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Abstract: How do students understand ‘especially effective supervision and support’? Do they 
think primarily in terms of a one-to-one relationship with a supervisor – or effectiveness in the 
context of a community of support? These questions, among others, were the basis for a study in 
which RHD students were surveyed in 1999-2000 in one institution (as a pilot for a national 
study). The survey showed, as expected, dissatisfaction with the social and intellectual climate for 
postgraduate research that is reflective of nationwide results of the Postgraduate Research 
Experience Questionnaire for graduates. However, students pointed to positive initiatives taken 
by supervisors and schools to enhance the climate and create a research community. What was 
most interesting about student responses to an open-ended question about effective supervision 
and support is that they were (in the largest plurality) calling attention to the climate for study. 
Students emphasised the positive initiatives taken by supervisors (and schools) to enhance the 
RHD community. A powerful underlying understanding of supervision and support was that of 
the extended family of scholars and peers, not just that of the nuclear family of supervisor and 
student. This paper is based on data derived from an ARC-funded national project conducted 
collaboratively with Prof. Paul Ramsden, University of Sydney. 
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Introduction 
 
A 1999-2000 pilot survey of RHD students at one Australian university was intended, among 
other things, to identify particular examples of ‘especially effective supervision and support’ for 
future exploration. The questionnaire itself to some extent ‘defined’ supervision and support 
through the quantitative items – but these items spanned a variety of aspects of supervision and 
support, including infrastructure support, opportunities for skills development, and intellectual 
and social climate, as well as questions about the relationship between an individual student and a 
supervisor or co-supervisor. The larger national study of which this was a part centred on the 
context for RHD study.  



 

 

It was intriguing to consider how students might respond when asked to freely indicate what they 
saw as ‘especially effective supervision and support by the department or faculty’. Would 
students focus on the single supervisor and student? Would they highlight the department or 
faculty? The question of how students conceived of ‘especially effective supervision and support 
by the department and faculty’ is central to this paper. 
 
Relevant literature  
 
Much literature on postgraduate supervision has to do with the supervisor-student relationship. 
However, there has been increasing recognition in the last few decades of the need for 
postgraduate students to have support from a large r community, since isolation has been seen as a 
persistent problem (e.g., Brown, McDowell & Race, 1995; Dorn & Papalewis, 1997; Johnston & 
Broda, 1996; Phillips & Pugh, 1994; Powles, 1989). In Australia the Graduate Careers Council of 
Australia Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire has confirmed that nationwide RHD 
students in Australia are dissatisfied with the intellectual and social climate. (Ainley, 2001). The 
literature concerning attempts to enhance this climate is most relevant to our study.  

Studies have focused on efforts to overcome isolation, often through supervisory or departmental 
attempts to create community. Various strategies have received attention: the use of dissertation 
partners (Monsour & Corman, 1991) and cohort support groups of various kinds (e.g., Phillips, 
1989; Witte & James, 1998). Workshop approaches have been discussed: Zuber-Skerritt and 
Knight (1986) in relation to learning effects, Topping (2000) in relation to peer assessment of 
academic writing, Juniper and Cooper (2002) on generic skills workshops. Collaborative study 
groups have been documented (Abbey, 1997). At Berkeley, a three-day topical interdisciplinary 
dissertation workshop was implemented along with support structures such as workshops on 
dissertation writing and academic publishing (Nerad & Miller, 1997). Conrad, Perry and Zuber-
Skerritt (1992) considered four different supervisory group models (the workshop model, 
directed team model, conference model, and a methodology group model) in some detail, 
identifying the numerous variations of supervisory groups that might be possible. Pearson (2000) 
discusses group supervision as a strategy for reducing isolation, supporting students, encouraging 
the exchange of ideas, and mentoring students in relation to publishing and job-seeking; and 
Pearson and Ford (1997) observe that postgraduate student groups need to be recognised “as 
significant in providing effective support to PhD students” (p. xii). Johnston (1995) outlines a 
range of strategies tried in an education faculty, emphasising the importance of trying a diversity 
of approaches to induct students into their academic community. While these strategies have 
tended on the whole to be considered successful by those testing them and to be welcomed by 
students, there is a question about whether students see this kind of activity as simply a useful 
‘extra’ that stands alongside supervision or as a part of a supervisory situation or supportive 
context.  

