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Abstract

This paper reports on the supervision of research students from the 
students' perspective.  A 
questionnaire was sent out to postgraduate students enrolled in thesis 
units in the Faculty of 
Education at the University of Canberra as an enclosure to the 



inaugural newsletter for postgraduate 
students.  A return rate of 35% was obtained.  Data on students' level 
of satisfaction in a number of 
specific areas from topic selection to feedback on written work to 
respect for intellectual property 
rights will be discussed, as well as what students saw as their own 
responsibilities.  Implications for 
how students and supervisors could work better together will be 
presented.

INTRODUCTION

During 1993 staff and students of the Faculty of Education at my 
University looked at the supervision 
of postgraduate research students1.  In fact, this modest study arose 
out of a conversation I had with 
the Chairperson of the Faculty's Higher Degrees Committee in April 1993 
after a discussion on 
supervision in the Faculty's weekly seminar series.  He suggested that 
it would be good to seek the 
views of students on supervision to balance the views of supervisors 
which we had just heard.  I 
concurred and we talked about the feasibility of a short survey.  We 
agreed that it should go out under 
the joint sponsorship of the postgraduate students' association and the 
Faculty's Higher Degrees 
Committee.

Serendipitously, the inaugural Faculty newsletter to postgraduate 
students was to be mailed out the 
following week so the means were available to add a brief questionnaire 
to the mailing at no extra 
cost.  The timelines were very tight.  I had some important commitments 
to meet before the mail out.  
On the other hand, it would have been a pity to miss such an 
opportunity.  So, over just a few hours 
on a Friday I dipped into the literature, drafted a questionnaire, 
trialed it on a small number of 
students, sought feedback from a few supervisors and by the following 
Monday arrived at a final 
draft.  

The issues canvassed in the questionnaire were partially based on the 
literature on supervision, 
partially on matters raised with me as a student representative, 
partially on the Faculty seminar 
discussion, partially on feedback on drafts and partially on my 
appreciation of the issues.  



Undoubtedly the questionnaire would have benefited from a longer 
planning period but it is highly 
unlikely that without the impetus provided by the April 1993 seminar, 
the survey would have taken 
place at all.

A brief look at the literature
The supervision of postgraduate research students has become an area of 
research in the Australian 
literature on higher education in recent years with a number of studies 
investigating aspects of the 
supervisor-student relationship, mostly in PhD programs (Ibrahim, 
McEwan and Pitalbo, 1980; 
Moses, 1984, 1990; Powles, 1988; Parry and Hayden, 1994),

Ibrahim, McEwan and Pitalbo (1980) in a study of PhD students at the 
University of Sydney found 
that 67% of students were satisfied with their working relationship 
with their supervisors.  Powles 
(1988) reports on an unpublished study of research students carried out 
at the University of 
Queensland in 1982 which found that 86% of students were satisfied with 
their supervision.

Ingrid Moses (1984), also at the University of Queensland, investigated 
problems experienced by 

both students and supervisors at the personality, professional and 
organisational levels.  She 
concluded that better communication and better structure were required 
at all levels from the 
University through to individual supervisors and students.

Margaret Powles (1988) reported on a large study of PhD students at the 
University of Melbourne 
which, amongst other matters, looked at their perception of supervision 
and at gender differences.  

Findings relevant to the present study were that -
•students were most dissatisfied with the assistance they received in 
the early stages of their 
research - in topic selection and in decisions about research design; 
•approximately two thirds of students expressed satisfaction with the 
general level of supervision 
they were receiving;  
•77% were satisfied with the availability of their supervisors;
•that a consistent trend in the results showed females to be less 
satisfied with supervision than 
males (on 12 of the 15 items on aspects of supervision); and 



•the only statistically significant gender difference showed that 
female students were more 
dissatisfied with 'access to supervisor(s)';
Six of Powles' 15 items were similar to items used in the present 
study.  She (Powles, 1988: 40) 
comments that "Perhaps a certain amount of dissatisfaction is not such 
a bad thing; it may act as a 
goad to creativity and productivity.  On the other hand, there is a 
fine line between dissatisfaction 
acting as a stimulus or as an impediment."

Ingrid Moses (1990) looked specifically at gender issues in 
postgraduate education.  The finding 
most relevant to this study concerned the lack of confidence female 
respondents had in their academic 
ability.  While interesting differences across a range of academic 
disciplines have been investigated 
(for example, by Moses and Powles), they are not addressed in the 
present study.

Although the study on the academic progress of a large cohort of higher 
degree students by the 
Australian Vice-Chancellor' Committee (AVCC, 1990a) was not concerned 
with supervision 
practices as such, it did report on the very different completion rates 
for full time and part time PhD 
and research masters students.  Expected completion rates for PhD full 
time students was 72%, part 
time 40%, and for master students 57% full time and 33% part time.  
Extrapolating from Powles' 
(1988) findings that students tended to become less satisfied the 
longer they were enrolled and that 
part time students tended to be less satisfied than full time students, 
it seems reasonable to propose 
that students in master programs would be less satisfied than those 
doing PhDs and that 
dissatisfaction would be greater for part time students.  Such a 
proposition would help to explain 
differences in satisfaction ratings from students in various courses.

In their recent study on a range of issues in supervision Parry and 
Hayden (1994) included extensive 
interviews with 25 students from five different departments in a large 
university in Victoria.  The 
findings relevant to the present study were that students wanted -
•guidance in developing polished academic writing skills;
•help with "substantive issues"; 
•supervisors to be mentors;
•routine postgraduate seminars and other regular contact with fellow 



students;
•opportunities for informal contact with supervisors; and
•participation in a lively research culture within the department.

Moses (1993), speaking about PhD students, has proposed the need for a 
research culture in 
university departments characterised by interaction between staff and 
students, and students and 
students, and by students being made to feel welcome, integrated and 
nurtured as fellow researchers.

