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ABSTRACT 

This thesis aims to contribute to the understanding of research higher degree supervision and 

thereby its enhancement.  My study departs from the current emphasis on issues of practice to 

offer a set of scholarly understandings embedded in the beliefs that supervisors and candidates 

hold about supervision and closely related academic matters.  It is aligned with the movement 

over the past two decades towards concentrating on understanding why teachers and students 

behave in particular ways, rather than describing what they do and how they do it.   

 

I draw on the literature of research higher degree (RHD) supervision, the conceptual 

framework of beliefs research and Gadamer’s concept of the hermeneutic circle to argue that 

supervision is best understood as a plexus of closely related educational beliefs about research, 

teaching, learning and supervision.  Research from this perspective acknowledges 

supervision’s plural, multifunctional character and its holistic nature.  The beliefs construct 

recognises the powerful effect that individuals’ beliefs and attitudes have on the way they 

define educational tasks, make related decisions and prefer to act.   

 

Thirty-four participants from one engineering faculty were interviewed about their beliefs 

about the four components of the supervision plexus.  Entire transcripts were coded, using a 

three-phase, inductive method of analysis incorporating constant-comparative techniques and 

conceptual field principles, to reveal individuals’ integrated thinking about the whole process 

of supervision.  This method ensures that the findings remain embedded in the data and retain 

the richness of individual experience.  

 

I identified four different core tendencies to the plexus, based on two bipolar frames – 

controlling/guiding and task-focussed/person-focussed kinds of beliefs.  The result is four 

global orientations to supervision: controlling/task-focussed, controlling/person-focussed, 

guiding/task-focussed and guiding/person-focussed.  Subcategories accommodate individuals 

whose beliefs differ in specific aspects but whose focal beliefs fit the global group.  Each 

orientation is elaborated by an orientation belief profile – an integrated system of beliefs about 

the aspects of the plexus that are common to the individuals in that category – so the profiles 

describe the orientations as much as they describe the individuals in each category.  The 

beliefs in each profile are organised into six belief clusters and different dimensions of the 

beliefs describe each orientation.  To show the location, density and type of inter-linkages 

among beliefs and belief clusters orientation webs were drawn.  The four webs exhibit a high 
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degree of interconnectedness among beliefs, confirming my contention of a supervision 

plexus of co-dependent and logically interrelated components. 

 

Research findings indicate that practitioners’ beliefs about teaching are central and powerful 

in determining their supervisory goals and their predisposition towards particular pedagogical 

approaches to achieving them.  With this advanced understanding of the pedagogy of 

supervision, a case is built for viewing research higher degree supervision as a teaching 

activity within the university, and positing its management as a ‘joint portfolio’ between the 

teaching and learning centre and the research centre of the university.  

 

Other findings are that controlling/task-focussed beliefs are generally favoured by RHD 

candidates and that guiding/person-focussed beliefs more commonly describe the way 

supervisors think about supervision.  Although their strategic enactment may differ according 

to circumstance, beliefs were found to be consistent across contexts.  The supervisors’ role in 

shaping candidates’ beliefs is seen to be diminished by the influence of candidates’ pre-

existing beliefs about teaching.  The study establishes a variety of understandings about 

supervision within this one engineering faculty, suggesting that pedagogical understandings 

may be more powerful than disciplinary expectations and attitudes as determinants of 

supervisory behaviour.  

 

The view of RHD supervision discussed in this thesis builds on the earlier research in 

meaningful ways that enhance our understanding of the process as a whole.  The thesis 

provides possibilities for linking that research with more fruitful and rewarding doctoral 

experiences for supervisors and candidates.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

UNLIKELY COMPANIONS: SUPERVISION AND BELIEFS 

1.1 Focus and Major Themes 

Had I taken on this task of writing my thesis twenty years ago, my experience would 

have been a very different one.  The technological changes during this time have been 

impressive and irreversible.  One group that has played a significant part in this march 

of technology is electrical and electronic engineers.  And they continue to be at the 

forefront of many developments that impact on our lives in diverse ways.  Electrical 

engineer and Nobel Prize winner, Jack Kilby, spearheaded the invention and 

development of the integrated circuit and with it, the microelectronics field.  His work 

has become the “basis of all modern technology” as integrated circuits, or microchips, 

are integral components of computers, space probes, cars, medical diagnostic 

equipment, and even electronic watches (Schmitt, 2000-01).  Electronic engineers like 

Jack Kilby have had a huge impact on the way we think and live.  

 

Today, the high-end spawning ground for these inventors and innovators is the 

doctoral research programme.  As Doctor of Philosophy graduates, they often enter 

academic research and industry-related research and development, and in academe, 

particularly, they may have occasion to formally supervise the development of a new 

generation of researchers.  This thesis concerns that supervision, the time when 

traditionally, aspirants are educated in the ways of doing research, each to become “an 

independent professional researcher and scholar in the field, capable of adapting to 

various research arenas” (Pearson & Brew 2002:139).   

 

Inventors and researchers often talk about beliefs: beliefs that drive their research; the 

belief that they will succeed in their efforts; and beliefs dispelled by scientific 

breakthroughs.  We all hold beliefs and they influence what we choose to accept or 
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reject from the myriad of new experiences and knowledge that research and human 

endeavour present to us (Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Posner, Strike, Hewson & 

Gertzog, 1982).  This filtering process works towards confirming our original beliefs 

rather than towards adopting new beliefs (Nesbett & Ross, 1980; Pajares, 1992).  This 

means that our ways of thinking about phenomena can and often do become so 

embedded in our beliefs that we have difficulty distinguishing beliefs from knowledge 

(Rokeach, 1968).  A well-known example is the way, in the seventeenth century, 

Galileo Galilei’s radical new discoveries concerning the earth’s rotation were deemed 

unacceptable because they were contradictory to the fundamental beliefs of the time, 

which had been constituted by accessible knowledge.  It was not until much later that 

Galileo’s theories themselves became the basis of beliefs for a different generation.  

Our beliefs, tenacious as they are, and confusing us about what is ‘knowledge’ and 

what is not, perhaps more than any other measure yet devised, present our 

characteristic ways of thinking about aspects of our lives.  

 

In guiding our thinking, beliefs play a determining role in the way we act and interact 

with others (Calderhead, 1996; Nespor, 1987, Rokeach, 1960).  Presumably, in 

supervision, they guide the thinking of supervisors and candidates, affecting their 

attitudes and determining their intentions to behave in certain ways.  Figure 1.1 

illustrates the connection between supervision and beliefs as it is construed in this 

investigation.  Researchers in higher education are only beginning to recognize the 

potential that beliefs research offers in facilitating inquiry into educational 

phenomena.  Beliefs research, which has largely been conducted in the school and 

teacher education arenas, has the potential to enlighten our understanding about the 

thinking and values that underpin academics’ and students’ dispositions to behave as 

they do in higher education.  An overview of this chapter is shown in Figure 1.2 

(overleaf).  

 

The aim of the research presented in this thesis was to investigate the beliefs that 

supervisors and candidates hold about research higher degree (RHD) supervision.  

These two themes, supervision and beliefs, intertwine throughout the thesis and in a 
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reciprocal way, each enlightens our understanding of the other at different stages.  The 

beliefs approach is a means of gaining insights into the personal theories about this 

complex issue, which participating individuals hold as important and that give an 

indication of why they behave as they do in supervisory situations.  The study initiates 

beliefs research in the postgraduate realm and augments the relatively few that exist in 

higher education.   

 

The beliefs approach is able to advance our understanding of supervision and in doing 

so, extends our comprehension of the influence beliefs have on behaviour.  Two 

literatures support this research.  The first concerns supervision.  A review of this 

indicates that, to date, research deals chiefly with substantive issues of practice and 

that some problems in the area have not been resolved.  Scrutiny of the second body 

of literature shows that, although debate about some aspects of the nature of beliefs 

persists, the approach has been used to good effect, chiefly in school and teacher 

education situations.  My aim in investigating beliefs that practitioners have about 

supervision is to take the research beyond describing practice to a better understanding 

of attitudes and values concerning supervision and the kinds of supervisory behaviour 

they endorse and that determine different kinds of practice.  

1.2 Background to the Research 

My interest in the subject area of this research was piqued during conversations with 

postgraduate students.  I work with research higher degree students in the engineering 

faculty in which the study was situated.  These students, who have not graduated from 

a university in which English is the language of instruction, take a mandatory 

‘enrichment’ course that concentrates on aspects of communicating and managing 

their research.  Discussions with these students led me to believe that their focus, 

during their postgraduate studies, was on trying to find results and getting the research 

finished.  Most relied on their supervisors to suggest topics and direct their research 

projects so they stayed “on track”.  I was not entirely surprised by this pragmatic focus 

and seemingly dependent behaviour, but I was intrigued to find out if they were also 

interested in learning ‘for the love of it’ or if learning to become independent, 
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professional researchers was a major driving factor in their study.  I began asking 

myself if their supervisors had views about RHD study that resembled their students’ 

views.  The only way to find out was to structure a research project specifically to 

investigate what was important to the candidates and their supervisors in this faculty, 

during their supervisory experiences.  

 

This aim remained the focus of my study throughout but, as my reading extended and 

my understanding of the topic developed, other issues also became important.  I found 

that over the past decade there had been a huge surge in research about RHD 

supervision, fuelled largely by an increase in number and diversification of the student 

body, and by the influence of the knowledge economy on the way universities 

function.  Both are in evidence at the research site, Nanyang Technological 

University.  The first few postgraduate research students were admitted only for the 

1986-87 academic year but by December 2002, the faculty had 394 PhD research 

candidates.  Accountability of supervising academics is taken very seriously and time 

limits for doctoral study are quite strictly adhered to. 

