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Preface  
Welcome to Durham University’s Postgraduate Research Supervisor Handbook1.  

Supervising research students is one of the key roles of an academic, and can be 
enormously rewarding and satisfying. For research students, high quality supervision is 
fundamental to their development as researchers and, of course, it is vital that our PhD 
students leave Durham having had the best possible experience. This Handbook is one 
component to support this. 

The Handbook brings together all the information required for supervising PGR students; 
describes the roles and expectations of supervisors; outlines the processes and actions that 
are required to support students as they progress; and gives advice and suggestions for 
helping ensure a high quality experience for your students.  

On behalf of the Research Degrees Committee, I would like to thank Stan Taylor, Simon 
Appleton, Simon Rees and Paul Finley for their efforts in collating the material and also the 
many colleagues who willingly gave their time to provide the videos.  I hope that this 
Handbook will be useful to you in developing your expertise, whether you have seen many 
students to completion or are supervising for the first time.   

Professor Vanessa Kind 
Deputy Executive Dean, Education and Student Experience (Postgraduate) 
Faculty of Social Sciences and Health  

Introduction 
Doctorates are the highest degrees awarded by universities, and to gain them students have 

to complete a research project which makes an original contribution to knowledge and 

understanding. Because they have demonstrated the capacity to undertake original 

research, doctoral graduates are in demand across the globe whether in the public or private 

sectors of the knowledge economy or in the halls of academia. 

In order to gain their doctorates, doctoral students or candidates need to be guided and 

supported by more experienced researchers. Such guidance and support has been shown to 

be a, if not the, major factor in determining the quality of the experience of those undertaking 

doctorates and the success or otherwise of their studies (see for example Gardner, 2008; 

Amundsen and McAlpine, 2011; Moxham et al, 2013; Turner, 2015; Lepp et al 2016; 

Friedrich-Nel and MacKinnon, 2017). Supervision is, then, one of the most important 

components of academic practice 

The purpose of the present handbook is to support supervisors at Durham in supervising 

doctoral students. Each part includes a brief overview, a summary of the University’s 

requirements, a guide to good practice, a list of questions for interrogating practice, and 

video links to relevant sources highlighting their good practice in the relevant area and/or 

candidates outlining key issues and how they were resolved. 

The first 17 sections of the handbook fully cover the traditional PhD by research which forms 

the vast majority of the doctoral programmes in the University. However, there are other 

forms in terms of the integrated PhD, professional doctorates, and practice-led doctorates, 

                                                           
1 University Regulations and Learning and Teaching Handbook set out the official regulatory, policy and 
procedural framework approved by Senate.  These are subject to revision and staff should refer to these 
documents alongside the handbook for the latest regulations. 
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and additional information relating to these programmes is included in section 18. The final 

section looks at reflecting upon, and enhancing, supervisory practice.  

1 Recruitment and selection 
Supervisors can be involved in recruitment activities in a number of ways, including  

publicising the areas within which they can offer supervision and reaching out to under-

represented groups. 

University requirements 
The University’s requirements in relation to selection and admission are set out in Section 

8.1.3 of the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/1/3/) . The key 

ones are that: 

• All decisions related to the admissions of applicants to Postgraduate Research 

 Degree programmes will normally be taken by the Supervisor(s) and a Departmental 

 Postgraduate Admissions Adviser; 

• Departments should have written selection criteria including: 

• evidence of the suitability of the candidate to undertake research in the relevant field, 

 including, where appropriate, proficiency in the English language; 

• evidence of the suitability of the candidate to undertake a research project in the 

 proposed field of study within the allotted time span; 

• evidence of the availability of a supervisory team which is qualified to supervise the 

 candidate in the research project; 

• evidence of the availability of resources to support the candidate's research project to 

 a successful conclusion. 

• all applicants are required to submit the names of two referees, normally academic 

 referees, who can comment knowledgeably upon their suitability to undertake 

 research in the relevant field; 

• applicants with a declared medical condition or disability should be supplied with 

 appropriate information and a contact in Durham University Disability Support 

 (https://www.dur.ac.uk/disability.support/0). 

Good practice 
Many supervisors also have their own web sites to inform prospective applicants about the 

areas in which they can offer supervision. Such sites need to also inform prospective 

applicants how to go about constructing an application, how to get in touch, how to apply to 

the institution, and what would be involved if they were successful and became a candidate. 

Good examples from all faculties can be found at https://www.dur.ac.uk/study/pg/research/ . 

In seeking to recruit, it is important to bear in mind the composition of the research student 

population. There is evidence (Wakeling, 2005; McCulloch and Thomas, 2012; Posztor and 

Wakeling, 2018), that this does not mirror that of the undergraduate population, particularly 

in relation to race, ethnicity, disability, gender, and socio-economic background. This, as 

Wakeling and Kyriacou (2010) have argued, is socially unjust and it also narrows the talent 

pool of postgraduate researchers. So there is a need to cast the net as far as possible in 

recruiting a diverse range of students.  
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Once applications are received, judgements have to be reached about the candidate and, 

where appropriate, the research proposal. As Bernstein et al. (2014) have argued, the 

crucial decision is whether they are capable of undertaking independent research. You then 

need to find out about research capability, e.g. by asking applicants for a research report or 

dissertation. 

For the research proposal, where appropriate, a judgement has to be made about whether it 

is suitable as a doctoral project, and whether it is doable and viable within the timeframe 

allowed. In this context, it can be helpful if you work with applicants on developing their 

research proposals prior to making a formal application. 

As well as an academic relationship, supervision is of course a personal relationship as well, 

and for that reason as Pells (2018) has suggested, good practice is to interview applicants, 

either face to face or, if that is not possible through the use of technology. 

Once a decision has been taken in the light of the application, the interview, and usually 

references as well, this has to be communicated to the applicant. Where the outcome is 

favourable this is easy. But, where applicants have spent a lot of time and effort in putting 

together an application, it can come as a crushing blow to be rejected and it is important to 

let them know why. 

Good practice here would be to start by thanking the applicant for making the application, 

outline any strengths (e.g. ‘We were impressed by…’, give reasons why the application has 

been unsuccessful ‘e.g. ‘Unfortunately we are unable at this time to provide appropriate 

training/supervision/resources.’ and to wish them well for the future.  

 

Video link 
Links to videos of supervisors (one per faculty) who actively recruit and attract first-class 

applicants from a diverse range of backgrounds. 

2 Induction 
All students need induction into the principles and practice of research, and supervisors 

have a key role to play in this process. 

University requirements 
The University’s requirements of supervisory teams in relation to induction are set out in 

section 8.5.2 of the Learning and Teaching Handbook. The key ones are: 

• ensuring that the student attends central and departmental induction events 

 including, where appropriate, University and departmental sessions on teaching and 

 assessing; 

Interrogating practice 

Does my personal web site offer adequate information for potential research 

students? What are my department’s written criteria for selecting research students? 

Who is/are my department’s Postgraduate Admissions Adviser(s)? 

Wherever possible, do I interview applicants personally or remotely and give them feedback? 
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• completing, at an early supervisor meeting (or meetings), and no later than three 

 months from the start of supervised study, an individual induction. Unless this is done 

 at departmental level, the induction should include: 

• an outline of key departmental contacts (e.g. postgraduate administrator, Director of 

 Postgraduate Research), sources of information (e.g. student handbooks) and 

 feedback processes (e.g. via the Staff Student Consultative Committee); 

• information on University and Departmental health and safety regulations and 

 requirements; 

• information on departmental facilities (lab or study rooms; building access; file 

 storage; IT; pigeon holes) and any policies on their use; 

• information on working arrangements (out-of-hours access; action taken in case of 

 illness; holiday entitlements); 

• departmental and institutional requirements for progress (9 month and 23 month  
 reviews etc.); 
 
• drawing the student's attention to plagiarism awareness training available within the 
 University, and to the nature, unacceptability and consequences of plagiarism. 
 
• confirmation of the supervisory arrangements (e.g. the supervisory team and field of 
 study; the frequency of meetings and the system of for recording); 
 
• checking that appropriate financial support, living accommodation and health 
 registration is in place; 
 
• ensuring that, for part-time and, in particular, students not based in Durham, that the 
 induction includes a further confirmation of the appropriateness of the facilities and 
 training provision available to the student, and of the timing, frequency and format of 
 supervisory meetings. 
 

Good practice 
As noted above, induction takes place centrally and at departmental level, and the roles and 

responsibilities of supervisors will vary according to the content of these programmes. So, in 

deciding what to cover in induction supervisors need to be aware of what is happening in the 

wider university and in their departments. With regard to the former, the institutional 

induction of doctoral candidates is the responsibility of the Durham Centre for Academic 

Development (see https://www.dur.ac.uk/dcad/researcher/programme/) while departmental 

induction will usually be organised by the relevant Director of Postgraduate Studies or 

Director of Research Postgraduate Studies. 

However, there are four other matters which need to be dealt with by the supervisory team 

and the student. 

The first is the confirmation of supervisory arrangements. This includes the composition of 

the supervisory team, where it is of course vital that the team can offer specialist academic 

support in the area of the candidate’s proposed topic of research. It is a further University 

requirement (LTH https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/1/5/ ) that at least 

one supervisor is research active in this field. Also, there is a need right at the start to decide 

upon the frequency of meetings. This varies very considerably depending upon the 

discipline, and for this reason departments determine their own policies for the minimum 
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frequency of meetings (LTH https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/1/5/). It 

is important that supervisors are aware of the relevant departmental policy.  

Also, there is a need to decide how supervisory meetings are recorded. This may be done 

by the supervisory team which makes a record and then asks the student to confirm its 

accuracy, or by the student who would then look for confirmation by the supervisory team. 

There is a useful example of such a report at https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/rs/code/record. All 

of these decisions need to be recorded, and the University has provided a ‘model 

supervision agreement form’ (available at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/1/5/) which can be used or adapted 

for that purpose. 

The second and third are the consideration of students’ developmental needs in relation to 

the research project and in relation to their future employability. These matters are dealt with 

in Sections 5 and 9 respectively. 

The final one is to enable students to begin to network with their peers, both others in their 

cohort and students further down the line in their studies. Such networks have been shown 

to be important as a source of support for students in their studies (see Stracke, 2010, Kemp 

et al 2014), and arranging an early meeting with peers can help to kick start the process.   

 

Video link 
Link to video of supervisors (one per faculty) speaking about supporting students to analyse 
their developmental needs and meet them in relation to the research project and wider 
employment and/or student commenting on the importance of analysing needs in order to 
undertake the research project and find employment. 

3 Relationships with candidates 

Respectful relationships  
In order to support research students to undertake their studies, supervisors need to 

establish respectful relationships with them. To be respectful, such relationships should be 

based upon the principles identified by the Australian Council for Graduate Research, (2020) 

namely that: 

• a sexual relationship between a supervisor and a student is never appropriate; 

• supervisors need to recognize that there is a power imbalance between them and 

 their students and not exploit for personal or professional favours; 

• the supervisor-student relationship must be characterized by mutual respect and 

 trust; 

• expectations need to be clear, including those relating to personal conduct; 

• sexual assault and harassment are unacceptable;  

• students should not be placed in situations where they could be at risk of misconduct 

 or harassment; 

Interrogating practice 

What does my department provide in terms of induction for research students? 

What do I and my colleagues in the supervisory team need to provide? 
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• disclosures of misconduct or harassment should be met with support and 

 compassion. 

In cases where supervisors and students do enter relationships, these must be declared in    
accordance with the University’s policies on Conflict of Interest and Relationships at Work 
(https://www.dur.ac.uk/hr/policies/conflictsofinterests/). 
 

Professional relationships 
Traditionally, the professional relationship between supervisors and students has been 

described in terms of a ‘craft’ model of master and apprentice whereby the former 

demonstrates the arts of research and the latter follows. But this implies a largely passive 

role for supervisors in demonstrating and a similar one for candidates in emulating them, and 

it has been argued (see, for example, Manathunga and Goozee 2007) that it does not 

correspond to the reality of doctoral supervision. Instead, the latter is increasingly being cast 

as a specialist form of teaching and supporting learning (see for example Boud and Lee, 

2005; Taylor, 2008; Bruce and Stroodley.  2011; Lee, 2019). Supervision is then being cast 

as a relationship between a teacher (or teachers) and a learner, and this has led to a focus 

upon supervisors’ underlying assumptions about supervision and how far these meet the 

needs of candidates. 

In the same way as teachers have predominant styles of teaching, so do supervisors (see 
Gatfield,  2005; Boehe et al, 2014; Vehvilinen and Lofstrom, 2014). While these differ in  
some respects, a common factor is that they incorporate the two key dimensions of 
supervisor styles, namely ‘structure’ and ‘support’. 
 
‘Structure’ refers primarily to the way in which supervisors perceive their roles in the 

organisation and management of the research project. At one extreme, there is the 

supervisor who conceives of their role as one of organising and managing the research 

project themselves and who sees very limited room for autonomy on the part of the 

candidate; at the other is the supervisor who conceives of their role as offering minimal 

intervention and giving candidates the maximum autonomy in organising and managing the 

research project. 

‘Support’ refers to the way in which supervisors perceive their roles in personally supporting 

the candidate through the slings and arrows of life as a researcher. At one extreme, there is 

the supervisor who sees it as the candidate’s responsibility to manage themselves on their 

own; at the other, there is the supervisor who conceives of their role as offering a full 

pastoral support service to the candidate. 

Gatfield (2005) then dichotomised these two dimensions into ‘low’ and ‘high’ structure and 

support to yield four paradigms of supervisor styles as set out below. 

about:blank
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 Supervisory Styles after Gatfield  
          
  High 
 
    Pastoral  Interventional 
      
  
 
 
 Support 
 
 
    Laisser-faire  Directorial 
       
 
  Low 
   Low      High 
 
      Structure  

The ‘laissez-faire’ style is characterised by supervisors seeing themselves as playing a 

minimal role in the organisation and management of the research project and in the 

provision of support and  leaving both of these matters primarily to the candidate.  

The ‘pastoral’ style is characterised by supervisors seeing themselves as having a significant 

role to play in providing personal support, but leaving the candidate to organise and manage 

the research project. 

The ‘directorial‘ style is characterised by supervisors seeing themselves as playing a 

significant role in organising and managing the research project, but leaving it up to the 

candidate to arrange personal support and, where appropriate, resources. 

According to Gatfield, the final quadrant defined a ‘contractual’ style characterised by 

supervisors perceiving that they had negotiated roles to play both in organising and 

managing the research project and in providing support to the candidate. But this does not 

really correspond with the designated categories of ‘high’ on both academic and personal 

support, and Taylor et al (2018: 80) have suggested that a more appropriate description 

might be ‘interventional’. 

In absolute terms, there is no right or wrong among these supervisory styles or reason to 

suggest that one is inherently more valid than another. But there may be, in relative terms, 

reflecting the fact that each of these styles embodies assumptions not just about 

supervision, but also about the needs of candidates. So the laissez-faire/emancipatory style 

assumes that candidates are capable of managing both the research project and 

themselves; the pastoral/relationship-building style that they are capable of managing the 

former but need support for the latter; the directorial/functional one that they need support in 

managing the research project but not in managing themselves; and the interventional one 

that they need support in both. 

As Malfoy and Webb (2000) have suggested, as long as there is a congruence between the 

supervisory style, the associated assumptions about the needs of candidates, and their 

actual needs, there should be no difficulties. But, by the same token, a laissez-faire 

supervisor may be ill-matched to a candidate who needs academic support to organise and 

manage the research project and personal support to cope with the demands of research or 

a directive supervisor may be ill-matched to a candidate who wants autonomy. 
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Until comparatively recently, the answer to any mis-match of the types described above 

would be that adjustment would be up to the candidate, and that he or she would swim or 

sink as a result. However, one of the consequences of the changes in doctoral studies 

outlined in the introduction, in particular the growth of accountability, has been an increasing 

expectation that supervisors should be adaptable. So, as Pearson and Brew (2002) and 

Bruce and Stroodley (2011) have argued, it is no longer acceptable for supervisors to have 

one set style and what is now required is to develop a repertoire of supervisory styles which 

can be adopted as appropriate to meet the needs of candidates. As one supervisor 

interviewed by Roberts and Bandlow (2018: 70-71) put it: 

It really depends on the candidate. For some, I’m working as a facilitator, guide…at the other 

end I have candidates who have far less independence skills and far less confidence and I 

have to take a more hands on role in terms of pushing them to make good decisions… (Bob) 

Clearly, to do so, supervisors need to have some idea of their own preferred supervisory 

style, if any, and of the needs of the candidate. One effective way of doing that is that at the 

start of the relationship both supervisors and candidates complete the Kiley and Cadman 

supervisory perceptions questionnaire 

(https://www.ulster.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/246135/SUPERVISOR-

EXPECTATIONS.pdf  and then compare responses, which should highlight any disparities 

and enable them to be resolved. In some Durham departments, this questionnaire has to be 

completed separately by supervisors and candidates and the results discussed in an early 

supervision, so as to start off on the right foot.  