In a recent conference paper Mullins and Hejka (1994) discussed the 
value of rating questionnaires as 
one part of their proposal for evaluating individual postgraduate 
supervisors.  Among the advantages 
were standardisation, low administrative requirements and tracking 
changes over time while 
disadvantages included small sample size and confidentiality problems.  
The authors propose 16 
questions for rating purposes (six are similar to items in the present 
study) and two open answer 
questions.  They comment that "... postgraduate students are often in 
the best position to comment on 
the quality of supervision they receive, and for some aspects of 
supervision they are the only ones in 
a position to comment."

This sort of research both in Australia and internationally has 
resulted in advice for universities, 
departments/faculties, supervisors and, to a much lesser degree, 
students on how to improve 
supervision practice, including Moses (1985), Phillips and Pugh (1987), 
AVCC (1990b) and Powles 
(1994).  Universities have revised their regulations and practices as 
well, for example, the University 
of Melbourne (in Anwyl, 1992) and the University of Canberra (1994).

METHOD
Instrument
The instrument developed for this study was a two page questionnaire, a 
back-to-back single sheet.  
It was about the supervision process and did not concern itself with 
other postgraduate student issues 
such as their reasons for undertaking courses, access to resources and 
so on.  An introductory section 
asked for information on course, gender and a Likert scale item about 
being part of the Faculty; it was 
followed by three major sections -
•selecting a topic and supervisor:  3 Likert scale items and 2 open 
response questions;



•the supervisor: 15 Likert scale items on the role of the supervisor 
and 1 open response question; 
and 

•the student: 8 Likert scale items on the role of the student, 1 open 
response questions and space 
for general comments.
For the Likert scale items students were asked to respond to a 
statement by circling a number on a 
five point scale as indicated by the example in Figure 1.

StronglyStrongly
AgreeDisagree
6.My supervisor has 

a)been available for regular meetings_1___2___3___4___5_

Figure 1:  Example of Likert scale item

The instructions at the head of the questionnaire identified the 
sponsorship of the survey as the 
Faculty's Higher Degrees Committee and the Canberra University 
Postgraduate Association and 
stated its purpose as contributing a student perspective on supervision 
to the Faculty's work on how 
to enhance the quality of supervision provided by staff.  Privacy and 
confidentiality were addressed 
in the following way: "The questionnaire is anonymous - we don't want 
to know your name or your 
supervisor's."  Students were asked to return the questionnaire to an 
identified member of the 
administrative staff within the Faculty.  

Distribution
As already explained, distribution was via a newsletter which went to 
all postgraduate students 
enrolled in thesis and coursework units alike.  The method of 
distribution may have led to some 
students not attending to the questionnaires.  A low initial return 
rate resulted in a follow up letter 
with another questionnaire form to all PhD and MEd (1) students as 
those with most to gain from 
improvements to supervision.  Of course, some of these students would 
already have responded but, 
as per the privacy and confidentiality provisions noted earlier, it was 
not possible to identify them.  



Survey population - postgraduate research students
The target population for the survey comprised all 94 postgraduate 
students enrolled in thesis units in 
Semester 1, 1993 - Doctor of Philosophy [PhD], Master of Education 
(Type I) by thesis alone 
[MEd(I)], Master of Education (Type 2) by coursework and thesis [MEd 
(2)] and Master of Arts by 
coursework and thesis [MA].  Although data on part time or full time 
enrolment was not collected, 
over 70% of enrolled students were part time - 57% for students 
undertaking a PhD, 63% for those 
doing an MEd (1) and 75% for those undertaking an MEd (2).  Table 1 
shows the numbers of 
enrolled students, returned questionnaires, the return rate and the 
gender of those responding. 

Course

EnrolledReturnsReturn
RateFemaleMaleNot
stated
PhD14  857%  152
MEd (1) 16  531%  212
MEd (2)612031%1622
MA 
   3  0   0%
Totals943335%1986

Table 1:  Number of students in the survey population by courses, 
returns and return rates

One questionnaire was received from a student who by writing in her/his 
course noted that she/he 
was not enrolled in a thesis unit; this questionnaire was excluded from 
the analysis.  Table 1 also 
shows that the follow up letter resulted in 6 more responses (4 PhDs 
and 2 MEd (1)).  A return rate 
of 35% was achieved with 33 responses out of a total population of 94.

Analysis
Data on the questionnaires were aggregated.  Totals, means and 
percentages were calculated on the 
scores within the five categories of the Likert scale items but cross 
category scores were not subjected 
to statistical analysis as the intervals on the scale cannot be assumed 
to be equal.  Qualitative data was 
analysed by assigning comments to categories arising out of the data.

Unfortunately, statistical procedures were rendered inappropriate by 



the low return rate from students 
in PhD and MEd (1) courses, from males, and also the relatively large 
number of students who did 
not state their gender.  An additional problem in interpreting the 
results lies in the fact that the great 
majority of the females also made up the great majority in the MEd (2) 
course.  Six students did not 
state their gender and, although their responses have been included in 
figures related to responses by 
gender, they have not been commented upon - in some cases they 
responded more like the female 
students, in others more like male students.

In the results detailed below aggregate scores are reported.  However, 
where differences between 
course and genders were marked and suggested possible associations, the 
data has been transformed 
into percentages for comparative purposes and presented as bar graphs.  
A similar procedure has been 
applied to arrive at mean percentage scores for each of the response 
categories in the three major 
sections of the survey and some individual item scores have been 
compared with means for the 
relevant sections.

Limitations of the study
The main limitation on interpreting the results of this study centre on 
the relatively poor response rate 
in every course category and the small number of male students 
responding to the survey.  
Comparisons between courses and genders can only indicate trends, not 

support firm conclusions.

Most regrettably, data were not collected on full time and part time 
study - a serious oversight - and 
on length of candidacy which the literature suggests is a more 
sensitive indicator for 
satisfaction/dissatisfaction than age.

RESULTS

Summary
Postgraduate research students in the Faculty of Education are 
generally satisfied with the supervision 
they are receiving and also with their own role in the 
student-supervisor relationship.  Satisfaction is 
consistently higher for PhD students with MEd (1) students (undertaking 
research only) close behind 



and consistently lower for MEd (2) students (undertaking coursework 
plus research).  Satisfaction is 
also high for male students, most of whom are in the PhD course, and 
low for female students, the 
great majority of whom are in the MEd (2) course.

