MANAGING GROUP PROJECTS
Student Perspective
I am working on a group project with two other students for my dissertation. We had lots of
problems at the start, not only because it was a topic we weren’t interested in, but because initially
there were four people in the group. It used to be very stressful and it was hard to mediate between
us all because of this one group member who was always a little bit of a struggle to work with. She
was, you know, lagging behind and we were giving her all the ideas. She was taking credit for all the
ideas in supervision and our supervisors would go, “Oh, good work, team,” and I just felt like, “No,
it’s not ‘team’. She didn't do anything.” And so it took a couple of weeks probably for the
supervisors to address that properly. When she did drop out of the course, I was very happy.
It’s hard working in a group, like definitely sometimes I think it’d just be easier to do it on my own,
especially because I feel that two of us put in a lot effort and maybe the other one does sometimes,
but not all the time. Having three of us in the group, not every session gives me the opportunity to
speak. Like probably about two weeks ago, two of our group members pretty much dominated the
whole session with their questions, so it took up the whole hour so I didn’t really get a chance. I had
about one minute to ask my questions and the supervisor kind of said, “No, I’ve got to go now. We’ll
have to pick this up later,” kind of thing. So I think sometimes having three people with only one
supervisor, three people demanding of one person’s time, is hard.
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MANAGING GROUP PROJECTS
New Supervisor Perspective
I’m co‐supervising a group dissertation project. We have four students working on the project, each
of whom have their own research question and will write their own dissertation. I see it as my, or
between myself and my co‐supervisor, responsibility to ensure that the project is feasible, and to
ensure that the project is doable in the time period, and that it’s not too complicated. I think the
overall project really is the supervisors’ responsibility in terms of how difficult it is. But I think in
terms of actually doing it, it’s really the students’ responsibility to keep themselves on track. In terms
of how its written up and how its presented, then I think the supervisors’ job is to give advice, but I
think the student needs to use that advice and do it, otherwise they’ll all write the same project .
They all have to write their individual thing, and I think it’s their responsibility to understand their
own project well.
Managing a group dissertation project can be difficult. I’m trying to respond to each of the student’s
needs. Some of them are very independent, rock up to the meetings once a week and are pretty
happy . Some of the other ones want more reassurance, telling them they’re doing the right thing
and that sort of stuff. So trying to respond within reasonable limits to that as well.
I also have one particular student who is pretty difficult. She thinks she knows best all the time and
challenges us, challenges the supervisors, and she’s never been right yet. But, it makes it difficult
because the rest of the group know her as well, and they don’t want to stand up to her. So, it’s not
great when that happens as you feel like you’re really not being productive.
This group of students consistently turn up to meetings, but are usually underprepared. Their care
factor is just really low so they’re taking a lot of time to turn around stuff that we’ve ask them to do.
We’ve had to give them homework just so that they present something and then they’re not
presenting their homework. They don’t really care. In trying to address this we tried the soft
approach at first: “Okay, this is your dissertation; you take ownership. We’re here to facilitate and
guide”. Then it got to a point we’re giving them homework so that they have to produce something
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so they’re showing us if they’re working on it. Eventually my co‐supervisor had to read them the riot
act. I think it worked, so I hope they buck up a bit more.
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MANAGING GROUP PROJECTS
Coordinator Perspective
Both new and experienced supervisors sometimes experience difficulties in managing group
dissertation projects. Some groups are incredibly dysfunctional, and that can be extremely traumatic
for a student, especially as these students, many of them, didn’t want to do research in the first
place. The problem is compounded when groups are assigned to a project that they are not
interested in. It’s hard for the supervisor because they’re starting out from a low ‐from students
going “I didn’t want to do this project”. Some supervisors are successful in interesting the students
in the project, even when the project was not their original choice. They are enthusiastic about the
project and they’re trying to engage the students in what they do in the project, giving them some
initiative.
Problems can also arise if the project is too difficult ‐ if you’ve got a student who is weak in the study
area they can really struggle. So then it’s frustrating for the supervisor and completely demoralising
for the students. We can end up with some mismatches there and that’s where students can get
quite distressed.
Most years there will be a group, at least one group, that will come to me and say, Person X is not
pulling their weight and it’s not fair and we’re pulling them along. I think when it’s a person who is
not pulling their weight, then that is a festering sore unless the rest of the group can band together,
but then they’re working together and excluding the other person.
Other times it might be a supervisor coming to me about a disruptive student within the group.
When supervisors come to me about a student causing problems and distressing the group, we
discuss ways of coping, of dealing with the students so that it doesn’t affect the other members of
the group.
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