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General remarks

Overall, the International Advisory Board (IAB) of the C.T. de Wit Graduate School for Production Ecology and Resource Conservation (PE&RE) is impressed by its education program. The Board adheres and supports the principle of flexibility that permeates the PE&RC education and research, in which each Ph.D. student is responsible for the content in her/his own education, and that there is a large set of courses and activities to select from in the training plan. This flexibility ensures the uniqueness of each student’s training. The Board also notes that the staff is expertly proficient and dedicated to maintaining and continually improving the high quality of the education program.

In addition, research in the Graduate School of PE&RC is of high quality, with a number of Chair groups carrying out outstanding research. The Graduate School PE&RC has chosen for a loosely defined and bottom-up-driven organisational structure including the cultivation of initiatives, which is well suited to the Dutch academic system. This system appears to function well at Wageningen University, but has the drawback that it may work against the identification and pursuit of new interdisciplinary and collaborative opportunities that require strong leadership at a high level. The present bottom-up-driven system entails a strong focus on the core activities in the 22 Chair groups, at the expense of a more centralised funding system which is sometimes argued to be more effective in creating collaborative and inter-disciplinary projects. The bottom-up policy of PE&RC has been very successful in attracting funding from national and international sources. 

On the other hand, the Board questions whether both the interests of graduate students and the funding landscape are changing, wherein an increasingly larger proportion of new students will show a stronger preference for more interdisciplinary topics. Issues of sustainability and the joint consideration of biophysical and socioeconomic perspectives, for example, are becoming of strong interest to students in developed and developing countries. The Board raises this issue not to suggest that the PE&RC should abandon its traditional strengths, but that it may need to strategically evolve to satisfy the demands of students seeking more interdisciplinary research topics. It seems to the Board that the School is well-positioned for this evolution, having a comparative advantage in the disciplinary depth it can offer, and having a number of staff already very experienced, indeed leaders, in interdisciplinary research, as evidenced by the SEAMLESS and other projects.

After the visit of the International Peer Review Committee in 2004, the graduate school formulated a research vision aimed at a more unified presentation of the research in the graduate school, and at developing cooperative research. Four research themes were identified. This strategy to identify research themes, in part contradictory to the current organisational framework of the graduate school, has not been successful. The Graduate School of PE&RC needs to decide on how it wants to handle the presentation and organisation of its research program in the future. The Board recognizes on how to handle the research themes as a crucial decision before the 2009 International Peer Review Committee will re-evaluate the Graduate School. 

Here below the Board presents its recommendations, based on the documentation presented to the Board and the presentations and discussions held during the visit in January, 2008. Four major issues are highlighted, and are presented in order of the terms of reference provided to the Board.

Summary of main recommendations

Research themes: The Board recommends that the Graduate School of PE&RC seriously discuss whether to continue, modify or abandon the present research themes.  The outcome should be that it adds value and visibility to the School’s research and education program, for example through the strengthening of interdisciplinarity and collaborations.

The PE&RC Board has decided that it will not continue the present research themes as they have shown insufficient surplus value. PE&RC (and more general Graduate  Schools in Wageningen) is primarily a collaborative research network. The research  is a bottom up-activity which is to a large extent the result of the activities of the individual chairs. While individual chairs are primarily responsible for their research, the Graduate School has a formal task in safeguarding the quality of research and researchers. Furthermore Graduate Schools do have a task and instruments to stimulate strategic alliances between chairs for interdisciplinary research and thus support and strengthen a more coherent overall research network. In addition, Graduate Schools are in a formal position to advise the Executive Board of the University with respect to chair plans, research and education activities of new groups, appointment of new chairholders and strategic research themes.

The PE&RC Board has decided that future strategic funds will be allocated to fund PhD students/postdocs within programmes that are exemplary for PE&RC, stimulate internal coherence (between chair groups and/or teams of research institutes) and  provide opportunities for acquisition of new activities in the specific field.

Gender and minorities: The Board recommends that the Graduate School develops a visible policy and proactive measures to improve the balance of gender and minorities among junior and senior career scientists.

This is an aspect that is outside the mandate of the Graduate School. The percentages female scientists are not unique for PE&RC but are similar to those observed within WU or ecology in general. Recently a committee at WUR explored trends and mechanisms to enlarge the percentage of female scientists in scientific staff positions. The report of this committee is available in Dutch.
Benchmarking quality of research: The Board recommends that the Graduate School of PE&RC continues the discussion to identify and specify a range of criteria for assessing the quality of publications.