Background information
Of the 33 respondents 8 were undertaking a PhD, 5 an MEd (1), 20 an MEd 
(2) and none an MA.  
Nineteen of the respondents were female, 8 male and 6 did not state 
(ns) their gender.  The 
breakdown for gender by courses in Table 1 shows that the majority of 
PhD respondents were male 
while the majority of MEd (2) respondents were female.  

Belonging to the Faculty
The responses to the question "I feel part of the Faculty of Education" 
revealed that students did not 
identify strongly with the Faculty as shown in Figure 2.  In fact, only 
one question (item (k) in the 
section on the Supervisor) had fewer responses in the Strongly Agree 
category.  Differences between 
courses and genders were slight.

                                                        

Figure 2:  Responses to 'I feel part of the Faculty of Education'
(% for each response category, N=33)

Selecting a Topic and Supervisor
The responses to the three items on Selecting a Topic  and Supervisor 
are presented in Table 2 
together with means for each response category.  The responses to items 
(a) and (b) were not agreed 
with as substantially as most of the items in the survey (only four 
other items in the survey scored 
below 10 in category 1) suggesting support for the finding in the 
literature that the process of 
selecting a topic and related research methodology was a difficult one 
for postgraduate research 
students.  The response to item (c), on the other hand, is closer to 
the mean responses for the 
Supervisor and Student sections of the survey, indicating that students 
found it easier to locate a 
supervisor  than to select a topic although the activities described by 

all three items are obviously 
closely related. 



Item Responses
12345nr
I received/ am receiving appropriate assistance in -

a)selecting a topic894624
b)selecting an appropriate research methodology777534
c)locating a supervisor
1276134
Means
97.75.742.64

Table 2:  Aggregated scores for each response category (N=33) to the 3 
items on 
Selecting a Topic and Supervisor

Gender and Course Differences
Figure 3 shows that there appears to be a marked gender difference on 
item (c) with almost all of the 
males strongly agreeing that they received appropriate assistance in 
locating a supervisor in contrast to 
females who found this a much less satisfactory process.  In terms of 
courses students in PhD and 
MEd (1) courses (research only) reported greater satisfaction than 
those in MEd (2) courses 
(coursework plus research) although the differences were not as marked 
as the gender differences.  It 
appears, therefore, that the current process for finding a supervisor 
may not be meeting the needs of 
female students.

                                                         

Figure 3:  Comparison of responses by female and male research students 
to item (c)
'I received/am receiving appropriate assistance in locating a 
supervisor'
(% for each response category)

Open Response Items
Nineteen students made comments in response to the question What made 
the process [selecting a 
topic and supervisor] difficult?  A comment made by an MEd (2) student 
expressed a view about 
undertaking a research degree which a lot of postgraduate students can 
identify with -
•"At the time I started my Masters I didn't really know what it was all 
about or what it involved.  I 
seem to have been learning as I go along."

PhD and MEd (1) students (undertaking research only) reported no 



difficulties and one, a male PhD 
student, noted confidently that "I knew what and who I wanted".  Six of 
the MEd (2) students 
(undertaking coursework plus research) commented about the difficulty 
of getting access to staff to 
discuss selecting a topic and choosing a supervisor in particular.  One 
observed that there was "... [a] 
lack of time offered by staff; I felt I was 'fitted in' and was 
somewhat of a 'pest' ".  

Students were also asked What would have made it easier for you?  There 
were 13 responses.  
Information about the research and supervisory interests of Faculty 
staff and how to access them was 
raised as highly desirable.  Five people commented on how useful 
sessions about research in general 
and choosing a topic and supervisor would be.  As one student observed 
-
•"If you could come up with some kind of program that would help 
students understand the basic 
requirements of research before they fall headlong into it, I am sure 
it would be a great help."

The Supervisor
The responses in the survey on student perceptions of the role of the 
supervisor are detailed in Table 
3 again with the mean scores for each category.  The relatively high 
scores in the no response 
category was due largely to five students who did not respond to any of 
the items in this section or 
the next on the role of the student.  Three of them had written on the 
survey from that they had not yet 
started their thesis work and the same might have been true of the 
other two.  The last three items in 
this section (dealt with separately below) were of a different nature 
than the preceding 12, asking 
about ownership and control of the research rather than about 
supervisory practices.  

Aspects of Supervision
The remaining 12 items were concerned with specific aspects of 
supervision.  The responses to 10 of 
the 12 items were generally consistent, with the global question on 
supervision in item (l) being an 
example.  The students responding to this survey, therefore, appeared 
generally satisfied with the 
level of supervision they were receiving.  



Item Responses
12345nr
My supervisor has -

a)been available for regular meetings1344345
b)given competent advice on research design1074525
c)given competent advice on research methodology1057326
d)directed me to resources useful for my thesis
11566-5
e)highlighted problems needing further work1175325
f)helped to find solutions to problems with my thesis   686526
g)given me constructive criticism1246245
h)provided practical feedback on written work
1148226
i)been consistent in advice given to me1176216
j)inspired confidence in my ability to do the thesis1253436
k)fostered interaction with other research students   296286
l)given me a competent level of supervision
1139145
m)  respected my intellectual property rights1862-16
n)not taken over making decisions about my thesis1924125
o)not appropriated my work

2032-26
Means
11.85.35.22.62.65.5

Table 3:  Aggregated scores for each response category (N=33) to the 15 
items on 
The Role of the Supervisor

The aspects of supervision with which students were satisfied (starting 
with the highest satisfaction 
score calculated by adding the scores in categories 1 and 2) were:
•consistency in advice,
•identification of problems with the thesis,
•supervisor's availability for meetings,
•advice on research design,
•inspired confidence,
•constructive criticism,
•direction to appropriate resources,
•practical feedback on written work, 
•advice on research methodology, and
•competent level of supervision,

The Supervisor and Finding Solutions to Problems
From Table 3 it can be seen that for item (f), 'My supervisor helped to 
find solutions to problems 



with my thesis', the score in the Strongly Agree category was almost 
half that of the mean for this 
section.  There was less discrepancy in the other category scores.  The 
differences due to gender and 
courses were consistent with the overall pattern of results.

