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Abstract

Literature about doctoral supervision has concentrated on describing the ever lengthening lists of functions that must be carried out.  This functional approach is necessary but there has been less exploration of a different paradigm, a conceptual approach towards research supervision.  This paper, reviews and updates a framework for supervision which aimed to fill this gap, and looks at some of the implications for applying it:
The main concepts identified are:

1. Functional: where the issue is one of project management

2. Enculturation: where the student is encouraged to become a member of the disciplinary community

3. Critical thinking: where the student is encouraged to question and analyse their work

4. Emancipation: where the student is encouraged to question and develop themselves

5. Developing a quality relationship: where the student is enthused, inspired and cared for

Supervisors of doctoral students are also trying to reconcile the tensions between their professional role as an academic and their personal self, as well as encouraging students to move a long a path towards increasing independence.  The concepts are examined in the light of each of these tensions.
The educational impact of this framework is discussed as it impacts on supervisor development, engendering creativity, research-led teaching and the doctoral students’ experience.
Aims
This paper proposes a framework of supervision which can be used both for the development of individual supervisors and to create a language which those involved in co-supervisory roles can use to negotiate and understand their respective role (Lee 2008a and 2008b).  
Models of supervision

There are a number of alternative models of supervision. Grant and others have used a small number of cases of masters and doctoral supervision, analysed the dialogue and described power dynamic of the Hegelian ‘Master-Slave’ or ‘apprenticeship’ models. (Grant 2005, 2008).  
Another model applied to research supervision was created by Gatfield (2005) when he described a grid based on the managerial Blake and Moulton model, this grid has two axis of ‘support’ and ‘structure’.  He verified this through interviews with twelve supervisors.  Where support and structure were low the academics’ style was found to be laissez-faire, and where support and structure were high, there was a contractual style.  A pastoral style would mean that the academic provided high personal support but left the student to manage the structure of their research project and the directorial style would do the reverse.   Gatfield argues (as I do) that no one approach is right or wrong, it is about appropriateness and sharing expectations. This model provides a useful contrast, but it applies more clearly to research supervision than to postgraduate teaching, and a four-quadrant matrix is more limiting in terms of analysis.  
A third, frequently described approach was created originally by Acker who looked at the ‘technical rational model’ (where the goal is either the creation of an independent researcher, scholarly creativity or speedy completion) and contrasted it with the ‘negotiated order model’ where there are ‘many unspoken agendas operating throughout the research process and mutual expectations are subject to negotiation and change over time’ (Acker quoted in Wisker 2005 p 27).  This approach problematises supervision, and describes a goal-driven approach, but it does not explicitly link to other forms of postgraduate teaching and provide a simple tool for analysing problems.

A fourth conceptual approach to teaching and supervising at this level is to look at the practices implied by the model of ‘communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger 1991) which is, in effect, offering a decentralised version of the master/apprentice role.  Lave and Wenger’s work has had great impact in highlighting sociological issues implicit in teaching and learning, and they explore the way in which the student is helped (or not) to move through legitimate peripheral participation to an understanding and mastery of the tacit knowledge required to participate fully in an academic community.   This element is explored further in the ‘enculturation’ approach to teaching and supervision
One criticism of the framework proposed here is that it aims to create too much of a ‘tidy reconciliation’ of a process which is undeniably messy and individual.  However, the original objective of the research project was to identify the concepts which would make learning about supervision easier.  The ‘messiness’ is still apparent when it comes to combining, blending and applying the different approaches to individual situations.
Methodology/Research Design

