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Abstract

Research supervision is the highest level of teaching for academics. Yet, in
many cases, academics are allocated supervision without any formal training.
For many supervisors, their supervision approach will be a mirror of what they
have experienced themselves at post-graduate levels. Many supervisors con-
sider that this form of teaching is stressful and onerous due to the responsibility
placed on it by the Higher Education Institution and the student ultimately.
What can be done to support supervisors in their supervisory journey? There
is a void in the academic literature on research supervision with scant aids
available to the supervisor (Cullen, 2009). Brew and Boud (1995) outline the
importance of instructor knowledge; however, supervisors only gain extensive
supervisory experience over the years.

The aim of this study is to better understand the supervisory process. Data was
gathered from 12 lecturers engaged in supervision across various disciplines.

Findings indicate that supervisors need to adopt and continually change to
differing circumstances and different student personalities while supervising.
It is essential that formal supervisory training be provided for all supervisors.

The findings from this evaluation are novel and will be beneficial to research
supervisors across various disciplines.
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1. Introduction

Quality supervision in teaching and learning in Higher Education has several challenges. For
many, a fundamental understanding of ‘what research actually is’ is important. How do the
student and research supervisor view the research process? When a supervisor meets a stu-
dent for their first supervisory meeting, they are anxious as to the expectations of the student
and, of course, the standard that the student already has in terms of skills, knowledge and
experience. Many conflicts exist for example, the fundamental understanding of ‘what is re-
search’? What does the student think it will involve? How is research perceived in today’s
context and in everyday life? Research can mean different things to different students, some,
for example, are only aware of research in relation to political polls at election time, others
relate to research in relation to nutrition and health and medical research; scientists looking
for cancer cures. When it comes to their own personal research in the context of Business,
Humanities or Science, how do they perceive this journey, and how does the academic su-
pervisor set the expectations for the journey ahead? The context of this paper is to examine
the journey from an academic supervisory perspective in cross-sectoral discipline areas in an
Irish Institute of Technology. The participants in this study are all from varying faculties
where they supervise students from undergraduate projects, to post-graduate taught and full
research thesis, to PhD. The intention of this research is specifically to broaden the author’s
own personal teaching horizons, particularly the current research supervision practices and
approaches in place, to gain insights to improve supervision practice. Research supervision
places one at the epicentre of new and exciting empirical data, while equally placing an im-
mense challenge and responsibility on the supervisor, namely, the successful graduation of
students under one’s supervisory care. This research addresses a dearth in the academic lit-
erature (Delany, 2009), specifically in relation to understanding research supervision.

2. Aims & Objectives of this Research

The overarching aim of this research is to examine and understand the fears and expectations
of lecturers when they begin their supervisory journey. The main objective of this research
is to gain an insight into the issues in relation to supervision, to inform practice, and to move
forward in a supervisory capacity with more appropriate informed thinking. Another objec-
tive is to develop new processes to facilitate future supervisory student engagement.

3. Methodology

A post-positivistic approach was applied to gather the empirical data. Therefore, for the pur-
poses of this research study, face to face discussions using a semi-structured interview guide
(pilot tested to ensure reliability and validity) were held with research supervisors in a Higher
Educational setting to ascertain how they viewed research supervision. Twelve lecturers (9
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females, 3 males) took part in the study across multiple disciplinary areas from science to
humanities. The criteria to be included in the sample comprised of being current full-time
lecturers, and participation in research supervision, be it at undergraduate fourth year project,
or PhD level. The data was analysed using grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and the
themes that emerged are outlined below. All lecturers remained anonymous, and all ethical
procedures were ensured and adhered to.

4, Literature

The student and the supervisory relationship are inextricably linked (Armstrong, 2004). The
relationship can change throughout the period for various reasons. This is mainly due to the
style of the supervision (Visser- Wijnveen et al., 2010). Student and lecturer expectations
are often mismatched for various reasons causing anxiety for the student & supervisor (Sor-
cinelli, 2007). The roles and functions of research supervision are multiple, for students, the
ideal supervision helps them to achieve a scientific result, or achieve a personal goal, learn
about the research processes, but, specifically, how to conduct research critically and at the
right standard (Visser- Wijnveen et al., 2010; Zhao, 2001). Higher education is tasked with
engaging students in questioning their preconceived ideas and their models of how the world
works, so that they can reach a higher level of understanding (McAleese, 2013). Lack of
respectful relationships between students and faculty members are also a concern (Ghadirian
et al., 2014), together with ensuring that quality standards at supervisory level of education,
training and research are assured (Baptista, 2011).