 

My reading highlighted the critical importance of quality supervision in successful 

PhD research generally (e.g., Brown & Atkins, 1988; Burgess, 1994; Latona & 

Browne, 2001; Moses, 1984; Zuber-Skerritt & Ryan, 1994), and in engineering RHD 

education in particular (Holdaway, Deblois & Winchester, 1994; Pole, Sprokkereef, 

Burgess & Lakin, 1997; Wright & Lodwick, 1989), so that many studies revolve 

around deciding on and describing behaviour that constitutes good practice (e.g., Parry 

& Hayden, 1994; Pearson, 1999: Zuber-Skerritt & Ryan, 1994).  However, as 

problems have continued to surface, the quality of supervision offered has been 

questioned (e.g., Lee & Green 1998; Wisker 1999).   

 

If aspects of supervision practice had been quite extensively researched yet problems 

persisted for students and for supervisors, I needed another way to approach my 

questions.  Besides, a description of practices might not reveal the underlying sense of 

what was important to people, what their goals in supervising and in pursuing doctoral 
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study were, or why they behaved as they did – which were the kernel of my interest.  

The conceptual frameworks of phenomenography on the one hand and the beliefs 

approach on the other hand presented as possibilities for gaining these insights.  

Compelling reasons in my choice of the beliefs approach were its capability to unravel 

individuals’ characteristic ways of thinking about issues and the acknowledged 

strength of those beliefs in determining their intentions to act in particular, associated 

ways.  By studying practitioners’ beliefs, I could offer an understanding of supervision 

from their frame of reference, from the perspective of what was important to them.  

As Nespor explains, if we are “to understand teaching from teachers’ perspectives we 

have to understand the beliefs with which they define their work” (1987:323, italics 

original).   

 

Another, related issue was beginning to take shape.  A number of researchers (e.g., 

Andresen, 1999; Lee & Green, 1998; Pearson 1999; Phillips & Pugh, 1994) noted that 

an area of deficit is research that addresses pedagogical1 and theoretical issues of 

supervision.  We know a lot about the practice of supervision (and the variety of 

functions in which supervisors are expected to be accomplished performers) but little 

about the personal theories of education and teaching that support supervisory 

practice.  From my reading, it seemed that the nature of beliefs and the manner in 

which beliefs about closely related matters intertwine in a web-like fashion to form a 

system of beliefs, might offer a method to investigate supervision and teaching and 

perhaps other co-dependent issues, in an inclusive way.  

 

                                                 

1 I have taken some liberty here, not with educational theory, but with the English language. I use the 

words ‘pedagogical’ and ‘pedagogic’ to refer to different concepts throughout this thesis, to avoid 

confusion. ‘Pedagogical’ refers to the theory of teaching (and more broadly of education). In Chapter 

Four, I introduce ‘pedagogic’ to define a particular kind of teaching and learning that has been 

associated with the education of young children (Knowles, 1980; 1990). The exception is in the term 

‘pedagogic continuity’ (§2.7; §4.2; §7.4; §8.5). 
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This kind of research would also be able to tease out differences, if any, between the 

nature of beliefs supervisors generally hold and those that candidates hold.  

Additionally, reviewing the supervisor-candidate match or mismatch of beliefs within 

supervisory dyads might offer clues for the sometimes synergistic or otherwise 

disastrous pairing of individuals.  

1.3 Related Threads 

RHD supervision entails a number of co-dependent activities, which together 

comprise supervisory practice.  While these activities have sometimes been described 

in the literature in terms of the individual concepts of supervision, or research, or 

teaching, or learning, as will be discussed in Chapter 3 (§3.1), little attention has been 

paid to the links that might exist among these individual concepts.  I felt it was 

important to retain this multifunctional nature, while, at the same time, being wary of 

fragmenting the process.  Two concepts were applied to implement this intention.  The 

supervision plexus, I argue, is a way of understanding and researching the supervisory 

enterprise in an inclusive way so that supervisors’ and candidates’ beliefs about 

supervision, research, teaching and learning can be seen in relation with one another.  

Associated with this is the concept of hermeneutic relationships (Gadamer, 

1960/1985) which emphasises that the whole is best understood through insights into 

the parts that constitute it, while at the same time, understanding the whole enhances 

understanding of the parts themselves within the context.  These notions were 

important because the way in which supervisors and candidates habitually and 

typically act depends largely on their combined assumptions and beliefs about 

supervision and closely related matters, which, I came to understand, were research, 

teaching and learning. 

 

In educational research, the researcher has a responsibility to present findings in a way 

that makes them accessible and useful for the improvement in some way of the 

educative process.  I had to devise a way of presenting the beliefs that would offer 

simplicity, usefulness and theoretical soundness.  A framework of orientations 

presented a possibility.  The orientations would be based on coding individuals’ 
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overall ways of thinking about supervision into categories.  Expanding each 

orientation to include the beliefs common to the group holding it would maintain the 

richness of experience and significantly advance our understanding about how the 

whole process of supervision was regarded by groups of involved academics and 

candidates.  Each orientation, constructed on the personal theories that groups of like-

minded participants have about supervision, research, teaching and learning, would 

provide insights into understanding why these people practice as they do.  In effect, 

each orientation would offer individuals’ particular pedagogy of supervision.  

 

Although not the focus of my research, it is hoped the framework, synthesised from 

individuals’ beliefs, will be a useful basis for professional development activities 

aimed at improving the quality of supervision offered and candidates’ engagement 

with it.  Changing from inappropriate to more appropriate kinds of behaviour is not an 

easy task.  Just knowing better ways of doing things or even knowing that different 

people hold different beliefs about the same matter is rarely sufficient to lead to 

sustained change (Guskey, 1986).  To be successful in the long term, adopting new 

kinds of practice needs to be accompanied or preceded by changes in associated 

beliefs (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Kember, 1997; Richardson & Anders, 1994).  But as 

yet, we do not know the nature of supervisory beliefs held by supervisors or 

candidates.  Findings of this research may be useful in structuring and implementing a 

supervision development scheme that focuses on self-reflection and enhancement of 

individuals’ beliefs along with awareness of different kinds of beliefs and pedagogical 

practice.  

1.4 Issues of Context 

Data were collected exclusively from supervisors and candidates in the faculty in 

which my interest in the topic had first been aroused.  It is an electrical engineering 

faculty of an Asian institution of higher education, specifically, The School of 

Electrical and Electronic Engineering (EEE), Nanyang Technological University 

(NTU), Singapore.  However, these parameters – electrical engineering and Asia – are 

qualifiers of the situation, not significant determinants of the study.  Beliefs about 
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domain-specific concepts were not the subject of the investigation.  However, the 

disciplinary context has been shown to be important in contributing to differences in 

supervisory practices across disciplines, (Acker, Hill & Black, 1994; Moses, 1990; 

Pole et al., 1997).  Research that discriminates for differences within disciplines has 

been relatively rare (e.g., Quinlan, 1999, 2002).  A study of individuals’ beliefs should 

provide insights of this nature about supervision within an electrical engineering 

school. 

 

The higher education debate in Asia centres largely on its function as a component of 

nation building (Guo, 1998; Jayaram, 1997; NTU, 1999).  By investigating beliefs 

about supervision in this context, I hope to promote a more wide-ranging conversation 

and extend it more broadly into the field of postgraduate supervision.  This is 

particularly relevant as numbers of RHD candidates continue to expand throughout 

many countries in the region.  

 

This investigation advances our understanding of supervision and beliefs on several 

fronts.  RHD supervision in engineering and in Asia has been dealt with only briefly 

in the literature and possibly never in belief studies.  And beliefs studies concerning 

issues in higher education, including supervision, are rare.  

1.5 Overview of the Research and Chief Questions 

The investigation involved a qualitative inquiry into supervisors’ and candidates’ 

beliefs about research higher degree supervision and closely related matters – 

research, teaching and learning.  It extends previous research that has focused largely 

on issues of supervisory practice rather than on belief systems that might determine 

practice.  

 

Thirty-four individuals, 17 supervisors and their 17 PhD candidates, consented to 

participate in the interviews.  They were interviewed separately about the ways they 

think about components of the supervision plexus – research, teaching, learning and 
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supervision.  Conceiving of supervision as a plexus is another departure from earlier 

research in postgraduate education but it has links with developments in exploring the 

relationships between research and teaching and the idea of research-led teaching and 

the scholarship of teaching (e.g., Neumann, 1996).  A three-phase inductive analysis 

of the interview transcripts (cf. Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; 2002), based in part on 

the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, & Corbin, 1998), 

was used to code the scripts, in a co-relational way, into categories of like-minded 

individuals.  The categories formed the basis of the global orientations to supervision 

and, in addition, because they incorporate beliefs about teaching and learning, they 

illustrate different pedagogies of supervision.   

 

The orientations are multidimensional, expanded by dimension beliefs relating to 

research, teaching, learning and supervision.  Belief profiles were established to detail 

the constituent beliefs of each orientation and orientation webs show the 

interconnectedness among these beliefs.  Further analysis investigated difference and 

congruence between the supervisory beliefs of supervisors and candidates, and finally 

between the individual members of the supervisory dyads. 

 

The chief questions explored in this research were: 

• What are the beliefs that individual supervisors and candidates hold about 

supervisory experience? 

• In what ways do individuals’ beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and 

learning interconnect to form orientations to supervision?  Does the concept of 

the supervision plexus endure? 

• Do the belief systems of the orientations present credible pedagogies of 

supervision? 

• What does a comparison of supervisors’ and candidates’ beliefs reveal?  