The Supervisor and Interaction with Other Students
The response to item (k) about the supervisor fostering interaction 
with other research students 
indicated that most students were not receiving very much assistance 
from supervisors in this regard.  
Responses to this item have been contrasted with those for all items on 
the role of the supervisor in 
Figure 4.  There were substantial differences due to courses on item 
(k) and these are discussed 
below.  While it might be argued that this is not necessarily a job for 
the supervisor, in disciplines 
like education, where a research degree is likely to be a solitary 
activity and students are mostly part 
time as well, the supervisor becomes by far the major point of contact 
between the student and the 
Faculty and University.  

                                                         

Figure 4:  Responses on all 15 items on the role of the supervisor and 
item (k)
'My supervisor has fostered interaction with other research students'

Intellectual Property Rights, Control and Appropriation
Three items were included in the survey on intellectual property rights 
(m), control over decision 
making (n) and appropriation of students' work (o) and the aggregated 
responses can be seen in 
Table 3.  It is obvious that the students agree much more strongly with 
them than with any other 
items in this section.  This is particularly so for item (o), 'My 

supervisor has not appropriated my 
work', for which 23 of the 33 responses (70%) were in categories 1 and 
2.  In illustration of this 
point Figure 5 contrasts the responses across all 15 items in this 
section with those for item (o).  
There were gender and course differences on this item and they are 
discussed below.

                                                         

Figure 5:  Responses on all 15 items the role of the supervisor and 



item (o)
'My supervisor has not appropriated my work'

Course Differences on Supervision
There were consistent differences in satisfaction from students in the 
three courses covered in the 
survey and these are shown in Figure 6.  While PhD and MEd (1) students 
(undertaking research 
only) were approximately similar in their satisfaction, the MEd (2) 
students (undertaking coursework 
and thesis) indicated a considerably lower level of satisfaction.  
Notwithstanding the difficulties 
incurred by the small number of responses, it appears that 'research 
only' students (PhD and MEd 
(1)) form a fairly satisfied group in terms of their responses while 
the 'coursework plus research' 
students (MEd (2)) form another less satisfied group.  For purposes of 
comparison the data has been 
presented in this form.  So, Figure 6 would suggest that supervision 
practices in place at the time of 
the survey appeared to satisfy PhD and MEd (1) students better than MEd 
(2) students.

                                                          

Figure 6:  Responses by courses to all 15 items in Q6 on the role of a 
supervisor

The consistency in the pattern of responses by these two groups of 
students is illustrated in the three 
examples below with the extent of the differences varying from example 
to example.

In item (j). "My supervisor has inspired confidence in my ability to do 
the thesis', the responses for 
MEd (2) students more or less followed the pattern across all items in 
this section (categories 1 and 2 
are reversed) as shown in Figure 7.  However, the PhD and MEd (1) 
responses were much higher in 
category 1, thereby accentuating the difference between these students 
and the MEd (2) students.  
However, combining category 1 and 2 responses to achieve a satisfaction 
rating shows MEd (2) 
students responding fairly positive to this item overall.

                                                          

Figure 7:  Responses by courses to item (j)
'My supervisor has inspired confidence in my ability to do the thesis'



The course differences in regard to students' assessment of the 

competence of the supervision they 
were receiving (item (l)) is presented in Figure 8.  For item (l) MEd 
(2) students were more 
ambivalent in their assessment than in their pattern of responses 
across all of the items in this section.  

                                                          

Figure 8:  Responses by courses to item (l)
'My supervisor has given me a competent level of supervision'

Course differences on intellectual property rights (m), control over 
decision making (n) and 
appropriation of students' work (o) were more pronounced than gender 
differences, with PhD 
students in particular reporting very high satisfaction responses.  An 
example can be seen in Figure 9 
which displays responses by courses for item (n), - 'My supervisor has 
not taken over making 
decision about my thesis'.

                                                          

Figure 9:  Responses by courses to item (n)
'My supervisor has not taken over making decisions about my thesis'

Gender Differences on Supervision
Responses by males on the role of the supervisor consistently indicated 
a higher level of satisfaction 
than those by females as shown in Figure 10.  Within the limits of the 
data this indicates that females 
are less satisfied with the supervision they are receiving than males 
or, to put it another way, 
supervision practices in place at the time of the survey appeared to 
meet the needs of male students 
better than female students.  The pattern of responses was very similar 
to that in Figure 6 (responses 
by courses), reflecting that the female students in the survey were 
also largely the MEd (2) students.  

                                                         

Figure 10:  Responses by female and male students  to all 15 items on 
the role of the supervisor

In addition to the overall gender differences for this section, there 
were two items for which 



differences between the responses of female and male students were 
greater than for the section as a 
whole.  Responses for item (d), 'My supervisor has directed me to 
resources useful to my thesis', are 
shown in Figure 11.  Except for the no response category (representing 
one response) all the male 
responses are in categories 1 or 2 whereas the female responses peak in 
category 3 which represents a 
neither agree nor disagree response.  It may be that the way in which 
supervisors are directing 
students to useful resources is not meeting the needs of female 
students well.  Alternatively, it may be 
that female students are unsure of their needs in this area.

                                                         

Figure 11:  Responses by female and male research students to item (d)
'My supervisor has directed me to resources useful to my thesis'

Figure 12 shows the gender differences in responses to item (j), 'My 
supervisor has inspired 
confidence in my ability to do the thesis'.  It is the partner to 
Figure 7 (on course differences to this 
item) and it shows a very similar pattern of responses.  Once again 
male (mainly PhD) students 
indicated a relatively high level of satisfaction in comparison with 
female (mainly MEd (2)) students.  
Notwithstanding the parallel of gender responses to course responses, 
this finding is relevant in the 
context of Moses' (1990) finding, referred to earlier, that female 
research students lack confidence in 
their academic ability.