4.1. Supervisory Styles

Research supervision is the most advanced level of teaching (Zhao, 2001) and is a process of
fostering and enhancing learning, research and communication at the highest level in the
educational system. The student/lecturer relationships are intricate, and advice is needed
(Cullen, 2009); however, the advisory literature available to academics is scant, and hence,
many supervisors have a dearth of literature from which to draw (Delany, 2009). It is
advisable that the academic community endeavour to bridge the gap and inform practice
(Cullen, 2009). In the view of students, optimal supervision helps them to achieve the result,
and acquire same within the institutional research standards and processes (Zhao, 2001).
Concerns facing the supervisory voyage is managing the overall process and levels of
expectations (Sorcinelli, 2007; Visser- Wijnveen et al., 2010). The fact remains that teaching
and learning in higher education is a shared process, with responsibilities on both the student
and lecturer to contribute to their success and enable the research journey (McAleese, 2013).
In the UK, for example, The Good Supervisory Practice Framework, acknowledges, for the
first time, the wide-ranging, highly complex and demanding set of roles involved in research
supervision, such as recruitment and selection, supervisory relationships with candidates and
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with co-supervisors, supporting candidates’ research projects, encouraging candidates to
write, giving appropriate feedback, keeping the research on track and monitoring progress,
supporting candidates’ personal and career development, supporting candidates through
completion and final examination, supporting candidates to disseminate their research, and
to reflect on practice (supervision.ukcge.ac.uk).

4.2. Approaches to Research Supervision

In terms of research supervision, various approaches exist (Gatfield, 2005; Lee, 2007), where
both offer four approaches to research supervision. Gatfield (2005) presents a model using
four main supervisory styles. The four elements proposed by Gatfield are: Pastoral Care—
low structure and high support; Contractual Style—high structure and high support, Laissez
Faire—Ilow structure low support; and Directorial Style—nhigh structure and low support (re-
searchsuper.chelt.anu.edu.au). Lee (2007) also proposes four models of supervision: Func-
tional (a structured approach), Critical Thinking, Enculturation & Mentoring (the mentor
provides all the support but allows the student space to breath, but problems may arise with
responsibility). Great care is needed when applying the mentoring approach (Lee, 2007).
Conversely, Zhao (2001) outlined the preferred process of strict research plans, encouraging
good planning over ‘ad hoc’ processes.

5. Main Findings & Discussion

The following section outlines some of the pertinent findings from this research study. Only
key themes are presented due to the limitations of the paper. Many other themes and sub-
themes emerged, but are not included in the scope of this paper.

5.1. An Understanding of the Research Process

Students embarking on the research journey do not realise what is involved. When it came
to forth year research projects, supervisors (85%) believe that students do not understand
what is involved and view a research project like “any other subject”. There are various levels
in the process, and the understanding of the research process for a fourth year project and a
Level 10 research process are “worlds apart”. The main challenge for me, as a supervisor, is
to “understand what my students need moving from degree level supervision to even masters
level, not to mention the challenges for students going directly onto the PhD register from
degree level”. “Other comments from participants included, “students do not understand what
format the research journey will take for them”.

5.2. Understanding One’s Approach to Supervision

Most supervisors had never considered what their actual approach to supervision was. 70%
stated that when they embarked on the research supervision, they apply a more functional
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and instructional approach (Lee, 2007), and when the student has grasped some of the re-
search techniques, they “think” that they become mentors”. “Mentoring allows the research
student find their own way and breath”. “It is important for the student to find their own
personal research journey, particularly, and especially, if they want to go on to PhD level”.
Participants outlined that there are some cases where the students need a more “hands on”
direction, and struggle with “self-directed learning”; this is challenging. Other participants
from the discussion considered that they actually used “a combination of styles depending
on the student ability”. One supervisor from the discussions, relayed that, when they started
supervising first, they “were more scared” that the student, as there was no available training
in supervision for lecturers. The supervisor/student relationship is a very different one, and
can be complicated. “Maintaining parameters can be a challenge, and not becoming too per-
sonally involved”. 90% of participants are concerned about managing the relationship, and
afraid of getting too “entangled” with students. It is also important to be positive. Reflecting
Visser- Wijnveen et al., (2010), there are many rewards from research supervision. Partici-
pants here stated that showing “students what is exciting about research is vital”.