In their study of 36 students and 34 staff at one New Zealand university, using a questionnaire 
modeled on ours, Melrose, Reid, Parker and Daldy, (2001) found that students and staff diverged 
in responses to quantitative questions asking about their department’s provision of opportunities 
for them to become involved in the broader research culture, appropriate financial support for 
research activities, and opportunities for interaction with other postgraduate students (p. 31, 
italics mine), even though there was closer agreement in relation to supervisor availability, 
supervisors’ efforts to understand difficulties, and the provision of helpful feedback. This raises 



 

 

the question of whether students not only have views divergent from the views of their 
supervisors concerning access to the broader research culture but whether students actually view 
supervision and support specifically in terms of that broader culture. Very close to one of the 
issues central to our survey was a finding reported by Cullen, Pearson, Saha and Spear (1994): 
that there was 85 percent satisfaction of students with their supervision when supervision was 
‘defined as encompassing many aspects of the experience rather than focusing narrowly on 
interactions with individual supervisors’ (pp. vii-viii, italics mine).   

In analysing our questionnaire for RHD students, then, we gave attention to finding out, through 
an open-ended question, what students perceived to be the ‘most effective’ supervision and 
support. It was of special interest to determine whether supervision and support would be seen in 
terms that involved the development of community and whether the creation of community was 
considered an aspect of ‘especially effective’ supervision and support. In some sense, the study 
was also an attempt to discover whether there was a positive ‘side to the coin’ of isolation - 
whether students not only expressed disappointment concerning the degree of isolation but also 
pointed to active efforts to overcome it – in a situation where their comments were elicited not on 
a specific strategy but generally on effective supervision and support. 
 
The study 
 
In late 1999 and early 2000, all RHD students in a total of 48 schools in one university were 
surveyed. Of the 967 students, 615 (63.59%) responded. The questionnaire, chiefly quantitative 
in nature, was used to collect demographic information (age, gender and citizenship), enrolment 
details (e.g., full-time or part-time status). Students were also asked for information about the 
nature of their supervision (e.g., the methods of contact with their supervisor, frequency of 
contact). Of concern also was how students perceived the availability of opportunities for peer 
guidance or assistance. Students were asked about the character of – and their satisfaction with – 
supervision, infrastructure support, skills developed, the social and intellectual climate, and social 
support (some of these questions were used or adapted, with permission, from the PREQ). A self-
rating of students’ research was also sought, as well as indications of overall satisfaction with 
various aspects of student experience. The sample of respondents proved to be very similar to the 
total RHD student population, with slightly greater representation of females, international 
students, and full- time students.   
 
The focus of this paper, however, is the qualitative data collected. Of two open-ended questions, 
one was: 

Are there any methods of RHD supervision or support available to you, or available to 
research higher degree students known to you in your department or faculty, that you find 
especially effective? Please briefly describe these methods and indicate the name of a staff 
member who could tell us more about this supervision or support. 

Students were also invited to make other comments they wished, but the first question was of 
major concern to the study – as it is to this paper – because of its concern with student 
perceptions of effective supervisory methods and support that they had experienced or had 
observed in action. 
 



 

 

Qualitative results and discussion            
 
A total of 279 RHD students (about 45% of the total number of 615 respondents) answered either 
one or both of the open-ended questions. Of the 279, 121 (nearly 20% of all respondents) 
answered the first question on effective methods of RHD supervision or support.  

In response to the question about supervision and support, positive responses were categorised as 
occurring in the major areas of  

• features of individual supervisory relationships or assistance such as understanding, 
willingness to meet after hours if necessary, opportunities to be independent, the 
supervisor’s suggestion to make notes on meetings, frequent supportive comments 
(outside normal meeting times), foreshadowing of possible problems, prompt feedback on 
submitted work, and regular meetings with written work associated with those meetings; 

• infrastructure support generally experienced at the departmental level such as working 
space, hardware/software, funding for conferences, incentives for publishing, access to 
photocopying and stationery; 

• University infrastructure (such as library support); and 
• initiatives to enhance the research community.  

Of these categories, the largest plurality of responses (about 43) concerned initiatives to enhance 
the research community.  About twice as many comments as those on individual supervisory 
support were made with regard to what supervisors (or schools) had done to bring students 
together.  These comments were by no means limited to the field of science, which is recognised 
as often providing a team environment, but to fields such as the humanities and business.   
 