Of course, the relationship between the supervisor and the candidate is not a static one, but 

should change over the course of the candidacy. Usually, at the start the candidate is heavily 

dependent upon the supervisor and then, as he or she grows and develops towards become 

a researcher in their own right, they become less dependent. 

The corollary of this is that supervisory styles need to be adjusted over the course of the 

programme to promote candidate autonomy. But this may not happen for one of two 

reasons. 

Firstly, as Gurr (2001: 86-87) has put it 

 Unfortunately, in some cases, supervisors adopt a static supervisory approach, or if it 

 is altered, this may not be done in alignment with the growth and emerging needs of 

 the candidate but on the basis of a teacher-centred ("I know what is best for this 

 candidate") dogma. 

To avoid stunting the candidate's growth, supervisors then need to be alert to the need, 

where appropriate, to ease off the reins and switch from, in terms of the typology used 

previously, a directorial to a more laissez-faire approach to supervision. This can be a 

difficult call for supervisors, particularly if their preferred style is directorial, or for candidates 

who might feel that they are being smothered by their supervisor but feel unable to confront 

them directly. 

Secondly, the other scenario is where candidates are reluctant to fledge the nest, and 

become over-dependent upon their supervisors. . As two of the respondents to Roberts and 

Bandlow’s (2018: 69-70) survey said: 

I have felt that some expect me to give them [all] the answers (Mary) (quoted 69-70) I have 

been asked by advisees some things that I don’t think are my role. 

‘Can you do this for me?’ How do I do this’…(John) (quoted 73-74) 
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This said, of course, even once candidates are off down the slipway under their own steam 

and/or pushed by their supervisors, it is unlikely that the entire relationship will be a linear 

process of the former becoming self-directed and the latter more hands-off. 

Doing research is not necessarily a smooth process and candidates may suffer academic 

setbacks or, for that matter, personal ones as well. In such cases, it may, as Gatfield (2005) 

again has pointed out, be necessary for the supervisor to temporarily assume variously a 

more directorial or pastoral role until the crisis has been dealt with and the project and/or the 

candidate are back on track. 

But if candidates are largely autonomous in terms of conducting their research projects, at 

the end they have to write up the latter in the form of a thesis and get it into a shape where it 

can be submitted. At this juncture in most cases they become heavily dependent upon their 

supervisor again for advice and guidance, and supervisors can expect to play a more 

interventionist role. 

So, there is no blanket approach to achieving an appropriate balance between dependence 

and independence; instead supervisors might follow the example of another of the 

supervisors interviewed by Roberts and Bandlow (2018: 71): 

 I do frequent check-ins and ask them what they are thinking, where do they feel 

 competence and no competence. And I can gather enough information to know when 

 the next task comes how much independent or scaffolding do they need or 

 want….Sometimes I ask for independence too early, asking them to do certain skills, 

 taking for granted that they are ready to be independent…but they may be struggling 

 with these things, but then I realize maybe that this was too challenging a task…they 

 were not ready for that yet…I can pull back (on my push for independence) and 

 insert my assistance (Olivia) 

 

Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they establish and sustain relationships with their 

candidates. 

4 Relations with co-supervisors 
In Durham, as in virtually all universities in the UK, team supervision is the norm, and all 

candidates have at least two supervisors. 

University requirements 
In the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/1/), the university 

allows for four main models of joint supervision depending upon a) the nature of the staff 

involved and b) the weighting of the approximate division of labour between supervisors 

Interrogating practice 

Do I match my styles of supervision to the needs of the candidate? 

Do I match my styles of supervision as the relationship changes over the course of 

the project? 

Do I regularly check the alignment over the course of the candidate’s studies? 
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which must add to 100. In all of these models, one supervisor is designated as the ‘lead’ 

supervisor with primary responsibility for the candidate. 

• equal co-supervision by subject experts 

In this case, the supervisory team comprises only subject experts, each with an equal (50%) 

weighting in terms of the division of supervisory labour. This type of team is particularly 

appropriate where the research project is highly interdisciplinary or involves methodologies 

drawn from different disciplines. In this case, there is no weighting attached to being the lead 

supervisor. 

• unequal co-supervision by subject experts 

Here, the team still consists of subject experts, but one of the supervisors is expected to 

undertake more of the supervision than the other(s). This may be because they are closest 

in subject expertise in relation to the research project and also act as the lead supervisor 

with the others contributing proportionately less. So, for example, supervisor weightings may 

be 60 for the lead supervisor and 40 for the other or in a team of three 40:30:30. 

• unequal co-supervision by subject experts and generalists 

The third model is where one supervisor is an expert in the area of the candidate’s research 

project and is usually the lead supervisor, while the other supervisor(s) is/are generalist(s) 

with experience in the broad area of the research. This model gives the candidate access to 

specialist expertise and to general advice while providing a back-up in the case of the 

absence of the lead supervisor. Weightings in this case often vary from 90:10 to 70: 30 in the 

case of two supervisors but can be more distributed with larger teams. 

• unequal co-supervision by subject experts and experienced supervisors 

The final model is where the team consists of a subject specialist, who is usually the lead 

supervisor, and one or more other supervisors who has/have considerable experience of 

successful supervision but not necessarily in the area of the candidate’s research. This 

model may be employed when a candidate’s topic is narrow so that only one supervisor can 

be identified and/or where a supervisor has very little or no supervisory experience 

themselves and can benefit from mentoring. Again, weightings here usually vary from 90:10 

to 70: 30. 

Good practice 
There is a substantial literature on co-supervision (Watts’ 2010; Green and Bowden, 2012; 

Humphrey et al, 2012; Bui, 2014; Corner, 2017; Olmos-Lopez and Sunderland, 2017; 

Robertson 2019) which identifies a number of benefits and risks. 

The benefits can include: 

• exposing candidates to a diverse range of intellectual perspectives which should 

 provide intellectual stimulus; 

• providing candidates with a broader range of expertise across academic and 

 professional disciplines, which are particularly vital for those undertaking 

 interdisciplinary, practice-led, professional, and work-based doctorates; 

• enabling a division of labour with each supervisor in relation to their expertise fulfilling 

 a particular set of functions in relation to the research project, for example one 

 supporting the literature review and the other the statistical and analytical work; 
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• providing continuity so that where one supervisor is absent, indisposed, ill, moves 

 institution, or passes away there is another who has a knowledge of the research 

 project to take his or her place; 

 • possibly extending the repertoire of supervisory styles and improving the chances of 

 a match to the needs of the candidate; 

• offering opportunities for new supervisors to act as second/associate supervisors and 

 be mentored and learn from more experienced colleagues. 

The risks can include: 

• intellectual conflict reflecting the intellectual traditions of supervisors and their 

 disciplinary or other backgrounds; 

• mismatches of expectations where co-supervisors have very different expectations of 

 the outcomes of the research project; 

• conflict over roles where co-supervisors have very different expectations of what 

 each will do in relation to supervision; 

• one or other supervisors not pulling their weight and leaving candidates no better off 

 or even worse off than with one supervisor; 

• supervisors not liaising and abdicating responsibilities to each other so that issues or 

 problems are not dealt with by either. 

In order to avoid these consequences, team supervision needs to be actively managed. 

Ways of doing this include: 

Approaching co-supervision 
Following Guerin and Green (2015) co-supervisors should approach collaboration with a 

mind- set that includes: 

• an explicit acknowledgement that diversity exists as opposed to sweeping it under 

 the carpet and hoping to ‘muddle through’; 

• a pluralist approach which accepts that alternative perspectives may be as valid as 

 their own; 

• a willingness to learn about alternative approaches from within or outside the 

 discipline; 

• a willingness to enter into a discourse with co-supervisors to develop a common 

 understanding of how to proceed; 

• a recognition that, at the end of the day, it will be the doctoral candidate who suffers if 

 things go wrong. 

Identifying formal roles and responsibilities 
Co-supervisors need to understand their formal roles and responsibilities. For Durham, the 

various supervisory arrangements and weighting allocations are set out in the previous 

section. 

Discussing how you are to work together 
 Within the framework of their designated roles and responsibilities, supervisors then need to 

discuss with each other at the start of their partnership how this will work out in practice. 
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Here, Grossman and Crowther (2015) have developed a useful template of possible issues 

to discuss with co-supervisors. 

Regular reviews of co-supervision 
As well as starting off on the right footing, there is a need for regular reviews of the 

relationships of co-supervisors with each other and with the candidate. Such reviews, 

perhaps once or twice per year, might be undertaken with the candidate present and include: 

• whether co-supervisors feel that project expectations are being met; 

• whether they feel that the division of roles and responsibilities is still appropriate and 

 effective; 

• whether the candidate feels that he or she is being offered a clear steer by co- 

 supervisors or experiencing difficulties in meeting multiple and diverse demands; 

• whether the candidate remains clear about where roles and responsibilities lie for 

 their supervision; 

• whether the candidate feels that co-supervisors are accessible; 

• whether the candidate feels that they have an appropriate balance between direction 

 and support. Such discussions can identify problems stemming from co-supervision 

 at a relatively early stage and before they delay, fatally or otherwise, the progress of 

 the research. 

 

Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they establish and sustain relationships with co- 

supervisors. 

5 Selecting research topics and risk assessment 
One key role of the supervisory team is in assisting to determine the topic of the candidate’s 

research and to support the risk assessment process. 

University requirements 
In the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/) the University 

defines one of the key responsibilities of supervisors as providing guidance on the choice of 

research topic. 

Interrogating Practice 

Do you approach co-supervision with an appropriate mind-

set? Do you understand your formal roles and 

responsibilities? 

Do you discuss with co-supervisors how you are going to work 

together? Do you review co-supervision during the course of the 

candidature? 
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 In doing so, supervisors need to be mindful of the risks which can be involved in 

undertaking research projects and of their responsibilities towards their candidates. 

Specifics guidance in relation to risks and responsibilities for Health and Safety for research 

projects in science subjects can be found at https://www.dur.ac.uk/healthandsafety/ 

For offsite research and travel, guidance can be found at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/healthandsafety/local/G36AOff- SiteandTravel 

ApprovalandManagementv2.1.pdf . 

It should be noted that there is a requirement that supervisors sign off candidates’ requests 

for risk assessments which then need to be approved by Departmental Research Ethics 

Committees. 

Good practice 
Candidates, particularly in STEM subjects, are often recruited to undertake a research 

project which their supervisor has designed and gained funding for, in which case they need 

to be fully briefed on the topic. In most other cases, candidates will have produced initial 

research proposals prior to being admitted, although as Taylor et al (2018) have suggested, 

these often need refining to ensure that they are worthwhile (of sufficient importance to 

justify the investment of time and resources), doable (can be completed within three or four 

years of full- time study or part-time equivalent), and viable (have the potential to meet the 

standards for the award).  

Of course in providing guidance, care has to be taken to respect the candidate’s preferences 

and interests – there is evidence (see Moxham et al, 2013) that ignoring these and pressing 

them to adopt alternatives can be counter-productive in terms of engagement, commitment 

and timely completion. At the same time, there is a need to be honest if the proposed project 

that does not have the potential to make the grade and work with the candidate to develop 

one which does (see Crousssard, 2011). 

At this stage, it is vital that, if it has not been done previously, consideration is given to any 

potential risks associated with the project. This has of course been customary for many 

years in the natural sciences and, as noted above, full advice may be found at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/healthandsafety/. 

However, risk is not confined to laboratory work on-campus, but includes any work carried 

out off-site, in the UK or overseas. Here, the university has a strict requirement that a risk 

assessment is undertaken by the researcher and signed off by the supervisor in advance of 

submission to the Departmental Research Ethics Committee. 

The relevant policies, procedures, and forms for undertaking a risk assessment are set out 

at https://www.dur.ac.uk/healthandsafety/local/guidance/o/offsiteactivities/ . Essentially these 

involve determining the risk of the location and the risk of the activity and combining these to 

produce an overall rating. 

With regard to location, this is relatively straightforward and the guidance gives the 

addresses of web sites which will give risk scores for countries and regions across the globe. 

With regard to the risk of the activity, the guidance includes a Risk Profiling Tool inviting 

researchers to consider the risks and controls arising from: 

• Personal safety and security; 

• Transport and travel to the destination; 

about:blank
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• Transport and travel whilst within the destination; 

• Health risks associated with the destination; 

• Medical infrastructure; 

• Communications infrastructure; 

• Accommodation; 

• Individual factors; 

• Specific risks arising from the activity itself. 

Most of these are obvious, but one that is not always is the final one, specific risks arising 

from the research activity itself. There is evidence (Dickson-Swift et al, 2008; Benoot and 

Bilsen, 2016) that some kinds of research activity, e.g. interviewing people on sensitive 

topics or those with serious illnesses, can have detrimental effects upon the wellbeing and 

mental health of researchers, and this needs to be factored in as well. 

Supervisors may need to support candidates to undertake risk assessments, and need to 

certify that the risk is low before submission for Departmental approval. 

 

6 Supporting the research project 
Once the topic is determined, the traditional function of the supervisor is to offer support to 

candidates in undertaking their research projects. This may include; inducting them into 

research itself; helping them to produce a formal research proposal and plan; assisting with 

gaining ethical approval; advising on sources and reading, methodology and methods; 

supporting their acquisition of project-related research skills; and advising on academic 

problems. 

University requirements 
In the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/) the University 

defines the key responsibilities of supervisors in supporting the research project as: 

• giving guidance on matters including: the nature of research; the standard expected 

 at the level of study; attendance at generic Doctoral Training Programme or other 

 relevant classes; requisite techniques and methods of work; the presentation of data, 

 footnotes and bibliography; the issue of plagiarism; and other ethical and legal issues 

 as appropriate (e.g. copyright, data protection); 

• giving guidance on matters including…the planning of the research programme; 

 appropriate literature and sources; and attendance at classes, events or training 

 related to the field of study; 

Interrogating practice 
Where appropriate, how do you help them to identify topics that are worthwhile, viable and 

doable within three or four years? 

How do you support them to undertake a risk assessment? 

How do you decide on the balance of risk? 
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• discussing with the candidate the agreed timetable for the research project (with 

 indicative deadlines for completion of distinct stages of the research and for 

 completion of written work), reviewing and revising it as necessary, to ensure that the 

 thesis is submitted in good time within the period specified by the University and, 

 where possible, by the end of the period of supervised study; 

 • helping the candidate identify his or her specific training needs on an ongoing 

 basis, Informing the candidate of the means to develop these skills, and monitoring 

 the candidate's progress in these areas. 

Good practice 
Doctoral candidates bring their own conceptions of research itself to their studies; as Meyer 

et al (2005, 2007) have shown, they may view it variously as gathering data, discovering the 

‘truth’, providing a deeper insight and understanding of a topic, re-working existing materials 

to find something new, or as finding solutions to problems. But, supervisors’ conceptions of 

doctoral research tend to be much more rigorous and systematic and include hypothesis 

testing, critical enquiry, discovery or production of new knowledge and understanding, 

contributing to the development of the discipline, academic scholarship, and in doing what 

was possible within a given time frame. There is a clear need here for an initial dialogue 

between candidates and their supervisors to what research in the discipline is ultimately 

about otherwise, there can be a potential for conflict and/or delays to completion. 

It is also essential to raise academic conduct issues with candidates. The latter may, as 

Gilmore et al (2010) have pointed out, often be unaware of issues of academic integrity, and 

supervisors may need to point out what is and is not acceptable, with the latter including 

plagiarism, deliberate misreporting of research results, etc. 

Additionally, it is important to discuss any potential legal issues arising from the research. 