A citation analysis will be used in the forthcoming assessment for international benchmarking. Besides that other methods for quantitative assessment of quality (e.g. to visualize interdisciplinarity) will be explored and applied. 

Safeguarding quality of Ph. D. theses: The Board recommends that the Graduate School of PE&RC initiates a mid-term evaluation procedure of Ph. D. projects, and put measures in place to ensure thesis quality and the independence of sandwich and non-sandwich students alike. The Board also recommends Wageningen University (WU) to retain the length of  Ph. D. projects of 4 years in order to safeguard the thesis quality of the Ph. D., thereby producing internationally competitive and scientifically mature and independent graduates.

The PE&RC Board has decided to incorporate a so-called midterm reflection as part of the PhD project and to be held half-way the project. This reflection involves a written progress report (project and education) and an oral presentation. In this reflection input from at least one external advisor is requested, who is not formally involved in the project. The name of the advisor(s) is determined a few months before this meeting. 

Issues for the University as a whole: The Board urges the PE&RC to commence discussions with the University on several issues related to the funding of research and infrastructure, that have substantial consequences for the success of the School as well as WUR as a whole, and its ability to embrace new opportunities and build on its strengths.

The PE&RC management has discussed the issue of financial incentives for interdisciplinary research and postdoc positions within the annual management meeting with the Rector. The Executive Board of the University is open for suggestions to change the financial system on this aspect if it is supported by the Wageningen Graduate Schools. PE&RC has raised this point at the monthly WGS meeting.

Organisation and presentation of the Graduate School : the four research themes

The Board was not impressed by the four research themes of the Graduate School of PE&RC. The Board believes that the most important decision the Graduate School has to make during 2008 is whether to continue and possibly strengthen the research themes, or consider other ways of presenting a coherent research program that is visible for outside stakeholders and clientele of the University. 

Several of themes were of interest as summaries or umbrellas of ongoing research at WU, but the ambitions within all the four themes were low. Themes did not communicate a shared vision or any of the excitement of the science at the University, and did not seem to have any particular meaning or significance for the Chair groups. The themes as presented to the Board have not capitalised on any of the possibilities for synergies between the many excellent Chair groups at WU. The Board could not detect added value of the few research or education activities organised within the themes. None of the themes had developed any goals or set of priorities to evaluate their activities, or lack thereof.

The obvious question that arises is whether the research themes are needed for the Graduate School of PE&RC to be successful. With its present organisation, the success of the PE&RC to-date has been driven by the success of the Chair groups. It seems to the Board that the themes have limited impact for the Graduate School of PE&RC to function successfully, because none of the themes provide added value that could not have been obtained within the existing structure of the Graduate School. For example, offering advanced courses for Ph. D. students would have occurred independently of the presence of research themes. Further, the Board noted that for many of the Chair groups, there were no strong motivations to be active within the framework of the research themes. Most Chair groups at WU have been very successful in obtaining funding nationally and internationally without making any reference to the research themes. 

The Graduate School of PE&RC has to decide whether to continue the research themes or abandoning them and consider other ways of presenting a coherent research program that is visible outside WU. If the Graduate School chooses to continue research themes in some form, the Board identifies several non-exclusive possibilities: 

A. Formulate themes on the basis of existing areas of research strength, identified collectively by the chair groups. These themes or research areas could then be used as umbrellas for core areas of excellence that are visible for external stakeholders and clientele.

B. Use the research themes to identify new research areas of high priority. The themes would function as a nursery of new ideas and research areas. These new areas could be a natural continuation of the research strengths identified under A.

C. A third possibility is to use the themes to produce more structure and encourage collaborations of Chair groups belonging to the Graduate School of PE&RC and other Graduate Schools. This option would require that the PE&RC has either sufficient central funding to influence the strategies of the individual Chair groups, or that a shared vision of common organisation of research develops in WU. It seems unlikely that this option would be successful under the current funding mechanisms. 