A purposive sample of supervisors included those with varying lengths of experience and the main discipline groups, they were all recommended as excellent supervisors by their students and/or their colleagues, twelve came from a range of disciplines in a research intensive UK university and three came from a leading US university. Originally there were three female and twelve male supervisors, subsequent interviews have redressed the gender balance somewhat and included one placement supervisor.  The data now includes interviews with 20 participants from Universities in the UK and three from the USA (Harvard).  The original data was also biased towards scientific and technological students, and recent interviewees have included more of those supervising in education, psychotherapy and change-management.  Between them all the participants have supervised over 230 PhD students, full and part time, local and international.  Their students were studying a mixture of conventional PhDs and professional doctorates.   The data was compared with interviews with two PhD students and two focus groups of students.    
The interviews were semi-structured, recorded in speedwriting at the time and most were audiotaped.  Each participant was offered the opportunity of reviewing their transcript, and most of them took up the opportunity to read their transcripts but made no significant changes of content. The methodological approach was deliberately broad; initially it was conceptually based on symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1969; Becker 1998) the analysis was designed to look for common objects about which the interviewees had some shared perceptions.  The interviews were inspired by narrative inquiry (Wengraf 2008) and phenomenography (Åkerlind, 2007) but this is not strictly a phenomenographic piece of work.  The questions asked at interview focussed on their experiences as supervisors over time, and then asked interviewees to reflect back on their own experiences as a doctoral student.  An iterative analysis of the interview transcripts was carried out.  A random first transcript was used to create an initial coding which was carried out by hand, and these codes were then added to, amplified and amended by all the subsequent transcripts. The concepts were then compared again with the literature around each of these concepts. Initially open coding was created and further examination was carried out to think about the various possible dimensions of the concepts.  Axial coding led to examination of the consequences of each concept (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). The data were searched again looking for perceptions around frequently used words such as ‘good’, ‘problem’ and ‘writing’.    A second experienced researcher reviewed the data and the proposed coding. 

The implication of the methods of analysis was that there is no such thing as ‘pure data’ free from any potential bias.  The important issue is to discover the correct manner of interpreting the data we have.  (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983 p 112). The assumption is that an integrative approach is ultimately ethical: social psychological, phenomenographic, sociological and linguistic methods of analysis can all help identify sensitising concepts (Blumer, 1969). 

Findings

Five main approaches to supervision were identified.  They intertwine in a complex manner and, although they are disentangled here to aid clarity, it is not maintained that they are independent of each other.

The framework is integrative in that it includes organisational, sociological, philosophical, psychological and emotional dimensions.  Table 1 describes the original framework as it has been applied to doctoral supervision, looking at the supervisor’s activities, knowledge and skills and hypothesising potential student reactions.
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PERSONAL

	
	Functional
	Enculturation
	Critical thinking
	Emancipation
	Relationship

Development

	Supervisor’s Activity
	Rational progress-ion through tasks
	Gatekeeping
	Evaluation Challenge
	Mentoring, supporting constructivism
	Supervising by experience, developing a relationship/team

	Supervisor’s knowledge & skills
	Directing, project management
	Diagnosis of deficiencies, coaching
	Argument, analysis
	Facilitation,

Reflection
	Integrity

Managing conflict, Emotional intelligence

	Possible student reaction
	Obedience

Organised
	Role modelling

Apprenticeship
	Constant inquiry, fight or flight
	Personal growth, reframing
	A good team member. Emotional intelligence


Table 1:  A framework of approaches to research supervision

There are several relevant areas of literature which illuminate this framework, as described below.  

Functional: This approach appears in a series of guides to effective supervision (Wisker, 2005; Eley & Jennings, 2005; Taylor & Beasley, 2005; Phillips & Pugh 2005).  They provide useful lists of tasks and vignettes, but they do not give supervisors a conceptual model to use in reflecting upon their beliefs about what supervision is about.  

Skills such as planning, directing, acquiring resources, getting the work done and monitoring are examples of features emphasised in this approach.  
Enculturation: In this approach learning is seen as developing within a societal context (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Leonard, 2001; Delamont et al., 2000) they describe the importance of becoming a member of a discipline.  Indeed, Delamont et al. argued that academics identify themselves by their discipline first and by their university and department second.  There are also frequent references to an apprenticeship model in this context.  The research student needs to acquire a great deal of subtle professional and interpersonal knowledge about how research and academic life is conducted.  