These may include, for example, helping candidates to ensure that data collection and 

storage is fully compliant with data protection legislation. Another example may be where a 

candidate’s research has potential for commercial exploitation. In such cases, there needs to 

be a discussion of the ownership of intellectual property rights (IPR). In Durham, the 

university’s policy on IPR for research candidates is set out in Section 3.11 of the LTH 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/3/11/). 

Once topics have been identified, then candidates are required to produce plans for the 

implementation of their research projects. They often need very considerable support in 

producing research plans because, of course, they have had no experience of undertaking 

such a relatively large-scale research project. Here, a useful way of facilitating a discussion 

with candidates can be to show them one of the three draft research timetables developed 

by Delamont et al (2004) and covering the arts and humanities, the social sciences, and the 

natural sciences. All have deliberately been made unrealistic, particularly with regard to the 

time needed for the final production of the thesis, and going through them with candidates 

can help to develop a more realistic timetable for their own research project. 

A further consideration at this stage is the developmental needs of the candidate in relation 

to the research project. Candidates will of course bring with them knowledge and skills from 

their previous education, but they may need to acquire additional ones, particularly where 

they have only a general expertise in a field but then settle upon a particular topic. 

Supervisors then need to explore with candidates the knowledge and skills that they will 

need to undertake the project and ascertain how far they already have them, what additions 

are needed, and how they are going to acquire new ones. In Durham, project-related skills 
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form part of the University’s Development Needs Analysis template on Pebblepad which is 

available through DUO 

(https://v3.pebblepad.co.uk/login/Login/ChooseInstall?redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fv3.pebble 
pad.co.uk%2Fspa%2F%23%2Fworkbook%2FjGw76z9GMH5Gjb9s8kRGmh3HHZ%3Fhistor
yId%3DER0WP1q67e%26pageId%3Dd0073505-da96-4d83-a921-50310e4818ca) . 
  
Supervisors should discuss project-related developmental needs with their candidates early 

in their candidatures, identify the gaps, and work with the candidate to see how they can be 

closed. 

This, of course, needs to be monitored to ensure that the candidate is adequately equipped 

to undertake the research. 

Once their topics have been identified, research plans produced, and project-related skills 

developed, candidates often expect the remainder of their research to be plain sailing, for 

example a simple linear progression through theory, hypotheses, methods, data collection, 

data analysis, and results. This is, of course, how it is presented in books and journal 

papers, but, of course, that is a long way from the reality of research. As Martin (1992: 203) 

has put it, published work: 

 …presents a mythical construction of what actually happened. All of what are in 

 retrospect mistaken ideas, badly designed experiments, and incorrect calculations 

 are omitted. The paper presents the research as if it is carefully thought out, planned 

 and executed according to a neat rigorous process. 

So, what is finally published is usually only the tip of the iceberg; the nine-tenths of barren 

blood, sweat, toil and tears is hidden. Except in very rare cases, research is inherently a 

messy business, and many things can and do go wrong. 

Setbacks in research – the hypotheses unexpectedly disproved, the experiments that won’t 

work or give negative results, the statistical analyses that contradict each other, the 

documents that offer inconsistent interpretations of events – can come as a huge shock to 

research candidates, and be very discouraging. Here, supervisors can help generally by 

explaining that research is a fraught business, and it can be helpful to provide a personal 

example, e.g. a research project of their own which had unexpected twists and turns. They 

can also help specifically, not necessarily by telling candidates the answers – if there are any 

– but acting as a sounding board to enable them to work their own way forward. 

 

Interrogating practice 

Do you explore candidates’ perceptions of research at the start of their 

studies? Do you brief them on matters relating to academic integrity? 

Where appropriate, do you discuss issues of intellectual property 

rights? Do you support them in producing research proposals and 

plans? 

Do you work with them to identify development needs relating to their research project? 

Do you act as a sounding board in helping to resolve issues relating to the research? 

about:blank
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Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they support candidates to successfully undertake their 

research projects. 

7 Encouraging writing and giving feedback 
Again, two of the traditional and most important roles of supervisors are to encourage 

candidates to produce written work regularly and to give them feedback which will enable 

them to progress in their studies and eventually gain the award. 

University requirements 
In the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/) the University 

defines the key responsibilities of supervisors as: 

• requesting written work as appropriate to the project, returning it with constructive 

 criticism within an agreed timeframe: and; 

• offering the candidate advice and constructive criticism on the preparation of the 

 research project, and of the resulting thesis. One, or more of the, supervisor(s) will 

 read and comment on the thesis as it develops, without compromising the 

 independence of the candidate’s work. 

Good practice 
Traditionally, writing was viewed as something that was done at the end of the research 

project when compiling the final submission. However, this approach had two central flaws. 

Firstly, it neglected the key role of writing as a research activity in its own right which was 

essential to construct a coherent narrative of the research project (see for example Kamler 

and Thomson, 2006; Paltridge and Starfield, 2007; Wolff, 2010). Secondly, as Lindsay 

(2015) has pointed out, it left learning the craft of academic writing until very late in the 

process and meant that candidates had to climb a steep learning curve in terms of acquiring 

the necessary skills which could at best delay submission, at worst lead to the abandonment 

of the thesis. 

For these reasons, the expectation now is that candidates will write continuously during their 

studies and supervisors need to encourage them to do so. Ways of doing this (see for 

example Blaxter et al, 2010; Murray, 2018) may include: 

• encouraging them to keep a reflective diary/research journal which will form a daily 

 record of what they have done towards their research project. By keeping it, 

 candidates get into the habit of writing regularly, recording what they are doing, and 

 reflecting upon it. As well as developing the writing habit, the research journal can 

 give candidates a basis upon which to write larger pieces of work. 

• setting candidates mini-projects to complete and write up, for example reviews of a 

 book or a couple of papers, which both requires them to write and hone their critical 

 skills. 

• make the task of writing larger pieces of work more manageable by asking initially, 

 for a one-page abstract of the chapter, then a synopsis fleshing out the abstract and 

 containing the headings and sub-headings to be used, and then to fill in the detail. 

• giving explicit permission for candidates to present work that is in its formative stages 

 and imperfect. 
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By these means, hopefully candidates can be encouraged to produce chapters on a regular 

basis and submit them to you for feedback. Here, there are four major considerations, 

namely that feedback needs to be: 

• timely - one of the most frustrating experiences of doctoral candidates is for them to 

 hand in a chapter or chapters of their magnum opus to their supervisor(s), and then 

 hear nothing more for weeks or months afterwards (see for example Stephens, 2014; 

 Carter and Kumar, 2016); 

 • tailored - as Odena and Burgess (2015) have shown, candidate preferences for 

 feedback vary considerably, with some preferring written feedback in advance, some 

 oral feedback on the day, and some a combination of the two. Supervisors may of 

 course have their own preferences, and it is worth discussing the matter with 

 candidates and negotiating a form that is agreeable to both; 

• constructive - whereas candidates on taught programmes can hid behind the 

 literature, this is not an option for research candidates; their work has to be personal 

 and original. For that reason, their self-esteem is heavily bound up in the work that 

 they hand in to you, and negative criticism can be highly destructive. This is not to 

 say that poor research should be ignored, only that care should be taken over how 

 bad news is given; 

• actionable in the sense that candidates understand what they are being asked to do. 

 This is particularly important because, as McAlpine and Amundsen (2012) have 

 shown, supervisors are not always clear themselves about the implications of their 

 comments and there is a real need to engage in a dialogue with candidates so that 

 both are clear about what needs to be done. 

That said, it is not unknown for supervisors to devote very considerable time and effort to 

providing feedback, and candidates don’t always take it on board and subsequently repeat 

errors or omissions. Carter and Kumar (2016) have suggested that, in order to prevent this, 

candidates should be asked at the start of a supervisory meeting to list the changes that they 

agreed to consider at the previous one and explain how they have responded, i.e. how the 

feedback has fed forward into their research. The intention here is not that candidates 

should necessarily have responded positively to all of the criticisms and suggestions of their 

supervisors, but that they should at least have to justify any rejections on substantive 

grounds. 

 

 

Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they encourage candidates to write and give feedback. 

Interrogating practice 

How can I go about supporting my candidates to write early and often? 

How can I ensure that my feedback is timely, constructive, and 

actionable? How can I ensure that my candidates act on my feedback? 
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8 Keeping the research on track and monitoring progress 
Once the research project is under way, it has to be kept on track. While the primary 

responsibility for this has to lie with the candidate - at the end of the day he or she has to do 

the research - supervisors have a critical role to play in supporting them to bring the project 

in on time. As well as doing this, of course supervisors also have formal responsibilities for 

monitoring progress engaging with institutional procedures for assessing it. 

 University requirements 
In LTH https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/ the university defines the 

key responsibilities of supervisors with regard to progress as: 

• keeping agreed written records of progress and a projection of activity resulting from 

 supervision; 

 completing annual reports on the candidate's progress as specified within the Code 

of Practice, and in line with departmental policy; 

• reporting on progress as required by grant awarding bodies and sponsors, and by the 

 Board of Studies and the University, and to ensure that the candidate also does so; 

• making the candidate aware of inadequacy in progress or standard of work, in writing 

 and offer constructive advice to correct any such deficiencies; 

• should the candidate fail to make sufficient progress, and should informal steps fail to 

 bring about the required improvement, invoking the formal Academic Progress 

 Procedure through the Board of Studies. 

Good practice 
Research projects can be delayed for many reasons not necessarily of the candidate's 

making, including academic problems of the kind identified in Section 5 above and personal 

problems of the kinds identified in Section 9 below. Before intervening, supervisors do need 

to establish the causes, and tailor their responses accordingly.  

But delay can be for reasons relating to the candidate, in particular their skills in managing 

their project, managing their time, and managing themselves. 

Particularly given the pressures to complete within at most four years, it is vital that 

candidates actively and effectively manage their projects. They may, however, be deficient in 

terms of project management skills, and one thing that supervisors can do is to point them in 

the direction of internal workshops to help them develop such skills or point them in the 

direction of on-line resources (e.g. Enago Academy 2019) 

A further area where candidates may need help is in terms of time management. Particularly 

for candidates in the arts, humanities, and social sciences, their time can be pretty well their 

own and it can be very easy for them to be distracted and fall behind on the main task. In 

other cases, as Kearns et al (2008) have pointed out, there may be candidates who, for a 

variety of cognitive and emotional motives, seek to deliberately fill up their time with 

trivialities to avoid making progress in their research. Where supervisors suspect that 

candidates are wasting time, deliberately or otherwise, it can be helpful to set and keep them 

to strict deadlines or again point them in the direction of time management workshops or the 

literature (see e.g. Kearns and Gardiner 2013). 

A third thing that candidates may need to do to stay on track is to manage themselves, 

particularly in overcoming social isolation. Doctoral studies have many characteristics that 
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contribute to social isolation, and there is evidence (see for example Kolmos et al, 2008; 

Mills, 2009; Gardner, 2009; Janta et al, 2012) that this can contribute to delay and even drop 

out. 

Here supervisors can assist by, for example, organising joint supervision sessions with other 

candidates (who are encouraged to take an interest in each other’s research), promoting 

peer writing and reading support groups and encouraging candidates to participate in 

researcher training and development programmes. 

As well as supporting candidates in keeping the project on track, supervisors have formal 

responsibilities to monitor their progress on behalf of the institution and report on this matter 

to progress panels. One of the primary vehicles for monitoring progress are supervisory 

meetings, at which progress should be discussed and recorded. Preferences vary as to who 

should produce the record of the meeting – some prefer this to be done by the candidate 

and signed off by the supervisor, while others prefer vice versa. Either way, there is a need 

for a written record setting out what has been agreed for the next stage of the project, and 

this needs to be retained as an aide memoire or in case of later challenges on the quality of 

supervision. 

In most cases, candidate will progress well, but there can be instances where for one reason 

or another, progress is unsatisfactory. There is some evidence (see Mewburn et al 2013) 

that some supervisors may be reluctant to raise this with candidates or even report it in the 

hope that the latter will eventually muddle through. While this may avoid potential 

unpleasantness in the short term, in the longer one it can be disastrous as neither the 

candidate nor the department are aware that their work is falling behind and when they find 

out it may be too late to rescue the situation (see Roed 2012). So, it is important to be 

honest both to the candidate when feeding back and to the department when completing 

annual reports or reporting to progress review panels. 

Such panels vary considerably in their form. In some cases, it involves a review of 

documentary evidence in terms of the supervisor's report and work submitted by the 

candidate, usually a report and/or a substantial piece of written work. In others, these can be 

supplemented variously by an interview, a presentation, or a mini-viva, or some combination 

of these. Where such methods are used, supervisors can assist candidates to prepare by 

listening to a rehearsal of the presentation or taking them through a mock viva. 

 

Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they support candidates to make satisfactory progress. 

Interrogating practice 

How can you support your candidates to keep their projects on track? Do 

you keep full records of the outcomes of supervisions? 

Do you inform candidates if their progress is unsatisfactory? Do 

you alert the department to unsatisfactory progress? 

Do you support candidates to prepare for progress panels? 
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9 Pastoral support for candidates 
In Durham, the primary responsibility for the pastoral support of candidates lies with the 

colleges and the relevant professional services, and the expectation is that if personal issues 

are raised the supervisory team should point candidates, including those studying at a 

distance (see section 13), in these directions. 

But, to do that, they have to be told by candidates that there are issues, and it can be helpful 

at the start of the relationship to ask the candidate to notify their supervisory team of any 

personal issues affecting the research, and assure them of a sympathetic hearing. 

Depending upon what students say, supervisors may wish to consider referring them to 

professional services. Here, the University and the Student Union have produced very 

helpful a ‘When and Where to Refer Guide’  

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/colleges.se.division/WWtROctober2019.pdf. 

However, candidates may be unwilling or unable to admit to difficulties for reasons relating 

to: their personalities, a sense of shame or failure about their apparent inability to manage 

their private lives or for social and or/cultural reasons (see Jazvac-Martek et al 2010). For 

this reason, supervisors need to be aware of the signs that all is not well, perhaps 

particularly in relation to possible wellbeing issues. Recently, a number of studies (see for 

example Guthrie et al, 2017; Levecque et al, 2017; Cumerma, 2018; Evans et al, 2018; 

Marais et al, 2018; Okahama, 2018; Pierson 2019) have suggested that research candidates 

suffer disproportionately from low levels of well-being and from mental distress (depression 

and anxiety) and mental health issues (clinically-proven depression and anxiety as well as 

more severe illnesses including bi-polar and psychosis). In this regard, as Metcalfe et al 

(2018: 30-31) have put it: 

 Supervisors potentially are uniquely positioned to notice when their PGRs slip the 

 wrong way on [the well-being and mental health] spectrum as spotting subtle signs of 

 distress often requires knowing what is ‘normal’ for that particular person. They need 

 to be sensitive and confident about initiating a conversation and following up 

 appropriately. 

These are significant additional responsibilities for supervisors, and ones that many feel ill- 

equipped to fulfil. However, for this purpose, the Counselling Service at Durham has 

developed an on-line training programme to help supervisors to notice the signs, initiate a 

conversation, and direct candidates to appropriate sources of support 

(https://duo.dur.ac.uk/webapps/blackboard/content/listContentEditable.jsp?content_id=_541

59 99_1&course_id=_86591_1). The Counselling Service also provides a Mental Health 

First Aid for Durham University – a 3 hour introduction to mental health presentations, their 

immediate management and signposting within the University and towards external services 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/counselling.service/concerned/staffrestudent/).  

10 Professional and career support for candidates 
One of the most important responsibilities of the supervisory team is to give professional 

support to the candidate across the six areas of funding, networking, presentations, 

publication, teaching, and career development. 

10.1 Funding 

University requirement 
In LTH https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/ the University defines 

the key responsibility of supervisory teams as ‘supporting the candidate in seeking funding’. 
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Good practice 
Candidates need funding to pay their fees, to support themselves and often their families as 

well during their studies, and to meet other costs associated with their research. Normally, 

appropriate funding arrangements will already have been made by prospective candidates 

prior to application, but where these have not been made, it can be helpful for prospective 

supervisors to be able to point them to sources of funding as this is a condition of 

acceptance. Candidates may also need to look for financial support during their studies, for 

example for travel and to attend conferences, or if their main source of funding runs out 

before they complete their degrees. For these reasons, it is important that supervisors are 

aware of institutional, national, and international sources of funding. 