See response main recommendations

Gender and minority issues 

Although highlighted in the most recent evaluation of the Graduate School of PE&RC, the Board did not observe much progress in addressing gender and minority issues, nor did the Board detect any attention to addressing this issue. A gender balance exists at the level of Ph. D. students and progress has been achieved at the Post-Doctoral Fellows level (about 40% female), but this balance is not reflected in the diversity and composition at the junior and senior faculty level. Overall, across the faculty, <15% of the faculty are women, with only one female out of 22 holding a Chair position. Minorities, defined as non-white Dutch persons, are absent. The lack of role models for women at WU has profound consequences for equity and recruitment of female faculty. A nucleus of women Chair holders who can serve as role models for graduate students and as mentors for new faculty members is needed for WU.  The Board believes that ongoing discussions on gender and minorities issues are needed in order to create a stimulating environment for females and minorities and to prepare all staff for all day-to-day decisions and activities of PE&RC that influence how females and minorities experience the scientific environment. The Board recommends that the Graduate School of PE&RC develops a policy and measures to improve the balance of gender and minorities.

See response main recommendations

Quality of research

The Board strongly recommends the Graduate School of PE&RC to continue its discussion to identify criteria for assessing the quality of publications. The Board recognises that it will not be feasible to identify one single criterion that is applicable to all areas within Graduate School of PE&RC. Therefore, the Chair groups should discuss and identify where and in which journals within their respective research areas the core of high quality research is published. Different criteria should be evaluated by each Chair group, such as:

1. Impact factors, 

2. H-indices,

3. The number of publications in high quality journals (according to different criteria), 

4. The number of publications in journals the Chair group and its competitors publish in, and 

5. The number and yearly trend in total citations. 

The aim of this exercise would be to produce a publication policy for each Chair group that is flexible and will safeguard and make transparent the quality of the research.

See response main recommendations

Safeguarding quality of Ph. D. research

Although the Ph. D. education provided by the Graduate School PE&RC is of very high quality and international standing, the Board considers that there is room for improvement in order to maintain and strengthen the excellence of the Graduate School. 

Mid-term evaluation of Ph. D. projects

To improve thesis quality and timeliness, the Board strongly advises PE&RC to put in place an independent mid-term evaluation system, that includes the use of external advisors from another university. This system should be implemented for all Ph. D. students in the Graduate School. The main objective of the mid-term evaluation is to provide an opportunity for the graduate student to present and discuss their work in a general context, obtain feedback on thesis scope, progress and work plan, assess progress in the direction of the research and detect possible gaps in supervision.  

See response main recommendations

Sandwich students

Procedures should be developed to ensure the quality of Sandwich theses and the independence of involved students. For example, the mid-term evaluation needs to be implemented with special attention to these students. The Sandwich student programme has great value for the international reputation and contacts of WU, but quality assurance needs to be an ever ongoing process and longer stays of Sandwich students at WU could be considered. For example, in connection with the mid-term evaluation, Sandwich students should be at WU for 2-3 months, to be used to prepare and improve the second half of their thesis research.

Sandwich PhD students have to fulfil the same criteria as all other PhD student categories. To be able to enter the Wageningen PhD programme a sandwich PhD student must have 1. institutional commitment (including local supervision) of the home institute, 2.sufficient quality of English and 3. acknowledged MSc degree. When implementing the midterm reflection special attention will be paid to this category.

Length of Ph. D. project

The Board strongly recommends that the Graduate School of PE&RC and WU retain the existing 4 year length of the Ph. D. program. Also, Ph.D. students should not combine their M. Sc. research project with their Ph.D. project. The Board is confident that such a 4-year Ph.D. program will produce graduates of higher quality, more mature scientists with more skills in management and experience in interdisciplinary research. 

Other issues on the quality of Ph. D. research

The graduate students were pleased with the free-form structure and flexibility of the curriculum, with few required courses and other activities but a large smorgasbord of options from which to select, depending on a student’s interest. The Board also noted that the students were satisfied with the supervision in the Graduate School of PE&RC. All students in PE&RC have supervisory groups which include the promotor and day-to-day supervisor(s). The students were exceptionally pleased with the work of the Programme Coordinator of PE&RC, who they felt was attentive to their problems and wishes and constructive in his solutions of the various problems they encountered during their 4 year stay at WU. The Board wholeheartedly concur with this assessment.

