and Recruitment

There are no publicly accessible lists that identify those
Indigenous Australians with a doctoral qualification. In
order to successfully recruit for this study, we used purpo-
sive sampling (Teddlie & Yu, 2007) and began by creating a
list of Indigenous academics with doctoral qualifications,
based on our own knowledge of the Indigenous Higher
Education sector. Those identified were invited to par-
ticipate in the study. We emailed people in small cluster
groups until we reached our required 50 participants for
that component of the study, which we refer to as the
Phase 1 cohort. Drawing on a modified snowball sam-
pling method (Heckathorn, 2011), Phase 1 participants
were asked if they would be willing to provide the research
team with the names of their supervisors. We assured the
participants that should they be willing to consent, noth-
ing that they had shared with us in the data collection

process would be communicated to their supervisor, and
vice-versa. Five participants did express concern about
providing the details of their supervisor as they didn’t
have a positive experience and did not want the supervi-
sor to know that they had participated in a study of this
nature. There was unfortunately little scope to avoid this
in instances where the supervisor had supervised only one
Indigenous doctoral student to completion. However, in
situations where a supervisor had more than one Indige-
nous doctoral student complete, they would not know
which of their students had participated in the study they
were simply told ‘a student who you supervised has par-
ticipated in this study’. A total of 58 supervisors and email
details were provided by the remaining 45 Phase 1 par-
ticipants. Each of these supervisors were contacted and
invited to participate in the study. Of these, 33 partici-
pated which formed the Phase 2 cohort.

Participants

Of the 50 Indigenous doctors, 49 identified as Aboriginal
and 1 as a Torres Strait Islander. This group comprised
of more females (n = 31) than males (n = 19). Partici-
pants in this cohort received their doctoral qualifications
from 25 different institutions across the nation, includ-
ing Group of Eight universities, metropolitan, and rural
universities, and technology universities. Thirty-five par-
ticipants indicated that they had children. Almost all of the
Indigenous doctors were employed in the Higher Educa-
tion sector. We also interviewed 33 people responsible for
providing supervision to this cohort of Indigenous doc-
tors. This comprised of 17 males and 16 females. None of
the supervisors were Indigenous.

Data Collection

Participants were asked to complete a questionnaire which
contained 17 questions to collect basic demographic infor-
mation and then participate in a semistructured interview
where they were asked an additional 19 questions. Of the
50 interviews conducted with Phase 1 participants, 42 were
conducted face-to-face and eight were conducted over the
phone. Questions focused on the strategies behind select-
ingasupervisor and university to undertake doctoral stud-
ies; the role and acceptance of Indigenous Knowledges in
terms of supervisor and academy; cultural appropriate-
ness of supervision; strategies to improve supervision for
future Indigenous doctoral students and necessary com-
ponents for the best-practice model for the supervision of
Indigenous doctoral students. Interviews tended to range
from 30 minutes to 2.5 hours, with the average interview
taking approximately 1 hour.

Similar to the Phase 1 methods employed, Phase
2 participants were also asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire to gather demographic information such as
gender, age, employment and education. They were
also asked to participate in a semistructured interview
to discuss topics such as their academic employment;
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FIGURE 1

(Colour online) Year doctorate was awarded.

supervision experience; key areas of difference when
supervising Indigenous Australian students compared to
supervising non-Indigenous students; Indigenous Knowl-
edges and the academy; strategies to improve the super-
vision that Indigenous doctoral students receive with a
specific focus on the best-practice model of supervision.
These interviews tended to range for 30-60 minutes in
total.

There were some initial discussions around whether
the two Indigenous researchers would undertake all the
Phase 1 interviews, leaving the non-Indigenous researcher
to concentrate on Phase 2 data collection. In some cases,
this may be the preferred method of approach, partic-
ularly when there are two experienced Indigenous aca-
demics on a team. However, we did not deem it neces-
sary for this investigation for two reasons. First, Harri-
son is a highly experienced researcher who has over 30
years’ experience in Indigenous Education. Having super-
vised a number of Indigenous postgraduate students, he is
extremely well versed with this type of cohort. Second, we
viewed the Indigenous lenses in relation to analysis to be
of greater importance than data collection. Though this
paper does not present the qualitative data, it is important
for methodological purposes to point out that all inter-
views were analysed by at least two members of the team,
ensuring an Indigenous lens was part of the analysis task.