Information on institutional funding at Durham and national funding can be found at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/study/pg/finance/funding/bursaries/. Other potentially helpful web sites 

include 

• https://www.postgrad.com/fees_and_funding/funding/phd_scholarships/, 

• https://www.findaphd.com/funding/guides/phd-funding- 

 guide.aspxhttps://www.postgrad.com/psuk_study_bursaries_apply/ 

• https://www.postgrad.com/fees_and_funding/funding/phd_scholarships/ 

10.2 Networking 

University requirements 
In LTH https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/ the University defines 

the key responsibilities of supervisory teams as: 

• where possible to putting the candidate in touch with other members of the academic 

 community both inside and outside Durham, who may be able to give helpful advice 

 and assistance; 

• helping the candidate interact with other researchers by making him or her aware of 

 other research work in the School and University, and by encouraging attendance at 

 conferences; 

Good practice 
Networking is an essential skill for candidates in terms of tapping expertise relating to their 

research and finding opportunities for them to disseminate it. Following Taylor et al (2018) 

supervisors can support them by: 

• encouraging them to take networking seriously 

Candidates may not, at the start of their studies, be fully aware of the importance of 

networking to their research and possibly to their future careers. Supervisors can draw their 

attention to the benefits in terms of opportunities for dialogue, for professional support, for 

collaboration, for profile in the subject, possibly for identifying possible external examiners, 

and for career prospects. 

• helping them to target appropriate networks 

Candidates may take networking seriously but, particularly at the start of their studies, have 

little if any idea of the appropriate networks to target. Supervisors can help by drawing their 

attention to relevant subject and professional associations and to the key players within 

them. 

about:blank
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• identifying opportunities for networking 

Supervisors are more likely to be aware of opportunities for networking in the form of 

seminars and conferences run by professional societies, which can be brought to the 

attention of candidates. 

• introducing candidates to leading figures in the field 

It is one thing for a candidate to attend a conference, and another for them to engage in 

cold- calling leading figures in the field. If the supervisor is present at the conference or 

seminar or meeting of the professional society, a personal introduction can be helpful, or if 

not a letter in advance can smooth the path. 

• encouraging candidates to record their networking 

Candidates need to be encouraged to keep a record of whom they have met in terms of 

names, contact details, and what was discussed to provide a basis for future networking. 

 

• encouraging them to reflect upon and review their networking activities 

Finally, candidates need to be reminded of the need to reflect upon the contacts they have 

made, follow up those which seem likely to be fruitful, review the coverage of their contacts, 

and identify any outstanding areas where further contacts need to be made. 

10.3 Presentations 

University requirements 
In LTH https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/ the University defines 

the key responsibility of supervisory teams as: 

• encouraging the candidate to present his or her work to staff/graduate seminars, and 

 in other public forums (poster sessions, conference papers etc.). 

Good practice 
It is important for their development that candidates have opportunities to give presentations 

on the findings of their research. This may be through papers at departmental seminars and 

internal conferences or through university-wide events such as the ‘3 minute thesis’ or poster 

competitions or at external conferences. But this can be nerve-wracking for candidates, and, 

where appropriate, supervisors may consider supporting them by listening to a rehearsal and 

giving appropriate feedback. 

A template for feedback could be as simple as the one below. 

Introduction 

Were the aims and objectives defined and communicated? 

Content 

Was there too much material, too little, or was it about right? 

Structure 

Was the talk logical and easy to follow? 

Conclusion 
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Were the conclusions clear? Was there a summary? 

Visual Aids 

Were the aids well prepared? Were they used effectively?  

Delivery 

Was the presentation audible? Did the candidate speak clearly? Did they vary their tone? 

Did they address the audience? 

Did they have any distracting mannerisms or irritating phrases? Did they keep to time? 

Overall 

Did the presentation meet its aims? 

Such feedback, presented positively, can improve the confidence of candidates in giving 

presentations. 

 10.4 Publications 

University requirements 
The University’s key principle (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/6/7/) 

is that: 

• publication during a candidature is a positive, and should be encouraged. 

While the University does not have a separate category of doctorates by publication, it does 

permit the inclusion of publications within doctoral theses subject to certain conditions as set 

out in the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/6/7/). These include 

the requirements that; 

• the work was completed during the candidate’s period of study; 

• any joint authorship is acknowledged and confirmed by co-authors; 

• any necessary permissions for quotes etc. have been obtained; 

• the thesis remains a coherent whole in terms of making a case or argument; 

• and that submissions do not consist solely of publications but include an introduction, 

 a conclusion and, where appropriate, a methodology chapter, 

Elsewhere in the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/), 

additional responsibilities of supervisors are defined as: 

 where appropriate, advising on the submission of conference papers and articles to 

 referred journals; 

• in the event of co-publication of work contained in the thesis, securing the agreement 

 of the candidate and including them as co-authors. 

Good practice 
Publication during and/or after candidature is essential to make the research findings 

available to the research community, to enhance the status of candidates or graduates, to 

enhance the status of those who have supervised them to successfully complete the 

research project, and potentially to count towards departmental research returns. 
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But if, for these reasons, publication should be considered essential, it is clear that many 

theses and dissertations are left, to quote a supervisor cited by Walker et al (2008: 79) 

‘…like John Brown [to] lie mouldering in their literary graves’. 

The main reason for this is that, as Kamler (2008: 284) has put it ‘…for the most part, 

doctoral students appear to be left to their own devices to sort out how to publish their 

research…with poor results’. Many are daunted by the mechanics of publication in terms of 

identifying key journals and preparing appropriate submissions and were discouraged from 

sending in papers. But even those who negotiate the hurdles often send in papers which are 

unsuitable for publication (see Paré 2010). 

The implication of this, of course, is that supervisors need to support candidates or 

graduates to produce publications. There is evidence (see Kamler, 2008; Sinclair et al 2013) 

that the availability or otherwise of such support is strongly correlated to chances of the 

outcomes of doctoral research being published. 

Suggestions include: 

• setting expectations at the start of the candidacy 

It can be useful right at the start to make it clear that research should lead to publication, and 

that this is a firm expectation. 

• modelling the process of gaining a publication 

Supervisors can show doctoral candidates or holders how they themselves went about 

publishing a key paper, including targeting an outlet, responding to requirements, and where 

appropriate taking on board the comments of referees prior to final publication. 

• writing a paper with the candidate 

As several studies (see Kamler, 2008; Can and Walker, 2011; Jiang et al, 2015) have 

suggested, perhaps the most effective way of assisting candidates to publish is to write a 

joint paper with them for publication and take them through all of the stages from initial 

conception through to the appearance of the paper in print or electronic form. This of course 

may raise issues of authorship, as discussed below. 

• encouraging candidates to ‘publish as they go’ 

Once candidates are some way in to their doctorate and have some results or something 

worthwhile to say, they can be encouraged to seek immediate publication. It may be noted 

that this can be a difficult call for supervisors who have to balance the time expended on 

preparing publications against the time needed to complete the project. 

• supporting candidates and graduates in the event of referral or rejection 

Given the weight of submissions, particularly to high-impact journals, many papers are 

referred or rejected. In the former case, as Lee and Kamler (2008) have pointed out, 

supervisors can help by conducting joint analyses of reports as text rather than as criticism, 

acting as mediators and readers of revisions, and writing covering letters to editors 

explaining why some suggested changes had been made and others had not. The case of 

rejection is more difficult, but it may be possible to assist the candidate to re-structure the 

paper and submit it elsewhere. 

• devising a post-graduation publications plan 
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Particularly if no publications have resulted during the period of study, supervisors may 

support their candidates to devise a publications plan setting out what they intend to publish, 

which outlets might be appropriate, and a timescale for submission. 

Where candidates and supervisors do co-publish, there is a potential issue about authorship. 

Where the major contribution has been by the supervisor, his or her name should go on the 

paper in pole position. But in other cases practice should vary, depending on whether the 

supervisor has made a minor contribution (in which case his or her name should be on the 

paper but not as first author) or very little or no contribution (in which case the supervisor’s 

name should not be on the paper at all). However, as Martin (2013) has shown, this seems 

to be routinely abused by supervisors putting their names first and/or on all papers 

irrespective of their contributions. At worst this can be what Mitchell and Carroll (2008: 224) 

have described as ‘academic theft’, at best an abuse of power in terms of forcing candidates 

to ‘gift’ authorship (see McFarlane 2015) and it is scarcely surprising that this is one of the 

major sources of complaints by candidates against their supervisors (Mahmud and Bretag 

2013). 

For this reason, many institutions have policies on co-authorship; those at Durham can be 

found at (https://www.dur.ac.uk/research.innovation/outputs/publication/authorship/). 

10.5 Teaching and assessment 

University requirements 
As set out in https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/1/12/, the University’s 

requirements include: 

• All research students appointed to undertake teaching and/or assessment must 

 undertake core central training provided by the University before they will be 

 permitted to take up their duties; 

• In addition to central training, all research students undertaking teaching and/or 

 assessment should attend relevant subject-specific training that builds on and 

 supplements the central training; 

 

• Research students are fully briefed on the teaching and/or assessment that they are 

 undertaking, and made aware of the role of their teaching and/or assessment in the 

 overall programme on which they are teaching. 

Good practice 
As Greer et al (2016) and Pitt and Mewburn (2016) have shown, undertaking teaching can 

offer significant benefits for research degree candidates in terms of: 

• developing their expertise in the language and discourse of their discipline; 

• learning to communicate ideas and information; 

• keeping up to date with wider developments in their discipline rather than just their 

 specialised field; 

• developing the knowledge and skills in teaching and supporting learning which are 

 increasingly required as a pre-requisite for an academic career. 
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But, in order to be equipped for their teaching and assessment roles, candidates do need 

support in terms of professional development. In Durham, completion of the initial 

professional development programme provided by DCAD is mandatory. 

While this will equip them with a range of teaching skills, it is important that they are fully 

briefed on the aims, learning outcomes, content, and structure of the modules and how they 

are assessed so that they have an understanding of the unit as a whole. They may also 

need briefing in terms of modes of delivery; it can be helpful for supervisors to allow 

candidates to observe how they teach a topic before they do it themselves, and even better 

if the supervisor can sit in on a first session and give feedback. 

Where candidates are engaged in assessment, it is important that they are given guidance 

as to the appropriate standards. One way of doing this is to take several assignments – one 

good, one marginal, and one poor – which the supervisor has previously marked and then 

ask candidates to mark them independently using the relevant marking schema. It is then 

possible to compare outcomes and, in the event of disagreement, explain the original mark. 

In this way, candidates can be encouraged to calibrate their marking with departmental 

norms. 

Finally, it should be noted that candidates have the option of taking the Durham Excellence 

in Learning and Teaching Award 1 (https://www.dur.ac.uk/dcad/forstaff/delta/) which offers 

more advanced professional development in teaching, learning and assessment, and which 

is accredited for Associate Fellowship by the Higher Education Academy (HEA). Supervisors 

may wish to encourage candidates to complete this programme, particularly where they are 

aiming for an academic career and need evidence of recognition in teaching.  

10.6 Career development 

University requirements 
In LTH https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/ the University defines 

the key responsibility of supervisory teams as: 

• where possible and appropriate, encouraging the candidate to gain experience 

 necessary for an academic career, such as teaching, publication and conference 

 participation; 

• helping the candidate identify his or her specific training needs on an ongoing 

 basis…[particularly with regard to] the development of other transferable skills; 

• informing the candidate of the means to develop these skills, and monitor the 

 candidate's progress in these areas; 

• providing the candidate with support and guidance in relation to employability and 

 careers more generally or, if necessary, directing the candidate to the appropriate 

 professional support service; 

Good practice 
Historically, candidates undertook research degrees with a view to following an academic 

career, and that remains at least the initial intention of many even today. 

However, entry into the academy is incredibly competitive and, to stand a chance of being 

short-listed for posts, candidates need to supply evidence of exceptional potential in 

research and in many cases of at least competence in teaching and supporting learning as 

well. 
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Supervisors can help with the former by advising candidates on publication in high-impact 

journals, and as noted above with the latter through encouraging them to become Associate 

Fellows of the HEA. 

In the UK, only one in three research degree graduates remain in higher education and the 

majority look for employment elsewhere in industry, commerce, or the public sector. The 

question which then arises is about how far their research degrees have equipped them for 

employment in these fields. In fact, many employers have considered that research degree 

graduates were far too specialised and lacking in the managerial, team-working and 

entrepreneurial skills needed for many roles outside higher education (see Manthunga et al 

2009). As a result, research degree graduates have had little or no advantage in the labour 

market or even been disadvantaged as compared to applicants with taught degrees (Casey 

2009, Phillips 2010). 

There is then a need then for candidates, during their studies, to develop the knowledge and 

skills necessary for them to apply for jobs in the wider economy. Here, supervisors have 

roles to play in supporting them by undertaking annual training needs analyses of 

transferable skills, using the template at 

https://v3.pebblepad.co.uk/login/Login/ChooseInstall?redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fv3.pebblep

ad.cod.co.uk%2Fspa%2F%23%2Fworkbook%2FjGw76z9GMH5Gjb9s8kRGmh3HHZ%3Fhi

storyId%3DER0WP1q67e%26pageId%3Dd0073505-da96-4d83-a921-50310e4818ca)  

In Durham, such analyses must be conducted annually, and should identify any gaps. 

Supervisors can then support candidates to fulfil them, for example through the extensive 

menu of developmental opportunities for researchers offered by DCAD (see 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/training.course/graduate/). 

If in this way, supervisors can support candidates to equip themselves generally with 

transferable skills relevant to employment, there is then still the question of planning to follow 

particular career paths. While supervisors can of course advise on academic careers, for 

wider advice candidates should be pointed towards the Careers and Enterprise Centre 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/) which has specialist expertise in supporting research 

degree candidates to make career choices. 

 

 

Video link 
Students (one per faculty) explaining how their supervisors have supported them to find 

funding, network, give presentations, publish and develop their careers. 

Interrogating practice 

Are you aware of university, national and international sources of funding for your 

candidates? How can you support your candidates to network effectively? 

How can you support them to give presentations? 

How can you support them to publish during and/or after 

candidature? 

How can you support them to develop their careers? 



31 
 

11 Supervising international candidates 
In 2020, 49% of Durham research students came from the UK, 14% came from the EU, and 

37% from the rest of the world. So, in all, just over half of the research degree candidate 

population came from outside the UK. 

Such candidates bring immense benefits to the university, but they can also face major 

challenges. This section of the handbook looks at the benefits, identifies some of the key 

challenges, and looks at how supervisors might support their international candidates to 

overcome them. 

The benefits of international candidates 
The benefits can include: 

• Very good students 

It is sometimes forgotten that, to gain a place at a prestigious foreign university, international 

students often have to go through very stringent selection procedures (Zhou 2015) and 

those who emerge are as Krause (2007: 59) has put it, among ‘the best that [their] country 

has to offer’. So, in principle, they have the potential to be very good students. 

• Cultural enrichment 

As Trice (2005: 62) has put it in the US context, international research students: 

…have the potential to help globalise the learning community by interjecting their varied 

perspectives and experiences into discussions that take place both inside and outside of the 

classroom. This is a critical component of the educational process of Americans who are 

being trained to work in the marketplace of the new millennium… 

So international research students can help to internationalise the content of teaching and 

research and to widen the intellectual perspectives of both those who supervise them and 

their fellow students and equip them better to operate in global learning communities and 

marketplaces. 

• Prestige 

A further benefit of international students is in enhancing prestige. In particular, as Trice 

(2003) and Bolsmann and Miller (2008) have pointed out, one indicator of the extent to which 

departments and institutions are world-class in terms of their research is their ability to 

attract research students from across the globe, and this statistic is a measure used in 

league tables. 

• Future research collaboration 

As Ku et al (2008) have pointed out, having international research students can lead to 

research collaborations between former supervisors, departments, and institutions and 

students who have returned to their country of origin. 

• Improving the supply of skilled professionals. 

Many graduates do not, of course, return to their country of origin and, as Andrade (2006) 

notes may find positions in the ‘host’ country after graduation. These positions include 

academic ones, and many UK universities - particularly in the science and engineering fields 

– recruit staff from former international students. 

