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Abstract: Good supervisory practices help students fulfill their potential and contribute to the University’s research pro-

file. At many universities, the terms of a supervisory relationship are left almost entirely to the discretion of individual re-

search students and supervisors. While this approach usually works well, it occasionally proves unsatisfactory. A lack of 

clarity between student and supervisor with regard to expectations and responsibilities can adversely affect progress to-

wards the completion of the degree. This article reviews the literature on research/graduate student supervision. It de-

scribes best practices in research student supervision, and setd out the rights and responsibilities of both students and their 

supervisors. It is intended to provide some useful guidelines for research students and supervisors in a critically important 

part of graduate education: the supervision of students’ thesis writing and research. Therefore, a review of literature con-

cerning research student supervision is hoped to assist all participants in the supervisory process to articulate their expec-

tations clearly, and thereby to reduce potential problems and to facilitate the creative process of thesis preparation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Numerous researchers have pointed out that there are a 
high proportion of Ph.D students who fail to complete their 
studies in the UK. The most frequently cited reasons are 
problems with supervision [1-9]. According to Russell [10], 
the examination of supervision has the potential to make an 
important contribution to the quality of postgraduate re-
search. 

 Supervision is widely recognized as being complex and 
multidimensional. Ballard and Clanchy [11] describe re-
search student supervision as a blend of academic expertise 
and the skilled management of personal and professional 
relations. Some writers, such as Binns and Potter, Hockey 
[12-13] discuss the patterns and process of supervision and 
especially the roles of postgraduate students in producing 
effective supervision. In view of this research, effective su-
pervision of research students is acknowledged to be a cru-
cial factor in the latter’s successful completion of the Ph.D 
[14]. How well they are supervised is likely to be linked to 
the way they choose to occupy their role. This kind of expe-
rience is very interesting and meaningful to appropriate per-
sons like students, supervisors and schools in order that they 
may examine what they should do and how they should go 
about playing their roles optimally. Kiley and Austin [15] 
studied the mobility of postgraduate students in Australia. 
One of the reasons that led to making a choice the university 
was related to supervision. 

 There are at least three important aspects that the student 
and supervisor should take into account in order to achieve 
success in the student’s Ph.D, namely the responsibilities of  
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an effective supervisor, the responsibilities of the research 
students and their relationship with their supervisors. This 
article focuses on one-to-one or student-supervisor relation-
ship and their responsibilities. Even though the more recent 
trend is try to suggest that the relationship between student 
and supervisor could be better understood considering wider 
social aspects. There is intensity on the one-to-one supervi-
sion because it is probably going to be a lot of investment of 
importance, by both sides; into what they are doing that will 
develop the close trust. 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND DISCUSSION 

The Responsibilities of an Effective Supervisor 

 Haksever and Manisali [16] mention that, as Ph.D pro-
grams in the British education system are not based on for-
mal lectures and credits, the supervision requirements of 
Ph.D students in the UK are generally greater than those who 
study under more formal and structured programs, as is the 
case in the US and Europe. Therefore, the role of the Ph.D 
supervisor in the British education system is critical to a suc-
cessful Ph.D process. Poor supervision can have a significant 
impact on students, not only limiting the quality of their 
work, but also their motivation. 

 There are many opinions regarding the responsibilities of 
supervisors. Most of all, the supervisor should give constant 
support and reassurance to the student [16-20] and keep the 
student’s morale high [18]. Russell [10] undertook a study in 
the Faculty of Education, Humanities, Law and Theology at 
The Flinders University, South Australia to understand post-
graduate research by interviewing research students and su-
pervisors. This study found that nearly half of the students 
who participated felt that the constraints they encountered 
related to lack of support from the supervisor. These in-
cluded a lack of encouragement, pastoral care and reassur-
ance from the supervisor. Cryer and Salmon [21, 22] support 
this statement, pointing out that a supervisor should support 
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students by emphasizing pastoral care and providing advice, 
sympathy and encouragement. The supervisor should know 
where to refer students when serious personal problems be-
gin to affect their work [23]. According to Brown and 
Krager [24], the supervisor also needs to be sensitive to stu-
dents’ time and competence limitations, and to assist them to 
become aware of their own limitations and any constraints 
on them. 