Data Analysis

Allinterviews were transcribed by a professional transcrip-
tion service for analysis purposes. The demographic data
were analysed according to frequency of responses. The
interview data were transcribed, and a manual thematic
search of all data on examination was conducted, followed
by analysis of content themes using an emic approach to
identify the perspectives of participants (Stake, 2005). For
the purposes of this paper, we are reporting on demo-
graphic data from the questionnaires.

Year

Findings and Preliminary Analysis

Demographic Information About Indigenous
Doctors (Phase 1 Participants)

In the past, it has not been possible to illuminate the cur-
rent demographic of successful Indigenous doctors in Aus-
tralia. However, the availability of such data would assist
government to formulate policy, universities to implement
strategies and academics to deliver programmes that foster
success for Indigenous doctoral students. This paper will
now describe in detail some of the demographic infor-
mation collected from the questionnaires completed by
the 50 Indigenous Australian doctors who participated in
the study. It is important to note that this is provided as
a means to capture a snapshot of the cohort, and by no
means attempts to provide a holistic picture that captures
each and every graduate.

Candidacy Demographics
Year of doctoral completion

As indicated earlier in Table 1, the number of Indigenous
Australians awarded a doctoral qualification has increased
in recent years. Figure 1 provides a summary of the year
participants from our study were awarded their doc-
toral qualification. There was representation from across
a broad period, including more recent graduates as well
as participants who completed their qualifications some
years ago.

Figure 1 shows that six participants received their
award prior to 2000. As there were few Indigenous Aus-
tralians who completed their qualification during this
era, we have aggregated the data to maintain participant
anonymity. Besides 2004, there is some representation
in the study of people who were awarded their degree
between the period 2000-2012. The years 2010 and 2011
had the highest levels of representation accounting for
a total of 15 of the 50 participants. Overall, there were
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(Colour online) Age of participants when awarded their doctoral
qualification.

a large number of participants who completed their doc-
toral qualification in more recent years; which is consistent
with the national picture over time.

Age of candidate at completion

Figure 2 provides an overview of the age of the Indige-
nous doctors who participated in this study. Slightly less
than half (44 per cent) of the participants were aged 40—49
years when awarded their doctoral qualification. Indige-
nous doctors aged 50-59 years represent 26 per cent of
this cohort and the 30-39 year group account for 24 per
cent of the cohort. There were relatively small numbers
of Indigenous doctors in the 20-29 year old group (4 per
cent) and those aged 60 years or older accounted for 2 per
cent of the cohort.

Analysis of the data challenges previous assumptions
that Indigenous Australians are usually awarded their doc-
toral qualification towards the end of their career (Rigney,
2011; Strelein, 2011). Conversely, this study suggests that
Indigenous Australians are now most likely to achieve their
doctoral qualification at the mid-career stage of their pro-
fessional lives.

Length of time to complete

There was observable differences in the length of time it
took this cohort of Indigenous Australians to complete
their doctoral qualification. Full-time students took an
average of 4.5 years to complete, while part-time stu-
dents took an average of 6.1 years to complete. Students
who undertook a combination of full-time and part-time
study took an average of 5.9 years to complete. Figure 3
provides data on completion time according to three cat-
egories — full-time, part-time and a combination of full-
time and part-time studies. It shows that some partici-
pants in this group took as little as 2 years whilst oth-
ers took more than 10 years. Participants without chil-
dren did not finish particularly quicker than those with
children.