• Financial benefits 
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Additionally, there are substantial financial benefits to departments, institutions, and the host 

country. At departmental level, many in engineering and in some of the sciences are reliant 

upon the fees paid by international students to maintain viability (see Highman and 

Marginson 2018). At institutional level, London Economics (2018) has estimated for the UK 

that, in 2015- 16, international research students paid £950 million in fees, and this formed a 

substantial basis of university incomes. Of course, international students not only pay fees, 

but also contribute to the economy through other forms of spending. The above study 

estimated that the non-fee contribution of international research students was £1.2 billion 

while spending by visitors to them contributed a further £5 million. 

• Economic and political benefits 

As Adrian-Taylor et al (2007) have noted, international research students who become major 

players in their countries of origin may collaborate with former host countries to yield 

political, trade, and commercial benefits. 

The challenges for international candidates 
Before proceeding, following Ryan and Viete (2009), it should be stressed (a) that the issues 

raised under these headings are by no means unique to international students (b) that the 

latter are a heterogenous population and there can be significant variations in the relevance 

of issues between and within cultures and (c) there can be significant variations in their 

relevance between individual students from the same culture. 

Research generally has tended to concentrate mainly upon the social and psychological 

transition between the culture that international students have left behind and the new 

culture they are entering, i.e. upon ‘culture shock’ (see for example Chapdelaine and 

Alexitch 2004). This is clearly something that supervisors need to be aware of, particularly in 

the early stages when candidates are in the process of adjusting. 

But research has also focussed upon the issues associated with the transition between the 

modes of study experienced in the higher education system that candidates have left behind 

and those in the new system that they are entering. Scheyvnes et al (2003) have labelled 

this phenomenon as ‘study shock’ while Kingston and Forland (2008) refer to it as ‘learning 

shock’. Issues identified in the literature include: 

Different expectations of academic roles 

International candidates who have been previously socialised into a particular set of 

academic roles of students and teachers through a long period of education in their ‘home’ 

country may bring similar expectations with them when they go to study abroad (Kim, 2007; 

Winchester- Seeto et al, 2013). 

In many cases, those expectations are congruent with the structures of academic roles in the 

higher education system of the ‘host’ country, but of course in some that may not be the 

case and there may be discongruence. In particular, candidates may expect their 

supervisors to be highly directive and find it disconcerting to be expected to research on their 

own (Hu et al (2016: 82). 

Different thinking and learning styles; 

If international candidates have, in their previous experience, been expected to be largely 

passive learners, then they may have acquired thinking and learning styles that may be 

inimical to successfully completing their dissertations or research projects. In this respect, 

there is an extensive literature (see for example, Brown, 2007; Kingston and Forland, 2008; 

Ku et al, 2008) about the differences, real or apparent (see e.g. Biggs, 1998; Floyd, 2011) 
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between cultures which allegedly stress the reproduction and regurgitation of knowledge as 

opposed to others which stress critical thinking and problem-solving. The latter are, of 

course, crucial in postgraduate studies, and hence the argument runs that international 

candidates from these cultures may need to adjust their learning styles to undertake them 

successfully. 

Variations in research experience and skills; 

International candidates may have had relatively little experience of doing research projects 

as undergraduates or even as taught postgraduates. So, as Ryan (2005: 101) has pointed 

out ‘[they] may have no experience of literature searching, critical reading, or specialised 

research skills. They may be lacking in library, computer, and laboratory skills...’. 

Issues in verbal communication; 

International candidates can include those whose first language is English; those whose first 

language is not the same but whose education has been conducted in English; and those 

whose first language is not the same and who have not been educated in English. The first 

group are native speakers, and it is usually the second and third groups who are required by 

institutions to meet language standards on entry or shortly afterwards. But meeting these 

may not necessarily guarantee that candidates are fully competent, and many experience 

difficulties in communication, both in understanding and in translating their own thoughts to 

staff or fellow students. 

Producing writing; 

Producing writing is a challenge for the vast majority of research degree candidates, 

regardless of whether English is their first language or an additional one. But one of the key 

findings of the literature (see for example Brown, 2007; Kim, 2007; Paltridge and Starfield, 

2007; Winchester-Seeto et al, 2013) is that writing can be much more of a challenge for 

candidates for whom English is an additional language. In particular; writing in another 

language is inherently more difficult than writing in a native one; writing practices vary 

between cultures, e.g. in relation to quotes and acknowledgements; and candidates have to 

learn what for many will be a new style of writing, namely academic writing, which can be 

difficult to acquire. 

Gaining access to departmental cultures. 

One of the key findings of the literature on the quality of the research candidate experience 

(see for example Lovitts, 2001; Golde, 2005; Gardner, 2008) is that this is strongly related to 

the extent to which students feel part of the academic and social cultures in their 

departments. But there is a body of evidence (Deem and Brehony, 2000; Harman, 2003; 

Sawir et al, 2007) which suggests that international candidates are significantly less likely 

than others to feel integrated within departmental cultures, often reflecting different religious 

values, interests, and other factors. 

How supervisors can support their international candidates 
Calibrating expectations of academic roles 

Supervisors need to be aware of candidates’ expectations and try and find out if there might 

be an issue. One way of doing this as discussed above (see pp. 9-10) is by asking the 

candidate to fill out the supervisory expectations scale and then working through it to identify 

areas of agreement and disagreement and resolve the latter. 

Adapting supervisory styles 
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As noted earlier, supervisors may have preferred supervisory styles, which may or may not 

be congruent with the expectations of candidates. The latter may well be formed in their 

countries of origin, and be very different to those in the UK. So, for example, Wu (2001: 390) 

portrays the teacher/supervisor in Far Eastern cultures as being: 

 …remote, austere, highly respected, strict, demanding, parental, unforgiving, 

 meticulous, punitive, quoting Confucius, quoting correct conservative authorities, and 

 with the aim of producing hard-working, loyal and obedient citizens. 

To this, Kim (2007: 183) adds the point that teachers and supervisors in such countries are 

also generous, attentive, supportive, protective and caring. He describes (ibid: 184) their 

overall style as ‘warm authoritarianism’ and, as with Su Wu, likens it to parenting. 

On this basis, it may be that candidates from some countries may expect their supervisors to 

have an ‘interventionalist’ style, and if this is not the case then they may experience 

discongruence. The question, then, is what should supervisors do? One solution is, as 

Brown (2007: 242) has put it: 

 [that]…if the expectation of the western academic system is that students work 

 independently and creatively, then [international students] will need more supervision 

 at first; students often feel that they need to be eased into self- responsibility. 

Translated into supervisory styles, the implication would be that, as Krause (2007) has 

suggested, supervisors might consider adopting a neo-parental style in the early stages, and 

then gradually support students to develop independence. 

Supporting candidates to develop their thinking and learning styles 

Where candidates have different learning styles, supervisors may have a role to play in 

assisting candidates to adjust. But this is one which needs to be undertaken with a 

considerable degree of cultural sensitivity; as Wu et al (2001:293) have noted: 

 ...it [is] important for supervisors to avoid cultural imperialism and not simply foist 

 onto the student a “Western” style of learning... with which the supervisor [is] familiar. 

 At the same time, it would be an abdication of the supervisor’s role not to intervene 

 when they saw students carrying on with an unsuitable and futile method...just 

 because they had always used it. 

Both sensibility to the candidate and respect for her original style on the part of the 

supervisor are illustrated by a respondent cited by Aspland (1999: 36) who wrote: 

 ‘ [My supervisor] would ask me what I was thinking about. I would just know the main 

 ideas, and he would help me find the hidden meanings in the books I am reading. 

 One paragraph at a time he would explain things and show me the argument that he 

 would make. I soon learned that making this argument was not easy but as I 

 changed my ways, I could do it too. He showed me how to do this. He knew that I 

 was not stupid because he understood the Chinese ways. I have never thought this 

 way before and I am learning it is a good way to think. At the moment I'm not perfect 

 but I'm getting better.’ 

Enhancing candidates’ research skills 

With often little or no awareness of higher education in the ‘sending’ countries, supervisors 

often, as Channell (1990 quoted McClure (2005: 4) has put it: 
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 ..[find] it difficult to comprehend that their new students might not know anything 

 about researching. 

It is therefore perhaps not surprising that studies by Adrian-Taylor et al (2007) and Brown 

(2007) have found that a major cause of conflict between supervisors and international 

candidates was the latter’s perceived lack of research experience and skills. So, there is a 

need to audit the research experience and skills of international candidates at the start of 

their studies, identify any gaps, and make provision to fill them. In Durham, this should be 

done automatically through annual discussion of the Development Needs Analysis (see p. 

18). 

Supporting effective verbal communication 

Here, it can be helpful for supervisors to reflect upon their own understanding from the 

standpoint of non-native speakers who are listening, perhaps by recalling an occasion when 

they were trying to follow perhaps a conference presentation in a language other than their 

own. Experience might suggest that, while factual information can probably be imparted at a 

normal pace, arguments and concepts may need to be stated at a slower pace and, if at all 

possible, with means of reinforcement – a picture or a diagram can be worth far more than a 

thousand words in a foreign language. A further suggestion might be that, at least at the start 

of their studies, candidates are allowed to tape supervisions so that they can mull over 

comments at length afterwards. 

Similarly, it can be instructive for supervisors to reflect upon what it is like to respond in a 

language other than their own, e.g. a paper they have given in another language. Unless 

they were linguists, they may not have been able to ‘think’ in the foreign language, but would 

have needed to translate questions and queries into their own language, work out an 

answer, and translate it back, all of which takes time. In the context of research degree 

candidates, it is important that supervisors give candidates permission to take that time until 

such a point as they begin to think in the language. 

 Supporting writing 

Here, supervisors can lend support by encouraging candidates to get in the habit of writing 

early and often. As Paltridge and Starfield (2007: 45) have put the matter: 

It is most important that the second language writer understands the need to ‘write early and 

write often’…[Students] need to see writing as an integral part of the research process and 

to be encouraged to write from early on… For the second language speaker, this is vital as 

the skills of writing are acquired developmentally over time and language continues to 

develop incrementally. 

Formally, this can be encouraged by setting writing tasks from the start of the candidacy 

onwards; informally, candidates can be encouraged to keep, for their own purposes, a 

reflective diary/research journal forming a daily record of time spent on the work, activities, 

analysis and speculation. This helps them get into the habit of writing every day, recording 

what they are doing, and reflecting upon it. Further as Murray (2016) has pointed out, it can 

give them a basis upon which to write larger pieces of work. 

They may also be able to support candidates in what many find to be a very difficult task, 

namely structuring their writing. Here, supervisors can use a variety of techniques. 

Candidates can be pointed towards the literature for students on thesis writing (see for 

example Murray 2016) which contain templates and prompts to frame sub-sections, chapters 

and whole theses. Also, as Kamler and Thompson (2006) have suggested, supervisors can 
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variously; ask candidates to read other theses and discuss the structure with them; model 

how they structured their own writing in research papers; and, perhaps more controversially, 

work jointly with the student on revising sections of text. 

Finally, supervisors can give direct feedback on writing. Writing requirements, of course, 

vary considerably both within and between disciplines, and students have to master those 

requirements if they are to succeed. In this context, Kamler and Thompson (2006: 22) argue 

that: 

The supervisor is a key player. [He or] she is a key reader and respondent to the emerging 

doctoral text, and in a sense representative of the scholarly community to which the doctoral 

candidate seeks admission. We can think of [him or] her as an embodiment of the discourse 

and practices of the field…As an insider to the scholarly community, the supervisor both 

knows the field and is the first reader of the emerging doctoral text… 

Their contention then is that, as representatives of the discipline and the first readers, 

supervisors then have a responsibility to give students feedback not just on the content of 

their research, but on the text itself. 

Facilitating access to departmental cultures 

There is a need for supervisors to ensure that, as far as possible international candidates 

enjoy the same access to departmental cultures, both academic and social. 

With regard to the former, Trice (2004) has suggested that, in allocating office or lab. space, 

supervisors should consider the implications in terms of patterns of interaction between 

international and home candidates and academic staff, i.e. ensure that the former are not 

ghettoised and that there are appropriate opportunities to work with the latter. 

Another suggestion is that supervisors might consider introducing group supervisions. These 

involve supervisors interacting with a number of candidates working in the same or a similar 

field and encouraging them to interact with each other. There is some evidence (Hutchings, 

2015; Agne and Morkenstam, 2018)) that this can improve overall achievement and enhance 

cross-cultural interactions and friendships. 

With regard to social integration, it is important to recognise that, for example, religious 

practices may affect the ability of candidates to attend events on particular days or those 

which involve alcohol, and it is important to respect these and make alternative provision. 
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Video link 
For each faculty, a candidate discussing the above issues and a supervisor discussing how 

they can be supported to overcome them 

 

12 Supervising part-time candidates 
Historically, research degree candidates studied full-time, but in recent years there has been 

a rapid growth in the numbers studying part-time. In part, this reflects the fact that student 

may have caring or other responsibilities after completing their undergraduate or Master’s 

degrees, and have to delay studying. Another cause has been the impact of student debt 

leading promising undergraduates and taught postgraduates to delay applying until later in 

life when they are in employment. A further factor has been an increase in demand for 

research degrees without a commensurate increase in the funding available to support 

candidates who are self-funding and reliant on employment to pay their fees and living 

expenses. In other cases, students have had full-time funding but have not completed within 

the allotted time, and are working part-time while producing the final submission. A final 

cause is that the motive of many candidates studying for research degrees such as the 

doctorates in Business Administration, Education and Theology and Ministry is to contribute 

to professional practice in their places of employment, and hence they remain within their 

jobs. 

 The benefits of part-time candidates 
According to the literature (see Evans, T., 2002a and b; McCulloch and Stokes, 2008; Watts, 

2008; Jamieson et al, 2009; Offerman, 2011)) the benefits include candidates who: 

• are often mature professionals with considerable life experience and who have much 

 to offer on that basis; 

• are focussed and highly motivated; 

• may have access to professional, industrial, and commercial organisations and to 

 new and different forms of professional and practical knowledge; 

Interrogating practice 

How can you explore and calibrate expectations of academic roles with international 
candidates? 

 
How can you align your supervisory style in response to their needs? 

 

How can you support international candidates to develop their thinking and learning styles? 

How can you support them to enhance their research skills? 

How can you support effective verbal communication? 

How can you support international  candidates to write? 

How can you facilitate their access to the department’s academic and social culture? 
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• undertake research which adds to the profile of the department; 

• may become research-skilled professionals with the potential to play roles in the 

 knowledge economies; 

• make significant financial contribution to departments through fee income and 

 through lower overheads. 

Challenges for part-time candidates 
Building and sustaining a relationship with their supervisors 

Because they are only on campus for short periods of time, part-time candidates may see 

little of their supervisors and, as Watts (2008: 370) has pointed out: 

 Where there is such minimal face-to-face contact, getting to know [each other], let 

 alone developing a productive and engaged supervisory relationship, can be very 

 challenging both for student and supervisor. 

Building and sustaining relationships with fellow-candidates 

Again, because part-time candidates are around less and have other responsibilities, they 

may have little contact their fellow-candidates, i.e. be lacking in peer support (Gardner and 

Gopaul, 2012; Kiley 2015). 

Coping with disruption to their studies 

Research (see McCulloch and Stokes, 2008; Watts, 2008; Pearson, 2012) has shown that 

part- time candidates tend, to be older than their full-time counterparts, usually in their 30’s 

and 40’s. As such, they are more likely to have partners, dependents including parents and 

children, and jobs and careers. So, as Gattrell (2006: 120) has pointed out, they are much 

more likely to experience events - marriage, children, divorce, work pressures, redundancy, 

and illness of dependents - which can consume their time and energies and disrupt their 

studies. 

Accessing funding, training, facilities, and research resources 

Part-time candidates may have difficulty gaining access to funding as research posts are 

usually full-time and because they are only on campus for limited periods, they may not be 

considered for teaching assistantships. So, as Offerman (2011) has noted, many part-time 

candidates are self-funding. This can become a serious problem given their other 

commitments and the long duration of their studies. 