 The supervisor performs a variety of tasks, many only 
remotely related to monitoring and improving performance 
[25-28]. Supervisors are expected to be mainly experts in 
teaching [24-26, 28-33]. Many tasks of supervisors are re-
lated broadly to advice [34]. Advice is given on direction, 
completeness, clarity, methodology, topic selection [35] and 
feedback is given on progress of written work [10, 34]. Ac-
cording to Spear [35], feedback is normally given in relation 
to topic selection, methods of inquiry, writing style and lay-
out, the clarity of the student's work and ideas, the complete-
ness and direction of the work, and the student's general pro-
gress. Also, advice on the desirable amount of reading, ex-
perimentation and analysis will normally be expected [36]. 
Spear [35] states that supervisors should read the student’s 
written work thoroughly and provides constructive criticism, 
since this is an essential element in the student’s intellectual 
development. However, a major student complaint is that 
supervisors have been unduly slow in reading thesis drafts 
and other written material. 

 Russell and Moses [10, 17] found that both supervisors 
and students agreed that one role of the supervisor was to 
assist students in general. The amount of assistance that su-
pervisors give to graduate students varies, depending upon 
the stage that the latter have reached [17]. Supervisors be-
lieved that they were contributing by organizing help with 
skills, developing English writing, by collecting relevant 
literature and through networking or putting students in con-
tact with others working in the area [37]. Salmon [22] also 
argues that students need substantial help in achieving an 
appropriate orientation for the final oral examination. The 
supervisor should also provide sufficient time to student to 
think about the work and freedom to adopt a trial and error 
approach during early attempts to get started [18, 21] and 
also the motivation [28, 34, 38]. As the research progresses, 
supervisors need to become involved in stimulating as much 
creative thinking as possible among students in an attempt to 
foster their development [13]. 

 Hockey [13] points out that this process should be open 
to negotiation and Bargar and Mayo-Chamberlain [39] pro-
pose that it should be open to change. Connell [29] argues 
that it is incumbent upon the supervisor to bridge gaps in 
communication during the various stages of research by re-
questing regular meetings or updates. He finds that as re-
search progresses, students move from looking to supervi-
sors for direction and guidance towards forming a critical 
friendship. Moses [17] argues that at each stage of the re-
search progress, students are likely to need different forms of 
guidance. They need a particular guidance on when to stop 
data collection and analysis, when to start drafting the thesis 
and how to structure it [17]. Thus, the supervisors are ex-
pected and assumed to be guides [10, 19, 21, 22, 24, 28, 38] 
and critical friends [13, 40]. On the other hand, they should 
also be able to adopt flexible supervision strategies depend-

ing on the individual requirements, which are influenced by 
the attributes of the particular student [13, 24, 41, 42]. This 
is due to the fact that Ph.D students are not homogenous, but 
highly diverse in terms of academic ability, personality at-
tributes, motivation and attitude. Hence, how supervisors 
respond to students will, in part, be conditioned by these 
different factors and applying the same rigid strategy for 
each student may not always work effectively [42]. Burgess, 
Pole & Hockey [43] also pick up the theme of changing re-
search stages and the need for a supervisor to be flexible in 
an attempt to meet the needs of individual students. Supervi-
sors who have this flexibility can be more helpful to their 
research students [16]. Hockey [13] agrees with this state-
ment and suggests that supervisors initiate a tight structure of 
control solely with the students whom they consider to be 
weak. However, research has found that strong and highly 
motivated students also demand such a structure. Con-
versely, with this kind of student, supervisors might need 
considerable latitude in order to express themselves intellec-
tually. In this case, a relatively unstructured strategy might 
develop with supervisors being primarily reactive to stu-
dents’ demands. 