Other aims related to my hope that the findings would be of some use to staff 

developers and other stakeholders in improving the quality of the supervisory 

experience.  
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1.6 Thesis Outline and Scope 

The thesis is structured into eight chapters, each augmented by tables and figures to 

clarify and summarise particular concepts and issues.  Table 1.1 gives an overview of 

the structure of the thesis.  Chapter Two follows this introduction. 

 

Chapter Two reviews the literature of supervision.  It begins by describing changes in 

higher education that have been responsible for the increase in research into academic 

supervision over the past decade.  Chiefly, it shows that the research has focused on 

supervisory practices and outcomes.  Inquiry involving knowledge of participants’ 

intentions, preferences and beliefs is shown to be more recent and scarce.  The need 

for an understanding of supervision based on individual practitioners’ perspectives is 

mooted.   

 

Chapter Three begins by suggesting the plausibility of the supervision plexus and its 

components – research, teaching, learning and supervision.  It explains my selection 

of the beliefs approach as an appropriate method to research understandings of 

supervision from participants’ own frames of reference.  An examination of the 

literature of beliefs and its newness in higher education research follows.  The aims of 

the research are presented at the end of this chapter.  

 

Chapter Four outlines the unique cultural and professional context of the study.  The 

local, postgraduate environment in which the investigation was situated and 

disciplinary characteristics of engineering graduate education are explored.  Also 

discussed are the few situated studies concerned with beliefs in engineering higher 

education. 

 

Chapter Five takes up issues of method.  The chapter begins by characterising the 

supervisor and candidate groups who participated in the study.  It continues by 

explaining methods of data collection and analysis, pointing out how they have been 

used to achieve the aims of the study.  



Chapter One: Unlikely Companions: Supervision and Beliefs  

 

 

 

 
Table1.1: Overview of the Structure of the Thesis 
 
Chapter 1: Unlikely Companions: Supervision 

and Beliefs 
Major Focus: Supervision and beliefs 
Background to the research 
Related Threads 
Issues of Context 
Overview of research and questions 
Thesis Outline and scope 
 
 

  
Chapter 8: Rethinking RHD Supervision 
A Supervision Plexus 
Orientations to Supervision 
Developing Quality Supervision 
Supervisors and Candidates 
Orientations and Context 
Summary of Contributions  
Recommendations and Conclusions  

 
Chapter 2: Frameworks for Improvement: The 

Literature of Supervision 
The Changing University 
Focus on Practice  
Problems 
Response Strategies 
Goals of supervision 
Towards Perspective-centred Theoretical 
Understandings 
 
 

  
Chapter 7: Understanding Supervision through    

Beliefs  
Orientations and Practice 
Beliefs and Context 
Reflection during interviews 
Evolution of Beliefs  
Demographic factors 
Metaphors to Express Beliefs about Supervision 

 
 
Chapter 3: Webs for Understanding: The 

Plexus and Beliefs 
The Plexus: A Web of Interrelated Components 
Phenomenography  
Beliefs Research 
Conceptions or beliefs? 
Beliefs in higher education  
Changing Ways of Supervising 
Aims of the Research 
 
 

  
 
Chapter 6: Orientations to Supervision 
Deriving Categories  
Four Orientations to Supervision 
Links, Themes and Orientation Webs 
Orientations and Activities 
Case stories 
Supervisors and Candidates  
 
 

 
Chapter 4: The Context: Cultural and 

Professional Characteristics 
 
Context of the Study 
Disciplinary Characteristics of the Context 
Problems of Engineering Supervision 
Beliefs Studies in Engineering Higher Education 
 

  
Chapter 5: Matters of Method 
Participants 
Data collection  
Data Analysis  
Discourse Analysis and Case Stories  
 
 

 
 

 



Chapter One: Unlikely Companions: Supervision and Beliefs  

12 

 

Chapter Six details critical findings – the global orientations to supervision.  

Construction of the orientations and their sub-categories and the generation of belief 

profiles, belief clusters and orientation webs are important issues here.  

Interconnectedness among beliefs about components of the plexus is explored with a 

view to confirming the existence of the supervision plexus and indicating the part 

played by beliefs about teaching in building the orientations.  In relation to the 

subsidiary aims of the project, orientations held by supervisors and candidates are 

compared for similarities and differences at the large group level and individual dyads 

are investigated for accord and discord between their members.  An interesting aspect 

of this chapter is the inclusion of case stories, to show how individual supervisors and 

candidates manifest the orientations in their RHD situations.  

 

Chapter Seven highlights particular insights into supervision that were achieved 

through the study of participants’ beliefs.  Issues explored include the beliefs/action 

nexus and beliefs in relation to context.  The evolution of beliefs, their role in 

pedagogic continuity and in injecting diversity into disciplines, and supervisors’ 

influences in shaping candidates’ beliefs are also investigated.  The chapter briefly 

discusses relationships between beliefs and demographic factors and ends with a look 

at some of the more common and more colourful metaphors that participants used to 

express and clarify beliefs.  

 

Chapter Eight focuses on indicating the relevance of the main findings of the study to 

existing literature and brings the thesis to a close.  It begins by confirming the 

supervisory plexus as a novel way of understanding and researching RHD supervision.  

The usefulness of the beliefs construct in presenting the global orientations to 

supervision and in demonstrating different pedagogies is explored.  Possible ways of 

utilizing the framework as a basis for the development of quality supervision and in 

understanding supervisor and candidate incongruities are discussed.  The chapter 

completes the thesis by summarising important contributions the study has made to 

the scholarship of supervision and by recommending promising directions for future 

research.  
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The study focuses on research higher degree supervision.  Participants are restricted to 

those pursuing the Doctor of Philosophy degree by research and their supervisors.  

Supervision relating to masters degrees or doctorates by course work and dissertation 

combinations is not included.  All participants were practicing supervisors or 

candidates at the time of their interview. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

FRAMEWORKS FOR IMPROVEMENT: THE LITERATURE OF 

SUPERVISION 

 

My review of the substantial literature on supervision begins with a discussion about 

the changes in universities that have fuelled an increased research interest, over the past 

15 years, in the supervision of research higher degrees.  The research focus has been 

largely on procedural aspects of supervision with an emphasis on understanding issues 

related to good practice.  The review moves progressively from these investigations 

into practical aspects towards the generally more recent studies that explore people’s 

understandings and experiences of supervision, which offer insights that may underpin 

different kinds of supervisory behaviour.  The chapter concludes that a more in depth 

understanding of supervision, from the perspective of candidates and supervisors, is 

needed to offer greater understanding of the ways in which the quality of the 

supervisory experience for supervisors and for their candidates might be improved.  

Figure 2.1 outlines the progression of Chapter 2.  

2.1 The Changing University  

The huge increase in the number of students entering university, from the 1960s on, 

and the pipeline effect of this on the numbers entering postgraduate study have been 

partly responsible for the surge in research interest in RHD supervision and the 

corresponding burgeoning volume of literature.  The flow-on effects of this increase 

have included diversification of the student and supervising cohorts.  It would be a 

little simplistic to suggest that this increase alone has initiated the research 

development.  A second important, and more complicated, catalyst has been the 

changing nature of the university.  The increasing complexity of higher education and 

the knowledge economy mindset, in tandem with increases in student numbers, have 

put pressures on governments, institutions and postgraduate personnel.  Consequently, 

investigations into these issues have concentrated on the more practical aspects of 

postgraduate education and supervision.  
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2.1.1 Expanding Numbers, Diversification and Consequent Strains  

The demographics of higher education student populations in many countries have 

changed, with a large increase in student numbers underscoring other changes.  The 

first to experience the increase, generally from the mid 1960s, were industrialised 

countries such as Australia (DEETYA, 1998b), Britain (Burgess, 1994; 1997), Canada 

(Holdaway, 1994) and the US (Geiger, 1997).  But the increase has not been confined 

to these countries.  It has been and still is occurring in Asian countries such as China, 

where it began with a rapid increase after the restoration of higher education in 1978 

(Guo, 1998; Wang, 2001), in Taiwan (Wang, 2003), in Korea and the Philippines 

(Altbach, 1999) and in Singapore (NTU, 1999).  This is important, because Asia is the 

site of the current investigation. 

 

A post-secondary qualification, increasingly seen as the basis for economic success in 

knowledge-driven and technologically-based modern economies, as well as in the 

newly industrialising economies, continues to steer the move from elitist to mass 

higher education (Ramphele & Rosovsky, 2000; Tan, 1999).  Around 55 million are 

currently enrolled worldwide in postsecondary education and the number is expected 

to reach 150 million by 2020 (Altbach, 1999:107).  More undergraduates means 

greater numbers eligible for and enrolled in postgraduate diplomas and Masters 

degrees.  In turn, this leads to more Doctor of Philosophy candidates (Humphrey & 

McCarthy, 2003; Moses, 1994; Pearson, 1999).  Several examples detail this growth: 

 

• Australia: the number of research higher degree students increased from 

12,990 in 1982 to 38,499 in 2001.  Of the 2001 cohort, 29,259 were PhD by 

research candidates (DEETYA, 1998a; DETYA, 2001). 

• Canada: the number of students enrolled in graduate studies increased from 

62,000 in 1982-83 to 117,800 in 1997-8 (Holdaway et al., 1994; Statistics 

Canada, 1999), while those enrolled in PhD programmes almost doubled from 

13,094 in 1975-76 to 26,307 in 1999 (Canadian Association for Graduate 

Studies, 1997-98; 1990-00). [A levelling of total PhD enrolments has occurred 

over the last several years reflecting a decrease in male enrolments offset by an 

increase in female enrolments (Lebel, 2001)]. 
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• China: students enrolled in graduate education swelled from 10,900 in 1978 to 

128,000 in 1994 (Guo, 1998). 