                                                         

Figure 12:  Responses by female and male research students to item (j)
'My supervisor has inspired confidence in my ability to do the thesis'

Responses to Question on Expectations of Supervisors
Comments made in response to the question What are you expectations of 
a good supervisor? tended 
to confirm the above results.  Issues identified by the 29 students 
answering this question and the 
frequency with which they were mentioned are displayed in Table 4.  
However, some of the issues 
which were frequently noted were not items in the survey, including 
providing encouragement, being 
supportive and providing guidance.



Issues
Frequency
Availability12
Provide constructive criticism10
Provide encouragement/motivation9
Resource person (including methodology, information)8
Provide encouragement/motivation7
Provide guidance7
Be supportive 5
Be familiar with field of research4
Respect student's ideas, etcetera3
Be a mentor/critical friend
2

Table 4: Most frequent responses to 
What are your expectations of a good supervisor?

The differences between students undertaking a research only course - 
PhD or MEd (1) - and those 
undertaking a coursework plus research course - MEd (2) - were 
reflected in these responses.  
Gender differences were not as marked.  The PhD and MEd (1) students in 
their expectations of a 
good supervisor generally placed an emphasis on listening, 
communication, mentoring, mutual 
respect, and establishing a good environment for research.  These 
students appeared to describe their 
relationship with their supervisors in terms of collegiality; this was 

eloquently  expressed by an MEd 
(1) student:
•"Critically, in an atmosphere of equality and friendship, 
[supervisors] apply their knowledge and 
skills to the benefit of your thesis."

The MEd (2) students who were predominantly female, on the other hand, 
appeared to regard their 
relationship with supervisors as more of a traditional teacher-student 
or even in some cases a guru-
disciple relationship.  They emphasised availability, constructive 
criticism, guidance and 
encouragement.  One expression of this was that supervision should be 
"... critical but supportive 
with clear action plans, ie, not only what to do but how to go about 
it, including assistance with 
methodology and resources."



The Student
Responses about students' perceptions of their own role in the 
supervisor-student relationship and the 
means for each category are presented in Table 5.  A casual comparison 
with Table 3 show that 
students tended to rate their own performance as marginally better than 
their supervisors although the 
pattern of responses is broadly similar.  The most glaring exception to 
this was for item (f) on dealing 
with problems between supervisor and student (discussed below).

Item Responses
12345nr
I have -

a)developed a good relationship with my supervisor1574-25
b)maintained regular contact with my supervisor1165245
c)been well prepared for meetings with my supervisor1088-16
d)made judicious use of my supervisor's advice
1395--6
e)maintained prime responsibility for my research1953-15
f)dealt with problems between my supervisor and me   7663-11
g)gained practical skills in doing research1373415
h)gained the intention of doing further research
1433436
Means
12.86.44.61.61.56.1

Table 5:  Aggregated scores for each response category (N=33) to the 8 
items on 
The Role of the Student

Students are generally satisfied with the following aspects of their 
role in the student supervisor 
relationship (in order, combining categories 1 and 2):
•the relationship they have developed with their supervisors,
•using the supervisor's advice judiciously, 
•their preparation for meeting with supervisors, and 
•maintaining regular contact.

Resolving problems with supervisors
Students were least satisfied with their performance on item (f) 'I 
have dealt with problems between 

my supervisor and me'.  This item was included in the survey because, 
while some students 
complained about difficulties with their supervisors, they seemed not 
to take any responsibility for 
resolving them - they saw it as the supervisor's problem.  Figure 13 



contrasts the responses for item 
(f) with the pattern of responses across all eight items in this 
section.  The category 1 (Strongly 
Agree) responses for item (f) were approximately half that for the mean 
of all items in category 1.  
The high score in the no response category for item (f) represented the 
largest number of no response 
items in the survey and consisted of the following:
•three students indicated that the question did not apply to them as 
there had been no problems to 
resolve;
•three simply did not respond; and
•five did not answer any question in this and the preceding section.
Students felt more ambivalent about this item than any other item in 
this section, suggesting certain 
students were experiencing difficulties in resolving problems with 
supervisors.  Who these students 
were can be seen below in the discussion of the notable gender and 
course differences for this item.

                                                         

Figure 13:  Responses on all 8 items on the role of the supervisor and 
item (f)
'I have dealt with problems between my supervisor and me'
(% for each response category; N=33)

Comparison between Two Supervisor and Student Items
There were two items in the section of the survey on the student which 
were concerned with 
comparable issues to items in the section on the supervisor.  The 
issues were about meetings between 
student and supervisor, and control over the research and thesis.  
Apart from providing an 
opportunity to compare the responses, it also allows for a check on 
internal reliability.  Figure 14 
compares the responses to item (a) in the supervisor section - 'My 
supervisor has been available for 
regular meetings' - and item (b) in the student section - 'I have 
maintained regular contact with my 
supervisor'.  The responses were clearly very similar and by combining 
the scores in categories 1 and 
2 (Strongly Agree and Agree) a total of 51% of the responses for each 
item can be accounted for.

                                                         

Figure 14:  Responses to 'My supervisor has been available for regular 
meetings' and 
'I have maintained regular contact with my supervisor'



Figure 15 compares response on item (n) in the supervisor section - 'My 
supervisor has not taken 
over making decisions about my thesis' - with item (e) in the student 
section - 'I have maintained 
prime responsibility for my research'.  The similarity in the response 
patterns is even more marked 

than in Figure 15 such that both items scored 57% of responses in 
category 1 (Strongly Agree).  
Combining scores in categories 1 and 2 (Strongly Agree and Agree) 
accounts for 63% of the scores 
for supervisor item (n) and 72% for student item (e).