The optional education package

The Board suggests that Ph. D. Students should be encouraged to obtain teaching experience as part of their training. To promote such activities, students should obtain 2-3 ECTS for teaching activities for which they have been responsible. 

It would also be desirable to include additional courses or activities in the non-mandatory curriculum on the following subjects:

· Learning and understanding the scientific review processes.

· Writing and reviewing research proposals as submitted to competitive funding agencies. 

· Communication skills to participate in interdisciplinary research projects on natural resource management with social scientists, economists and other relevant disciplines. 

The PE&RC recognises the value of these activities listed. The first item has also been recognised by the Wageningen TSP-Evaluation committee who suggests to include credits for paper review in the TSP form. The PE&RC board will suggest to the PE&RC Education Committee to incorporate this activity in the TSP.
With respect to the second and third items. These are both addressed in a variety of WGS courses which PE&RC contributes to. Focus on these activities will be maintained in the education programme of the coming years.
Career perspectives

A career planning discussion with each Ph.D. student should be held during the mid-term evaluation, in order to make students aware of the need for planning their future. The mid-term evaluation is also a good time for the students to take the career planning courses offered by the research school. An additional opportunity for career planning arises at the annually functioning exchange that every employee has with his/her employer. Ph. D. students usually have this exchange with their promoter and some students indicated to the Board that they would like career planning addressed at this annual exchange.

Authorship issues

Several concerns surfaced on issues of authorships.  At the moment, very few students recognised it as a problem of who is an author on a paper or the order of authorship. However, guidelines or a code of ethics is needed in the decision process regarding who is listed as an author and the sequence of authors listed.  

Secondly, the students, wholeheartedly supported by the Board, are unhappy with the proposal from WU to change the criteria for inclusion of co-authored papers in Ph. D. theses. In a time when participation in larger pan-European projects and inter-disciplinary groups is encouraged, it appears counterproductive to rule out the possibility to include in the thesis more than one paper on which the Ph. D. student is not listed as first author. It is the strong opinion of the Board that, while it can accept that a Ph D thesis should have at least 3 papers (chapters) on which the student is first author, several additional papers on which the student has made substantial contributions - but is not listed as the first author - should be permitted. These papers can provide more context to the thesis and strengthen it as a coherent whole. However, all papers published in a thesis have to be a component of a cohesively formulated research project. 

The PE&RC Board agrees with the opinion of the IAB. There are no examples with PE&RC that the formal regulations at this moment hamper daily practice. PE&RC will initiate a discussion with respect to best practices on who (co)authors a paper.
Minimum requirements for thesis

The Board strongly recommends that the thesis work is planned in such a manner that the thesis contains at least 1, and preferably 2, chapters that have been accepted in  peer reviewed scientific journals. In cases when no manuscripts have been accepted at the time the thesis is defended, the Graduate School of PE&RC needs to pay special attention to this thesis.

Supervision

Most students were happy with the supervision of their Ph. D. projects, although the Board did not discuss this issue with any Sandwich student. The vast majority of, if not all, graduate students have a group of supervisors including a promoter and several supervisors or co-promotors. However, there was some concern by the Board about the multiple supervisors/co-promotors involved in the Ph. D. training. The Board found the structure of the supervision process in the school unclear and potentially confusing for the students. The role of the promotor and other supervisors/co-promotors in the advisory teams should be clarified and made clear at the beginning of the Ph.D. training.

Duration of Ph. D. studies 

It was discussed whether the Graduate School of PE&RC should do more to decrease the amount of time it takes from start to the defence of the Ph. D. thesis so it fits with the normal duration of 4 years full time equivalents (fte). Raw data shows an average duration of 4.9 years. However, to be able to make a recommendation on the possible need for a policy or measures on this question, the Board needs a more reliable report on the present situation. For example, the present values on the duration of the thesis did not appear to be corrected for the work input and adjusted to full time work equivalents. It is essential in these statistics that all values on Ph. D. duration are calculated on a fte basis.

The use of median graduation time corrects for the low percentage of PhD students that take relatively long to finalize their thesis work. The median duration date is now approx. 4.8 years. It is doubted whether or not a correction for fte makes much sense here. This does only partly incorporate the effects of  pregnancy and does not incorporate illness or the fact that somebody may obtain a job shortly after finalizing the fellowship/appointment which may considerably delay progress in the final stage. Part-time appointments (such as 0.8 fte) cause a delay with respect to the absolute duration of the appointment; on the other hand those students may often finalize their thesis work in time and are less likely to be exposed to social security regulations that may prevent thesis writing after the appointment has been finalized. An exploratiory study will be done with respect to the use of fte’s in calculations.