• Research site: the first postgraduate research students in the electrical 

engineering faculty in NTU were admitted in 1986-87.  By 2002, there were 

515 postgraduate students, including 394 PhD by research candidates.   

 

Flow-on effects of these increases have been the increasing diversity of the student 

body and of the supervising academics.  As higher degree study courses have become 

more available, opportunities for less traditional types of students have opened up. 

This varies the demographic characteristics of research higher degree candidates 

(Humphrey & McCarthy, 2003; Pearson & Ford, 1997, Ryan, 1994).  As well as the 

traditional, young, full-time, on-campus student, PhD students in many centres now 

include large numbers of mature-age, part-time and fully external students.  Another 

change has been the relaxation of entry criteria into doctoral programmes (Altbach, 

1999) to include candidates with diverse academic and professional backgrounds.  

Ability levels of students vary, as do their second language competencies (where this 

is necessary) and their demands on supervisor time and input.  Increasing 

diversification of students means a greater need for supervision to be flexible and 

responsive to different situations so that candidates receive efficient and quality 

supervision (Mullins & Kiley, 1998; Pearson & Ford, 1997). 

 

According to Ryan (1994), these non-traditional students, often with more constraints 

on their time, tend to be more critical and more articulate in voicing concerns about 

any inadequate supervision they receive than younger, less experienced students are.  

In contrast, Hill, Acker and Black (1994) found that full-time, focussed students are 

more likely to be critical of their PhD experience.  With the internationalisation of 

higher education, more than one million students are studying outside their home 

countries (Altbach, 1997), hence the concerns about second language competencies. 

Some of these students, along with other fee-paying clients, have been found to be 

more vocal in demanding quality supervision (Johnston, 1998; Pearson, 1999).  Rising 

levels of questioning and accountability across the board, it seems, have necessitated a 

more thorough investigation of the practice of RHD supervision and how quality can 

be improved.  In the opening speech at the 1999 Seminar on the New Quality 
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Assurance Framework, The Hon. Dr D A Kemp, MP, Canberra, noted the association 

between fees and quality in all higher education (10 December, 1999b):  

As students are now paying a greater proportion of the costs, and in some 
cases the full fee for their course, they have every right to expect that they can 
be assured of the quality of the education they are undertaking. This is 
increasingly important as our universities attract greater numbers of full fee 
paying overseas students for whom the cost of a university degree is a major 
investment.  

 

Not only have increased student numbers required that more staff be involved in 

supervision, other factors have initiated changes.  New forms of communication 

enable faculty to supervise off-campus students with limited on-campus meetings.  

This has facilitated the trend of locating co-supervisors or associate supervisors in 

other institutions, domestic or overseas, in the professions or in industry.  Greater 

mobility of larger numbers of people and the impact of the internationalisation of 

higher education means supervising staff cohorts have diversified.  Supervisors of 

many nationalities and ethnic backgrounds and with a variety of professional 

experiences are found working in any one institution.  They bring with them practices 

that may or may not find favour in particular local contexts.  To use the study site as 

an example, supervisors in the electrical engineering faculty include academics 

originally from Bangladesh, China (including Hong Kong), India, Malaysia, Pakistan, 

Singapore and Thailand, many of whom were educated in a third country such as 

Australia, Britain, Canada, or the United States.   

 

These developments have exerted strains on universities and their faculty and in some 

instances have contributed to a need for universities and departments to reorganise 

their postgraduate education.  With more students, more staff are required to be 

involved in supervision.  To cope with this demand, academics inexperienced in 

supervising are sometimes required to take on roles as sole supervisors before they 

have had an opportunity to gain experience as co or junior supervisors or even to build 

their own research portfolio.  In trying to do both, they have found a large increase in 

their workload (Johnston, 1998; MacKay, 1996).  And even experienced supervisors 

find that reading theses for numerous students has meant they are less able to do their 

own writing (Burns, Lamm & Lewis, 1999) unless their students’ research is a part of 

their own research agenda (Kyvic & Smeby, 1994).  Larger time commitments of 
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many other staff members and more money are needed.  Logistical problems, 

including arguments by supervising staff for more realistic distribution of work hours, 

and accountability demands, have been brought into focus by staff numbers remaining 

relatively stable and universities having to cope with steady or diminishing 

government funding (Cullen, Pearson, Saha & Spear, 1994; Holdaway, 1997a; Moses, 

1994).  Overall, “increased environmental pressures are driving departments to 

confront workload planning in a more rigorous and effective manner” (Burgess, Lewis 

& Mobbs, 2003:217).   

 

The increase in RHD student numbers also means fewer resources available per 

candidate; a lack of a research infrastructure within institutions to cope with the 

numbers; and increasingly, the necessity to look beyond government sources for 

research finance results in an uneven spread of research funding relative to research 

(Burgess et al., 2003; Frankland, 1997).  These pressures are enduring.  In a recent 

survey of six universities in Australia, Neumann (2003) found “a clear need to 

encourage structures and practices which support individual supervisors … [through] 

reasonable and formal recognition of supervision workload; awareness of the tensions 

between undergraduate teaching and doctoral supervision; and transparent procedures 

for resource distribution” (p. 137-138).  In association with these tensions has been a 

more formal approach to quality assurance issues associated with the changing nature 

of the university. 

2.1.2 The Changing Ethos of the University  

Beyond logistical issues, the growing complexity of higher education presents 

additional problems and penetrates the very core of the university.  This is largely 

associated with the increasingly adopted knowledge economy model of the university 

(McWilliam, 2002).  The most important distinction between this model and the 

traditional, scholarship model is that the definition of knowledge changes from one of 

epistemology to one of economy so that “knowledge becomes a factor of production 

… as economic performance comes to rely more and more heavily on knowledge 

inputs” (Usher, 2002:144).  Significant attributes of the knowledge economy model 

include the continuing, rapid rate of the expansion of knowledge, and new forms of 

communication.  The use of information technology in the acquisition, storage and 
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delivery of information has had, and continues to have, a profound impact on the 

teaching and learning functions of the universities.   

 

This has allowed more disciplinary specialisations and fragmentation to occur.  As the 

scope of possibilities for study increases and the student body diversifies, students’ 

motivation for PhD study also broadens (Pearson & Ford, 1997) from academic to 

include professional and industrial employment.  Different types of doctoral degrees 

now cater to these less traditional employment requirements.  Professional, course 

work and project doctorates now contribute to the increasing complexity of 

postgraduate education.  As a result of these factors, there is a greater variety of 

disciplines and research specialisations (Clark, 1996) as well as more interdisciplinary 

research (Pearson, 1999; Usher, 2002).  One outcome of these issues is that students 

sometimes find it difficult to identify supervisors with expertise and interest in the 

their topics and methods, with a compatible supervisory style, and with time to 

allocate to supervision (Marginson, 1998; Parry & Hayden, 1994; Wisker, 2003).   

 

Amid this variation and constraint, there is an increasing need to be accountable 

(Burgess et al., 2003; Dill, 1999; Gumport, 1999; Kendall, 2002; Kemp, 2002; 

McWilliam, Singh & Taylor, 2002; Scott, 1995; West, 1998).  A closer look at these 

accountability issues has pinpointed poor statistics in finishing times and attrition rates 

and associated waste of private and public resources, as well as research degree 

graduates being inadequately prepared for employment.  Extra pressure is brought to 

bear on supervising staff when support for government funding in the forms of 

research studentships and grants is tied to completion rates within institutions (Exley 

& O’Malley, 1999; Martin, Maclachlan & Kamel, 2001; Moore & Allen, 1999; 

Pearse, 2002; Winfield, 1987).  Determining ways of coping without diminishing the 

quality of supervision or other duties has meant that quality assurance has become 

increasingly important over the last decade (e.g., Holdaway, 1997a; McWilliam, 2002; 

Moses, 1994).  Measures have been taken for quality assurance implementation in 

higher education in many developed countries (DETYA, 2000) to ensure 

accountability at government, institution, department, supervisor and student levels.   
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These pressures and the increased complexity of postgraduate education and 

supervision cannot be excuses for the quality and efficiency of supervision to fall.  It 

seems, however, that high standards have not consistently been maintained, as 

evidenced, in part, by student dissatisfaction with various aspects of their doctoral 

supervision (Ainley, 2001; Harman, 2002).  

 

The postgraduate experience is no longer a private one between the supervisor and the 

candidate.  It has gradually become one that is “public, structured, monitored [and] 

researched” (Kiley, 2002:6).  The strains and changes within postgraduate 

departments of the university have ignited much interest.  The many studies I have 

cited so far, and those in the next section, concentrate on administrative and 

procedural issues involved in understanding the current state of the university with a 

view to providing quality supervision for all students.  

2.1.3 Administrative and Policy Investigations 

Dovetailing into these issues is the literature dealing with policy, strategic, financial 

and accountability issues.  Researchers have tackled questions at government, 

institution and department levels (e.g., Becher, Henkel & Kogan, 1994; Blume, 1986; 

Clark, 1996; Cude, 1991; Dill, 1999; Frankland, 1999; Holdaway et al., 1994; Kemp, 

1999a; 2002; Martin et al., 2001; Pearse, 2002; West, 1998).  They have looked at, for 

example, statistics for student attrition and failure rates and for numbers requiring 

extended completion times and major revisions of theses, as well as funding and 

policy issues.   

 

As universities continue to become more aligned with the knowledge economy model, 

these statistics are used as a means of audit and quality assessment of the performance 

of departments, supervisors and students (Kendall, 2002).  Accountability then 

becomes an issue of minimization of the risk of failure, of costliness and/or of 

litigation (McWilliam et al., 2002).  While issues of poor completion rates and 

dissatisfaction with supervision may be problematic for governments, institutions and 

departments, they are often critical for students.  And they are widespread.  They have 

been documented, for example, in Australia (Ainley, 2001; West, 1998; Zuber-

Skerritt, 1992b), Britain and elsewhere in Europe (Blume, 1986; Burgess, 1994), 
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Canada (Sheridin & Pyke, 1994), and the United States (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; 

Gumport, 1999). 

