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O ABSTRACT O

Pursuing doctoral degree is a prestigious achievement to a doctoral student and it encompasses contribution of

new knowledge to the discipline. Research conducted at this level is the most sustained and the most demanding for
both doctoral student and doctoral supervisor. The supervisory practices adopted by the doctoral supervisor and the
relationship between the student and supervisor plays a pivotal role in enhancing the quality of the research work done
at doctoral level. A common fact about doctoral supervision is that it is seen as a privatized space or a “black box”. With
the growing volume of doctoral education all over the world, it is essential to break this black box and turn on lights in
this private space. The present paper unveils about doctoral supervision, challenges and ways to address them. It also
discusses about the areas which needs to be explored further in this direction.

Keywords : Doctoral Supervision, Doctoral Education, Doctoral students,Supervisory Practices and higher education.

Pursuing doctoral degree is a prestigious achievement to
adoctoral student and it encompasses contribution of new
knowledge to the discipline. Research conducted at
doctoral level is the most sustained and the most
demanding for both doctoral students and doctoral
supervisors. Doctoral education encompasses many
aspects other than production/publication of scholarly
articles, research papers and theses. It helps the students
to socialize in aresearch community and develops a sense
of confidence for lifelong learning. With the growing
volume of doctoral education, the programme is also
undergoing many changes.

Doctoral supervisor has the primary responsibility
for supervision and is most responsible for the progress of
students (Epstein etal.,2011; Halse and Bansel, 2012 and
Lee, 2008). The quality of supervision and access to
appropriate supervisors are considered to be the most
important factors in maintaining the quality of doctoral
programme (Grevholm et. al., 2005).

Further, the philosophy of doctoral supervision is

also moving from a traditional hierarchical system to the
one of master-apprentice model; from expertise as salient
dimension to support and creative as salient dimension
(Malfroy, 2005). Delany (2009) and Halse and
Bansel(2012) described the four major paradigms of
research supervision as 1) apprenticeship paradigm 2)
person-centered paradigm 3) scientific-technical
paradigm and 4) socio-cultural paradigm. According to
Sinclair (2004), there are two main approaches of
supervisioni.e., “hands on” and “hands off” and the phase
of doctoral work determines about which style of
supervision dominates. Bhushanet al.(2020) claims that
most dominant form of doctoral supervision is
apprenticeship where the supervisorsare responsible for
instilling the qualities of integrity, ethical behavior and
good research practices among students. Thus, doctoral
supervision is considered a multi facet professional work
(Taylor, 2006; Connell, 1985;RichardsandFletcher,
2020; Halse and Malfroy, 2010; Maxwell and Smyth,
2009; Lofstrom and Pyhiltd, 2020) and such practice
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bringsjoy and pride to both the supervisors and the
doctoral students, and build communities and academic
networks that would live organically for a long time
(Halse, 2011).

Also, the positive interpersonal relationship
between the supervisors and the doctoral students is
considered the most important factor for the success of
doctoral thesis (Golde, 2005; Mainhard et al., 2009) and
doctoral students usually prefer supervisors who are
encouraging, supportive, optimistic, futuristic, reliable,
knowledgeable, informative, and sharing. They also want
their supervisors to be active listeners, to stimulate
debate, to provide continuous feedback and support
(Mainhard et al., 2009, Denicolo, 2004; Xiao
andTaurigana, 1998).

Challenges in doctoral supervision

A common fact about doctoral supervision is that it
isstill seen as a privatized space or a “black box”
(Manathunga, 2005; Lee and Green, 1998; Lee and
McKenzie, 2011) due to factors like paucity of research-
basedevidence on the supervisory practices, lack of clear
guidelines on the role and responsibility of doctoral
students and supervisors (Bhushanetal., 2020) etc.

Further, the majority of the supervisors in various
higher education institutions have never received any
formal training for supervision and they learn about their
duties and responsibilities only either by reflecting on
their experiences as a researcher or by indirectly
observing senior supervisors (Halse, 2011, Epstein et al.,
2011; Lee, 2008). This weakens them in terms of
pedagogy of doctoral supervision and lack of guidelines
regarding doctoral supervision further weakens the
pedagogy.

Vilkinasand Cartan(2001); Lee (2008); Bhushan et
al., (2020)emphasize that a doctoral supervisor plays a
paradoxical role when he/she deals with both the
professional and personal needs of students. To maintain
a balance between these roles proves to be a challenge to
the supervisor. Problems with the doctoral supervisors
are cited as one of the main reasons for the delay or low
completion rate of the doctoral thesis (Winchester-Seeto,
etal., 2014). Thus, feedback and interpersonal
communication between them play a very crucial role in

supportingdoctoral students in their academic career and
becoming an independent researcher (Wang and Li,
2011).

Addressing the challenges in doctoral supervision

Grevholm et al.(2005)mentioned that many
studies have documented that doctoral students are
dissatisfied with the existing models of supervision and
to address this problem, efforts should be made to
introduce dynamic models of supervision rather than
considering it as a black box. It is high time to break the
black box of supervision and develop new learning
alliance models (Halse and Bansel, 2012) to ensure that
doctoral supervision takes place in form of research
groups in which, apart from the doctoral students and
supervisors,other members such as fresh doctoral
students, other senior doctoral students, master's
students, local supervisors,visiting subject experts and
research students from nearby universities can also be
part of the doctoral supervision. Such research groups
help in improving both the quality of supervision and
quality of doctoral thesis and helps in building a network
of support system which will be very useful to a doctoral
student. Such, interventions of forming research cluster
groups can be taken up on experimental basis in one
department and if successful can be extended to other
departments as an ideal practice for doctoral supervision.
Doctoral education can also be seen as a learning
alliancewhere multiple agents involved in it become
jointly responsible for ensuring the quality and timely
completion of doctoral work and thus doctoral
supervision can be considered as a collaborative
responsibility rather than a privatized black space (Halse
and Bansel, 2012; Baker and Lattuca, 2009).