5.3. Critical Thinking

Critical thinking is ‘key’ to all research and the basis of what the research student is trying to
achieve. Challenges for research supervisors included trying to get students to think critically.
This was particularly evident for early researchers (Visser- Wijnveen et al., 2010), but the
anxiety for supervisors was no less as they still had to see the student through the process.
“One of the key challenges for me, particularly at fourth year project level, is trying to get
the student to be critical”. “How do you get students to evaluate a conceptual framework?”
“Getting students to engage in a lot of questioning can be interesting”. Another supervisor
advocated training in terms of both supervisor and student to ease the pressure. “We and the
students need training”.

5.4. Adversarial Students

Participants in this study discussed that students can be challenging and vocal and that it can
be difficult to manage the supervisory meeting (85%). This applied to all disciplines and
levels. Some students do not want to take direction and do not understand that the advice is
not personal. Students are not fearful of voicing their opinions (Lewis, 2010). Students exer-
cise control over the quality of their learning by “evaluating their teachers’ performance”
(Sorcinelli, 2007: 2); findings from the supervisors mirror this. Giving student feedback was
another concern and “fear” for some supervisors, but Brown (2007) believes that some stu-
dents fail to consider the feedback in a positive way. “It challenging to give feedback as some
students do not take it very well”. 80% of the participants in this study agreed; one stated that
they often worry about giving back research work with lots of “mark-ups”, as students contest
some suggestions strongly.
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5.5. Reflection to Aid Learning

In line with Moon (2001), reflection for the research student is an important part of the pro-
cess. Participants in this study were strong advocates of reflection believing that reflection
leads to enhanced learning and deep reflection impacts well on the research process. “More
encouraged now as part of the research journey, reflection is vital”. “I was delighted that
reflection now forms part of course content”. “This will make the supervisory process less
‘dictatorial’”. “Encouraging students to keep a reflective journal that can be reviewed during
and after their research journey has been very useful and helpful along the way”. “For me,
asking the students to keep a reflective journal has helped with the feedback process too”.

5.6. Responsibility

Students are concerned with results (Race, 1993), to graduate, and this was voiced by partic-
ipants as a grave concern. Participants outlined that it was an “onerous task to take on super-
vision, particularly PhD supervision”. The concerns that were outlined are in relation to the
responsibility of the Viva Voce (55%). “There is an expectation to pass when one has gone
through the PhD research process, but | have seen cases where this has not happened, and the
supervisor is left with ‘egg on their face’, and blamed”. “It would be much easier for me to
just teach regular classes at undergraduate level”. “I try not to think of the responsibility”.

6. Recommendations

Many issues came to the fore in this study in relation to the challenges of research supervi-
sion. Some of the main concerns centered on the onerous task. Supervisors stated that they
are not given specific training in terms of research supervision. “I have been supervising for
years without any specific training”. Proper formal training is a strong recommendation of
this study, together with continuous review. We must put practice “under the spotlight”,
(Biggs, 1999:73). Formal ‘train the trainer’ programmes must be implemented. It is im-
portant, therefore, that all faculties give relevant support to lecturers who supervise. Aware-
ness of the issues needs highlighting to other fellow academics within and beyond the facul-
ties where workshops and support groups should be encouraged. It is important that supervi-
sors improve practice (Harvey, 1998), and this can only be achieved through continuous eval-
uation, reflection and learning. Supervisors must understand the issues to improve personal
practice and student learning (Ramsden, 2003; Visser- Wijnveen et al., 2010). All Higher
Educational institutions need to support supervisors and provide ongoing training. Collabo-
ration with other Higher Education institutions would be of benefit to see what processes are
in place through proven evaluated programmes. Students are not sure what is needed from
them when it comes to research projects, therefore more formal class work with supports
would be very beneficial, together with clear roadmaps (Gatfield, 2005). To avoid issues in
relation to difficulties with structure, work progress, and problematic abandonment of the
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endeavour entirely, formal timetabling of supervision must be factored over ‘ad hoc’ ap-
proaches reported by some supervisors.

7. Conclusion

Every supervision is a unique relationship and it is important, as a supervisor, to recognise
this dynamic. Research students differ wholly in constitution; each one brings a unique abil-
ity and personality to the research process, and capabilities vary enormously. Some students
thrive on freedom; others do not, with more needing constant contact, guidance & support.
For the research supervisor, it is vital that one understands what the student is going through
in order to have successful outcomes. Supervisors must adapt to the varying situations. Aca-
demic outcomes at the higher research level are vitally important as the contributions are the
bedrock of progress in each discipline, together with enriching the world about us. No two
research situations will ever be the same, but, as a supervisor, how can one ensure consistency
in practice and success with our research students? The process has the optimum opportunity
of delivering worthwhile results when the best and most applicable path is taken by the stu-
dents, while supported by a fully prepared and introspective supervisor.
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