Discipline of enrolment/award

Sixty per cent of this cohort completed their doctorates in
the arts and humanities discipline. This has been the case
for many years, and is likely to remain somewhat stagnant
for many years to come given that is where the majority of
Indigenous undergraduate students are currently enrolled
(Behrendt etal.,2012). Education students represented the
second largest cohort with 22 per cent of this group. Eight
per cent of students were enrolled in the sciences, 4 per
cent were Public Health students and 6 per cent received
their qualification in a STEM discipline (which will not
be named specifically for the sake of anonymity). There

~

[e)]

wv

B Full-time students

w

B Part-time students

Number of participants
N

N

[a=y

[ Students who did a combination
of Full-time and Part-time study

o

SN

Years to complete doctorate

NN NN N oo ~ o
~ o < n ~

6.5

L
0

(o)}

+
o
—

n
o

FIGURE 3
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is a current focus on encouraging Indigenous undergrad-
uate students to undertake studies in STEM disciplines;
however, it will be some years before the nation sees such
an initiative having a dynamic impact in the postgraduate
sector.

Enrolment

Almost half (46 per cent) of the participants indicated that
they were enrolled on a full-time basis. Further, roughly
one-quarter (26 per cent) of participants studied on a
part-time basis and 28 per cent were enrolled as both
a full-time and part-time student at different periods of
their candidature. These findings highlight the possible
pressures that this cohort faced in relation to demands
on their time. Most highlighted the competing demands
between paid employment, study, family and community
obligations while studying.

One aspect of some surprise was the mode of study
undertaken by this cohort. We found that 74 per cent of
the cohort undertook their studies as internal students, 20
per cent were external students and 6 per cent decided to
complete their studies using a mixed mode approach. This
suggests that many people in the cohort completed their
degrees at an institution close to their homes and work-
places. Of those who were employed in the higher edu-
cation sector, many had enrolled at the same institution
as their employment. Although enrolling at your employ-
ing institution may simply be pragmatic, it suggests that
proactive institutions could be more systematically work-
ing with their Indigenous staff to facilitate enrolment,
retention and success. Outcomes from this type of activ-
ity would benefit both individuals and their employing
organisations. Given that Indigenous graduates remain
underrepresented at doctoral level (Behrendt et al., 2012)
investment in existing and future human resources seems
a relatively low cost institutional investment that could be
absorbed by current infrastructure.

Employment and Study
Employment and position seniority (Phase 1)

Forty-five participants were employed on a full-time
basis, two part-time, two were retired and one was self-
employed. All participants who indicated that they were
employed worked in the higher education sector, which
was a direct result of how we sampled and recruited.
Despite the fact that participants had achieved their doc-
toral qualification at various times throughout the previ-
ous two decades, it is interesting to examine the different
levels of positions they hold in academia at the time of the
interview (as opposed to at the time they completed their
qualification). Figure 4 shows that of the 46 people who
responded to this particular question, 33 per cent of par-
ticipants were employed as lecturer; 28 per cent as senior
lecturer; 17 per cent as associate professor and 22 per cent
as professor.

Brilliant Minds
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FIGURE 4

(Colour online) Positions in higher education participants held at the
time of interview.

None of the participants were employed as an Associate
Lecturer, indicating that once an Indigenous Australian is
awarded a doctoral qualification they are not expected to
remain at the most junior level of academia. The majority
of the lecturers in our study had recently graduated with
their doctoral qualification and were considered by defini-
tion to be early career researchers (5 years since they had
completed their PhD). This is indicative of the growing
pool of Indigenous doctoral qualified academics through-
out the sector. There were a few participants who held
the position of lecturer but had completed their doctoral
qualification prior to 2005. They had worked predomi-
nantly in the higher education sector since earning their
doctoral award. It was unclear at the time of the data col-
lection why such qualified and experienced Indigenous
academics remained in entry level positions for Indige-
nous doctoral qualified academics. That could be a result
of a lack of quality mentorship, a large service work or
teaching load and minimal time for research, or lack of
motivation and engagement with the academy. A clus-
ter of impediments to Indigenous students’ access and
success at undergraduate level is evident in the literature.
These barriers include financial hardship (James, Krause &
Jennings, 2010), diminished academic preparation, fam-
ily and community responsibilities and addition burden
of ill-health (Andersen, Bunda, & Walter, 2008; Pechenk-
ina & Anderson, 2011; Wilks and Wilson, 2015). While
it might be expected that some of these challenges would
be ameliorated by educational success, it is possible the
barriers faced by Indigenous beginning students are not
completely compensated for by success in a doctoral pro-
gramme.