Regarding pedagogy of doctoral supervision,
given the changing scenario in higher education, it is time
to introduce various pedagogical approaches and
structural mechanisms that can help improve the quality
of doctoral education in general, and doctoral supervision
in particular. While initiatives such asmandatory
publication of research has strengthened the writing and
editorial skills of supervisors but there is a sever
deterioration in their capabilities as doctoral supervisors
and lack of suitable training has further fueled this
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problem (Elmgren, et al., 2016).Hence, qualitative short-
term training programmes should be initiated for the
doctoral supervisors in order to make them more efficient
and effective in their supervision. Trainings canalso be
organized specifically for the research supervisors where
issues like: challenges faced in research supervision,
most frequently committed methodological errors in
research and other aspects of pedagogy of research
supervision can be discussed thoroughly.A thought can
also be extended towards the practice that is adopted in
Finland where doctoral supervisory training is provided
for faculty members irrespective of their length of service
and number of students they already supervised
(Lofstrom and Pyhélto, 2020). Further, it is not customary
in many institutions to evaluate supervisory experience
or discuss among staff how supervision is (or should be)
provided (Mainhard, et al., 2009). To resolve this
problem, collaborative knowledge sharing environments
and collective models of supervision (Malfroy2005) can
be considered. Such models of exchange would help the
new supervisors to learn from the experiences of others
and their seniors. Universities can also develop list of
competencies that supervisors can learn,strengthen,and
measure (Hyatt and Williams, 2011).

In order to bridge the gap between the
expectationsof doctoral students and supervisors,
universities can consider the development of supervision
contracts. This contract can serve as a guideline in terms
of time, communication, inputs and expected outcome.
Such contracts can be very useful to both the doctoral
supervisors and doctoral studentsas they act as source of
reference when a conflict or dilemma arises with a
supervisor, a student or both.A doctoral supervisor should
accept that every doctoral student is unique and hence
design individualized mentoring action plans.
Developing such a mentoring action plan helpsthe
supervisor tomanage them both psychologically and
academicallyand maintain a healthy relationship between
the doctoral student and doctoral supervisor. A mentoring
action plan should also advice doctoral students about
what works well and what does not, and sensitize doctoral
supervisor about “how much to interfere” in the choice
and work doctoral students and thus stay focused and

move closer to their goal of quality research. Establishing
such a structured guidance environment and interim
milestones can make the process more easierand less
intimidating for everyone involved.

Further areas of Research on Doctoral Supervision

Discussion on issues and concerns in doctoral
education is a growing domain and much is not written
about it especially in country like India (Grevholm et al.,
2005; Jones, 2013)and hence efforts can be made to
create new journals in this field.

This section presents about research areas which
can be explored in this domain and wherever possible,
different socio-demographic dimensions such as type of
university, type of doctoral program (individual or team,
etc.), discipline, type of research supervision, research
supervision experience (naive or experienced), the type
of institution (university, research organization etc.), the
locality of institutions, etc. can be considered while
undertaking such research. India may also consider
conducting doctoral education nationally, as has been
done in countries such as Sweden (Doktorandspegeln,
2003), Australia (ACER, 1999).Such studies will help us
to understand the status quo, ongoing changes, and the
required changes in doctoral education.Halse and
Bansel(2012) expressed that it is very essential to carry
out research to explore the practical and theoretical
approaches about doctoral supervision that would work
in this changing and diverse higher education
environment.

Tremendous growth in enrolment and number of
Ph.D. degrees awarded in doctoral education in India
(UGC, 2019) have linked “obsession towards quantity”
and “the issue of quality” as two major stigmas to
doctoral education in our country (Rayan, 2018 and
Priscilla, 2019). The Minimum Standards and Procedure
for Award of M.Phil./Ph.D. Degrees regulations
(2009,2016, 2018) by UGC show concern towards
improving doctoral education. However, the lack of
qualified human resource for research guidance is the
current state of affair in many universities (UGC, 2019).
Hence, the guidelines can think about making doctoral
supervision training mandatory.

Doctoral supervision is still considered to be a
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black box that must be opened by exploring more about

what works to ensure an optimum relation between the

student and supervisor from supervisor and student
perspective.

Studies can also be carried out to exploreopinion
of various stakeholders of doctoral education regarding
doctoral supervision, doctoral assessment, and
evaluation practices in terms of transparency,
consistency, relevance of viva voce, external review etc.
Comparative studies about the content, approaches,
doctoral supervision practices adopted in doctoral
programme invarious universities in India and abroad
will also be of great utility.

Exclusive studies to explore various aspects of
doctoral supervision such as their styles of supervision,
their views on good research supervision, pedagogy of
doctoral supervision, challenges faced by the earlier
career supervisors and experienced doctoral supervisors,
team/collective supervision vs individual supervision,
training of doctoral supervisors, perception of doctoral
students, time management practices of doctoral
supervisors, positive and negative experiences in
doctoral supervision, pressure and challenges in doctoral
supervision (balancing between research and academic
work, publications etc.), andfeedback practices can be
undertaken. Studies on supervision ethics are also very
essential.

Thus, there is a strong need to critically analyze the
practices, issues, challenges, and shortcomings in
doctoral supervision practices and explore what really
constitutes the quality of good doctoral supervision.
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