Critical thinking is a western philosophical tradition that encourages analysis, looking for propositions and arguments for and against them.  The roots of this approach to supervision are both dialectic and dialogic. Dialectical thinking pits various propositions or theories against each other.  Dialogical thinking requires a discussion and synthesis of a series of propositions and encourages the student to look for a hidden logic.  The ability to synthesise literature and make a coherent argument has been identified as a key activity that the student must undertake by thesis examiners.  (Holbrook et al. 2007).

Emancipation as a supervisory process implies both support and challenge.  It is also a process which allows and supports personal transformation.  Acquiring a PhD can be a transformative process; the prerequisites for transformative learning require critical reflection and a disorienting dilemma (Mezirow, 1991; Taylor, 2007).

Relationships. There is some evidence that poor relationships are blamed for poor completion rates (Taylor & Beasley, 2005, p 69), and poor relationships can arise because of unarticulated and unmet expectations on both sides.  Emotional intelligence has become a contested but popular phenomenon in this field (Salovey & Mayer, 1997).   
Theoretical and educational significance

The first implication of this work relates to supervisor development.  The argument is that supervisors who are aware of the strengths and weaknesses of all of these approaches to supervision, and who is able to combine approaches appropriately, will be better placed to develop their students.  A neutral language for exploring differing expectations in supervision is also important, it can be used both between students and supervisors and within supervisory teams.  This framework has been usefully used to analyse problems that supervisors face in workshops in Sweden, Denmark, Estonia and the UK.
Secondly we can review the framework in looking at one of the core elements of research at level 8 (UK National Framework) or the Bologna description of the ‘third cycle’ (PhD level) where students are required to contribute original thinking. (QAA 2008, Dublin Descriptors JQIA 2004).  One analysis of how each approach might encourage creativity is shown below, and one of the more surprising elements to emerge is that the functional approach can also encourage creativity.  One example of this arose in an interview with a supervisor who said:

I think they find the direction difficult, that I have been so directive.  I think they thought that they could swan in and wander around the literature for a bit and do what they liked………so I have insisted that they are here 9am – 5pm five days a week.  That is very hard for them…………… I am beginning to think the structure helps to make creativity, I would never have believed I would have said that.  I think it is because people know where the boundaries are, they know what they have got to achieve and this helps in achieving that…they are putting up (creative ideas) on the wall…there is a sense of freedom in the structure I think.    (Supervisor: Soft Applied).

However, critical thinking can also create original thought, and another supervisor illustrated this approach when they said:

Many are used to juxtaposing the concepts of emancipation and creativity, but the reaction to constraints and criticism can also force the formation of to new ideas.  Table 2 below illustrates how different approaches to supervision might encourage creativity.
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Table 2: Applying the framework to engendering creativity
A third impact of this work is to question the notion of research and teaching as separate but linked concepts.  Research-led teaching is a concept which has been problematised in many ways (Jenkins, Healey and Zetter 2007).  If the five approaches can together create an holistic approach to supervision (and it is accepted that this is a big assumption), can the same five approaches be used to develop teaching and learning curricula for academic staff, and to evaluate the student experience of other groups of students, for example those taking a taught masters?  Table 3 looks at some elements of teaching masters students and maps them on to the framework.
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Table 3: Applying the framework to the student experience for a taught masters programme
There are some underlying assumptions about teaching and learning in this framework, and it would be interesting for academics to examine their own assumptions and core beliefs in the light of the issues presented in Table 4 where they are analysed a little further.
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Table 4:  Applying the framework to elements of teaching and learning

Fourthly we need to ask questions about the broader impact of each of these approaches on student development, personal development planning, career development and employability. Under the Concordat (Vitae 2008) and the Joint Skills Statement (Roberts 2002), both in Europe and the UK, there is an expectation that universities will provide a broader education at this high level.  So is it justifiable to ask, for example, whether an enculturation approach encourages students to stay within the discipline and seek work within academia?  
Finally we can ask on a broader level whether the university is meeting student needs – the supervisor cannot be the person responsible for meeting all student needs.  However, the doctoral student’s experience is coming more under the microscope (HEA PRES surveys) so can this framework provide a tool for evaluating what we offer? The underlying questions are: are there needs and expectations that students bring to the university which do not fit into this framework?   If this framework is acceptable, who are the people responsible for ensuring that students can meet all these different needs?  Table 5 below illustrates the different expectations that students might have (and one student may have all these expectations at different times during their studies).
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Table 5:  Applying the framework to identifying student needs

Further research is also needed on the proposition that: whilst a supervisor might exemplify a range of conceptual approaches, the student experiences one or two predominant approaches.  