The effects of ill-health and communities respon-
sibilities are not necessarily immediately remedied by
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educational progress. In addition, the extra and often
invisible burdens for Indigenous academics, such as stu-
dent support and cultural awareness work, are increas-
ingly documented in the literature (Page & Asmar, 2008;
Asmar & Page, 2009) may have contributed to the career
stagnation. Alternatively, individual doctoral programme
failures may be a factor, despite the trend towards more
rounded preparation of doctoral graduates (Kiley, 2011;
McCallin & Nayar, 2012). Thus, despite the doctorate con-
tributing to career progression for most of our partici-
pants, the small group for whom this was not evident
suggest that doctoral completion is not a ubiquitous per-
sonal panacea.

Figure 4 also speaks back to the myth that most Indige-
nous Australians who hold a doctoral qualification have
senior positions such as Associate Professors or Professors,
as only 39 per cent of this cohort fell into this category.
Several of the people who held a senior academic position
were recently awarded their doctorate, whilst others had
held their qualification for some time. In short, the level
of academic employment amongst this cohort seems to be
associated with how long it had been since they had been
awarded their doctoral qualification.

Demographic Information About
Supervisors (Phase 2 Participants)

Demographic data about supervisors was an important
part of this study as it provides an opportunity to under-
stand the group of people responsible for successfully
supervising Indigenous Australian doctoral students to
completion. We spoke directly with 33 people responsible
for providing supervision to at least one of the 50 Indige-
nous doctors who took part in the study. This comprised
17 males and 16 females.

Ethnicity

There was some diversity in terms of the ethnic back-
grounds of supervisors with some identifying as Euro-
pean or Russian for example, however the vast majority
of supervisors were from Anglo Australian backgrounds.
There were no Indigenous Australians in this cohort. This
was primarily because Indigenous people responsible for
providing supervision usually hold a doctoral qualifica-
tion themselves and would have therefore been included
in the master list of people to contact for Phase 1. All par-
ticipants who took part in Phase 1 were asked about the
supervision they provide to their students. It was therefore
unreasonable to ask them to participate in Phase 2 of the
study should one of their Indigenous doctoral graduates
have taken part in Phase 1, as they had already been asked
questions pertaining to the supervision they provide.

Age
At the time their Indigenous doctoral student completed
their degree, the average age of the supervisors was 55.8

years. Female supervisors were slightly younger on average
(54.4 years) than their male counterparts (57.2 years). All
supervisors were aged between 43 and 78 years when their
student completed their degree.

This led us to undertake further analysis of our data to
determine if the supervisor and Indigenous student rela-
tionship was likely to be more successful if the supervisor
was older or younger than their student. We used the date
of birth of supervisor and student to determine their ages
at the times of completion, and cross-referenced this infor-
mation with the year in which the students’ doctorate was
awarded. This analysis was possible for 25 (of 33) sets of
supervisor and student.

For this particular cohort, there was clear evidence that
the supervisors tended to be older than their student, as
this was the case in all but one of the 25 cases analysed. The
one instance where the supervisor was not older than the
student, there was an age difference of only 1 year. Both
student and supervisor were males aged in their late 50s
when the doctoral qualification was awarded. There was
also one case when both supervisor and student shared
the same year of birth. There is some suggestion here that
there is a greater chance of success when the supervisor
is older than Indigenous doctoral students, or that the
students are likely to choose supervisors who are older
than them.

Employment and Academic Background (Phase 2)

Of the 21 respondents who indicated they worked full-
time at the time when the interview was conducted —
12 held Professorial positions, four Associate Professor
positions and five were employed as Senior Lecturers. It
is interesting to note that all of the Senior Lecturers were
female and all but one had their Indigenous doctoral stu-
dent graduate in the last few years.