 

Reports detailing these problems broach topics of concern at many levels and they 

have been springboards for many investigations aimed at gaining a thorough 

understanding of the ways supervision is carried out.  Research into practice has 

presented a large body of literature that grew rapidly during the 1990s and continues 

to expand (e.g., Hockey, 1996; Moses, 1994; Noble, 1994; Parry & Hayden, 1994; 

Phillips, 1994; Willcoxson, 1994; Zuber-Skerritt, 1992b).   

2.2 Focus on Practice 

Quality and ways of achieving it have traditionally been pegged to elements that can 

be observed, measured and controlled.  Several frameworks developed to represent 

this view focus on these elements, which are external to or imposed on those most 

heavily engaged in the supervisory process, the supervisors and candidates.  

Nevertheless, they are often important in providing optimal conditions.  The 

frameworks presented here are structural in their focus.  Their strength is in dealing 

with procedural and organisational elements of supervision and few ‘people’ variables 

are included.  The section investigates supervisory functions and roles, and works 

towards ‘profiles’ of functions to be included in good supervisory practices. 

2.2.1 Structural Frameworks 

One of these earlier frameworks deals chiefly with the importance of an “appropriate 

environment” to support quality student outcomes (Phillips, 1993:11).  This includes 

providing institutional resources and adequate infrastructure as a package.  In a 

broader scheme, Holdaway et al. (1994) organised elements of the supervisory process 

into dependent and independent variables.  The quality of programmes, of graduates 

and of completion rates (dependent variables) are shown to be influenced by aspects 

of postgraduate study such as admission policies, financial support, infrastructure and 

by staffing issues such as research, teaching experience and publications (independent 

variables). 
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A more comprehensive framework is the systems model.  This comprises selected 

inputs, processes, outputs and feedback, proposed as an approach to study the 

effectiveness of the organisation and administration of postgraduate studies 

(Holdaway, 1994).  Holdaway elaborated this model by including examples of quality 

assessment criteria for selected elements of postgraduate education in the input, 

processes, and output sections of the model (Holdaway, 1997a).  He later incorporated 

primary and secondary activities of the processes and primary and secondary goals of 

the outputs into the framework (Holdaway, 1997b).  Figure 2.2 represents an 

amalgamation of the three Holdaway models.  It shows that elements relating to the 

programme and the institution are important considerations when assessing quality in 

each of the three phases (inputs, processes and outputs).  The model acknowledges 

characteristics of supervisors and students and the quality of graduates as variables in 

the inputs and outputs of the process.  

 

Holdaway’s contribution to a more perspective-centred theoretical understanding of 

postgraduate education, as opposed to a practical focus, lies in his disclosure that 

different stakeholders (faculty, students, employers and government) conceptualise the 

idea of quality in postgraduate education through individual “perceptual screens” 

based on, for example, personal values, research and experience (1997a:63).  

Holdaway does not elaborate the significance of these “perceptual screens” on the 

supervisory process or suggest what they might reflect.  Overall, his frame emphasises 

structural features of postgraduate programmes rather than, for example, supervisor-

candidate relationships, personal experiences, or views of participants.  

2.2.2 Best Practice, Quality Supervision 

Ideals of good practice have been constructed from knowing which practices have 

been shown to be effective in some situations.  In general, good supervision entails 

attending to its four ‘dimensions’ – intellectual, personal, social and practical (Light & 

Cox, 2001).  Inskipp and Proctor (1988; cited in Brockbank & McGill, 1998:239) 

categorised functions into educative, managerial and mentoring activities.  To 

incorporate the ideas of the personal, social and mentoring categories, I have chosen 

the term relational.  The complexity of supervision is made obvious when the different 
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Figure 2.2: Systems Model of Supervision (Holdaway 1994, 1997a; 1997b) 
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functions that good supervisors need to be able to perform from time to time during 

their students’ doctoral study are simply enumerated.   

 

Table 2.1 – listing many of these functions under the three headings – educative, 

managerial and relational – is an extension of the work of Brown and Atkins (1988), 

Brockbank and McGill (1998) and Youngman, (1994).  I have also included functions 

that students in Wright and Lodwick’s (1989) study indicated were important for 

effective supervision.  While not exhaustive, the list shows the wide range of 

functions effective supervisors need to include in their ‘ability store’.  

 

An agenda for ensuring that supervisors gain an understanding of the breadth of this 

repertoire and of how or when the roles are best performed remains unclear in some 

research cultures.  Also, learning how to judge the effectiveness of roles in particular 

contexts is difficult.  Efforts to assist supervisors in clarifying their roles have been 

made.  Moses (1992a:17-20; 1992b:50-51), for example, offered a series of questions 

and statements for consideration by supervisors, in preparation for their supervisory 

tasks.  They chiefly concern structural and procedural aspects but are designed to 

encourage negotiation and understanding of expectations between students and 

supervisors in relation to:  

• topic selection  

• ensuring student progress 

• frequency and structure of meetings 

• giving feedback and the writing process. 

Considerations of this nature underscore the complexity and highly variable nature of 

supervision, factors which make any attempt to precisely define ‘best practice’ or to 

manage the process of supervision in “an instrumental sense of ‘best practice’” 

difficult at best (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996:4). 

 

The way the activities mentioned by Moses (1992a) are construed within each 

supervisor-student dyadic relationship has important consequences for the successful 

outcome of the supervisory experience.  Best practice in supervision often becomes a 

question of deciding on appropriate functions at any given time within each particular 

dyad.  These decisions direct the way supervisors and candidates interrelate and 
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engage in research education.  They can have a positive or negative influence on 

students’ progress.   

 

In some of her earlier work, Moses (1985) indicated that successful supervisory 

practice involves less tangible aspects.  She suggested that important decisions need to 

be made about the amount and direction of supervision, approaches to supervision, 

and personal relationships with students.  With others (e.g., Delamont, Parry & 

Atkinson, 1998; Johnson, Lee & Green, 2000), Moses sees these concerns 

underscoring and colouring the entire experience and influencing the way supervisors 

practice.  But decisions about them are not easy to make and universally applicable 

guidelines are not usually appropriate.  Research into supervisors’ and candidates’ 

perceptions about these issues may prove worthwhile in preparing individuals for 

better supervisory experiences.  

 

However, there can be no canon for ‘best’ supervisory practice (Connell, 1985; Kam, 

1997).  Emulating what are considered successful practices in one situation may not 

lead to positive outcomes in any other.  Such a view would suggest supervision is little 

more than an amalgam of tasks and relationships.  To capture its complexity at a 

deeper level, we have to think more about concerns such as those Moses (1985) 

raised.  For these reasons, referring to quality and effective supervision rather than to 

‘best practice’ is preferable.  Kam suggested that quality supervision “evolves when 

the supervisory process is adapted to meet the idiosyncratic needs of the student in 

question” (1997:82).  This view epitomises the unmeasurable attribute of quality and 

the difficulty in defining it.  But it also disregards interpretations and beliefs that 

individual supervisors have about supervision and that frame their practice.   

 

Holdaway, as we have seen (§2.2.1), contended that the concept of quality is 

meaningful in structural terms of desired outcomes of the doctoral process and that it 

is consequently more relevant to consider a ‘quality profile’ (1997a:61-62) than 

individual functions.  This profile, Holdaway adds, should include the “quality of the 

product and the effectiveness of the process in producing quality products” (Cullen & 

Allen, 1993:104, cited in Holdaway, 1997a).  According to Holdaway (1994; 1997a), 

this means understanding candidates’ expectations and their capabilities (inputs), 
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Key:   indicated the attribute noted by Phillips & Pugh is included.   PDF: Postdoctoral fellow.
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discerning individual candidate needs and practising in ways that meet those needs 

(processes), which are directed by a knowledge of the goals desired (outputs).  His 

discussion of primary and secondary goals makes these aims more explicit 

(Holdaway, 1997b).  Holdaway (1997a; 1997b) used this whole package of 

knowledge and skills to build his systems-based framework of supervision as a quality 

assurance instrument.  

 

Researchers have identified important elements for inclusion in any quality profile.  

Table 2.2 uses selected reports to show the general agreement across studies and over 

time, from Connell in 1985 to Fraser and Mathews in 1999.  The table is based, in the 

first instance, on the comprehensive list of student expectations and supervisor roles 

identified by Phillips and Pugh (1994).  Some researchers focussed on students to 

obtain this information, and others focussed on supervisors to recount practices they 

felt were effective.  It is interesting to note that there are few differences between 

supervisor-focussed and student-focussed studies.  Students do not rate the supervisor 

being a role model as important and they rarely expect supervisors to be teachers. Not 

all supervisor-focussed profiles highlight this (e.g., Holdaway, 1997a; 1997b).  Other 

interesting points are that in all except two student-focussed cases, students and 

supervisors identify pacing, structure or direction as being important.  And only one 

of the student-focussed profiles includes encouraging academic role development as 

important, suggesting that supervisors may adhere to more traditional goals of 

doctoral study (e.g., academic enculturation) than students do.  

 

Despite this general agreement, sometimes an attribute found to be critical in one 

study does not surface in another.  For example, Brown and Atkins (1988), Conrad 

(1996) and Holdaway (1997a) suggested that good supervisors need to be active 

researchers themselves.  Others (e.g., Shannon, 1998) regard this as critical for good 

supervision.  Still others make no mention of it (as shown in Table 2.2).  Fraser and 

Mathews (1999), and Wright and Lodwick (1989) found constructive criticism the 

attribute most valued by students (though in the former study, criticism is balanced 

with creativity), while Salmon (1992) suggested the most important quality in 

effective supervision is personal support for the students.  Phillips and Pugh (1994) 

put this idea another way by suggesting that the core of successful supervision is the 
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quality of the supervisor-candidate relationship.  This is supported by all profiles in 

Table 2.2. 