Additionally, as McCulloch and Stokes (2008) have pointed out, part-time candidates have 

suffered because many institutions are still geared around catering for the traditional full-time 

candidate. So, induction programmes, research training programmes, seminars, lab opening 

hours, library opening hours, access to computing facilities, and access to student services 

are often restricted to the normal working week. Studies (see Hooley et al, 2009; Neumann 

and Rodwell, 2009; Edwards, 2010; Zahl, 2015) have found that this is a major source of 

dissatisfaction among part-time candidates. 

How supervisors can support their part-time candidates 
Building and sustaining relationships 

Watts (2008) suggests that supervisors can help to build and sustain relationships with part- 

time students by: 
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• agreeing on expectations of the roles and responsibilities of supervisors; 

• pre-arranging a schedule of supervisions for the year ahead, and sticking to it, which 

 can help part-time students prioritise and shape their study patterns; 

• developing a research plan covering the whole time frame for the award to give 

 candidates milestones to aim at and against which to measure the progress of their 

 research; 

• embodying all of the above in a formal learning agreement. 

These are all, of course, interventions which are good practice in relation to full-time 

candidates, but it is arguably even more important for part-time ones to have explicit and 

written agreements and plans to refer to during their studies. 

Building and sustaining relationships with peers 

In many cases, this issue is being tackled at the departmental or doctoral training centre 

levels by adopting a cohort model whereby candidates progress together through their 

programmes at the same time and hopefully in the process form a cohesive and supporting 

group. 

But supervisors can also provide opportunities for candidates to interact with each other by 

encouraging them to form or join reading or writing groups (see pp. ) or by arranging group 

supervisions (see pp. ), both of which can now be done on-line. 

Additionally, in Durham supervisors can encourage candidates to take advantage of their 

colleges to build and sustain networks with peers. 

Coping with disruption to their studies 

In view of the additional potential for disruption, it is important that supervisors should at 

least empathise with the plight of part-time candidates faced with life events beyond their 

control. Watts (2008) goes further and argues that supervisors should be pro-active in 

offering pastoral support to part-time candidates: 

 …good practice will respond to the life needs of part-time students, in part at least, to 

 acknowledge that life is bound to intervene and get in the way of part-time doctoral 

 research at some point, if only because of its longevity. 

 Accessing funding, training, facilities, and research resources 

In response to these issues, many institutions now provide facilities 24/7 and offer ‘block’ or 

concentrated training programmes which part-time candidates may attend over a weekend 

or, in some cases, by taking holidays. Additionally, many institutions provide access to 

resources electronically (McKenna 2017). So, at least in theory, part-time candidates should 

enjoy the same access as their full-tine counterparts. But it can still be worth supervisors 

checking with them and raising any issues with the institution. 

It might also be noted that supervisors may need to be flexible themselves, for example in 

scheduling the timing of meetings with candidates for the evenings or weekends, particularly 

if these can be made to coincide with visits to campus for other reasons. 

Finally, many of the suggestions below for working with candidates at a distance can, of 

course, be applied to part-time candidates as well.  
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Video link 
Interview with part-time student looking at issues and interview with supervisor about how he 

or she supports part-time candidates to resolve them. 

13 Supervising candidates studying at a distance 
A major change in recent years has been an increase in the numbers of candidates 

undertaking most of their studies off-campus, often at a very considerable distance from the 

institution. This development has, of course, been made possible by advances in technology 

which have enabled candidates to communicate with supervisors and others (Maor et al 

2016). Many of these candidates are also part-time, but of course they can be full-time as 

well. 

Benefits of distance candidates 
Distance candidates can offer similar benefits to those of part-time candidates, with the 

addition of: 

* being able to recruit candidates from anywhere in the world which has access to the 

 technology and so widening the pool of talent; 

* enabling candidates to study from home without the expense or distractions of being 

 on campus. 

 Challenges for distance candidates 
Distance candidates also face similar challenges to part-time ones (and of course many are 

part-time) but, apart from an induction at the start of their studies, they may rarely or indeed 

never set foot on campus. So, supporting them to overcome these challenges has to be 

done remotely, which as Huet and Casanova (2020) have pointed out, can be a whole new 

ball game for supervisors. 

How supervisors can support their distance candidates 
Building and sustaining a relationship with them 

At the very start of the candidacy, it is vital for supervisors and distance candidates to agree 

upon arrangements for communication. Watts (2008) has suggested that these ought to 

cover modes (e-mail, telephone, Skype etc.), frequency of contact (she suggests once per 

month at the start but this may vary over the course of the candidacy), and who should 

initiate it (she suggests that this should be seen as part of the function of the supervisor). 

Interrogating practice 

 
How can you build relationships with part-time candidates? 

How can you help them to support each other? 

Are you supportive in the event of disruption of candidates’ studies? 
 
Do you ask candidates about their access to training, facilities, and resources? 

Do you bring issues to the attention of the institution? 
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With that in place, then following Andrew (2012), supervisors and candidates can follow a 

similar strategy as for part-time candidate, i.e. agree expectations of roles, research plans, 

supervisory schedules, and if appropriate embody these in a learning agreement, but 

undertake this process on-line using the relevant media. 

Building and sustaining relationships with fellow-candidates 

In order to help distance candidates to relate to each other, as Offerman 2011 has pointed 

out, many distance doctoral programmes have adopted a cohort model whereby candidates 

work their way through the programme with the same group of peers and stay in touch 

through technology. However, this strategy might fail if candidates temporarily suspend their 

studies and have to re-locate to a new and unfamiliar cohort. 

Another way forward suggested by Terrell et al (2009) is the introduction of a ‘buddy’ system 

where a distance candidate further on in his or her studies acts as a mentor to a new one 

and supports them to progress. 

As Nasiri and Matfakheri (2015) have suggested, other possibilities include e-mail lists, sites 

on social media for supervisors and their students, and virtual peer meetings, to which 

following Kozar and Lum (2015) may be added on-line writing groups. 

A further potential solution, suggested by Konings et al (2016), is to kill two birds with one 

stone by supervisors holding meetings with all of their distance candidates by the use of 

videoconferencing. 

It should be noted that these may require specialist technical assistance to establish and 

maintain them. 

Coping with disruption to their studies 

In the case of distance candidates, being supportive can, as Nasiri and Matfakheri (2015) 

have pointed out, be very time-consuming because they may expect that supervisors will be 

available 24/7 for consultation and that the latter would extend to personal matters. Ways 

round this can include limiting time for consultations to virtual office hours or, as Terrell et al 

(2009) have argued, the appointment of a mentor to whom candidates can be referred in the 

event of personal problems. 

Accessing training, facilities, and research resources 

Distance students need to be able to access these remotely. With regard to training, 

Offerman (2011) has suggested that this can be accomplished by providing on-line 

programmes covering areas such as induction, research support, time management, project 

management, etc.; with regard to facilities, candidates need electronic access to computing 

facilities and student services; and for research resources they need at least electronic 

access to the holdings of the library. It is worth checking with distance candidates whether 

they feel that they have adequate access to training, facilities, and resources. 

These, then, are ways in which supervisors may be able to support candidates to overcome 

the challenges posed by distance. However, it should be noted that, in order to do this, 

supervisors need to have a knowledge and understanding of the technology, how to operate 

it effectively, and uses and limitations. But a study by Carpenter et al (2012) suggests that 

supervisors tend not to be interested or up to speed in the use of technology, and that 

candidates see their lack of knowledge and skills as a constraint upon the development of 

their relationship. It would therefore seem to be helpful that, if institutions do expect their 
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supervisors to supervise candidates at a distance, that they provide an adequate training in 

the relevant technical knowledge and skills. 

 

 

Video link 
For advice on supervising candidates at a distance, you should look at the UK Council for 

Graduate Education webinar available at https://www.youtube.com/user/TheUKCGE/&nbsp; 

  

14 Supporting completion 
Once candidates have substantially completed their research studies, they have to produce 

a written account (thesis or exegesis depending upon the type of doctorate) and submit it for 

examination. Here, supervisors have crucial roles in supporting timely completion. 

Completion requirements 
Completion requirements may be set by research sponsors. So, for example the requirement 

for most UK Research and Innovation-sponsored students (other than those sponsored by 

the Economic and Social Research Council) is that theses will be submitted within the period 

of supervised studies and supervisors need to ensure as far as possible that this is the case. 

For students not subject to the requirements of sponsors, the University’s expectation as set 

out in the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/1/6/) is that 

candidates will normally submit their theses within 12 months of the end of their supervised 

period of study. This is termed the ‘continuation period’ 

In the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/), the responsibilities 

of the supervisory team in the continuation period are defined as: 

• ensuring that the student has completed all research and is prepared to finalise the 

 thesis; 

• or, where the supervisory team or student is of the opinion that substantial further 

 research is needed, making a recommendation to the Departmental Board of 

 Studies, and thereafter to the Chair of the appropriate Faculty Education 

 Committee(PG), for a further period of full or part-time supervised study, for which 

 tuition fees will be payable; 

 

Interrogating practice 
 
How do you go about building and sustaining a relationship with distance students? 

How can you support candidates to interact with each other? 

How can you support them in the case of disruption to their studies? 
 

Do distance candidates feel they have adequate access to training, facilities, and resources? 

Have you been offered appropriate training in the uses of technology in remote supervision? 
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• agreeing with the student a final schedule for completion of the thesis before the end 

 of the continuation period. 

Good practice 
One of the things that candidates can find very difficult is to know when to stop, and one key 

function of supervisors is to advise them when they have done enough research and should 

move to finalising the thesis. Hopefully this point should be reached well within the allotted 

duration of the candidacy, i.e. three to four years, but in some cases it will not and 

candidates have to apply for permission to continue their studies for a defined period of time. 

In such cases, as noted above, supervisors have to reach a judgement about the time period 

involved and make an appropriate recommendation to the Chair of the Faculty Education 

Committee (PG). 

But, regardless whether the research has been completed well within the allotted period or 

the candidate needs additional time, it is good practice for the supervisory team and the 

candidate to agree a final schedule for the completion of the thesis. This should set 

milestones for the completion of any outstanding chapters, for producing drafts, and for 

feedback prior to a defined target date of submission. This helps candidates by specifying 

what they have to do and by when, and it gives supervisory teams a basis upon which to 

manage timely completion. 

Once the research work has been completed, candidates need to work upon drafting their 

thesis or exegesis. For most candidates, drafting their submission will almost certainly be the 

largest scale and most complex writing task that they have ever undertaken. Even if they 

have been writing regularly since the start of their candidacy, producing a complete draft 

may still be seen as a huge mountain to scale. So, while, during the latter part of their 

research, they should have been operating virtually autonomously, the chances are that they 

will need considerable support from their supervisors at the drafting stage. In particular, 

following Taylor et al (2018), they may need advice on a number of matters. 

What is a thesis? 

Candidates sometimes seem to think that drafting their submission is simply a matter of 

collating everything they have done over the past few years, topping and tailing it with an 

introduction and conclusion, and hoping for the best. But this, of course, is inadequate; 

writing a thesis entails making an argument or case and substantiating it with reason and 

evidence. So, it can be important for supervisors to remind candidates that it is a thesis and 

not simply an account and that every point has to be properly substantiated. One way of 

pointing them in the right direction is to direct them to a successful doctorate, and discuss 

the central arguments and how they were supported and evidenced in the thesis. 

Content 

In producing their thesis, candidate need to discriminate among the mass of research 

findings that they have accumulated and emphasise the ones that are relevant and 

marginalize or omit those which have not. It can be difficult for them to see the wood for the 

threes, and it can be helpful for supervisors to point out that choices have to be made about 

what should and should not be included. Supervisors can comfort candidates who want to 

include all that they have done to remind them that, if they do marginalise or discard 

findings, there is always the prospect of including them in later publications. 

Structure 
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A further part of producing a thesis which candidates often find difficult is structuring it, i.e. 

deciding what goes where. In this context, one possible strategy which has been identified 

(see Neville 2008, Taylor 2016a) is to ask candidates to think of themselves as explorers 

who have undertaken a journey and who are writing a guidebook to where they have been, 

and what they discovered in the process. As authors of the guidebook, they need to explain: 

• where they started from 

• what guidebooks they read 

• why they decided to undertake the journey 

• how they decided to approach the journey 

• the route they decided to follow 

• the discoveries they made on the way 

• where they arrived at the end of the journey, how if differed from the starting point 

• where they would go from here in future. 

So, it can be suggested that candidates start by literally drawing a map of their intellectual 

journey, containing the main topic headings and the linkages between them. Once they are 

satisfied with that, they can then begin to unpack each of the topics into sub-headings. By 

the end of the exercise, there should be a complete map of the thesis. 

Weighting 

As well as getting the overall structure reasonably clear, candidates may also need advice 

on to plan how much they are going to write to make sure that they are operating within any 

word limits and that, within this, there is an appropriate balance between what they write 

under the headings of each of the parts of the account. 

In Durham, the maximum word lengths are 100,000 for a conventional PhD, 50,000 for a 

PhD by creative writing, 20,000 for a PhD by musical composition (see 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/university.calendar/volumeii/2020.2021/coreregsrdtc.pdf); 

for professional doctorates, the limits are contained in the relevant programme regulations. 

But, within the total permissible length, candidates need to allocate at least rough targets for 

each part of the account. Of course, the allocations will vary considerably depending upon 

the discipline and the type of doctoral programme: a PhD thesis in history will be very 

different from one in mathematics and different again from a professional doctorate 

dissertation or the exegesis for a practice-led doctorate. Candidates then need to be 

encouraged to review successful accounts within their discipline or doctoral types to 

determine what is an appropriate balance between the components of the submission. 

Presentation 

A further area where candidates may need advice is in relation to presentation. Here, they 

may need to be advised about meeting any disciplinary style conventions or particular 

institutional requirements. They can be directed towards appropriate sources of information 

about these matters, e.g. exemplar accounts in the discipline or the institution's requirements 

for the form in which theses are submitted and access to relevant style manuals. 

But, while advice on these matters is part of the role of the supervisor, presentation also 

includes matters such as errors in spelling or grammar. Normally it is the responsibility of the 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/university.calendar/volumeii/2020.2021/coreregsrdtc.pdf
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candidate to make sure that the thesis is error-free. As an incentive, supervisors may point 

to the consequences of poor presentation not just in terms of having to make minor revisions 

but also the reactions of examiners, who will not take kindly to errors. 

The audience 

In order to drive home all of these points, it can be helpful to remind candidates that they are 

writing their account for a particular audience, namely the examiners. Here, candidates can 

be pointed at examples of what examiners expect from doctoral submissions. 

Example  

Golding et al (2013) have undertaken a major review of the literature on how PhDs by theses 
are examined and have come up with a number of generalisations intended to help 
candidates. Their review found that examiners:  

* began to judge a thesis by the end of the first or second chapter – they made an 
 initial judgement about quality early in their reading of the first few chapters, or 
 sometimes when they skimmed the abstract, table of contents, introduction and 
 conclusion. If these were good, they were inclined to consider that the candidate 
 knew what they were doing; if not, they took a more critical stance on other sections; 

* read the thesis as an academic and as a normal reader – they expected the thesis to 
 be academically sound but also that the writing would be reader-friendly writing in 
 terms of making the thesis clear, making convincing arguments, and explaining the 
 approach, conclusions and significance of the research in comprehensible terms; 

* were irritated and distracted by presentational errors – they expected a few (almost 

 inevitable in a long piece of work) but were annoyed by numerous spelling or 

 grammatical errors and/or errors of academic presentation, e.g. incorrect or 

 inconsistent referencing in the text and bibliography;  

* favoured a coherent thesis – they expected a thesis to have an explicit and logical 

 structure and to conform to the normal canons of academic writing in terms of focus, 

 flow, signposting and summarising. 

* favoured a thesis that engaged fully and critically with the literature and analysed, 

 interpreted, categorised, ordered, or applied it to draw new insights  

* favoured a thesis that engaged fully with the findings and critically discuss the 

 implications of the latter for the research question or problem, the literature, and 

 future research on the topic;  

* expected a thesis to make an original contribution to the field and to be 

 publishable in whole or in part. 
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Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they support completion 

15 Supporting submission 
In Durham, as in most UK universities, it is up to the student to decide when to submit the 

thesis or exegesis. But supervisors have a key role in advising them whether or not to do so. 