 Haksever and Manisali [16] define the supervisory re-
quirements of the student as follows: (1) personal help: sup-
port, motivation, socializing, help in organizing accommoda-
tion and other things that may be required, but are unrelated 
to the research; (2) indirect research related help: providing 
contacts, both industrial and academic, providing equipment 
and initial help in locating references; and (3) direct re-
search-related help: critical analysis of work, help with 
methodological problems, precise direction and help with the 
management of the project. The results also show that the 
most personal help was required by the overseas contingent 
[16]. Welch [44] suggests three styles of supervision. Firstly, 
she described the highly directive approach, which is very 
structured with the student being given a lot of advice in the 
early stages. This level of control diminished as the student 
gained a confidence and ability. The second approach is 
highly directive at the beginning and the end of the project 
with a highly non-directive period in the middle. Finally, the 
third approach was described as highly directive with close 
monitoring of the student throughout the project. 

 Spear [35] concludes that one of the most common com-
plaints from research students concerns infrequent or erratic 
contact with supervisors, who may be too busy with adminis-
trative or teaching responsibilities, have too many students 
or be away from the university too often. Therefore, the su-
pervisor should make equal information, time and energy 
available to all students [24] and should also meet regularly 
with students [10, 13]. Research has shown that constant, 
thoughtful supervision and availability is the key to success-
ful graduate programed completion [34, 45]. Other important 
responsibilities of supervisors include making sure that they 
are aware of matters such as requirements for thesis prepara-
tion, reporting and review requirements throughout their 
course, availability of resources for conference attendance 
and fieldwork, departmental policies on photocopying, com-
puting access, fax and e-mail, procedures for extension of 
course and suspension, the availability of counseling and 
study skills support, and institutional policy on the owner-
ship of intellectual property. Such advice is, of course, espe-
cially useful for international students [10]. 
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 Effective supervision requires supervisors to be knowl-
edgeable and skilled in the research field [34, 40, 42, 46]. 
They are also expected to take the lead in establishing a qual-
ity of relations which will give their students access to the 
knowledge and skills they possess [11] and to have counsel-
ling skills [23, 47]. Students expect their supervisors to have 
the knowledge and ability to supervise in a particular area of 
research but also want them to be reasonable, serious, sup-
portive of their work in good times and bad, and approach-
able [4]. Moses [17] considers that supervisors should act as 
mentors and that a mentoring relationship requires mutual 
respect based on high academic standards, similar interests 
and regular contact. According to Moses [4], supervisors 
should at least have an equivalent degree to the one the stu-
dent is studying for and, if this is not the case then, they must 
have a solid background of research involvement and publi-
cations. Brown and Atkins [37] suggest that, to supervise 
effectively, one has to be a competent researcher and to be 
able to reflect on research practices and analyse the knowl-
edge, techniques and methods that make them effective. 
Frischer & Larsson [14] and Phillips & Pugh [18] take a 
slightly different view, in that they suggest that students are 
recommended to select a supervisor based on the key factor 
of whether the latter has an established research record and is 
continuing to contribute to the development of his or her 
discipline. This includes whether the person has recently 
published research, holds research grants and is invited to 
speak at conferences in their own country or abroad. There-
fore, an effective supervisor should satisfy such criteria. 
Spear [35] supports this statement and adds that often it will 
be sufficient for the supervisor to be competent in the gen-
eral area of the student’s research even if not expert in the 
detailed area of the thesis topic. Yeatman [48] gives a similar 
view, stating that good supervisors must have a track record 
in successfully bringing through a large number of Ph.D 
candidates. 

 According to Burton and Brueckner [27], the primary 
function of supervisions of all types is the leadership, plus 
the encouragement and recognition of leadership in other 
people, either on the professional staff or among community 
participants. On the other hand, Phillips & Pugh and Zuber-
Skerrit [18, 23] advised supervisors to act as role models. 
Frischer and Larsson [14] describe three different patterns of 
leadership, which they call democratic, authoritarian and 
laissez-faire. The democratic leader is characterised by his 
encouragement of group discussions and group decisions in 
the choice of activities. He cares for the students by checking 
their achievements and commenting upon them. The authori-
tarian leader makes major decisions for the group all by him 
and shows it what to do. The laissez-faire leader provides the 
students complete freedom of action, hands out materials but 
largely avoids participating in work and checking and does 
not evaluate and comment upon their work, except when 
asked. The authoritarian leader was found to achieve a 
greater quantity of work, the democratic a greater quality of 
work, while laissez-faire leadership resulted in both a low 
quantity and quality of work. 