Connell (1985) and Conrad (1996) emphasised that supervision is a complex of 

teaching and learning, a concept that has particular relevance to my study.  Phillips 

and Pugh (1994) included teaching the craft of research but Brown and Atkins (1988) 

and Fraser and Mathews (1999), the only others summarised in Table 2.2, made little 

more than passing reference to it in their studies.   

2.3 Problems  

For a more comprehensive understanding of why not all supervisory experiences are 

successful, it is necessary to look beyond desirable ‘quality profiles’ and investigate 

the kinds of problems candidates and supervising academics experience.  Much of this 

research and writing has been produced only over the last fifteen years (e.g., Brown & 

Atkins, 1988; Cryer, 1998a; Cullen et al., 1994; Delamont, Atkinson & Parry, 1997c; 

Hockey, 1996; Neumann, 2003; Parry & Hayden, 1994; Pearson, 1999; Zuber-

Skerritt, 1992b).  The reader will notice throughout this section an emphasis on 

practice-based issues of supervision.  There has been little research on participants’ 

perspectives on supervision, although such research would be helpful in dealing with 

the supervisor dilemmas. 

2.3.1 Tensions and Dilemmas for Supervisors 

Areas needing clarification that were suggested by Moses (1985) were echoed by 

Cryer (1998a:229), who identified a number of dilemmas relating to “perceived 

conflicting responsibilities” that supervisors face.  The word ‘dilemma’, referring to 

making difficult choices, often between equally undesirable alternatives, was wisely 

chosen.  There is a need to find the balance that best suits candidates’ needs and fits 

with supervisors’ beliefs about doctoral education.  The extremes of these actions 

listed below are unlikely to foster good relationships and effective research education.  

Appropriate answers are probably unique to each supervisory situation.  Examples of 

dilemmas include (Cryer, 1998a:230):  

• encouraging highly original or conforming work  

• giving close guidance or freedom for independent work  

• working with students or remaining detached  
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• holding informal chats or documented supervisions 

• expecting detailed or outline planning; for long or short term goals 

• owning the work or giving ownership to students 

• becoming involved in students’ personal problems or maintaining an 

‘academic’ distance 

• handling language difficulties and cultural differences or referring the 

candidate for appropriate help 

• dealing with suspected plagiarism and research fraud in legal or friendly ways. 

 

The majority of these dilemmas are subsumed within the four categories that Brown 

and Atkins (1988) suggested are the chief causes of tension: 

• scholarship versus training 

• original versus collaborative research 

• independent researcher versus team member 

• apprenticeship versus employment. 

One question that keeps surfacing (Moses, 1985; Cryer, 1998a; Brown & Atkins, 

1988) regards optimal amounts of guidance and independence.  Delamont et al. (1998) 

define it as finding a delicate balance between dominating students’ research and 

neglecting it, between interventionist supervision and student autonomy.  Dilemmas 

such this relate to the goals of RHD supervision and to individuals’ beliefs about the 

whole process, issues taken up later in the thesis (see §2.6 and Chapter Three).  
 

Fraser and Mathews (1999) add to this list the importance of finding a balance 

between creativity and criticism to best enhance students’ progress and development.  

Interestingly, in one study, students most frequently ticked ‘giving critical feedback’ 

as one of the three most important functions of the supervisor (Wright & Lodwick, 

1989).  Finding a match between warmth and structure (Brown & Atkins, 1988) 

expands the question of working with or remaining detached from students and the 

importance of the kind of dyadic relationship that works best.  Anxieties of these 

kinds, Johnston (1998) suggests, can often be traced to inexperience in the supervisory 

role and perhaps also to a lack of research experience.  For example, of particular 

concern for novice supervisors, is being able to recognise the level of work that is 



Chapter Two: Frameworks for Improvement: The Literature of Supervision  

30 

suitable for examination and then to develop that ability in students (Delamont et al., 

1997c). 

 

Two dilemmas are frequently mentioned as fundamental to the goals of PhD 

education.  First is the balance between close guidance and independent work or the 

amount and direction of supervision.  Second, the balance between technical training 

and attaining scholarship is closely related to the first.  Both are basic considerations 

for any faculty involved in ‘best practice’ RHD supervision.  Researchers have spent 

much time looking at these two issues, but generally with a view to finding how to do 

them best and how much guidance or independence ought to be given or allowed.  The 

issues have not been viewed from the perspective of the personal theories on which 

individual practice may be based.  This is an important concept in my research and I 

will take it up again when dealing with models of supervision and candidate-

supervisor relationships.  

 

A strong attributive relationship between inadequate or inappropriate supervision and 

poor completion rates has been noted by many (e.g., Brown & Atkins, 1988; Burgess, 

1994; Holdaway et al., 1994; Moses, 1984; Willcoxson, 1994).  With awareness of 

negative outcomes and inadequate dyadic relationships, researchers turned to studies 

focussed on gaining a deeper understanding of the shortcomings of practice.  I will 

now look in more detail at the manifestations of practice that students see as less than 

satisfactory. 

2.3.2 The Student Perspective 

A number of recent studies have investigated areas of dissatisfaction and problems 

that students experience during their candidature (e.g., Ainley, 2001; Burns et al., 

1999; Cullen et al., 1994; MacKay, 1996; Martin et al., 2001; Neumann, 2003; 

Newall, 2003).  A very large investigation was the 1999 Postgraduate Research 

Experience Questionnaire (PREQ), an initiative of the Australian Council for 

Educational Research (Ainley, 2001).  The survey questionnaires, which were sent 

only to successful PhD and Masters graduates1, obtained 2253 respondents from 
                                                 
1 This is an important qualifier. Students who did not finish, who failed the final examination, or have 

been working on their PhD for several years, may be more critical of their supervision than those who 
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thirty-five Australian universities and one New Zealand university.  Seventy percent 

of the respondents were PhD graduates. 

 

Results indicate some cause for concern.  Seventeen percent of respondents, did not 

fully agree with the statement that overall, I was satisfied with the quality of my higher 

degree research experience (Ainley, 2001:15).  This figure corresponds with the 

results of a smaller study (Burns et al., 1999:58) which found that 17% of education 

students were not so satisfied or not satisfied at all with their candidature.  In the 1999 

PREQ report, specific questions to find the problems students face are grouped under 

six headings that “represent underlying dimensions of supervision” (Ainley, 2001:16).  

The questions tap into many aspects of the supervisory process: 

• supervision 

• skill development 

• intellectual climate 

• infrastructure 

• thesis examination 

• goals and expectations 

 

Intellectual climate is the area in which students indicated most dissatisfaction.  

Almost half (45%) of the survey group indicated that their experience could be 

enhanced with regard to opportunities for social contact, integration into the research 

community, seminar programmes, and particularly with regard to the research culture 

and the research ambience in their study context.  This finding correlates with Newall 

(2003) whose respondents felt only ‘satisfied’ or ‘ok’ about their research culture 

situation.  Yet Newall’s study and an earlier investigation (Cullen et al., 1994) 

revealed that students thought that being part of an academic community was an 

important aspect of their learning.   

 

On average, over the six PREQ items concerning supervision, only 69% of 

respondents were satisfied.  Although 83% were satisfied with their supervisors’ 
                                                                                                                                            
successfully completed. Exit interviews and surveys conducted with all (graduates, non-graduates and 

continuing students) may reveal higher percentages of dissatisfaction than those revealed by the 1999 

PREQ. 
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availability, when it came to the actual guidance given on the topic and in their 

literature search, only 57% and 54% respectively, indicated satisfaction.  In a more 

qualitative type of study branching across six universities and four discipline clusters, 

Neumann (2003) found that 12% of the almost 90 students interviewed were 

dissatisfied with their supervision experiences and five percent expressed serious 

grievances.  The 25 PhD respondents in the survey by Newall (2003), situated in a 

New Zealand University, indicated that they were ‘very satisfied’ with their primary 

supervisors on all 19 items relating to supervisory behaviour. 

 

Interestingly, all but 10% of the PREQ (Ainley, 2001) respondents were satisfied with 

their own skill development.  This last may be a reflection of (a) students being trained 

and educated in these areas or (b) students developing these skills as a result of 

inadequate supervision (Acker et al., 1994:494; Johnson et al., 2000).  Students tend to 

want both supervisor direction and a large degree of independence.  It seems that 

when they need or want help, they are happiest if it is immediately available, but at 

other times they want space to follow their own designs.  

 

The 1999 PREQ survey indicated that 13% of respondents did not understand the 

standards required, particularly in relation to the thesis.  Burns et al. (1999); Hockey 

(1996), Shannon (1998) and Zuber-Skerritt (1992b) have also noted that candidates 

lack understandings in this regard.  Institutional shortcomings in the provision of 

support services and infrastructure (23% not satisfied) contribute to the frustrations 

and feelings of isolation felt by PhD students (Ainley, 2001).  Prior to the PREQ, 

other researchers recorded students’ frustrations in regard to this (e.g., Burns et al., 

1999; Powles, 1988; Welsh, 1979; Whittle, 1992). 

