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Education and Student Strategy Proposal: doctoral supervision teams 

 

Background 
 
Following some concerns raised by the Graduate School student representative at the 
Graduate School Committee in May 2013 (on transition arrangements when a member of a 
supervisory team leaves the University), the Graduate School, in collaboration with 
colleagues in LEaD undertook some initial research in to the role of the second supervisor in 
doctoral supervision teams and invited PGR students to comment on their experience of the 
role of the second supervisor.  
 
The outcome of the initial research was further considered at a subsequent meeting of the 
Graduate School Committee. A research project on doctoral supervision teams was 
proposed under the Research and Practice Informed Education Hub of the Education and 
Student Strategy following the initial research and was approved for further consideration as 
appropriate by the Graduate School Committee in November 2014. 
 
Recommendation: 
 
Education and Student Committee is asked to: 
 

1. note Graduate School Committee consideration and approval of proposal 
2. support the principles of the project proposal on Doctoral Supervision Teams for 

further consideration by the Finance/Resource Allocation Committee 
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Education and Student Strategy Project Proposal 

Project Name Doctoral supervision teams 
 

Project Objectives This aim of the proposed research project is to conduct 
a mixed-methods study to scrutinise current practice in 
relation to doctoral supervision teams at City University 
London. 

The specific objectives of the project are to: 

 Identify the preparation currently available to or 
accessed by supervisors at University and at 
School/Department level (e.g. via the Research 
Supervision module, other formal preparation, 
informal mentoring) 

 Identify what constitutes good practice in relation 
to team supervision  

 Address an important gap in knowledge about how 
relationships between first and second doctoral 
supervisors are negotiated and configured 

 Make recommendations about how to enhance 
training and mentoring for new doctoral 
supervisors 

 Contribute to improving retention of students and 
the timely completion of their PhD 

 Generate resources that can used by others for 
supervisor preparation and development 

 Generate a baseline dataset upon which others 
could build 

 

Intended impact on strategy 
performance indicators 

The proposed project links to the following strategy 
performance indicators: 
 

1. Student satisfaction – improved scores via the  
Postgraduate Research Experience Survey 

2. Student progression and achievement – reduction 
in attrition of MPhil/PhD students, swifter 
progression, successful outcomes at viva 

3. Student support - improved support for doctoral 

students through enhanced supervision approach 
4. Staff engagement in development activity 

supporting education – supervisors across the 
University will have the opportunity to reflect on 
and share experiences of good practice related to 
doctoral supervision which will feed into the 
Research Supervision module delivered as part of 
the MA in Academic Practice. 

5. Step change 3 in the Research and Practice 
Informed Education Hub which focuses on  
Enhancing the support for doctoral students as co-
providers of research and education 
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Hub Research and Practice Informed Education 

Link to step change activity The proposed project links to the following step-change 
activities:  

 Enhancing pedagogical and academic practice (e.g. 
quality supervision for research students)  

 Enhanced support for doctoral students as co-
providers of research and education 

 Recognising, rewarding and sharing good practice 
in education across the institution. 

Link to other hubs Support for Success 

Project manager Professor Ken Gratton 

Sponsoring Professional 
Service/School 

LEaD (Learning, Enhancement and Development)/City 
Graduate School 

Interdependencies The project relies upon the continued emphasis on 
enhancing doctoral student support and timely completion 
rates. 

Stage Initial planning 

Brief description of project While supervisors are under pressure to ensure that their 
students successfully submit their doctoral theses on time, 
the role of supervisors and supervision teams in ensuring 
retention and success of doctoral students is little 
understood. Similarly, the preparation and development of 
academic staff for either an individual and team supervision 
role is not extensively discussed in the current literature.  
 
Drawing on the perspectives of supervisors from across the 
six Schools at City, this project will constitute the first 
systematic scrutiny of patterns of doctoral team supervision 
at a HEI in the UK and will contribute directly to supervisor 
induction, preparation and ongoing support, with potential 
outputs for use across the sector. 
 
The proposed project will employ a range of methods and 
activities in two key phases: 
 
Phase 1: Online questionnaire 
Doctoral supervisors across the University will be invited to 
take part in the study. Participation will involve completion 
of an online questionnaire. In each of the six schools, a 
Senior Tutor for Research (STR) (or equivalent) will be 
identified as a local collaborator. They will be asked to 
email the invitation and the link to the online questionnaire 
to all doctoral supervisors within their School. The link will 
take participants to the project information sheet, with 
access to the survey and to the wider project website for 
further information. The supervisor questionnaire will seek 
information on the following: 

 Background characteristics 

 Length of time in an academic post; at City; 
supervising doctoral students 

 Number of doctoral students previously supervised 
to completion 
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 Number of doctoral students currently being 
supervised 

 Induction, preparation or training related to 
supervision 

 Own doctoral supervisor’s style, viewed as positive 
or negative 

 Confidence in supervision 

 Mentoring in supervision 

 Awareness of external support mechanisms for 
students 

 Supervising as part of a team or individually 
 

Phase two: Semi-structured interviews 
Face-to-face semi-structured interviews will be conducted 
with a subsample of supervisors who completed the online 
questionnaire, in order to further explore key themes. 
Interviews with participants, lasting no more than 90 
minutes, will be conducted at a mutually agreed venue 
within the University, digitally recorded with permission, 
and subsequently transcribed. The topic guide for the 
interviews will include:  

 Experiences of induction, preparation or training 
related to supervision 

 Confidence in supervision 

 Experience of mentoring in supervision 
relationships 

 Experiences of supervising as part of a team; 
individually; comparisons, preferences 

 

Resource required (at current stage 
and scale of resource required to 
completion) 

Professional transcribing of interview data  
24 interviews @ £75 per interview   £1800 
 
City Unitemp assistance for interviews and analysis  
Grade 6.34 temp for 160 hours  
(@ £27.52 per hr)                                            £4403 

 
Conference attendance/dissemination costs £2350 
National conference – HEA Annual Conference 2016 –  
registration £300, subsistence £100 x 2 nights, travel £100. 
International conference - Conference on Higher  
Education Pedagogy 2016, registration £600,  
subsistence £150 x 3 nights, travel, £700. 

 

Report design and production                 £600 
 
Total resource required    £9153 
 
 

  Indicative project timeline: 
 
Months 1-3: Project commences; development and piloting 
of research instruments; liaison with STRs and distribution 
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Recommendation: 

Education and Student Committee is asked to: 

1. note Graduate School Committee consideration and approval of proposal 

2. support the principles of the project proposal on Doctoral Supervision Teams for 

further consideration by the Finance/Resource Allocation Committee 

 

Dr Eamon McKeown (Academic Lead) in partnership with LEaD and City Graduate School 
January 2016 

 

of online survey link to supervisors;  
Months 3-6: analysis of survey responses; conduct 
individual interviews; identification and scrutiny of 
naturally-occurring data at University/School level. 
Months 7-9: analysis of qualitative interview data & 
triangulation with survey & naturally-occurring data. 
Months 10-12: development of report to the Graduate 
School; write-up of article and submission to peer reviewed 
journal; dissemination via relevant conferences (dates to be 
confirmed); project end. 
 

  