                                                         

Figure 15:  Responses to 'My supervisor has not taken over making 
decisions about my 
thesis' and 'I have maintained prime responsibility for my research'

Research skills
There were two items in this section of the survey on acquiring and 
using research skills.  The first, 
item (g) - 'I have gained practical skills in doing research' - might 
seem a strange question to ask 
students undertaking a course providing training in research.  However, 
discussions with students 
and supervisors alike raised a query about whether or not one 
substantial research project would 
equip students with really practical research skills.  The responses in 
Table 5 indicate that students 
generally agreed with the proposition presented in the item with scores 
broadly similar to those across 
all items in this section.

It is common for students embroiled in the writing up stage of their 
thesis to say, "Never again!"  The 
second item about research skills item (h) asked about their intention 
of using their new skills in 
further research.  The responses in Table 5 form a similar pattern to 
those for the preceding item 
although the category 2 (Agree) response were lower and the category 5 
(Strongly Disagree) 
responses were slightly higher.

Course Differences
Figure 16 presents the pattern of responses by courses for all eight 
items on the role of the student.  
As for the section on the role of the supervisor, PhD and MEd (1) 



students (undertaking research 
alone) agreed more strongly than MEd (2) students (undertaking 
coursework plus research) with 
responses to the propositions contained in the items in the student 
section of the survey.  PhD and 
MEd (1) students appear to be twice as confident as their MEd (2) 
colleagues.  However, most 
students are fairly satisfied with their performance .

                                                          

Figure 16:  Responses by courses to all 8 items on the role of the 
research student
(% for each response category, N=33)

Figure 17 is interesting for two reasons.  The great majority of 
students reported that they had 
developed a good relationship with their supervisors as can be seen by 
combining categories 1 and 2.  
The responses in category 5 (Strongly Disagree) represent two cases.  
While MEd (2) students 

obviously did not show the same degree of confidence in this item as 
PhD and MEd (1) students, 
nevertheless 60% of them were accounted for in responses to the 
Strongly Agree and Agree 
categories. 

                                                          

Figure 17:  Responses by courses to item (a)
'I have developed a good relationship with my supervisor'

Responses to item (f) - 'I have dealt with problems between my 
supervisor and me' - are presented in 
Figure 18.  Students in the MEd (2) course were more ambivalent about 
dealing with such problems 
than PhD and MEd (1) students.  This appears to mean that the group of 
students who seem to be 
having the greatest difficulty with supervision find it hardest to 
raise these issues with their 
supervisors - as sort of double jeopardy.  However, the percentage of 
responses for this latter group 
was lower than the mean for this section, suggesting that they too have 
some difficulties in this area.  
Note the high percentage in the no response category.

                                                          



Figure 18:  Responses by courses to item (e)
'I have dealt with problems between my supervisor and me'

The differences by courses to item (h) - 'I have gained the intention 
of doing further research' - are 
presented in Figure 19.  It should be expected that PhD and MEd (1) 
students would respond in the 
way they did but in their response the MEd (2) students appeared unsure 
about their intentions in this 
regard.  The question might be put - have they been so put off by the 
experience that they have 
decided 'never again'?

                                                          

Figure 19:  Responses by courses to item (e)
'I have gained the intention of doing further research'

Gender differences
Differences in responses by gender are presented for all items in this 
section of the survey in Figure 
20.  Within the limits of the data female responses were consistently 
lower than males; for example, 
in category 1 (Strongly Agree) the percentage of female responses was 
half that of male responses.  
Combining categories 1 and 2 reduced the difference to less than a 
third.  Nonetheless, the majority 
of students of both genders (and also the not stated group) appeared 
satisfied with their performance 
as research students.

                                                         
 
Figure 20:  Responses by female and male research students to all 8 
items

on the role of a research student

The responses by gender to item (d) - 'I have made judicious use of my 
supervisor's advice' - 
indicate that students felt confident about how they make use of advice 
given by supervisors with no 
responses at all in categories 4 and 5 (equivalent to Disagree and 
Strongly Disagree).  While male 
students reported greater confidence than females, the difference 
seemed to be one of degree rather 
than substance.

The differences between genders in relation to item (f) - 'I have dealt 



with problems between my 
supervisor and me' - show great similarity to the pattern by courses 
with MEd (2) students (16 of 20 
of whom were female) showing responses very similar to those for 
females (the male responses are 
slightly higher and the female responses slightly lower).  This 
suggests that it was the female MEd 
(2) students (undertaking course work plus a thesis) who were 
experiencing the greatest difficulty 
and male PhD and MEd (1) students (undertaking a thesis alone) were 
experiencing the least 
difficulty.  Unfortunately, data were not collected on whether the 
difficulty concerned raising 
problems with the supervisor in the first place or resolving them 
satisfactorily.

The patterns of responses presented in Figure 21 to item (h) - 'I have 
gained the intention of doing 
further research' - by gender were almost mirrored the responses by 
courses for this item in Figure 
19 with responses for female students being very close to MEd (2) 
responses and those for male 
students being close to PhD and MEd (1) students.  It appears, 
therefore, that, in their comparative 
uncertainty about doing further research, female MEd (2) students might 
be reflecting a general 
dissatisfaction - or at best an ambivalence about the current system of 
supervision and research 
training.

                                                         

Figure 21:  Responses by female and male research students to item (h)
'I have gained the intention of doing further research'

Responses to Question on Student Responsibilities
Twenty nine students responded to the open question on their 
expectations of themselves - What are 
the responsibilities of a student in the supervisor-student 
relationship?  The issues and the frequency 
with which they occurred are displayed in Table 6.  Points not included 
as items in the survey 
included listening and debating issues, taking the initiative and 
sticking to deadlines.

Issues
Frequency
Maintain regular contact with supervisor14
Listen and debate issues5



Prepare for consultations5
Take initiative4
Seek/follow advice4
Stick to deadlines3
Negotiate needs and expectations with supervisor2
Develop autonomy/self-direction2
Foster relationship with supervisor
2

Table 6:  Most frequent responses to 
What are the responsibilities of a student in the supervisor-student 
relationship?