 

Additional to the 1999 PREQ findings, is the fact that levels of student dissatisfaction 

with the quality and effectiveness of supervision they received tend to rise with length 

of enrolment (Cullen et al., 1994; MacKay, 1996).  MacKay’s survey at one 

Australian university revealed that dissatisfaction rose significantly from a low of 

11% in the first year of study to 49% after five years of enrolment.  The impact of this 

is heightened by the slow time-to-completion rates.  Forty-seven percent of 

postgraduate research doctoral students who commenced an award course in 1992 at 
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Australian government universities had not completed that course by 1999 (Martin et 

al., 2001).  Analysis by study mode reveals that 40% of full-time, on-campus students 

and 64% of external and part-time candidates had not completed their studies by 1999.  

Given that expected times for completion are two to four years for full-time students 

and four to six years for part-time students (p. 3), “few postgraduate research students 

in Australia completed their studies in the expected time” (p. 4).   

 

A finding that has important implications for supervisory structures is the positive 

correlation between the size of a student’s active supervisory panel and levels of 

overall satisfaction (Cullen et al., 1994:43).  Presumably, supervisors can offer 

expertise in different areas of candidates’ needs or compensate for any deficit of the 

other.  This finding suggested the need to explore the possibility of introducing 

multiple supervisory arrangements to enhance the overall quality of supervision, an 

arrangement that a number of universities have now formalized (see §2.4.2). 

 

There is an indication from the surveys discussed here that it is not only how 

supervision is organized and which tasks supervisors perform, but it is how 

supervisors accomplish these functions that can make a difference and determine the 

quality of supervision students receive.  For example, it is not only that supervisors are 

available for meetings.  Cullen et al. (1994) found that the frequency of meeting was 

not an issue of complaint.  Indeed, Neumann (2003) found that only 12% of students 

expressed having difficulties in this area.  It is the content of meetings, the actual 

guidance given, the type of interaction that occurs and the engagement supervisors 

have with the project that influence research education effectiveness and student 

satisfaction (Cullen et al., 1994; Kam, 1997; Neumann, 2003; Smith, 2001).  

Candidates value meetings for different reasons.  Students who tend to be dependent 

find value in meetings in which supervisors help prepare and guide the direction of the 

research study.  More independent students appreciate meetings for the “substantive 

focus and constructive comments” that supervisors are able to offer (Kam, 1997:98).  

To be most helpful, supervisors need to know the difference. 

 

Perhaps the most commonly cited problem that students face is inadequate or 

negligent supervision (Brockbank & McGill, 1998; Brown & Atkins, 1988; Moses, 
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1985; Shannon, 1998; Yeatman, 1998; Zuber-Skerritt, 1992b).  Supervisors assume 

students know how to conduct research and write theses when clearly they do not 

(Delamont et al., 1997c; Zuber-Skerritt, 1992b).  Inherent in this kind of problem can 

be a mismatch between student and supervisor understandings about the very essence 

of doctoral education.  The lack of guidance and the ensuing sense of isolation, 

endemic as they are reported to be in the traditional PhD experience, are often 

interpreted by students as negligent supervision but paradoxically, can be regarded by 

supervisors as “a condition of the production of independence and autonomy, which is 

the goal of the pedagogy and practice of the PhD … rather than an accidental and 

ameliorable problem” (Johnson et al., 2000:136).  Misconceptions such as this can be 

the cause of unsatisfactory experiences for both supervisors and their students 
(Aspland, Edwards & O’Leary, 1999; Hill et al., 1994; Johnson et al., 2000; Laske & 

Zuber-Skerritt, 1996).   

 

Added to these are occasions when supervisors are too powerful, situations where the 

object of research is not a shared interest between supervisor and candidate (Grant, 

2001; Parry & Hayden, 1994; Salmon, 1992; 1994), and a cause for concern 

mentioned previously, lack of choice in finding a compatible supervisor with the 

required expertise (Marginson, 1998; Parry & Hayden, 1994; Wisker, 2003).  Other 

student problems frequently noted (e.g., Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Brown & 

Atkins, 1988; Cryer, 1996; Hockey, 1994a; 1996; Johnson et al., 2000; Moses, 1985; 

Parry & Hayden, 1994; Shannon, 1998; Zuber-Skerritt, 1992b; 1996) are: 

• poor planning and management of the project 

• methodological difficulties in the research 

• misconceptions of supervisors’ roles, mismatch of motivations 

• lack of intellectual self confidence 

• lack of communication, poor interpersonal relations, isolation, language and 

culture differences 

• writing-up, language difficulties 

• personal problems, need for adjustment to life as a research student, living and 

personal situation. 
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Salmon (1992) explored the experiences of ten students. During in depth interviews, 

they revealed that they grappled with working through issues related to their personal 

growth, inner struggles and supervisor-candidate relationships during the highly 

personal journey of PhD study.  Salmon suggested that supervisors need to offer not 

only support in educative and managerial functions but in relational functions as well.   

 

Particularly, it is thought, supervisors can be of benefit in (Bowen & Rudinstine, 

1992; Cryer, 1998a; Moses, 1985):  

• research topic selection 

• contribution to originality 

• scholarly depth and editing 

• amount, direction and style of supervision 

• supervisor and student expectations and relationships.   

 

With relation to scholarly depth, students sometimes need pertinent help in making the 

connection between their research and the transformational outcomes required at PhD 

level (Wisker, Robinson, Trafford, Creighton & Warnes, 2003).  If we look at these in 

terms of supervisors’ educative, managerial and relational functions, it seems there are 

complex and enduring problems in each.  It is clear that enumerating problems is 

insufficient to promote change.  We need to learn more about the ways students and 

supervisors think about research education and about what happens in particular 

situations to place each in a better position to respond effectively.  

Redefining Staff and Student Problems 

One part of the Newall (2003) study compared supervisor and student levels of 

satisfaction with their experiences of thesis supervision and the research environment.  

Overall, there was “reasonable agreement” between the two groups regarding areas 

that may need improvement (p. 62).  For the supervisors, these concerned, primarily, 

the provision of adequate resources and facilities for students (workspace and library 

facilities) and research culture (supportive faculty environment).  For students, chief 

concerns related to programme organization (clarity of procedures for examination 

and submission) and primary supervisors (knowledge of students’ research methods 

and contactability).  Interestingly, it seems that students in this survey were more 
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satisfied with their overall experience than supervisors were, but while supervisors 

were concerned with the physical aspects, students were less satisfied with aspects 

impinging directly on the progress of their study.  There is the possibility that this 

finding is related to fundamental differences in the ways students and supervisors 

understand the nature and purpose of supervision.  For example, in a study that I shall 

deal with more thoroughly in a later section (§2.7), supervisors indicated that they 

understood their role as supervising a thesis but the students’ understanding was that it 

was they who were being supervised (Burns et al., 1999).  Disparity such as this 

supports the need for investigations into supervision from the different perspectives of 

those involved.   

 

The nature of the supervisor-student relationship makes it difficult to separate 

students’ problems from those of the supervisors.  The interlocking of responsibilities 

is tight and students’ problems become those of supervisors, just as inadequate 

supervision becomes a problem for candidates.  If students have methodological 

problems, for example, supervisors can use different ways to help them find solutions.  

They can: 

• fix the problem themselves 

• teach candidates what they need to know in order to make progress 

• direct students to attend a course or to find resources to help them solve the 

problem 

• seek a solution together, as co-researchers 

• direct candidates to find their own answers as they have sole responsibility.  

It is often a question of finding the balance that best enhances research education and 

development of student independence and that fits supervisors’ own interpretations of 

what it means to be involved in research education.  Research on the personal theories 

on which individual supervisors make these decisions is scarce.  

 

Student problems, such as lack of motivation or difficult family and financial 

situations, are often beyond the scope of an institution’s help line, though supervisors 

have often been known to help out in these situations.  Other problems, such as being 

ill-prepared for the rigours of RHD study, need to be dealt with by more exacting 

acceptance procedures – the student is at fault – or the provision of coursework or 
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seminars to bridge the gap – the department or institution is responsible (Lovitts, 

2001).  Without additional staff, providing extra courses may place an even heavier 

burden on staff, who in many cases, already have little time to pursue their own 

research. 

 

Some areas of student dissatisfaction and some problems facing supervisors have their 

origins at institutional or other levels.  Ryan (1994), in fact, extends the more usually 

discussed student/supervisor dyad into a triad comprising student, supervisor and 

department.  As products of the institution and of its personnel, departments contribute 

to student wellbeing or otherwise, through departmental ethos, policy and contextual 

factors.   

 

Very often, underlying these matters of ‘best practice’, supervisor dilemmas and 

student problems, is the influence of the dyadic relationship on the progress 

candidates are able to make (Johnson et al., 2000).  In her extensive study, Neumann 

(2003) found that overall, a positive student-supervisor relationship was central to 

successful doctoral experience (cf. Salmon, 1992).  The frameworks that follow 

emphasise this, and in doing so, they add to the structural frameworks discussed 

earlier (§2.2.1).  Here the ‘people’ element is viewed as a variable, with consequences 

for how smoothly students can proceed through the PhD process. 

 2.3.3 ‘Experience’ Frameworks 

Frameworks proposed by Laske and Zuber-Skerritt (1996) have a quality-assurance 

intent, as did those of Holdaway (1997a; 1997b), but their focus is on student-

supervisor relationships and experiences of participants rather than on structural 

elements.  This dual focus is supported by Pearson’s (1999) proposal that doctoral 

education and supervision ought not to be reduced to a “collection of relationships”.  

Rather, research should be grounded “in the student experience and their perceptions 

of how their environment affects the quality of their professional growth and 

education” (p. 283).  The development of individual and group learning, research and 

communication at different levels within a systemic, overall framework are important 

issues.  In Laske and Zuber-Skerritt’s overall framework, levels are presented in ever-

widening circles from the individual to group/team/cohort, department/faculty, 
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institution, nation and the world (p. 12).  The bearing that each level has on learning, 

research and communication in postgraduate education is considered.  Aspects of 

supervision such as regulations, policy, infrastructure and quality, are important and 

given for each level, as appropriate.   

