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Introduction
Dissertations are an essential component of some undergraduate, honours and master’s coursework
degrees. While most universities provide policy and procedural documents governing dissertations,
limited information is provided on the practice of supervision at these levels. The overall aim of my
fellowship is to address the paucity of materials available to support supervisors of dissertation
students in coursework degrees in Australian universities through the development of a key
resource on best practices in dissertation supervision. The first phase of my fellowship was to
identify conceptions of good supervision and issues associated with supervision in coursework
degrees.

Phase 1 Methodology
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 24 undergraduate, honours and masters students,
7 new supervisors and 7 dissertation coordinators and 3 academics/professionals in student support
roles. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. Thematic analysis was used to analyse transcripts.

Phase 1 Findings
Models of student and supervisor conceptions of good supervision developed from the interviews
are presented on the following page. While there may be some differences in perceptions of good
supervision by supervisors and students, both students and supervisor acknowledge that each party
contributes to good supervision. That is, good supervision is a negotiated practice between
supervisor and student.
Student Model of Good Supervision
Positive supervisory relationships were described as based on a shared passion for the topic, clear
expectations and open communication. Good meetings occurred within a relaxed space where the
student felt they were listened to, their concerns were not dismissed and they received support,
guidance and reassurance. In some circumstances, the synergy of ideas resulted in better research.
Students described supervisors’ contribution to positive supervisory experiences in terms of
approachability and availability, support, interest in the student as a person and sensitivity to the
student’s emotions. Students described their own contributions as coming to meetings prepared,
taking ownership of the research project, and in some cases managing the supervision process.
Where supervision meetings went well, students reported feeling re-motivated, with increased focus
and clarity about the project. They knew what they had to go on and do next, and felt less stressed.
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Figure 1. Student Model of Good Supervision
Supervisor Model of Good Supervision
Positive supervisory relationships were described by supervisors in terms of shared passion for the
topic, clear expectations and a positive group dynamic or dyadic relationship. Good supervision
meetings were characterised by discussion, guidance, clarification and positive feedback. Supervisors
described their own contribution to good supervision in terms of providing structure and research
knowledge, being about to explain concepts in everyday terms the students could understand and
being supportive. Students were viewed by supervisors as contributing to positive supervisory
experiences through being interested in the topic and taking ownership of the project. The
outcomes of good supervisory meetings were described in terms of seeing the personal growth and
skill development of students, and student satisfaction.

Figure 2. Supervisor Model of Good Supervision
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Supervisory Issues
A range of issues related to dissertation supervision in undergraduate, honours and coursework
masters degrees were also identified. These include:














Differing expectations of students and supervisors
Perceived inequities in relation to supervision time, statistical advice and feedback
Power imbalance
Differing advice from supervisors, co-ordinators, markers and methodological advisors
Cross-cultural issues
Interpersonal issues
Non-availability of supervisors
Difficulties in managing group projects
Issues related to co-supervision
Motivating students who are not progressing
The boundaries of supervision
Meeting students’ needs
Systemic issues in relation to supervisor workloads and pressure to publish

Future Directions
Over the next three months workshops will be conducted with experienced supervisors to share and
develop a range of best practices to address the identified issues. A toolkit of resources for
supervisors and an online training module for new supervisors will be developed.
All resources and presentations from this fellowship will be freely available from the project website:
http://www.dissertationsupervision.org. On the website you can currently find blog posts and copies
of presentations (see Project Materials), information on related projects and an annotated
bibliography.
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