The differences in responses by courses noted in relation to students' 
expectations of a good 
supervisor (see Table 4) were evident for this question as well.  
Gender differences were not as 
pronounced.  PhD and MEd (1) students emphasised initiating meetings 
and action, maintaining 
control over the research, negotiation and listening.  Examples of 
responses are:
•"Initiate contact just as often, if not more so, than the supervisor."
•"State and negotiate needs and expectations."

The matters raised by MEd (2) students (the great majority of whom were 
female) ranged form 
similar issues to research only students to very much a 'student' role 
with comparatively less control.  
The emphasis tended to be on regular contact with supervisors and 
preparation for meetings with 
them.  Examples of comments exemplifying the 'student' role include:
•"Follow advice when given."
•"Not to waste supervisor's time."
•"For students to give their supervisors plenty of time to consider 
problems and not expect 
superhuman responses."

Responses to Question on Policies to Protect Student Rights
Ten students volunteered responses to the question Do you have any 
comments about University and 
Faculty policies to protect student rights (eg, grievance procedures, 
sexual harassment procedures, 
access to the Dean of Students and the Counselling Centre, appeal to 
review results, etc)?  Most of 
the responses indicated that students knew little or nothing about 
these policies and procedures.  All 
but one of the remainder commented that they had not needed to use 
them.  There was one comment 
from a female student who had provided low satisfaction ratings on the 



role of the supervisor: 
•"Grievance procedures [are] not easy to locate in relation supervisor 
performance - also difficult 
to address problems as students are quite vulnerable in relation to 
supervisors.  It is difficult to 
approach alternate supervisors for assistance when problems arise."

Other comments
Seventeen students made additional comments in the space provided.  
Seven were concerned 
(amongst other matters, in some cases) with assessments of their 
supervisors and the following are 
examples of the range of responses:

•"I really feel that I am indeed fortunate to have such an excellent 
supervisor.  He is a hard 
taskmaster but I know that when my thesis is completed, it will be a 
good thesis.  This will be in 
part due to advice and assistance I have received.  He has such 
confidence in my work and my 
ability to do it that I find this very inspiring.  I only hope I can 
live up to his expectations" - MEd 
(2), female, very high satisfaction ratings.
•"I have not been able to maintain the contact I would like with my 
supervisor; he is always busy 
and 'pushed for time' and I get 'fitted in' when possible" - MEd (2), 
female, medium satisfaction 
ratings.
•"Generally my supervisor gives very little feedback - doesn't seem to 
have a real interest 
(although has from time to time).  S/he never initiates contact with me 
about my work" - MEd (2), 
female, low satisfaction ratings.

Two other students made comments about how hard it has been working 
alone.  As one commented 
"monthly meetings with other thesis students would assist morale and 
clarify these issues [such as 
access to resources, staff destroying confidence]".  Several students 
made comments about the 
difficulty of undertaking an MEd (2) part time and even more so in 
undertaking the thesis component 
externally.  Two responses could only be described as a cri de couer 
from students saying that they 
were having serious problems with their supervisors.

DISCUSSION



The results of this small survey tended to support those reported in 
the literature on topic selection 
and supervisor satisfaction (satisfaction ratings for the present study 
were calculated by combining 
the percentage scores in categories 1 and 2, equivalent to Strongly 
Agree and Agree responses).  The 
section on the role of the student in the supervisory process in this 
study has not been addressed in 
the literature in the same way.

It should be noted that female students showed themselves to be 
consistently less likely than their 
male peers to agree strongly (that is, to make category 1 responses) 
with statements about either their 
supervisors or themselves.  While this might be explained as 
demonstrating a more searching 
assessment of themselves and others, if could also indicate a 
reluctance to use the upper end of the 
scale, although this did not appear to extend to the lower end.

Belonging to the Faculty
Moses (1993) emphasised the importance of research programs as 
welcoming, integrating and 
nurturing students in a research culture within a university 
department.  Parry and Hayden(1994) 
reported that the research students in both PhD and Masters courses 
whom they interviewed were 

concerned about having frequent opportunities for participating in a 
lively research culture within their 
various departments.  Although the present study did not gather data on 
this point, it did find that 
only 27% of students agreed that they felt part of the faculty, 
suggesting that there is room for 
considerable action in this area.

Parry and Hayden also reported that their students thought that one 
part of feeling a sense of 
belonging to a research culture needed to be participation in formal 
and informal staff-student contact 
and another part was participation in formal and informal 
student-student contact.  Only 33% of 
respondents to the present study agreed that their supervisors had 
fostered interaction with other 
research students, again suggesting the need for further action.

Selecting a Topic and Supervisor
Student satisfaction with the items on the process of selecting a topic 
and appropriate research 



methodology in this survey were among the lowest in the whole survey, 
suggesting that the early 
stages of candidature are among the most difficult.  This is consistent 
with the findings of Moses 
(1984) and Powles (1988).

Supervision
Conclusions in the literature about student satisfaction ratings on 
supervision indicate general 
satisfaction with current supervision practice and this was also found 
in the present study.  Although 
care has to be taken in comparing results in studies which have arrived 
at estimates of satisfaction via 
different methods, it is instructive to observe that students 
responding to the present survey were 
somewhat less satisfied than their peers in previous surveys as shown 
in Table 6.

Study
Satisfaction with Supervision
Ibrahim, McEwan and Pitalbo (1980)67%
Powles (1988)62%
This study (conducted 1993)
All 
PhD
MEd (1)
MEd (2)

52%
65%
63%
44%

Table 7:  Student ratings of satisfaction with supervision in three 
studies

It is relevant, however, to note that the studies by Ibrahim, McEwan 
and Pitalbo (1980) and Powles 
(1988) were with PhD students only.  The relevant satisfaction rating 
for the eight PhD students who 
responded to this survey was 65%, placing them more or less on the same 

band as their peers in the 
earlier studies although the small number of respondents must make the 
comparison tentative.  The 
five MEd (1) students were similar in their responses with a 63% 
satisfaction rating.  However, the 
20 MEd (2) students reported a satisfaction rating of 44%, suggesting 
that there are two different 



groups of postgraduate research students in the Faculty - those doing 
research only courses and those 
doing a mix of coursework and thesis.