 Good supervisors seem to have many of the same quali-
ties of good lecturers and good counsellors. They are em-
pathic, genuine, open, and flexible. They respect their super-
visees as persons and as developing professionals, and are 
sensitive to individual differences (e.g. gender, race, and 

ethnicity) of supervisees. They also are comfortable with the 
authority and evaluative functions inherent in the supervisor 
role, giving clear and frequent indications of their evaluation 
of the supervisee’s performance. Even more, good supervi-
sors who really enjoy supervision, are committed to helping 
the supervisee grow, and evidence commitment to the super-
vision enterprise by their preparation for and involvement in 
supervision sessions. Finally, good supervisors have a sense 
of humour which helps both the supervisor and supervisee 
get through rough spots in their work together, and achieve a 
healthy perspective on their work. Such personal traits and 
relationship factors are considered as significant as the tech-
nical prowess in supervision. Perhaps surprisingly, compari-
son studies have yielded few differences between novices 
and experienced supervisors. In general, more experienced 
supervisors seem to use more teaching and sharing behav-
iours, and they and their supervisees are more active. Ratings 
of effectiveness, however, find novices to be equally effec-
tive as experienced supervisors [49]. 

The Responsibilities of Research Students 

 Phillips and Pugh [18] point out that the acquisition of 
skills by postgraduate students should be effected as profes-
sional learning conducted under their own management. In 
other words, research students have to take responsibility for 
managing their own learning and getting a Ph.D. They are 
also responsible for determining what is required as well as 
for carrying it out, and must always keep in touch in regular 
meetings with the supervisor [17, 46]. Moses [4] argues that 
supervisors expect students to be diligent, hardworking, en-
ergetic, keen, tenacious and conscientious and to have a 
sense of urgency. They also expect students to be enthusias-
tic and motivated towards research work, to be pleasant at 
work and to contribute to a good working environment. 
Also, students should give continual feedback, so that the 
supervisor can give informed instruction. 

 The student is the main person responsible for his/her 
Ph.D research. Doing a Ph.D clearly indicates that this is a 
student’s own research and work. Phillips and Pugh [18] 
emphasise that it is the student’s responsibility to determine 
what is required as well as carrying it out, and that students 
have to come through with the clear aim of becoming a 
competent professional researcher. In other word, it is agreed 
that the student is responsible for an original contribution to 
the subject and for developing a mature, critical knowledge 
of the subject area and its context. It is also a good idea for 
them to talk to other postgraduates about their experience of 
the role as well as their work. Russell [10] found that one of 
the highly rated constraints on research students’ are per-
sonal problems. In fact, sharing apprehensions helps to re-
solve problems through the knowledge that the problem is 
not an individual one [18, 50]. Once students are able to 
share feelings and talk about them and their effect on their 
work, they will all start to feel better [10]. 

 Students should identify the topic and preliminary read-
ing [24]. This can be linked with other parts of the Ph.D task, 
like the development of a relevant body of knowledge, plac-
ing the research in the context of the literature and originality 
[19, 16, 22]. Moses and Phillips & Pugh [4, 18] elaborate 
this statement mentioning that the process of defining the 
research topic varies across disciplines. The supervisor in a 
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science discipline has to take the lead in obtaining the physi-
cal resources and the research personnel required. The stu-
dent’s research topic will be clearly defined to fit in with the 
innovative thrust of the supervisor’s research program. In 
contrast, in the humanities and social sciences, students often 
come with their own topics within the field in which the su-
pervisor is expert. Additionally, after surveying aspects of 
graduate education in Canadian universities, Holdaway et al. 
[36] report that in education, social sciences and humanities, 
graduate students choose their thesis topics themselves more 
frequently than those in other disciplines do. 