As a collective, they share a great deal of experience
in supervising doctoral students with the total number of
years being 657. This equates to an average of 20 years’
experience each — although there were some notable dif-
ferences in the group as the least experienced had super-
vised for 5 years and the most experienced had supervised
for 40 years. This suggests that Indigenous doctoral stu-
dents seek out experienced supervisors, perhaps because
the participants in this study were themselves already expe-
rienced in academic work.

The discipline backgrounds of supervisors were similar
to that of the student cohort. Of all the supervisors who
participated in Phase 2 of the study, 51.5 per cent had an
academic background in the arts and humanities; 27.3 per
cent in education and 21.2 per cent in other discipline
areas.

There was a wide range of diversity evident when
examining where the supervisors received their own doc-
toral qualifications. One-third received their testamur
from a university outside Australia — countries such
as the United States, England and Russia. It was also
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interesting to note that renowned universities in the world
were responsible for awarding some of the supervisors
their doctorates.

Discussion

Indigenous Australians are successfully gaining doctoral
qualifications at a rate that is slowly increasing with time.
Analysis of the demographic data provided by the 50
Indigenous doctors and their 33 supervisors provides
some interesting and perhaps unexpected findings which
suggest implications for current practice. Notably, this
paper has challenged several assumptions often made
about the Indigenous doctoral cohort. For example, com-
mon assumptions such as Indigenous doctors are older
(i.e. Rigney, 2011; Strelein, 2011) and hold senior posi-
tions in the academy which was not strongly reflected
across our cohort of participants. We discovered that many
Indigenous Australians are awarded their doctoral qual-
ification in the middle stages of their career that is aged
in their 40s. Institutions would do well then to ensure
that they have strategies in place, not only to promote the
success of Indigenous academics enrolled in doctoral pro-
grammes, but also to foster the career progression of this
small but vital group. Career stagnation for this group of
academics would be a waste of scarce resources and vital
cultural capital for teaching, research and the development
of Indigenous students.

This particular mid-career cohort was more likely to be
studying in the arts and humanities, employed in higher
education, and enrolled on a full-time basis. They took
an average of 4.5 years to complete their doctoral degree
when studying full-time and 6.1 years when enrolled as a
part-time student. Given the additional burden of student
support and cultural awareness work, completing a doc-
torate, while working full-time would suggest that univer-
sities are getting considerable value from their Indigenous
academic workforce, particularly where the doctoral can-
didate is working for and enrolled with, the same institu-
tion. Universities that fail to recognise this value are highly
likely to be on the wrong side of the current Indigenous
academic mobility and interinstitutional enticement we
are aware of in a higher education sector where demand
for qualified Indigenous academics outstrips supply.

The academics providing supervision to this group
proved to be highly experienced, with an average of 20
years supervision experience. A compelling finding from
the data was that the successful partnerships evident
between student and supervisor almost always comprise a
team where the supervisor was older than the student. This
finding suggests a powerful dynamic that may be a criti-
cal factor to consider for future supervision relationships
between a non-Indigenous supervisor and an Indigenous
student. It is likely that midcareer Indigenous doctoral
candidates choose older and more experienced supervi-
sors because, amongst a range of reasons, they themselves

Brilliant Minds

already have sector experience. Providing targeted Indige-
nous research professional development for supervisors
with experience and strong reputations in their discipline
would be a useful starting point for universities seeking to
increase their cohorts of Indigenous doctoral students.

Conclusion

Pointing to the recommendations and findings in the
Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander People (Behrendt et al.,
2012), this paper has clearly articulated the need for the
Australian Higher Education sector to pay specific atten-
tion to building the research capacity of Indigenous Aus-
tralians to the point where we see at least 2.2 per cent
of our domestic student doctoral completions comprising
Indigenous Australians. The demographic analysis of our
study presented here has highlighted the dynamics of a
small pool of qualified Indigenous doctoral academics in
Australia. This paper does not claim to make a concrete
representation that covers the entire Indigenous doctoral
cohort. Instead, it provides a strong snapshot that illumi-
nates the various factors that contribute to the academic
and professional lives of Indigenous doctors. It is imper-
ative that we gain a strong understanding of this cohort’s
needs and preferences in order to create the best strate-
gies, policies and practices to support more Indigenous
doctoral completions.
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