Age structure at WU

The students expressed worries about the skewed age structure at the university, and that there might be a shortage of younger scientists that can take over when the present cohort of Chair professors and other senior scientists retire. There did indeed appear to be a shortage of younger scientists in the research school, which may merit due attention when recruiting new staff.

Change of mission statement

The Board agrees with the suggestion to insert the word ”design” in the mission statement, in order to better reflect the overall academic mission of the Graduate School. The Board stresses that ”design” has to be viewed in the context of scientific knowledge.

The PE&RC Board  has decided to change the mission of PE&RC to: Understanding the functioning of (agro-)ecosystems to design, and enable the development of sustainable and multifunctional production and land use systems.

Use of strategic funding

The Board strongly recommends that strategic funding is used to foster networking in the Graduate School and stimulate concerted actions to create significant collaborative and interdisciplinary projects. As far as the Board could determine, there are not many incentives in place at WU to stimulate interdisciplinary projects and collaborations between Chair groups. In addition, there seem to be monetary WU policies in place that do not facilitate collaborations between Chair groups. 

For promoting interdisciplinary collaborations between the Chair groups, WU management should follow a policy that is conducive to interdisciplinary research and assure that the policies in place are not counter-productive to promote interdisciplinary activities. Post Doctoral Fellows can be successfully used in interdisciplinary research, and indeed their cohort may embrace the need for interdisciplinarity more than well-established academics. It would assist if interdisciplinary collaborations are an integral part of the so-called out-put income policy at WU. The Graduate School should consider initiating discussions with the management of WU to stimulate interdisciplinary activities.

The Board recommends that the Graduate School of PE&RC initiates discussions with the WU management to solve the financial incentive issues associated with interdisciplinary research, collaborations between Chair groups and attracting more Post Doctoral Fellows (see also below).

See response main recommendations

Safeguarding knowledge and expertise in the tropics

The Board acknowledges that research at WU is known world-wide for its contribution to tropical agriculture and ecology. Tropical research is an important part of the identity and culture of WU and continues to be remarkably successful in attracting excellent Ph. D. students. It also creates cultural diversity in the scientific environment at WU. Studies in the tropics should also be viewed as an essential vehicle to extend the validity of theory and models developed at WU. 

The Board stresses the importance of maintaining and potentially increasing the expertise and activities of WU for carrying out research in the tropics. To safeguard the continuation of research activities in the tropics, the Board recommends that when new senior research appointments are made, the ability of the new Chair holder to work in tropical areas is taken into account as a desirable selection criterion. WU should also examine possibilities for strengthening relations with universities located in or active in the tropics.

The PE&RC Board agrees with the opinion of the IAB. Expertise with respect to the tropics will be added to the PE&RC check list used for advice on new chair positions. In meetings with the research groups this aspect will be discussed (in particular in relation to appointment of new staff)
Post-doc policy

The Board commends the PE&RC for developing a good Post Doctoral Fellow policy. Post Doctoral Fellows are an important component of the scientific community and crucial in the development of a person’s scientific career. However, there are WU policies in place that do not facilitate the hiring of Post Doctoral Fellows, such as the high (50% of the direct cost) indirect costs that are charged and not be part of the out-put income policy. The Board recommends that the Graduate School of PE&RC initiates discussions with the WU management to develop a financial incentive structure to hire Post Doctoral Fellows, and clarify the institutional status of Post Doctoral Fellows.

See response main recommendations

Internationalisation

The Board supports the internationalisation of the education in PE&RC that can be promoted by several avenues such as  the rucksack funding each student gets when the Training and Supervisor Plan is set. 

Regarding the importance of ensuring quality of the thesis of a Sandwich student, see above. 

Criteria for institute members

The Board discussed the possibility of imposing a time limit for associate members, after which it is expected that they should be in a position to qualify for full membership in the research school, or the association be discontinued if they have not met the criteria for full membership. The Board believes that institute researchers are well suited to make an important contribution to the Graduate School of PE&RC. To make full use of this opportunity, institute researchers should also be able to function as supervisors, and in some cases as (co)-promotors, according to the same criteria used for full members of WU.