University requirements 
In the LTH (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/), the responsibilities 

of the supervisory team are defined as 

• reading a final draft of the thesis before it is *prepared for submission, to offer an o

 pinion to the student and, if appropriate, to advise that modifications are made, 

 making the student aware that the final decision rests with the examiners and that the 

 supervisor's opinion is not part of the examination process; 

• if the supervisor considers that a thesis has serious shortcomings which will 

 jeopardise its likely success, confirming that opinion in writing to the student; 

Good practice 
When supervisors see successive drafts, they will have in mind whether the work presented 

will make the grade and, if not, what might be done to improve it. As Wisker and Kiley (2014) 

have shown, this may be relatively straightforward for experienced supervisors and 

examiners, but it may be an issue for those with limited or no experience. 

In such cases, what supervisors can do is to explicate the criteria, read the draft, evaluate it, 

reach conclusions, and give appropriate feedback.   

 

 

 

 

 

Interrogating practice 
 
How do you approach reminding candidates of the need to make a case or argument? 

 
Do you discuss with them the need to be discriminating about the content of their accounts? 

What strategies do you use to help them to create a structure? 

Do you advise them about word limits and the balance of the parts of their accounts? 

Do you advise them about disciplinary styles and institutional requirements? 

How might you make them aware of the audience for their account? 
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Evaluating a draft thesis 
 
For the PhD, a number of Australian universities have adopted a system which originated at     
the University of Western Australia where six criteria for a doctoral thesis are listed and  
examiners are asked to rate each using a scale similar to the following 
            Exceptional   Excellent   Very    Fairly    Flawed 
                      good       
 
The thesis as a whole is a  
substantial and original contribution  
to knowledge of the subject with  
which it deals  
 
The student shows familiarity with and 
understanding of, the relevant literature 
 
The thesis provides a sufficiently  
comprehensive study of the topic 

 
The techniques adopted are appropriate  
to the subject matter and are properly  
applied 

 
The results are suitably set out, and 
 accompanied by adequate exposition 
 
The quality of English and general  
presentation is suitable for publication 
 
Exceptional - of the highest merit, at the forefront of international PhDs in the field. Fewer 
than 5% of candidates worldwide would be in this band/ Excellent - strongly competitive at 
international levels. Fewer than 20% of candidates would be in this band/ Very good - an 
interesting, sound and compelling thesis. Approximately 30% of candidates would be in this 
band/ Good - a sound thesis, but lacks a compelling element in some respect. Approximately 
30% of candidates would be in this band/Fair- The thesis has potential, but requires major 
revisions 20% of candidates would be in this band/Flawed - the thesis does not meet the 
required standard for this criterion.  
Graduate Research School, University of Western Australia. Examiners’ Recommendation 
Form: Degree of Doctor of Philosophy. Available on-line at 
http://www.postgraduate.uwa.edu.au/staff/examiners 
 
The criteria for different Durham University awards can be found in the Regulations: 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/ 
 

Reading and evaluating the draft 

Once supervisors have established the criteria to be applied, the next step is to read and 

evaluate the submission. As Pearce (2005) has shown, there are numerous ways of doing 

this, but the important thing is that they are systematic and cover all of the criteria. Then they 

have to reach a conclusion about whether: 

(1) the thesis fully meets all of the relevant criteria (all at least good); 

(2) there are minor weaknesses (fair on a few criteria); 

about:blank
https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/
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(3) that it is genuinely marginal (fair on most of the criteria); 

(4) that it does not meet the criteria (flawed on one or more of the criteria). 

Advising on submission 

In the case of (1), the supervisor can advise the candidate that the draft is worthy of 

submission as it stands; in the case of (2), the supervisor can help them to identify the minor 

weaknesses and correct them in a further draft; in that of (3) the supervisor can explain their 

doubts to the candidate, discuss the problem areas, indicate how the account could be 

strengthened, and devise a plan for re-writing prior to revision; and in that of (4) the 

supervisor can advise the candidate that a considerable amount of further work, probably 

including additional research, would be needed to stand any chance of success. 

In an ideal world, cases such as (3) or (4) should not happen because supervisors have 

previously given feedback to candidates on their work and they have taken it on board. But it 

can happen when either supervisors have given little or inadequate feedback or where they 

have made critical comments and candidates have chosen to ignore them. In such 

circumstances, supervisors need to advise candidates that submission would be premature 

and, as noted above, confirm this to the candidate in writing. 

 

 
 

Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they advise candidates on submission. 

16 Preparing for examination 
Once students have made a formal notice of their intention to submit, this will trigger the 

procedures for examination, starting with advice on the appointment of examiners and 

including preparation for the viva and, where appropriate, post-viva support. 

University requirements 
The University requires that candidates submit a soft-bound copy of their thesis which meets 

the presentation requirements set out at https://www.dur.ac.uk/graduate.school/current- 

students/submissionandbeyond/thesis.submission/preparing.thesis/ and that they submit an 

electronic (PDF) copy as well. 

With regard to examination, as laid out in LTH 8.5.2 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/) and 8.6.1 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/6/1/) the main requirements are 

that,: 

 The University requires that all research degrees are examined by an Internal 

 Examiner and an External Examiner (except where it is not possible to identify a 

Interrogating practice 

Are you aware of the criteria for successful research degrees in your discipline? 

How do you go about evaluating your candidates’ drafts? 

How do you go about advising on submission? 
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 suitable examiner within Durham or where the candidate is a member of staff, in 

 which cases there are two External Examiners) ; 

 

 Supervisors are responsible for arranging for the Board of Studies to nominate 

 examiners for the student's thesis at least three months before the student is due to 

 submit, 

 

 Examiners must: 

o have completed their probationary period; 

o are current members of staff of a University or Research Institute; 

o have gained doctoral degrees or have equivalent experience of research; 

o have appropriate subject expertise; 

o are demonstrably research active. 

o In addition to the above, external examiners must have standing within their own 

academic community; 

 

 Examiners must not: 

o have acted in a supervisory capacity; 

o be former members of Durham University or former postgraduates unless more than 

five years have elapsed since leaving the University; 

o have a close relationship with the candidate e.g. have published with or worked 

directly with them to a significant degree within the last five years; 

o be honorary members of Durham University; 

o be the authors of work which forms the primary focus of the research project. 

 

 Between them, the examiners should normally have: 

o experience of supervising at least three students to successful completion; 

o examined three students at postgraduate research degree level. 

 

 Examiners are nominated by the relevant Board of Studies to the Academic Office 

and approved by Faculty Education Committees (PG); 

 

 The internal examiner is responsible for making arrangements for the viva and 

notifying the external examiner, the Curriculum, Learning and Assessment Service 

and the student and supervisor. 

 

 Supervisors are responsible for supporting the student's preparation for the oral 

examination and, if necessary, arranging practice in oral examination techniques. 

Good practice 
It is important that submitted theses meet the university’s requirements in terms of format, 

appearance and binding, and supervisors should signpost students towards the formal 

requirements. 

Supervisors are responsible for ensuring that examiners are formally nominated by the 

Board of Studies, which in practice involves suggesting nominees, who normally need to 

fulfil the individual and joint criteria set out above. The former are designed to ensure that 

examiners are competent to examine the thesis and the candidate and will do so impartially; 

the latter are designed to ensure that decisions are made by experienced supervisors and/or 

examiners. 
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Research (see Kiley and Mullins, 2004; Kiley, 2009; Kyvik and Thune, 2015) suggests that 

such experience is crucial for examiners to develop realistic expectations of doctoral 

candidates and their theses. 

In addition to formal requirements, as Kiley’s (2009) research has shown, experienced 

supervisors also took personal qualities into account, namely they expected examiners: 

• to have high standards but to be fair and to engage in constructive criticism and not 

 to be destructive; 

• to have the qualities of intellectual courtesy and generosity in dealing with the 

 candidate; 

• to be reliable so that the process of examination was not dragged out for months 

 longer than necessary. As Irvine (2012) has shown, this is not only distressing for 

 candidates but may cause complications for those with time-limited visas and/or 

 whose employment is conditional upon the award. 

Once examiners have been nominated and approved, in Durham it is the internal examiner 

who liaises with the external, the candidate, and the supervisor over arrangements for the 

viva. 

Once the date, time and place are determined, the question then arises as to supporting the 

student to prepare for their viva. In particular, they may advise them on: 

 What to Expect 

In most universities in the UK, including Durham, oral examinations are de facto or de jure 

private events with only the candidate and the examiners present. So, candidates can’t go 

along to someone else’s viva to see what happens, and can be left in the position of simply 

not knowing what to expect. This, as Wellington (2010) has pointed out, is a fertile breeding 

ground for misconceptions and misapprehensions which can undermine their confidence 

and performance. 

Clearly, one thing that supervisors can do is to de-mystify the process by pointing candidates 

in the direction of an explanation of what goes on in an oral examination. Such an 

explanation may be found in the institution’s handbook for the examiners of doctorates, or it 

may be that the institution can provide or give access to resources including books written 

specifically for the purpose (see for example Murray, 2016; Smith, 2014) or other resources. 

 

 

Examples 

Cardiff University in Wales has produced a very helpful video of a mock doctoral viva in 

the social sciences. The parts of candidate, examiners, and chair are played by 

academics who have vast experience of examining, and who step out of character to 

explain their respective roles in the process. ‘Mock Viva from Cardiff University’ Available 

on-line at : http://vimeo.com/29731605 

Among the numerous examples of real vivas on YouTube are: 

Ian Phillip’s viva in the social sciences at the University of Bath. Available on 

line at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cx8_zvF6e_w 

Will James get his PhD? – viva in physics at the University of Nottingham. Available on-line 

at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S7ihcJk2sKY 

about:blank
about:blank
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How to plan 

While, because no two doctoral theses are alike, no two oral examinations are alike, it is still 

possible for candidates to undertake some planning in advance. Advice to candidates may 

include to: 

• re-read their submissions; 

• find out about their examiners; 

• keep up to date with the literature in the field and the surrounding area. 

 

How to prepare 

The next thing that candidates can be advised to do is to prepare for the oral examination 

which can involve anticipating questions and conducting a mock viva. 

• anticipating questions 

It can be helpful to encourage candidates to consider the sorts of questions they are likely to 

be asked. These might include general questions and specific ones relating to the research 

project. 

Trafford (2003) analysed the general questions put to candidates in 25 vivas and found a 

pattern of sequential phasing of questions, divided into three stages which he named 

Opening, Consolidating Opinion and Closing. In the first phase, 84% of candidates were 

asked 'Why did you choose this topic for your doctoral research?'. Other questions in the 

Opening phase covered conceptualisation, doctorateness, professional relevance, content 

and methodology. In the Consolidating Opinion phase practice differed between hard and 

soft sciences. In the hard sciences the vivas were longer and questions were asked on a 

page-by- page basis, whilst in the softer science-based vivas there was more thematic 

exploration of issues. Questions in the Closing phase were similar for all topics using 

questions such as 'What was your original contribution to knowledge?' or 'What plans do you 

have to publish?' Candidates can be advised to think in advance of how they would respond 

to these sorts of general questions. 

With regard to specific ones relating to the research project, it can be suggested that, as 

they are re-reading their submission, candidates should consider the sorts of questions that 

they might be asked about it and perhaps ask a peer to read their work and suggest 

questions. 

• ‘mock’ oral examinations 

Of course, it is one thing spotting questions and thinking about possible answers, and 

another actually defending the thesis in front of examiners. Here, it can be very helpful if 

supervisors can arrange for candidates to have a ‘mock’ oral examination. Because the 

supervisor is close to the work, it may be preferable to ask a colleague, preferably one who 

is an experienced doctoral examiner, to quiz the candidate for half an hour on key chapters 

and, at the end, to give them constructive feedback. In this way they can gain some 

experience and, if appropriate, improve their performance. Such mock vivas can be 

particularly useful where candidates are being examined in a language other than their 

native one, where they have disabilities and there is a need to trial assistive technology, or 

where oral examinations are taking place remotely by videoconferencing and there is a need 

both to accustom to the medium and trial the technology. 
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Advice for the day 

As Share (2016) has pointed out, it can be helpful for supervisors to prime candidates in 

advance to look at the room where their viva is to take place, find out where they are 

required to wait, and apprise themselves of the seating arrangements. Also, it can be helpful 

to remind candidates about any formal dress conventions, for example the wearing of a 

gown, and about the need to wear clothes in which they are comfortable - they may be 

sitting for a couple of hours and possibly longer. 

Finally, perhaps the most important piece of advice that supervisors can give candidates is, 

as Murray (2009: 13) has written: 

 No matter how prepared you are, you cannot anticipate everything that will happen. 

 However, you can be ready to think on your feet, to deal with the unexpected, and to 

 manage yourselves. 

 
 

 17 Examination and post-examination 

University requirements 
As laid out in LTH 8.5.2 (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/) the 

University’s requirements are that: 

• The external examiner is responsible for chairing the oral examination [except in 

 exceptional circumstances where two external examiners are required and an 

 independent chair is appointed]. 

• The supervisor will normally be expected to be available for the oral examination and, 

 at the invitation of the examiners, to attend all or any part of it as an observer. 

The recommendations that can be made by examiners are set out in LTH 8.6.3 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/6/3/) 

Pass: 

A that the candidate be admitted to the degree unconditionally; 

B: that the candidate be admitted to the degree after minor corrections have been made 

 to the thesis as specified by the examiners and subsequently approved by the 

 Internal Examiner. Candidates are given 3 months to complete minor corrections. 

C: after major corrections have been made to the thesis as specified by the Examiners 

 and subsequently approved by the Internal Examiner. Candidates will normally be 

 given 6 months to complete major corrections. 

 

Interrogating practice 

 

Are you aware of the University’s requirements for examiners of research 

degrees? How do you support candidates to prepare for the viva? 
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Other 

D that the candidate not be admitted to the degree but be permitted to submit the thesis 

 in a revised form for re- examination, within 12 months, for the degree for which they 

 are registered and if the Examiners so require, be re-examined orally; 

E that the candidate be admitted to a lower degree unconditionally; 

F that the lower degree be awarded after minor corrections have been made to the 

 thesis as specified by the Examiners and subsequently approved by the Internal 

 Examiner. Candidates are given 3 months to complete minor corrections. 

G that the candidate be not admitted to a lower degree but be permitted to submit the 

 thesis in a revised form for re-examination, within 12 months, for a lower degree o

 and, if the examiners so require, be re-examined orally; 

H that the candidate be deemed to have failed outright. 

As laid out in LTH 8.5.2 (https://www.dur.ac.uk/learningandteaching.handbook/8/5/2/), after 

the viva, the supervisory team is responsible for 

 • advising the student subsequently of the implications of the examiners' 

 recommendations; 

• providing advice and guidance on the examiners' requirements, should the thesis be 

 referred for revision or resubmission, or if minor corrections to it are necessary. 

In rare cases, candidates may wish to appeal against the recommendation of the examiners. 

The grounds and procedures for an appeal are set out in the University’s general regulations 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/general_regulations/). These state that 

appeals cannot be made on the ground of challenging academic judgements and are limited 

to cases where: 

(a) the candidate was adversely affected by illness or other relevant factors, of which 

 they were previously unaware or which for a good cause they were unable to 

 disclose to the Examiners or other decision-making body or Officer AND/OR 

(b) the candidate has evidence that parts of the relevant documented procedure were 

 not applied correctly or their marks were not calculated correctly and this procedural 

 defect was significant enough to have materially affected the decision, making it 

 unsound AND/OR 

(c) that the Board of Examiners or other decision-making body or Officer took a decision 

 which was not reasonable in all the circumstances. 

Once the examination is complete and the degree has been awarded, the University 

requires that an electronic PDF of the final version of the thesis is deposited in the E-Thesis 

repository (see https://www.dur.ac.uk/graduate.school/current- 

students/submissionandbeyond/final.submission/.). 

Good practice 
Supervisors are expected to be available for vivas, but in Durham are only allowed to be 

present at the discretion of the examiners. Where they are invited, it is good practice to clear 

this with the candidate to ensure that they have no objections. 

Where supervisors are present, this is strictly in the capacity of observers, and they should 

not intervene in the proceedings except at the specific invitation of the examiners. It is not 
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unknown for supervisors who speak out of turn to be asked to leave the viva (see Sikes 

2017). 

At the end of the viva, the candidate (and if present the supervisor) will be asked to leave 

while the examiners deliberate on the outcome. They are not obliged to do so, but normally 

call the candidate back to inform them of their recommendation. 