 The thesis is usually the most substantial piece of writing 
yet undertaken by students, and it provides an opportunity 
for them to develop their skills in writing and in marshalling 
arguments [16]. On the other hand, they should submit writ-
ten work in some form as early as possible in their studies so 
that writing problems can be recognized and corrected [35]. 
According to Haksever and Manisali [16], they should also 
decide on the research problem, designing the methodology 
and examination. Donald et al. [34] propose that the respon-
sibilities of the student should include understanding the 
scope of doctoral work, such as the number of years to be 
devoted to full time study, knowledge of research methods 
necessary to carry out studies, the regulations on thesis sub-
mission and the expectations of the supervisor regarding 
every aspect of the research. 

 A good student should have a broader view of academic 
training in the discipline in which he/she is undertaking the 
research, seeing it as professional development [18]. In this 
sense, professional development include attending confer-
ences, writing papers for publication, attending seminars and 
workshops, making presentations, networking with other 
researchers, working as a research assistant and teaching 
[18,24,26,36]. Students are expected to gain expertise in the 
research process so that their talents can be observed in as 
many different settings as possible [24]. 

 Most overseas students are sponsored by appropriate 
bodies during their study. They have been given a specific 
period, namely three years, to complete their study and re-
turn to their own country. Therefore, time is one of the ene-
mies of the overseas student. This is relevant to the study 
conducted by Russell [10], who found that students are con-
cerned about time and time management. Lack of funding 
seriously affects some students’ research, or requires them to 
partly self-fund it and this result in serious concerns and 
deep frustration [36, 51]. This view is supported by the Eco-
nomic and Social research Council (ESRC) which reported 
that less than 20 percent of students receiving a grant com-
plete their study within four years, while 27 percent com-
plete within five years and that completion rates trailed off 
markedly after five years [52]. Therefore, students are ex-
pected to work within deadlines [18, 22, 48, 53] and to have 
a planned timetable [5, 14, 54]. 

Relationship with their Supervisor 

 A literature search has provided evidence that the stu-
dent/supervisor relationship is vital to the Ph.D process. The 
literature includes statements about the single most impor-
tant problem, in the eyes of many respondents, being the 
quality of supervision [1]. Various books have approached 
the acquisition of Ph.Ds, including the management of the 

supervisor/student relationship [18] and many departments 
carry out their own surveys in an attempt to assess their per-
formance in the supervision of their students [16]. 

 The responsibility for completing a Ph.D within a rea-
sonable length of time clearly depends on both the student 
and the supervisor [16, 42, 48, 53, 55, 56]. Both of them 
should play their role effectively and maintain a good rela-
tionship during the period of the program [4, 35, 38, 46, 57 - 
59]. The relationship can be seen as a personal and profes-
sional relationship between the two [11, 13, 39, 48, 60]. This 
relationship is dependent upon the characteristics of the per-
sons involved, disciplinary differences in the ways knowl-
edge is advanced and the different learning tasks facing stu-
dents due to the demands of their field. The relationship be-
tween the student and supervisor involves selecting a re-
search topic, planning the research, identifying and acquiring 
the necessary resources, managing the project, actively con-
ducting the research, carrying out the literature review, 
analysis and interpretation of the data, writing the thesis, 
defending it and possibly publication [60]. Consequently, the 
supervisory process requires constant adjustment, great sen-
sitivity and interpersonal skill on the part of both the super-
visor and student [13, 47, 60]. 

 Good communication between students and their super-
visor is the most important elements of supervision [13, 16, 
18, 24, 28, 34, 35, 39, 42]. Without open and honest com-
munication it is very difficult to identify the nature of and 
reasons for the shortfalls perceived by the student. Both par-
ties should be open to criticism, willing to listen to each 
other and to talk openly [16] and trustworthy [13, 22, 61]. 
According to Donald et al. [34], personality factors might 
involve personality clashes, barriers to communication due 
to age, cultural, or language differences, or personal differ-
ences in the approach to work. Therefore, students bear their 
own degree of responsibility in dealing with these clashes. 