The PE&RC Board has decided to impose a time limit for associate members of 3 years (=half a re-accreditation period); after this time has expired they have to qualify for full membership;  otherwise the association will be discontinued.

Infrastructure, facilities and equipment

From a long-term strategic perspective, the presence of infrastructure, such as experimental farms, greenhouses, growth chambers and functioning laboratory facilities, is of paramount importance to sustain the high quality research and the unique identity of WU in the Netherlands academic world. Undoubtedly, eliminating part of the infrastructure will have irreversible consequences for the competitive advantage that WU holds in the agricultural and environmental research areas. A long-term strategic vision and plan at WU on infrastructure and equipment and its role in research should be developed at WU in order to guarantee that appropriate decisions are made on infrastructure that do not detract from its long term success.

The Board recommends that the scientific staff belonging to the Graduate School of PE&RC together develop a strategic vision on the utilization of infrastructure and other facilities, in order to fulfil the mission of the research school and allow it to address emerging scientific issues.

An enquiry of high-quality facilities and equipment needed will be sent to PE&RC staff members. The results of this inventory will be discussed by the PE&RC Board and communicated to a committee that specifically deals with equipment within Wageningen-UR.  This is the first step towards a strategic vision of PE&RC on this issue.  The inventory focuses on facilities and equipment needed with a value of  k€ 125 or more and as such may be linked to calls of the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific research (NWO). 

The inventory concerns a) a description of the investment; b) a description of the research area and c) reasons for the proposed investment

Modelling platform

The Board understands the ” lack of memory” in modelling caused by the turnover of staff. WUR has a rich legacy of modelling that needs to be protected, integrated and developed. The Board advocates that PE&RC initiates the creation at WUR of a modelling platform or facility that ensures that basic competence and continuity in modelling is maintained. The development of the effective platform should be done in collaboration with other Graduate Schools and WUR.

The PE&RC Board will explore options to initiate a modelling platform at Wageningen-UR in close collaboration with strategic themes (Kennisbasisthema’s) of the DLO institutes and the strategic theme Scaling& Governance of WUR. Wherever possible the initiative will be coupled to ongoing activities such as the EC funded projects SEAMLESS and SENSOR. A limited budget (approx. k€ 75) has been reserved for this purpose.
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Appendix:

Specific comments on the 4 research themes presented to the Board:

The Board regarded the theme on scaling as an interesting attempt to handle the difficult cross-cutting issues associated with up- and down-scaling in biology and linked biological-social systems. As a high-risk exploratory program it is appropriate and timely, and the Board appreciates that the university has recognized scaling as a theme of university-wide importance. However, the lack of clearly formulated goals and a low ambition in terms of activities was disappointing, despite the fact that the activities in the theme had been well received within the PE&RC. It is regrettable that scaling issues from individual organism to communities or ecosystems have not been touched. 

Although a course on functional diversity is planned for April 2008, the biodiversity research theme had not used the strong chair groups within this subject to create any synergies in terms of projects or other joint activities. The theme was not presented as vibrant or exciting, and in the present shape it is unlikely to enhance the visibility and attractiveness of WU for potential student and Ph. D. candidates. If continued, the theme must organise more joint activities and identify fruitful areas for collaborations among chair groups. Possible examples for collaborative projects are many and include barcoding and biodiversity management.

The quality theme could provide interesting perspectives on agricultural product quality from soils to consumption, but had ”not taken off as a theme” (quote from presentation). The communication between potential members of the theme had not been developed, and after a successful one-day activity devoted to different aspects of quality there were no ideas on what to do next.

Whereas the sustainability theme successfully showed that WU and PE&RC presently do excellent and innovative research within this area, the existence of a theme did not appear to provide any added value to projects and collaborations that  would not have exisited without a theme. The research theme as such had not contributed to emerging knowledge, in the field, and at the present low activity level it is unlikely to occur in the future. Of all the themes, this one has the most scope for interdisciplinary work (especially projects that involve the social sciences) and attracting new funding sources. Sustainability also proffers the prospect of attracting more staff who are female and/or from minorities.

A elaborated in the main text, the Graduate School of PE&RC must decide on whether to continue, modify or abandon the themes.