In the vast majority of cases, the recommendation will be A above, an outright pass, or B, a 

pass with minor corrections to be completed within 3 months. In such cases, all supervisors 

will have to do is to celebrate with the successful candidate and remind them to deposit an 

electronic copy of the final thesis with the library. . 

If the recommendation is C, a pass with major corrections, it is likely that the student will be 

disappointed at the outcome. Here, the supervisor can: note that the examiners will have to  

list all of the changes that they require; promise to work with the candidate to interpret them 

and develop a plan to ensure that the work is completed within the allotted time; and point 

out that, if the changes are made to the examiners’ satisfaction, they will be awarded the 

doctorate.  

If the recommendation is D, a fail but with the opportunity to re-submit within a year, the 

student is likely to be very disappointed indeed. But the supervisor can point out that the 

examiners clearly think that the position is recoverable with a further 12 months of study. 

Again the examiners should specify all the additional work that they require to be done 

before resubmission in detail and the supervisor’s job is to liaise with the candidate to 

understand what is required and to put a plan in place to complete the work.  

Other outcomes, involving admission to lesser degrees or resubmission for a lesser degree 

or even no degree are mercifully rare, but they do happen and in such cases candidates can 

be utterly distraught. In such cases, supervisors need to monitor their state of mind and, 

where appropriate, consider signposting them for professional support.  

Where a lesser or no award is made, candidates wish to consider an appeal and ask for 

advice from their supervisors. The crucial point here is that appeals cannot be made on the 

ground of academic judgement, i.e. that the examiners got it wrong, but that there were 

undisclosed extenuating circumstances, that procedures were not properly followed, or that 

the decision was unreasonable in all of the circumstances. 

Given the technical and indeed legal aspects of these matters, supervisors may prefer to 

suggest that potential appellants seek advice from the Curriculum Learning and Assessment 

Service and/or the Student Union. 

 

 

Interrogating practice 

Are you aware of the University’s requirements for examiners of research 

degrees? Do you consult candidates on the nomination of examiners? 

How do you support candidates to prepare for the 

viva? How do you support candidates after the viva? 
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Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards for excellence in 

doctoral supervision discussing how they support candidates before and after the viva 

18 Supervising specialised doctorates 
The University provides four kinds of doctoral programmes, namely: 

 the traditional PhD, involving a period of research and culminating in the 
presentation of a thesis; 
 

 the PhD with Integrated Studies, involving a year of taught studies followed by a 
period of research and the presentation of a thesis; 
 

 professional doctorates involving a taught component followed by a period of 
research with a professional as well as an academic focus and leading to the 
presentation of a shorter thesis; 
 

 practice-led doctorates involving artistic creations and an explanatory accompanying 
thesis. 
 

This Handbook covers information for supervisors relating the traditional PhD, which is the 
programme taken by the vast majority of research students and available in all departments 
or schools. But supervisors of the other kinds of doctorates need additional information, 
which is set out below. 
 

The PhD with Integrated Studies 
The University has only PhD with Integrated Studies programme which is in the Department 

of Theology and Religion. The  core regulations governing the degree can be found at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/ while the 

programme regulations may be found at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/theology.religion/postgrad/integratedphd/  

With regard to good practice, supervision of the research phase of the PhD with Integrated 
Studies is identical to that for a traditional PhD 
 

Professional doctorates 
The University has three professional doctorate programmes, namely the Doctor of Business 

Administration (DBA), the Doctor of Education (Ed.D), and the Doctor of Theology and 

Ministry (D.Theol. Min.). 

University regulations 
The University does not have specific requirements of supervisors of professional 

doctorates, but the latter need to be familiar with the core and regulations governing the 

degrees.  

The University’s core regulations for professional doctorate programmes can be found at 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/ and the 

programme regulations can be found at 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/faculty.handbook/degrees/frameworks/n1a360.pdf), 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/faculty.handbook/degrees/frameworks/x9a102.pdf, and 

(https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/faculty.handbook/degrees/frameworks/v6a282.pdf) 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/
about:blank
https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/
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Good practice 
As Kot and Hendel (2011) and Mellors-Bourne et al (2016) have pointed out, professional 
doctorates have six main characteristics distinguishing them from the traditional PhD, 
namely: 
 
* while the PhD is aimed at producing professional researchers, the professional 

doctorate is aimed at producing ‘researching professionals’; 
* professional doctorates are undertaken predominantly, if not exclusively, by 

practising professionals in a vocation relevant to the field of study, and admission 
may be subject to professional experience; 

* they usually involve a significant component of formal coursework which is assessed 
and must be successfully completed prior to undertaking the research project; 

* the research project usually relates to the professional practice of the candidate and 
the project is undertaken in the workplace; 

* examination may be by portfolio and/or a thesis which, if the latter, is normally shorter 
in length than for a PhD; 

* the submission for the award is expected to be useful as well as original, i.e. address 
issues of professional practice and solve practical problems in ways that will benefit 
practitioners, clients, and organisations.  

 
As Bourner and Simpson (2014) have argued, the supervision of these doctorates may 

demand a different pedagogic approach to the PhD for three main reasons.  

Firstly, they make a distinction between ‘propositional’ knowledge (‘knowledge that’) and 

‘procedural knowledge’ (knowledge how or know-how). They argue that, while the PhD is 

about adding to the former, the professional doctorate also seeks to add to the latter, to 

‘know-how’ in terms of professional practice. This of course can be an issue for academic 

supervisors, who may have little or no expertise in advancing practice know-how in the 

profession.  

Secondly, they note that professional doctorates are also about developing candidates’ 

capabilities as professional practitioners and claim that this will not necessarily happen 

where candidates are supervised by a researcher who may have little or no knowledge or 

understanding of how to develop professional capabilities.  

Thirdly, they (op. cit. 132) note that professional doctorates are often based on making a 

contribution to the enhancement of professional practiced by the completion of a 

professional practice project, and note that ‘…it is not clear that academic supervision by an 

experienced researcher would typically achieve such…[a]  goal’.  

Supervisors of professional doctorates then need to understand how to add ‘know-how’ in 

the profession, how to develop the professional capabilities of candidates, and how to 

support them to complete a professional practice project. Academic supervisors may have 

these attributes if they have been part of the relevant profession, but if not they have to try 

and acquire them in other ways.  

These may include professional development and/or the appointment of a co-supervisor 

drawn from the candidate’s profession.  

These issues and others are dealt with at length in FilleryTravis et al (2017) guide to 

supervising modern doctorates. 
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Interrogating practice 
* What do you see as the main difference in supervising professional doctorates 

 compared to traditional PhDs? 

* Do you feel confident in supervising the professional component of the degree? 

*  If not, can you identify ways of acquiring the necessary knowledge and 

 understanding? 

Video link 
Supervisor of professional doctorate talking about differences compared to supervising a 

PhD. 

Practice-led doctorates 
The University allows for research degrees to be taken by thesis or composition; in practice this 

includes three main degree programmes, namely the PhD by musical performance, the PhD 

by musical composition, both in the Department of Music, and the PhD in Creative Writing in 

the Department of English Studies.  

University regulations 
As with professional doctorates, the university does not have specific requirements for the 

supervisors of practice-led doctorates, but the latter need to be familiar with the relevant 

regulations. The core regulations can be found at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/. Information 

about the doctoral degrees in music can be found at 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/music/postgraduate/research/ and about the creative writing doctorate 

at https://www.dur.ac.uk/english.studies/postgrad/research/creativewriting/  

Good practice 

As well as a thesis, the outputs of practice-led PhDs include artistic creations, and because 

of this supervising the practice-led doctorate can be very different from that of a traditional 

PhD for six main reasons. 

Firstly, as a number of studies (see Candlin, 2000a, 2000b; Rust et al, 2008,;Paltridge et al, 

2011; Grennan, 2015) have pointed out, there is no consensus about the standards of 

creative works need to achieve to fulfil the requirements of the PhD, which leaves 

supervisors (and examiners) to, as Engels-Schwartzpaul (2015: 1251) has put it, to 

determine what candidates need to produce ‘on the hoof’.  

Secondly, as Webb and Lee Brien (2015: 1322) have pointed out, supervisors have to 

support candidates to ‘…find a research question that is capable of being answered, and 

that is also a question for which a creative arts approach can offer insight’ which may be no 

easy matter. 

Thirdly, once an appropriate question has been identified, supervisors have to supervise the 

creation of the works which means that they need to have acquired or at least understand 

the practical knowledge and skills involved and be able to advise candidates on ‘making’ 

(Hamilton and Carson 2013). 

Fourthly, they also have to support candidates to integrate theory and methodology within 

their practice. This can be very challenging for candidates, many of whom have been 

producing creative works to artistic standards for many years. However, as several studies 

(Hockey 2003, 2007; Hockey and Allen-Collinson, 2005; Simmons and Holbrook, 2012) have 

shown, the strong artistic identity of candidates and tradition of working to their own criteria  

https://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumeii/postgraduate.programmes/
about:blank
about:blank
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can be at odds with the need for theoretical input and methodological rigour, and be a barrier 

to their academic progress.  

Fifthly, and again reflecting the background of candidates, unless they have had to develop 

a detailed grant proposal to support their studies, they may have little experience in keeping 

detailed records of their progress (see Candlin, 2000a; Hockey and Allen-Collinson, 2000 

;Hockey, 2007), but such records are required to provide a basis for producing the exegesis 

and supervisors may need to strongly encourage candidates to keep them. 

Finally, while academic writing is an issue for most doctoral candidates, it can be more 

difficult for those who have been through a mainly practical undergraduate education and 

who may have little experience of written communication (see for example Collinson 2005, 

Hockey 2007, Allpress et al 2012, Simmons and Holbrook 2012). Candidates for practice-led 

doctorates may then need much more support than others to write their exegesis. 

Supervisors of practice-led doctorates may then need to develop an understanding of how 

creative works can fulfil the requirements for the award, for example by looking at exemplars 

in their field (see Macleod and Holdridge 2004). In terms of supervising the practice 

component, if they do not have the knowledge and skills themselves, they may consider co-

opting a second/associate supervisor who can contribute to this part of the doctorate.  

On integrating theory and methodology, suggestions include pointing out the parallels 

between creative and written practice to candidates on the basis that the ability to deal with 

issues in one is the same in principle to the other (see Hamilton and Carson 2013).  

Record keeping can be encouraged by asking candidates to read other exegeses and 

consider the need to log their progress as a reflective tool to compile their own. On academic 

writing, supervisors of practice-led doctorates may have to adopt a heavily interventionist 

approach and direct candidates in the manner of Duxbury (2012:22) who wrote: 

…as a supervisor of the exegesis I am both content and copy editor, setting 

particular tasks for chapters, and requiring compliance regarding referencing, 

legibility, and relevance.  

While hopefully these suggestions are helpful, it is worth noting that, as Paltridge et al (2011: 

243) have put it, ‘As a genre [the practice-led doctorate] is both in the process of being 

defined and defining itself’ and there is a real need for continuing dialogue between 

supervisors, candidates, and examiners to calibrate understandings of processes and 

outputs. 

Interrogating practice 

Do you understand the requirements for gaining a doctorate in practice-led research in your 

field? 

Are you able to supervise candidates to produce their creative works? If not, can you co-opt 

a co-supervisor? 

How can you support candidates to integrate theory and methods into their research? 

ow can you encourage them to keep records? 

How can you support them in producing academic writing? 

Are there any opportunities to network with others engaged in supervising practice-led 

doctorates? 
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Video link 
Supervisor of practice-led doctorate talking about differences compared to supervising a 

PhD. 

19 Evaluating, reflecting upon and enhancing practice 
As with any form of academic practice, supervision needs to be evaluated, reflected upon, 

and where appropriate, enhanced. 

Evaluation 
As with other forms of teaching and learning, supervision can be evaluated in four main 

ways, candidate evaluations, peer review, self-review, and performance review. 

Candidate evaluations 

In undergraduate and taught programmes, questionnaires are regularly administered to 

students and the results anonymously made available to those who are teaching them. But 

in the case of research degree candidates, it is much more difficult to guarantee anonymity 

and for that reason they are often reluctant to fill in questionnaires. 

One possible way round this is for supervisors themselves to ask candidates to complete a 

questionnaire and then to discuss the outcomes privately with them. There is a good 

example of such a questionnaire in Lee and McKenzie (2011). 

Peer review 

In many institutions, academic staff teaching on taught programmes regularly review each 

other's classes and give confidential feedback on the strengths and weaknesses of what 

they have seen. Such review by experts in the field is a powerful way of enhancing practice 

and disseminating innovation. As Hill (2011) has pointed out, there is no reason why the 

same principle should not be extended to academic staff who are supervising on research 

programmes, although this is relatively rare. There is a good example of a peer review 

programme for supervisors in one of Durham’s partners in the Matariki network of research- 

intensive universities , the University of Otago in New Zealand, which can be accessed at 

http://hedc.otago.ac.nz/hedc/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Guidelines-for-peer-review-of- 

teaching.pdf 

Self-evaluation 

The third method is for supervisors to self-evaluate their own practice. Minimally, this can 

take the form of completing a note at the end of each supervision with a sentence or two 

under the headings of what went well, what went less well, and what should be done 

differently next time; maximally, it can take the form of determining criteria and 

benchmarking practice against these. McGill University in Canada has a good example of a 

self-assessment form which can be accessed at 

https://www.mcgill.ca/gradsupervision/supervisors/improving/self-assessment. 

Performance review 

The final method is to review your performance – how many students you have supervised, 

how long they took, how successful they were, how many papers they published, and their 

career patterns.  

about:blank
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Reflection 
The purpose of evaluation is to gather evidence which will then enable supervisors to reflect 

systematically upon their supervision. In order to do this, it can be helpful to keep a journal or 

logbook on a daily or (more realistically) a weekly basis which will form a narrative of 

supervisory activities and which includes evaluation and other data. Such a narrative offers a 

basis upon which to reflect and to identify possible areas of good practice and possible 

areas for attention, which can be summarised as bullet points or in a short statement. 

Enhancement 
Such a reflective summary may then be used as a set of prompts for discussions with 

colleagues in the discipline, who can be a very useful source of advice, or for direction 

towards opportunities for professional development. The summary may also point 

supervisors towards looking at the scholarly literature on doctoral supervision (some of 

which is referenced in this handbook) and see what may be gleaned from research in the 

relevant areas. With evidence from all of these sources, supervisors may then be able to 

identify whether their practice is good or even exemplary or where it needs improvement and 

change practice to address any issues. Such changes may be recorded in the journal or 

logbook, whereupon the whole process repeats itself. 

Where supervisors engage in such activities, they may find it useful to compile a portfolio of 

supervisory practice containing: 

* the account drawn from the narrative including evaluations 

* the reflective bullet points or statements drawn from reflection 

* what was learned from colleagues 

* what was learned from professional development 

* what was learned from the scholarly literature 

* if good practice was identified, how it was disseminated 

* if areas for improvement were identified, what was changed 

* how effective the changes were in addressing the issues. 

Such a portfolio indicates that supervisors are engaged in a virtuous circle of evaluation, 

reflection, discussion, scholarship, change, and re-evaluation. As such, it may provide 

evidence for the internal recognition of supervision through excellence awards and/or for 

external recognition by the Higher Education Academy (see Taylor 2016b) or by the UK 

Council for Graduate Education (see Taylor 2019). 

 

Video link 
Links to videos of winners (one per faculty) of the university’s awards discussing the 

importance of being recognised for the excellence of their supervision. 

Interrogating practice 

How do you go about evaluating your supervisory practice? 
 
Do you systematically reflect on your supervisory practice and improve it? 

 
Could you use your evidence of reflective practice to gain recognition for your supervision? 
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Conclusions 
Supervising research students is, on the one hand, one of the most difficult things for 

academic staff to do; it involves taking a candidate who often has little or no idea about 

research and turning them into independent researchers On the other, and for the same 

reason, supporting a protégé to become an independent researcher and make their mark in 

the world inside or outside academia is one of the most satisfying parts of academic life. 

Hopefully this handbook will have been useful to you in setting out the university’s 

requirements of its supervisors, outlining good practice identified in the scholarship of 

supervision, and enabling you to evaluate and enhance your practice. 
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