The research highlights the fact that a range of methodological approaches is necessary to close the gap between the levels of awareness and action which may be hidden by just interviewing supervisors.  There are likely to be differences between espoused theory and theory-in-use (Argyris and Schon 1974).  Whilst the researcher incorporated a variety of qualitative techniques in the interviews and focus groups for this particular project, there are other methods which could yield helpful data.  For example: observation, recording supervision sessions, reviewing documentation, asking students and supervisors to keep diaries,   Both observation and interviews will only give partial information and both are interpreted through the filter of the researcher/observer.  

Other areas for further study include disciplinary similarities and differences, gender issues and the effect of organisational initiatives on the quality of doctoral supervision.
Limitations to the framework
This framework can be seen as being reductionist, but the straight lines are really for analysis, and it is in the melding of different approaches to doctoral supervision that the supervisor creates a robust repertoire of supervisory skills.

The framework refers to the economic imperative primarily through looking at the functional approach.  There are also broader economic issues relating to knowledge transfer and research as an activity for economic and societal well-being – these meta-perspectives are best addressed through a combination of perspectives, not just one.

An historical perspective is not explicitly included and for some academics it may be important to explore this.  The whole framework is grounded in the language of a western culture, and other cultures may want to reinterpret this.

The blending of approaches is demonstrated in the following diagram which describes how they may be interrelated in practice.  The Venn-type diagram shows the functional approach as the background to all doctoral supervision because awards cannot be made outside an accrediting institution.  The other approaches all overlap and can be blended in different ways according to the situation, age and stage of both supervisor and student.  There is some evidence from the interviews that over time supervisors move from working in a large relationship circle to giving the functional approach more prominence.  Newer supervisors are more concerned about the quality of the relationship, but more experienced supervisors recognise the key stages and milestones that the research process will go through, and emphasise them.
THE INTERRELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN DIFFERENT APPROACHS TO SUPERVISION
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Diagram 1:  The interrelationship between different approaches in practice

Finally, it is recognised that supervision does not take place in isolation.  Organisations (be they universities, research institutes, colleges, graduate schools or departments) can introduce many practices which will also have a significant impact on the doctoral students’ progress.  For example some universities are becoming much more prescriptive about who can supervise, and monitoring student progress, there are student satisfaction and exit surveys, cohort-based research methods and generic skills training, opportunities for Graduate Teaching Assistants, and differing workload models.   The framework reviewed in this paper still places the relationship between the supervisor(s) and the students at the heart of the student’s learning experience.

Conclusion
This paper asks whether the fundamental values of:  being usable, belonging, rigorous reason, autonomy and agape are sufficient for the analysis of supervision, and potentially for the analysis of curricula and the student experience.  If this framework proves to be robust then we can move forward the teaching and learning experience with some confidence. Table 7 below describes these values and aligns them to core beliefs about how people learn.  
Core beliefs and values

	
	Functional


	Enculturation
	Critical thinking
	Emancipation
	Relationship

Development

	Beliefs about how people learn


	Structured goal

oriented process
	Emulating

Replicating
	Theorising

Analysing
	Discovering

Constructivism
	Being affirmed

	Values


	Practical

Applicability
	Belonging
	Reason

Rigour


	Autonomy
	Love

Agape


Table 7:  Applying the framework to understanding core beliefs and values

We are also left with the question of how to test this paradigm further.  Longitudinal, multi-method studies could provide us with much more material which to test the framework in different disciplines, gender partnerships, organisational frameworks and cultures.  The author would welcome comments on this.
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