Course issues
Students undertaking a research only course, that is a PhD or MEd (1), 
were consistently more 
satisfied with their supervisors and themselves than students 
undertaking a coursework plus research 
course, that is an MEd (2).  On the basis of the possible link between 
AVCC (1990a) and Powles 
(1988), it was proposed in the literature review that it seemed 
reasonable to expect that PhD students 
would be more satisfied than Masters students and that full time 
students would be more satisfied 
than part time students.  The proposition seemed to be confirmed 
partially in that three quarters of the 
less satisfied group - MEd (2) students - were undertaking a Masters 
part time but it was not 
confirmed for MEd (1) students whose scaled item and open responses 
were very similar to PhD 
students.

As noted above, most studies have been conducted with PhD students or 
otherwise PhD and research 
Masters students and it is an interesting result in the present study 
that coursework plus research 
postgraduate students appear to be a separate group, seeing things in a 
different and harsher light.  
The fact that the great majority of MEd (2) students were women will 
have contributed to this 
disparity between female and male students.  In any case, female MEd 
(2) students would appear to 
have the most difficult time of any student group, especially in terms 
of the following -
•the general level of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with 
supervision;
•the general level of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with their own 
performance;
•the supervisor inspiring confidence in their ability to do the thesis;
•the supervisor providing a competent level of supervision;
•the student developing a good relationship with the supervisor; and
•the student maintaining prime responsibility for the research.

Gender issues
The low number of male students (n=8) responding to the survey has made 
caution necessary in 
interpretation of the results.  It was impossible within the limits of 
this survey to disentangle the 
MEd(2) responses from the female student responses.



Nonetheless, the pattern of results with female students being less 
satisfied than male students (45 % 
of females reporting satisfaction as against 69% of males) has been 
remarkably consistent across all 

26 Likert scale items in the survey, including the 15 items on 
supervision.  Bearing in mind that only 
six of these items overlapped with Powles' (1988) 15 items on 
supervision, it is noteworthy that she 
reported that the female students in her study were less satisfied than 
male students on 12 of her 
items, suggesting a consistency between the two studies.  This lends a 
degree of interest in the gender 
differences found in this modest survey.

As noted in the literature review Moses (1990) found that women tended 
to lack confidence in their 
academic ability and this was borne out in the present study insofar 
as, in the section on the 
responsibilities of the student, female students consistently rated 
their own performance lower that 
males (52% compared to 72%).  In order to overcome such a lack of 
confidence, supervisors might 
be expected to especially inspire confidence in their female students 
but the response to this item 
(42% of female students were satisfied in comparison with 75% of males) 
suggested that this was not 
happening at the time of the survey or, if it was, it seemed to be 
ineffectual.  

Even within the limitations of the study it seems reasonable to 
conclude, therefore, that the results for 
female students responding to the survey corresponded to findings 
reported by Powles (1988) and 
Moses (1990).  Female students were consistently and markedly more 
ambivalent about their 
supervisors and also about their own performance as research students.  
Supervision practices in 
place at the time of the survey appeared to meet the needs of male 
students a great deal better than 
female students.  

Students' Responsibilities
Investigation of the role and responsibilities of research students has 
not been as common a focus of 
research as the role of the supervisor, with Parry and Hayden's (1994) 
work being a recent 
exception.  What was striking about the present study was the 



comparative consistency in responses 
in both the supervisor and student sections of the survey in general 
and the congruity between the 
responses to the two similar items in the two sections.  Once again 
males were more satisfied with 
their performance than females (72% compared to 52%); and PhD and MEd 
(1) students were more 
satisfied than MEd (2) students (74% and 67% respectively compared to 
49%).  It seems, therefore, 
that female MEd (2) students are unhappy about the progress of their 
candidacy in a postgraduate 
degree in education.

CONCLUSION

The major conclusion of this study is that most students, especially 
PhD and MEd (1) students 
(undertaking research only) were satisfied with their supervision.  A 

mischievous conclusion might 
be that most of these students do not need or want much supervision 
anyway and the wise supervisor 
respects and hence their level of satisfaction!  Another, related but 
equally rambunctious conclusion 
might be that there is substantial self selection going on by the time 
people undertake research degrees 
in Education such that those not sympathetic to the research 
environment, including supervision 
practices, know enough to stay away!

The level of dissatisfaction, disaffection and disappointment amongst 
the female MEd (2) students is 
a striking outcome of this study,  In fact, there appeared to be two 
distinct groups of students in the 
study - satisfied PhD and MEd (1) students who were mostly male and 
dissatisfied MEd (2) students 
who were mostly female.  Action is recommended - 
•to improve the quality of services the Faculty provides to its MEd (2) 
students in terms of 
inclusion in the research culture, supervision practices, general 
encouragement and interaction 
with staff and fellow students;
•to better meet the needs of its female students which appear to be 
different from the needs of male 
students; 
•to take steps to foster a sense of belonging and participation in the 
Faculty for all postgraduate 
students undertaking research; and



•to provide opportunities for new students to learn about the process 
of research overall as well as 
selecting a topic and choosing a supervisor.

Further and continuing research is also recommended on supervision 
within the Faculty, including - 
but not only - from the students' perspective.  Satisfaction surveys of 
this type are analogous to the 
feedback students, mainly undergraduates, are asked to provide on units 
in their courses.  Just as this 
feedback is intended to improve teaching, satisfaction survey on 
supervision should aim to improve 
the quality of supervision.

Finally, it would seem reasonable to conclude that the problems 
described in this study are not 
restricted to my Faculty at my University.  I would suggest that the 
level of dissatisfaction amongst 
coursework plus research Masters students extends across other 
Faculties and across many 
Universities.  With the great expansion in this type of Masters course 
over the last five years or so, 
there is a duty incumbent upon researchers to investigate this area in 
order to help us improve 
educational practices for the sake of staff and students.
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1Activities in the Faculty on supervision during 1993 included three 
Faculty seminars and a two day Faculty Research 
Festival for students and staff.