Students highlighted five ways of enhancing the social and intellectual climate and the research 
community in which they were working: group supervision, peer support, structured groups, 
teams, and ‘collegialisation’ in a broader sense. These five are not mutually exclusive, but the 
categories are a useful way of summarising student perceptions. Each strategy will be illustrated 
by referring to a very limited number of student comments on the survey.  
 
Group supervision    
Group supervision suggests meetings of RHD students that are usually initiated by the supervisor 
as part of the supervisory process. 

Science groups that were highlighted included one student’s reference to weekly group meetings, 
with each student and the supervisor giving 10-minute talks on issues peripherally associated 
with our research, which is really helping me with increasing my general knowledge in the field. 
Another student mentioned biweekly meetings of a Research laboratory group (including peers 
and supervisor). . . to present our research, ideas, difficulties. 

Other supervisor initiatives with groups were mentioned. For example:  

A group of PhD students who are doing research in a similar area meet every fortnight to 
discuss a variety of topics: industry feedback on any written material, practice runs for 



 

 

conference presentations or colloquia…. ____ was the main initiator of these meetings as he 
is involved in the supervision of most of the group’s members.   

Still another student explicitly describes his or her experience as group supervision, referring to 
advice such as PhD programme management strategies, set tasks to achieve within set time frame 
and also the opportunity for peer review. Implying informality and sharing of experiences, 
another student describes supervisor-initiated group as regular get-togethers allowing discussion 
of various ‘stages’ you go through and ‘issues’ you face as a PhD student. Enables 
understanding of these and development of different approaches to dealing with them. 
 
Peer support 
Respondents also describe groups initiated by students, taking a collaborative approach in 
meetings. It is significant that a few of these have assessed the assistance as the Most effective or 
The best support.  

We have a PhD student group of 7 people who meet every 2-3 weeks and we review and 
discuss each other’s work. 

Discussion group organised & run by postgraduates at similar stages of thesis has been 
invaluable.… Small group of 6 people with 1 presenter of work at each meeting. Held every 2 
weeks. Most effective assistance I have had since commencing PhD. 

The best support has actually been organised by one of the postgraduate students rather than 
the supervisor. 

Some students in response to the ‘general comments’ question mentioned that the university’s 
postgraduate student organisation had provided valued support. Not all groups designed to elicit 
peer support involve only students, as suggested by the comment of a student who initiated a peer 
support group characterised as a forum for both staff and students. 
 
Structured programmes   
‘Structured programmes’ are defined here as those having what might be termed a ‘curricular’ 
character – focusing systematically on important topics, issues or skills in ways that are more 
directive than responsive, addressing ‘typical’ needs rather than needs of particular students or a 
particular group of students, such as a series of workshops. Again this category is not mutually 
exclusive of other categories but does have a particular character that is worth identifying and 
discussing. 

More than one student refers to a Faculty of Arts induction programme that s/he has experienced 
or of which s/he has knowledge. The Faculty of Arts induction programme to which the student 
refers entails sessions led by a senio r academic on topics crucial to the research higher degree 
experience (e.g., topic, literature review, data gathering and analysis). 

Structured programmes may permit tracking of the research process, with clear milestones and 
mini-completions along the way. One student stated an interest in seeing this kind of structured 
‘foundation year’ implemented more widely. Two important aspects of this student’s comment 
were a) the emphasis on the critical importance of the first year and b) the need for feedback tha t 
will provide a sense of achievement when doing a PhD.  



 

 

Teams  
Although relatively few comments explicitly referred to ‘teams’, two examples indicate the value 
some students place on feeling a part of a team. The first example below emphasises the student’s 
feeling that s/he is being supervised (as are other students) by a number of people offering 
assistance, not just one or even two supervisors. The second example refers to the specific 
experience of being in a funded research team in which all are working toward individual goals 
within the larger project. Both examples are from students in the sciences. 

Although only two staff members from the section are my supervisors, all five team lecturers 
support and assist me. Always offering relevant texts, advice at monthly seminars and a 
willing ear. This team approach and crossover of students/supervisors has been most 
valuable.  

Effective method of support is undertaking PhD as part of team research that has received 
grant funding. The student gets to experience working with and supervising a research team 
and progress is good because there’s always someone achieving their goals even if some are 
experiencing momentary set-backs. 

Whereas gaining leadership experience (supervising a research team ) was seen as a benefit in the 
second example above, another student comment referring to a research centre, specifically 
mentions help in relation to research budget management as well as guidance throughout the 
process.  
 
