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Class Outline

• Overview of graduate supervision
• Supervisory styles
• Elements of successful collaboration
• Issues and considerations
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The doctoral 
journey…….

Doctoral research requires a 
substantial amount of financial, 
emotional and time investment, 
from both supervisor and student

Supervisor-student relationship is 
likened to that of a marriage. Both 
parties need to find common 
ground on which to fruitfully work 
together (Graves and Varma)
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Supervisory 
Styles

• Supervisors have a dominant style
• But the style needs to be flexible 
• This dominant style may not be suited 

to a student for the duration of the 
research

• How does your style 
compliment/conflict with co-
supervisors? 
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The 
pedagogy of 
supervision

SUPPORT – Both academic and Pastoral
• The degree to which the supervisor’s 

style is predisposed to ‘facilitating’ and 
‘smoothing’ the research process

• Getting the student additional 
funding

• Facilitating student progress toward 
conference papers

• Student income through teaching
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The 
pedagogy of 
supervision

STRUCTURE 

• The degree of the degree  
‘organisation and management’  
involved in student and their 
work
• Aim, direction of research 

preordained
• Limited independent thought
• Limited student control 
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Supervisory Styles
Pastoral Style

High

Support

Low

Low HighStructure

Directorial Style Laissez-faire Style 

•Supervisor provides considerable 
personal care and support
• But not necessarily in a task-driven, 
directive capacity

Contractual Style

Source : Gatfield  (2005) 

• Candidate highly motivated &  able to take 
direction
• Acts on own initiative
• Supervisor able to administer direction and 
exercises good management skills and 
interpersonal relationships

• Supervisor is non-directive and 
not committed to high levels of 
personal interaction
• Supervisor may appear uncaring 
and uninvolved

• Supervisor is highly organised and 
structures the research 
• Supervisor sets objectives, dates for 
student to complete work
• Supervisor has a close and regular 
interactive relationship with the candidate, 
but avoids non-task issues
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Main 
Supervisor

Me



What makes a successful 
graduate student?

• Perseverance
• Tenacity
• Cogency
• Responsibility



What makes a 
successful supervisor?
•Guide
•Scaffold



What’s the bottom line?

ITS YOUR MASTERS/PHD, 
NOT YOUR SUPERVISORS!

IF YOU DON’T DO THE 
WORK, WHY SHOULD THEY?



What is the 
research 
process?

Interpret And report

Analyze Analyze data

Collect Collect data

Design Design your studies

Formulate Formulate a hypothesis

Review Review the literature

Define Define the research problem



What to expect when you’re expecting…a PhD?

• Clarify your and your 
supervisors' roles and 
responsibilities

• What are your expectations 
on interactions

The first 
few 

weeks



The first 6 months is critical!

• Establish a trusting relationship!
• Have frequent meetings
• Familiarize yourself with your 

institutes post-grad policies and 
regulations

• Search-read-write-THINK!

The 
first 6 

months



• You should be more comfortable 
and independent in your work

• Regular meetings are still 
recommended but discussions are 
likely to be more open and devoted 
to discussion or problem solving

After 6 
months



The pointy end 
of things –

writing up your 
thesis





What can make 
things go wrong?



Bad, but fixable!
Not taking deadlines seriously

Failing to respect your supervisor’s 
other sources of time pressure

Last minute demands

Expecting feedback straight away 
(aka the next day!)

Expecting your supervisor to 
organise everything



Things that will 
undermine 
your 
relationship 
with your 
supervisor

•Hiding 
•Ignoring
•Boundaries
•Bypassing 



Issues that 
are fatal to a 
supervisory 
relationship

‘isms – Sexism, racism, and 
homophobia to name a few

Intellectual property

Harassment



What are some 
green flags?



How to choose the right PhD supervisor
Conroy (2021)

• If a potential supervisor is simple to pin down for a meeting 
and set clear schedules/boundaries, they are more likely to 
treat their students as a priority down the line

• If a supervisor seems to prefer working collaboratively and 
includes students as co-authors on their papers, it’s more 
likely that they will help the candidate build their resumes

• Some emphasis on publishing papers can be a sign that the 
potential supervisor is also focused on helping their 
students’ skill development

• Prospective supervisors who expect candidates to have 
lives outside of their PhD and encourage breaks are likely 
to be more interested in a student’s growth and 
development



Summary and Take Home Messages
•Plan!

•Interview your supervisor

•Know your responsibilities and your institutes 
guidelines and procedures

•Plan, plan, plan!
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