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Your own experience of communication
skills as a Doctoral Researcher

• Were any communication skills taught to you as a Doctoral 
Researcher (DR)?

• If yes, how was this done? Who taught them? Supervisor, 
communications specialist? Which skills did you find most useful?

• If you didn’t receive any formal training in communication skills as 
a DR, is there anything that you would like to have been offered?

• Did you and your supervisors ever discuss doctoral 
researcher/supervisor communications (such as feedback)?



Mutual Supervisor & Doctoral Researcher 
communication skills

• Supervisors and supervisees both require good communication skills, 
from academic writing & presentations to giving supportive feedback. 

• DRs may have digital communication skills supervisors don’t have; is this 
an advantage or a problem? 

• DRs may find ChatGPT useful whilst supervisors disapprove?  

• The communication skills needed by supervisors are often neglected: 
what do you think they should include? 

• Covid lockdown may have affected some DR communication skills? 

• Joint and group DR supervision particularly require agreement on 
communication skills & content or DRs may get confusing & 
contradictory advice 



What are some of the skills that both DRs & 
supervisors might both need?

• Presentation skills (formal & informal for variety of audiences)

• Academic writing skills

• Social media skills

• Other digital skills 

• Feedback skills

• Listening skills

• Negotiation skills 

• Intercultural skills

• Non-verbal skills 

• Visual communication

• Conflict resolution skills



Which audiences do Doctoral Researchers 
communicate with apart from supervisors? 

• Research sponsors and funders; Academics on progress panels

• Doctoral school administrators; Researcher developers 

• Librarians; Careers staff 

• Other doctoral researchers/postdocs; Seminar and conference attendees

• Members of international networks 

• Undergraduate & Masters students –formally & informally 

• Families and friends; 

• Potential employers + those offering internships or placements

• Social media; journalists; policy makers 

• The public 

• ?? 



Who else besides supervisors need to be 
involved in communication with & to DRs?  

Some suggestions (not all these posts will exist in every university):

• Researcher developers; Second/third internal and external supervisors

• Those providing support for learning  difficulties & other forms of disability 

• Librarians; specialist media staff  

• Careers advisors 

• Doctoral school  or Graduate Studies administrators 

• Specialist academic writing staff;Second language support staff 

• Counselling staff; IT teams 

• How can supervisors work effectively for DRs’ interests in making 
contact with these stakeholders ? 



Sharing communication skills & strategies

• One way of supervisors working on their own communication skills, 
as well as those of DRs, is to use this as a co-creation opportunity 
during the supervision process

• This offers an 2-way opportunity to share ideas about what kinds 
of communication skills and strategies work for both parties

• The approach may open up communication improvements for both 
supervisors and DRs

•



As a supervisor, how would you deal with the 
following communication situations? 

• A DR complains about the quality & tone of recent supervisor feedback from your 
co-supervisor

• It becomes evident that first & second supervisors are giving conflicting theoretical 
& methodological advice to a DR

• You have a DR who finds it difficult to write in an academic style 

• One of your DRs is constantly getting into heated arguments with everyone –
supervisors, other DRs, administrative staff 

• A DR you supervise is being abused after posting a Twitter feed about their findings 

• You have a DR who is reported to have been making sexist comments to other DRs

• One of your DRs gets very critical comments from a journal article you helped them 
with and thinks you gave bad advice

• A DR you supervise suggests that the reading group they attend is sometimes racist 



Feedback as communication

• Feedback to supervisees is a key aspect of supervision, yet producing good feedback 
is hard & the fit between feedback and DR responses is not always good

• There are a number of ways feedback can be presented: by talking, by writing notes 
and comments on a text, by combining oral or written feedback with use of 
technology (Liu, Du, Zhou et al 2021),using podcasts or audio clips

• Feedback is also a two way process – supervisor and DR – & not an end in itself

• Feedback that is timely is ideal – if it isn’t possible to do it fast, e.g if reading 
multiple chapters, then an actual date could be agreed so the student isn’t left in 
limbo 

• Very critical feedback may be accepted by some PGRs & rejected by others; 
individual treatment is important as, is a degree of politeness in delivering feedback 

• For some DRs, repeated redrafting may pose challenges 

• Feedback involving praise oftenneglected but is also important



Academic writing skills

• There are a mass of activities and events now on offer for PGRs about academic 
writing (no longer just gurus charging high fees) & some can be student-led 
(such as pomodoro writing retreats). 

• There’s a wide range of academic writing skills: thesis writing; presentations to 
academic & non-academic audiences; presentations to policy makers; 3 minute 
theses; posters; conference abstracts; conference papers; journal articles & 
book chapters; grant writing. Often, supervisor expertise and reflection on their 
own writing skills is valuable to DRs 

• At the same time, learning disabilities such as dyslexia, as well as  use of 
second or subsequent languages, significantly affect how easy or difficult it is  
for PGRs to develop academic writing skills, taking into account different 
practices and cultural variations in what counts as a meaningful sentence



Intercultural communication skills 

Interculturality is much mentioned in doctoral education but not always 
developed in a considered way.  Some relevant skills are:

• Speaking slowly and keeping sentences simple

• Not using culturally specific phrases or sayings

• Using written, visual, and other non-verbal forms of communication (NVC) as 
well as verbal approaches

• Listening carefully to what others say

• Being inclusive in what you say, write and do

• Showing empathy with people from different cultures

• Using translanguaging (based on all languages known to participants)

• Recognising important differences in non verbal communication and 
hierarchy/gender conventions



Write a brief ‘enhancing DR & supervisor communication 
skills’ plan for your doctoral supervising for the next year

• How will you consult with the relevant DRs? 

• What will be done?

• How will it be done?

• What resources will be needed?

• How will evaluation & reflection be built in? 



Some concluding thoughts

• The presentation has replicated as far as possible, the suggested 
content of a structured workshop that can be used with 
supervisors only or adapted for use with both supervisors and DRs

• It was successfully trialled with some DR supervisors in Sweden in 
May 2023

• One suggestion in that workshop was that supervisors and DRs 
should from time to time arrange a supervision slot where both 
parties discuss some aspects of a relevant communication skill or 
skills, to their mutual advantage

• GOOD LUCK!  
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