Collegialisation 
This category of responses sugge sts a situation in which RHD students feel part of a research 
community, whether in a circumscribed (departmental/school) or broader sense 
(national/international or extra-university sector).  
 
In response to the question on especially effective supervisio n and support, one student pointed to 
assistance that focused more on the researcher than on the research itself – an environment in 
which the student could feel a member rather than a stranger. This student concluded by saying: 

I found I could cope with my own research, even if supervision is minimal (luckily not 
the case) but could not work in an alienating environment.  

In my school I feel a valuable member. Head of the School makes sure that we have 
additional/sessional work. Supervisors involve us in the various additional research 
projects/teams and provide us with advice when it comes to survival in academia.   

Another student called attention to 4-6-weekly School colloquia that had a substantial social 
component. 

This is an excellent opportunity for postgraduates to share the progress of their work and to 
hear from other visiting academics. The meetings are relatively informal, followed by social 
drinks and organised into a programme over several months. We are kept posted via e-mail 
of the programme. 



 

 

Opportunities for collegial interaction with those outside the University – either in other 
universities or outside the university sector, whether arranged by the University or the student – 
received some attention. One student, for example, expressed appreciation for introductions to 
outside academics in my field by my supervisors. These contacts are proving very useful and help 
me to expand on queries about points in their journal articles. Contacts with experts working in 
industry were also valued: My ‘acclimatisation’ at… University has been accelerated and 
facilitated by the support of staff and fellow students and workshops organised by industry staff. 

Effective supervision and support, then, are seen in terms of a variety of methods that are 
supervisor-initiated, student-initiated, or department/faculty/university- initiated. They include 
group supervision with the presence and leadership of the supervisor; peer support groups in 
which students initiate, organise, or coordinate meetings to share experiences and practice 
presentations; structured programmes in which a series of topics is dealt with in a systematic way 
with students; research teams, whether seen in terms of a ‘sense of a team’ or a more structured 
team; and ‘collegialisation’ – a variety of ways in which supervisors, departments, and the 
university support students, making them feel a valued part of the community and enabling them 
to make contacts with a larger community within the scholarly world and the world of practice.  
  
Conclusion 
 
What is significant about this study is not the identification of startlingly new approaches to 
enhancing the postgraduate research community. A second look at the literature referred to earlier 
shows that structured groups, teams, group supervision, peer support and other attempts at 
providing support to students in a community setting are highlighted by scholars exploring 
strategies to enhance the postgraduate research community. However, the present study indicates 
how aware students are of such efforts as ‘especially effective supervision and support’ and how 
much they value these initiatives. Students conceive of ‘supervision’ not only in terms of 
strategies experienced in a close one-to-one relationship with a supervisor but also in relation to 
supervisors’ efforts to bring students together – and especially effective support is perceived 
more often in terms of efforts to enhance community than in, for example, one -to-one supervision 
or infrastructure support, though these categories are not completely independent. Student-
initiated groups are more often mentioned – and more highly valued – than expected. Students 
also acknowledge the importance of the scholarly world (and the world of practice) beyond the 
department or university as a source of valuable support.   

Although the question asked student for examples of ‘especially effective supervision and 
support’, there was no specific probe on WHY students perceived the support to be effective. 
Often students offered a simple assessment of value: ‘outstanding’, ‘excellent’, ‘helpful’. 
However, some students also indicated specific benefits: expanding their general knowledge of 
the field as a complement to the specialised knowledge of the research project; developing skills 
such as time management, budget management, and project management; gaining access to 
scholarly discussion – through, for example, references to the literature from other students or 
staff or direct access to the scholars themselves through introductions that facilitated later 
interpersonal interaction; or enriching their understanding of the diversity of possible approaches 
to  problems. Not to be underestimated was the affective impact – the feeling of belonging and 
being a valuable member of a research group, the opportunity of sharing with others both socially 
and intellectually.  



 

 

While isolation continues to be recognised as a serious problem nationally (and students in this 
university in the quantitative part of the survey indicated their general dissatisfaction with the 
intellectual climate), we know that supervisors and departments or faculties have developed 
strategies to counter that isolation. This survey shows that, when students are able to freely 
respond to a general question on ‘especially effective supervision and support’ either experienced 
or observed, they point conspicuously to efforts to contribute to the intellectual and social support 
of a scholarly community.  
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