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10 Years Doctoral Schools 
at KU Leuven
Taking Stock of the Progress

Leen Cuypers

Arenberg Doctoral School

Science, Engineering & Technology

Arenberg Doctoral School
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Arenberg Doctoral School

http://www.vilt.be/belgische-frietkotcultuur-erkend-als-cultureel-erfgoed

Arenberg Doctoral School

TBBW 2016 Cheers to Belgian Beers Mini Belgian Beer Fest
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Arenberg Doctoral School

Leuven:
a small student-friendly 
university town

Arenberg Doctoral School

https://destinoinfinito.com/fons-sapientiae/
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Arenberg Doctoral School

Arenberg Doctoral School
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Arenberg Doctoral School

Arenberg Doctoral School

Most innovative university in Europe
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KU Leuven (= Leuven University)

• Leuven University was founded in 1425.

• It is an autonomous university (but receives government
funding).

• It is a comprehensive, research-intensive, internationally
oriented university that carries out both fundamental and
applied research.

• 57.000 students

• More than 5.000 PhD researchers

• 78 Bachelor’s programmes (4 taught in English)

• 205 Master’s programmes (62 taught in English)

• 44 Advanced Master’s programmes (24 taught in English)

The educational system
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Arenberg Doctoral School
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Arenberg Doctoral School

• PhD researchers typically receive a scholarship or salary
during the 4 years.

• Students + Staff (facilities)

• PhD researchers can start and defend any time 
throughout the year.

• Most PhD researchers (especially the Belgian ones) 
have just graduated as Master students.

Good-to-Know about a PhD
at KU Leuven

Arenberg Doctoral School

Evolution of Academic Staff in 
Flanders (FTE)
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Arenberg Doctoral School

Organisation and Structure
• Central services:

• Student administration

• International office

• Research coordination office

• Human Resources Department

• LRD (Tech transfer office)

• …

• Research and Education is organised in 3 groups:

• Humanities & Social sciences

• Biomedical sciences

• Science, Engineering & Technology (Arenberg)

Arenberg Doctoral School

Arenberg Campus
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Arenberg Doctoral School

Arenberg Doctoral School

Objectives and responsibilities (May 2007):

1. Increase visibility and transparency of KU Leuven research

2. International recruitment of PhD researchers

3. Organise doctoral training

4. Improve doctoral efficiency



4/23/2018

10

19

(International) 
Visibility & 
Attracting 
international PhD 
researchers

19

• Junior Mobility Programme:

If a PhD researcher plans a 3-12 months research stay in a 
university or company outside Belgium, he/she can apply for a 
monthly allowance and reimbursement of travel expenses

• Other financing
• For short research stays in the framework of development 

cooperation

• For short research stays with ‘priority partners’ of the KU Leuven

• to attend international scientific conferences, symposia or 
summer schools abroad

• Dual/joint PhD collaboration (coordinated by the doctoral
school)

Arenberg Doctoral School
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Arenberg Doctoral School
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PhD population in Science, Engineering & 
Technology

There is a vibrant community of international 
researchers at KU Leuven

Arenberg Doctoral School
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Organize Doctoral Training

Industry - Services - Public 
sector - Private non-profit -
Higher education

9% of PhD graduates

91% of PhD graduates

34%

66%

18%

Post-
doc

Academic
career

PhD Non-
academic 
career

82%

University

Employment of KU Leuven’s PhD grads

Belgian Science Policy Office 2010 Arenberg Doctoral School
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ECOOM: CDH (2010) Belgium

N=4190

Which skills are missing after PhD training ?

Arenberg Doctoral School

What do we want to achieve through
research training ? 

• Research training should result in young professionals 
who continue their career within academia or in other
areas:

• Training independent researchers mastering the
techniques and methodologies relevant to their field:
this remains the major objective of doctoral training.

• But also having acquired generic skills useful in 
different professional contexts and allowing them to 
work succesfully in an ever challenging professional 
environment. 

• Researchers are responsible to choose their personal path
for personal development and owner of their own project.

Arenberg Doctoral School
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Doctoral training programme
Truncus communis = research based components i.e. 
scientific publication, international conference, 
progress reports, give seminars, assist in teaching, 
submit annual progress reports

Doctoral training
programme

Competencies and skills
Min. equivalent of 2 ECTS credits

Interdisciplinary thematic training

Equivalent of 6 
ECTS credits

Arenberg Doctoral School

YouReCa

= Young Researchers’ Careers

YouReCa is a collection of all the training activities and
other initiatives organised by different services at KU 
Leuven. YouReCa started up in 2012 and has developed
into a label or brand. The aim is to improve career
perspectives of young researchers with regard to: 

• Training

• Internationalisation

• Career Development

YouReCa has opened a Career Centre early 2014.

Arenberg Doctoral School
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Effects of career guidance on the work situation and personal 
well-being: 

• More conscious decision making and more self confidence

• Concrete steps in finding a new job

• Other view on work/life and better work-life balance

• Personal growth and less stress

Improve doctoral efficiency
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Admission and first enrolment

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

A
dm

is
si

on

Arenberg Doctoral School

P
re

-d
o

ct
or

al
 p

e
rio

d 
an

d 
ex

am

Doctoral research and training

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
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Written report 
to Supervisory 

Committee

Progress reports 

Supervisory Committee,
Blueprint & Charter

Research under supervision
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Arenberg Doctoral School

P
re

-d
oc

to
ra

l p
e

rio
d 

an
d 

ex
am



4/23/2018

17

Final stage

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
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KULoket: PhD progress
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• Charter for PhD researcher and supervisor

• Mandatory seminar on scientific integrity & Data 
management training

• Training & Support for PhD supervisors

• Ombudsteam

• Exit Survey

• PhD researchers are represented in university committees 
and councils on all levels

• ADS has a news-email, Twitter account and website and 
regularly organizes brainstorm sessions, lunch sessions 
etc. to involve PhD researchers and hear about their 
needs and ideas

• PhD & Postdoc Society and Alumni Network

Arenberg Doctoral School

What is the result?
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• More focus on internationalisation

• University-wide regulations: transparent

• PhD administration and monitoring by doctoral school: 
More efficient organisation and better quality control

• Doctoral training:

• Increased awareness for importance of the non-
research aspects of doctoral training

• Larger offer in training initiatives and activities

• Better communication → Better attendance of 
activities

• We believe our researchers are now, on average 
better trained and prepared in comparison to 5 years 
ago and we believe improvement is continuing

Recent ADS exit survey …



4/23/2018

20

What needs more work ? 

• The interaction with broader society needs further
intensification

• Sharing ideas with our professors to make sure we 
develop a common vision, supported by all. This requires
a continuing dialogue at all levels. 

• Mindset of PhD researchers

• Strengthening the environment of PhD researchers and
supervisors (social integration, community building, mental
well-being, …)

Arenberg Doctoral School

Thank you