 Surveys have been conducted by the University of British 
Columbia to gain information about the experiences of 
graduate students [62]. They show that generally, students 
feel satisfied with their supervisor, but the international stu-
dents are more likely to meet regularly with their supervi-
sors. Spears [35] states that some universities have estab-
lished formal requirements for regular meetings between 
supervisors and students and for the establishment of ade-
quate arrangements for supervision when the supervisor is 
away for an extended period. Spear [35] also mentions that 
the frequency of meetings can vary by mutual consent as the 
course progresses. Clearly, the nature of the student-
supervisor relationship will be influenced by the duration of 
the research, the level of research undertaken and the stage 
the student is at in the research project [42]. 

 During the meeting with supervisor, the student normally 
suggests having a graduate student log. This log involves the 
student writing up what is transacted in the supervision 
meeting. It should end with a response to ‘where to from 
here?’ The log is an invaluable resource in the early stages of 
a graduate research thesis project when a great deal of struc-
ture is needed to get the process going and the topic focused. 
The graduate supervision log is an example of using new 
contractualist technologies of management to make the su-
pervision relationship rationally accountable in ways which 
are likely to facilitate successful graduate student completion 
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of the task. This will need the explicit skill of graduate stu-
dents in all the competencies and knowledge that go into the 
successful production of a Ph.D thesis [48]. 

CONCLUSION 

 The supervision process is a complex teaching task, re-
quiring a substantial commitment of time and energy by both 
supervisor and student. A review of graduate student super-
vision literature indicates that there is no one formula for the 
supervisor-student relationship; it is dependent upon the 
characteristics of the persons involved, disciplinary differ-
ences in the ways knowledge is advanced, and the different 
learning tasks facing students due to the demands of their 
field. There are, nonetheless, two aspects which should be 
considered when developing a 'best practices' model for 
graduate student supervision. 

 The first aspect has to do with creativity and involves 
supervision as a process which is open to negotiation and 
change. Several supervision studies have observed that there 
are loosely defined stages common to most research projects. 
Thus, the roles expected and assumed by students and super-
visors; as guide, project manager, or 'critical' friend, structure 
the relationship and the strategies for supervision. 

 The second aspect of supervision is concerned with the 
mechanics of ensuring that the student makes good progress 
toward completion. On the other hand, the supervision litera-
ture indicates that ethical, technical and methodological 
problems can be minimized or prevented if all the partici-
pants in the relationship strive to enter it with clear expecta-
tions for their respective roles and about the rules for their 
interactions. Therefore, both on a departmental and individ-
ual basis, the supervisor must be diligent about explicitly 
working with students to establish mutual expectations, re-
sponsibilities and benefits for working together. 

 Students must also be proactive to facilitate communica-
tion processes and the development of professional compe-
tence. Some suggestions for the supervisory framework for 
supporting and defining the student's graduate program in-
clude producing a definite plan in writing, probably different 
for each department, that describes the department's view on 
good supervisory practice; establishing regular meetings 
between student and supervisor; and setting up adequate 
methods of assessing course work, and thesis or dissertation 
supervision record-keeping and project advancement. 

 It was asserted that the paper was focused on the one-to-
one or student-supervisor relationship and their responsibili-
ties, even when it is recognized that there are other aspects 
affecting the Ph.D students' education. Perhaps the decision 
has been taken, given the limitations of research on this topic 
to consider a more holistic view. In reality, research students 
also must have good relationship with their supervisory 
committee members and with peers (students who have been 
given same supervisor) and it is doubt that the student-
supervisor relationship is normally developed through regu-
lar meetings. It was based on the fact that, meetings with 
supervisor is part of the practices for any postgraduate re-
search students. Therefore, further research should focus on 
individual, group and committee meetings by looking at few 
elements such as: the organization and format of the meet-
ings; the purpose of the meeting, the topics or content of the 
meetings, the frequency of the meetings, the structure of 

session, the contribution and also the characteristics of feed-
back of those meetings. Among others, the research ques-
tions should include: How did the combination of student 
supervision meetings function as support for postgraduate 
students’ research? And what were the potential, problems 
and special contribution of each arena? This kind of research 
could enhance the effectiveness of the supervision due to 
there has been an increased focus on improving supervision 
practices. 
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