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Bad PhD Supervisors can ruin Research.  
So why aren’t they accountable? 

 
The Guardian. Anonymous Academic 11/12/15 
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.. We need to get rid of the false notion of low-maintenance supervision 
 relationships between consenting adults… these pairings are in fact  
high maintenance and fragile.. 
 
           A sense of urgency prevails 

Research organisations are required to provide excellent standards of 
supervision, management and mentoring. Supervisors must receive the 
support and training that they need to provide the highest quality 
supervisory support for their students. 
       RCUK 2013 



Change 

1. Regulatory Context 

2. Massification 

3. Collectivisation 

4. Internationalisation 

5. Social & Economic Diversification 

6. PT Students 

7. Distance Students 

8. Cross-Disciplinary Researchers 

9. Research Professionals 

10. Key workers for knowledge 
economy 

Requires a knowledge of.. 
1. Internal & external policies 

2. Supervision of large numbers & 
groups 

3. Dynamics of multiple supervisions 

4. ‘New to learning environment’ 

5. Non-traditional backgrounds 

6. Part time - own challenges 

7. Students off campus 

8. Multi-disciplinary research 

9. Different types of doctorates 

10. Career trajectories for doctoral 
graduates 
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Changes in Doctoral Education & Implications for Supervisor 
where we are now vs what we must do 

Adapted from Stan Taylor, SDF Digest, November 2, 2014 
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Which way? 
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A 
B 

• What are current practices? 

• Who leads in this area? 

• What works / doesn’t / 
might 

• What supports - human 
capital / finance 

• University Management 

• How practice is reviewed / 

     evaluated 

 

How can Institutions Support Research 
Supervision? 



Universitas 21- 25 Partners 
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Project Planning 

• What were UCDs / 
Ireland’s needs (NAIRTL) 

• Exploratory talks-
feasibility  

• Identification of key 
contacts 

• Project Proposal-  

     U21 / UCD 

• Project Application- U21 
Strategic Group 

 

 

 

• Funding secured! – 

     U21 & UCD 

• Development of pre-visit 
questionnaire 

• Preliminary mtgs-QPR 

• University visits 

• Dissemination of findings  

      (Report -  Web –  U21 Workshop     

        – UCD Working Group- NAIRTL) 
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Logistics & 
Review/ 

Evaluation 

Ethos/ 
Approach 

Areas of Interest for Investigation 
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Supports  
Who What 

Where 
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• Appreciation       X       X               X          X     X 

      global doctoral environment 

• Communities of practice         X              X         X      X 

      academic/professional 

• University backing/ethos          X          X              X          X     X 

      ethos, sustainability, oversight 

• Professional development                x              X          X 

      CPD / HR / contract stipulation 

• Recognition of excellence                              x               x           x     x 

       awards 

 

 

 

FINDINGS 
- ETHOS 
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• Asking the ‘right’ qs’s          X         X        X  

      what- who-when-where     

• Structured Support Units               X             X                     X 

        GS, CLeaR, RDU etc 

• Support Tools      X                                X               X                         X                     X 

           website, fora, ‘training’ 

• Data Contextualisation                   x                       x 

             use of data/ registers 
 

• Training Needs Analyses  
       supervisors – pre ‘training’/ survey            X               X                      X 

 

 

 

FINDINGS 
- Supports 
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Dedicated Resources – University of Auckland 
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     University of 
 New South Wales 

Pre- Workshop 

EVALUATION – Pre- experience & Post learning 
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University of Auckland 

https://www.clear.auckland.ac.nz/en/supervision.html 

Pre- Workshop 
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• New to Learning Environment          X                         X 

staff & students 

• Minimising Bureaucracy          X           X                        X 

 

• Student Satisfaction           X                           X 

      survey 

• Mandatory/voluntary 

      accreditation         X      X              X                          X                         X 

      balance, induction, ‘training’- ORIDOC      

• Reflection on practice  

      supervision as teaching        X                    X             X                           

 

       

 

FINDINGS 
- Logistics/ Review 



EVALUATION 
Student Research Experience Questionnaire-   

PREQ/ SREQ 
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Evaluation Post RSSD Programme 2015 



Dissemination of Project Outcomes 

• Report- major observations 

• U21 and UCD website 

• U21 Workshop – Shanghai Jiao Tong University, March 

2015 http://www.universitas21.com/event/details/211/research-supervisor-support-

and-development-workshop 

• UCD – Working Group 

• NAIRTL- Irish Working Group Supervisor Development  
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Relation to Irish Context? 
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       8574 
 
       6795   
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2-UCD             

1-TCD  

4-NUIM 

3-DCU 

 

7-UCC  

5-NUIG  

6-UL  

IoTs- 14  
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PhD Profile- Universities* 

PhDs  (   x2)   8574 

7 Universities   7700  
Full Time    6800 

Part Time      900 
 

*IoTs             520  
*Colleges                354 
 

Research Supervisor Development 
• Piecemeal approach 
• Inconsistent 
• Experimental 
• Required interested ‘persons’ 
 

Irish Doctoral Profile at a Glance 
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UCD - Structured PhD 



Unique National Collaboration! 
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http://www.cit.ie/
http://www.nuigalway.ie/
http://www.ucc.ie/en/


Pilot 
Workshops 

National 
Roll Out  

Evaluate & 
Finalise 

Planning 

Survey 
 

Develop 
Resources 

Draft 
Curriculum 

Pilot 
Workshops 

Evaluate & 
Revise 

 

Supervisor Support and Development  
Key project milestones 
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http://www.ucc.ie/en/


Views on Supervision & Training 
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Priorities for Training 
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• Introduction & Context 
• Development of Framework 
• Key Themes & Issues 
 - Institutional Support 
 - Targeting Audiences 
 - Delivery 
Methodologies 
• Framework 
 - Workshop Overviews 
 - Suggested Content 
 - Tasks / Exercises 
                - Who Should Deliver? 
 - Learning Outcomes 
• Expert Discussion Paper 
• Conclusions 
• Suggested Reading 
  

 A Practical Guide – HEI 
 



Framework 
challenges 
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      Achieving buy-in 

                            Title of programme 

                     Programme delivery – mode 

                          Key Issue Identification 

       Senior management support 

     Mixed disciplinary 

                 Institutional specificity / flexibility 

      Experienced supervisor & student participation 

 

 
Collaboration 

Recognition 
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RSSDP 2016- 
 
COLLABORATION  
UCD & TCD 
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Recent activity…… 

UCD & TCD 
Unique Collaboration 

www.nairtl.ie/SupervisorSupport  

 

Joint RSSD Programme – 2015-16 
Sharing of Resources/Participants 

1. 

2. 

CPD – Recognition of Research  
Supervisory Practice- T&L Accred 

3. 

National Master Classes- 2015-16 

UCD - CPD 

NAIRTL-  
Inter-institutional 

U21- UCD (UoA/UNSW/UoN) 

4. 

International  Workshop 
SJTU- 25th-26th March 2015 

http://www.nairtl.ie/SupervisorSupport


Top Recommendations 

• University backing- ethos 

• Recognition of practice & accountability 

• Training needs analyses 

• Supports – in the right places 

• Mandatory / voluntary Balance 

• Review of practice- evaluation 

• Flexibility in approach/ sustainability 
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Supervision 

of 

Culture 
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Piha, NZ 2014. 

Sin Sin.. 
Go raibh míle maith agaibh.. 

Dr Janet Carton 
Graduate Education Development Manager 
UCD Graduate Studies, University College Dublin (UCD) 
janet.carton@ucd.ie 