 

Laske and Zuber-Skerritt (1996) offer five other frames that focus on the relationship 

between various elements in the overall framework.  Each frame has a particular point 

of reference related to the social aspects of supervision: 

(i) showing the relevance of postgraduate supervision from the perspectives of 

stakeholders – students, supervisors, the university and society; 

(ii) pinpointing zones of uncertainty, which have a ‘powerful influence on the 

supervisor-student relationship’ (p. 17) – political orientation, research 

culture, economic support system, and organisational structure;  

(iii) discussing ambiguities in student-supervisor expectations;  

(iv) noting the importance of matching supervisors and students within dyads; and  

(v) offering ways of conceptualising different types of student-supervisor 

relationships within a student dependence/supervisor distance matrix.   

Overall the frames emphasise that in ensuring quality improvement and quality 

assurance in postgraduate education and supervision, the supervisor-candidate 

relationship is critical.  

 

The notion that “individual views, beliefs and attitudes” are important in the 

formulation of student-supervisor relationships and experience, and in the composition 

of the frameworks based on them (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996:4, 17), is a development on 

the schemes proposed by Holdaway (1997a; 1997b).  Although recognising 

Holdaway’s schemes as important components to be considered, Laske and Zuber-

Skerritt (1996) do not make individuals’ views explicit or incorporate them explicitly 

into the frameworks.  This is a feature I attempt to address in my study, in which 

individuals’ views and beliefs about the nature of supervision are the lynchpin for a 

framework of supervision that provides understandings to complement and expand on 

issues dealt with so far in this chapter.  My aim is to approach supervisory matters 

from the perspective of those engaged in the practice, what it is they value and 

endorse about supervision.   
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But supervisors and candidates have each attempted to respond to situations they find 

less than satisfactory, sometimes in idiosyncratic ways and sometimes at the group 

level.  Some of the more salient responses discussed in the following account are 

student peer support mechanisms, different supervisor arrangements and staff 

development programmes.  

2.4 Response Strategies  

When things don’t progress according to expectations and towards favourable 

outcomes, MacKay (1996) found that supervising staff tend to look for answers in 

structural arrangements within the departmental context.  Supervisors were also found 

to prefer their roles centred on management and disciplinary expertise to those based 

on counselling or mentoring activities.   

 

Others, for example Salmon (1992), concluded from interviews with her students that 

the most important quality of supervision is personal support for candidates.  Students 

are often more concerned with improving the interpersonal relationships with their 

supervisors when their progress is affected than they are with disciplinary expertise 

(MacKay, 1996).  Other students feel that developing a personal relationship with 

their supervisor is not necessary for effective supervision (Wright & Lodwick, 1989).  

The latter study does not indicate whether poor relationships hinder progress.  For still 

other students, it is the quality of the whole experience they have during PhD study 

rather than even the time it takes to completion that is significant (Mohrig, 1988).   

 

The variety of these findings highlights the individualistic nature of each supervisory 

event and this may in part underlie the uncertain explanatory power of much of the 

literature to date.  Latona and Browne (2001), however, were comprehensive in their 

conclusions that three sets of factors impact on the successful completion of RHD 

study: (i) institutional and environmental factors, (ii) individual supervisory 

arrangements and (iii) characteristics of student cohorts.  To these three, I would add a 

fourth – a lack of information concerning individuals understanding and attitudes 

about supervision – that may also need to be explored if response to the perceived 

inadequacies that currently feature in PhD study is to be successful. 
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2.4.1 Student Coping Strategies 

Acker et al. (1994:494) report candidates’ tendency to “come to terms with whatever 

was on offer” as a coping strategy.  Rather than relying on inappropriate or poor 

supervision, students try to manage by becoming more independent, more assertive 

and more organized.  These activities may be difficult for students to begin with but, if 

they can master them, these characteristics become assets.  Parry and Hayden (1994), 

on the other hand, found that supervisors in education believe these characteristics are 

essential goals of research education and PhD completion, and that supervision ought 

to work towards students adopting them.  For those for whom acquiring independence 

proves too difficult or impossible, outcomes at best are likely to be low morale or 

extended completion times, and at worst failure or withdrawal from the course.  These 

outcomes are not sustainable in the audit environment, which is increasingly apparent 

in universities (McWilliam, 2002). 

 

Students frequently seek assistance from their fellow students (Wright & Lodwick, 

1989).  In some universities, mostly in Western countries, some peer support is 

organized by postgraduate student associations.  They offer orientation programmes 

and other forms of support throughout the candidature.  This can be in the form of 

informal meetings or more structured seminars and guest speaker sessions in which 

supervisors may be invited to partake (Johnston, 1998).  However, as evidenced by the 

1999 PREQ (Ainley, 2001:15), PhD graduates rated the intellectual climate of their 

study context poorly (see §2.4.2).  Highest-rated in this category was opportunities for 

social contact.  The student-organized functions may fulfil this social aspect, but it 

seems that more needs to be accomplished on a more formal basis, to provide 

opportunities for students’ integration into the community, for good seminar 

programmes, for a broader research culture and for a research ambience.  

Implementation of the Research Training Scheme (see next sub-section) has 

encouraged many universities to develop or formalize existing programmes that 

support student research skills training and place more emphasis on the university 

research culture and infrastructure (Pearse, 2002). 

 

Assistance to students is also available through an increasing number of compendia of 

useful advice (e.g., Cryer, 1996; Elphinstone & Schweitzer, 1998; Graves & Varmer, 
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1997; Meloy, 1994; Phillips & Pugh, 1994; Wisker, 2001).  However, while there is a 

market for these resources, it is not certain how helpful they are to most students who 

consult them.  

2.4.2 Institutional and Staff Measures for Reform and Development 

Informed by this extensive research that has highlighted extant strains, problems and 

dilemmas of supervision, institutions, departments and academics have made serious 

attempts to improve the quality of doctoral education.  Any response, though, is likely 

to be more effective if it is a coordinated effort involving institutions, departments and 

supervisors (and, as appropriate, candidates).  In general, all have shown a willingness 

to respond flexibly to the needs of students (Pearson, 1999; Hill et al., 1994).   

 

The Research Training Scheme (RTS), implemented in 2001, involves all public 

universities in Australia and impacts on institutions, departments, faculty staff and 

postgraduate students (Kemp, 1999a).  The initiative aims to “improve the quality of 

postgraduate research education” (Pearse, 2002:4) but has been criticised for its focus 

on completion rates and times, which tends to emphasise efficiency over quality.  The 

statistics are important, however, because funding and allocation of future research in 

each university are heavily dependent on them.  But, Pearse reports, universities also 

report positive outcomes from implementation of the RTS, in the forms of more 

structured degrees and closer monitoring of student progress; research skills training 

programmes, research and financial support for students; and greater emphasis on the 

quality of supervision. 

 

Commonly, it is the Staff Development groups within institutions that have 

responsibility for planning and coordinating efforts to improve research education.  

Johnston (1998) lists five conventional professional development responses: 

a) pairing of inexperienced academics with experienced supervisors  

b) workshops and seminars as in-house functions or with invited speakers 

c) ‘train the trainer’ workshops 

d) collaborative staff/students workshops  

e) postgraduate student association activities. 
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To complete the range of the more common types of responses, others need to be 

included: 

f) personal supervisor responses 

g) accreditation courses for supervisors 

h) university codes of practice and published books of advice. 

 

I have already noted (e) above as a student response rather than a staff development 

one, although activities can include supervisor input as invited discussants or 

presenters, and sometimes staff organize the events.  I will deal briefly with each of 

the other responses, beginning with those classed as individual supervisor responses.  

Examples of different workshop and seminar activities, including accreditation 

courses, give an idea of the variety of initiatives to improve supervision and the 

experience of postgraduate students.   

Supervisor Responses 

In spite of the list of dissatisfactions voiced by students, supervisors do believe they 

try to adapt to the style of research and progress that their students appear most 

comfortable with and that best cater to their needs (Acker et al., 1994).  Moses (1985) 

suggested most dilemmas in supervision can be overcome with (i) clear and open 

communication between candidate and supervisor and by (ii) adopting a flexible 

structure to maintain progress through study, research and writing activities.  Given 

the sometimes-powerful position of the supervisor (Bartlett & Mercer, 1997; 2001; 

Brockbank & McGill, 1998; Graham & Grant, 2000; Grant, 2001; Smith, 2001), the 

initiative for these would probably need to come from faculty.  Younger or more timid 

candidates may find it difficult to suggest these approaches.  Sets of questions have 

been designed to guide supervisors and candidates through this type of discussion 

(e.g., Graham & Grant, 2000; Moses, 1992a; 1992b). 

 

In looking ahead to the models of supervision (§2.6) that have been devised to 

prescribe types of dyadic interactions suggested as optimal (and sometimes 

otherwise), several describe the collaboration and flexibility that Moses (1985) too, 

suggests are desirable.  They offer benefits that are pedagogically sound in adult 

research education, by giving students independence and freedom (Knowles, 1990).  
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However, others (e.g., Johnson et al., 2000; Yeatman, 1998) have noted that students 

sometimes view being given substantial amounts of freedom as negligent supervision.  

An intermediate-type model in which student progress is aided by the structure 

imposed by contracts negotiated between supervisors and candidates (e.g., Hockey, 

1996) may provide part of the answer.  Ryan (1994) suggests negotiated, discipline-

appropriate contracts or checklists, and Zhao (2001) has performance indicators and 

timeframes. 

 

Other strategies rely on arrangements at institutional and departmental levels to help 

students and faculty enjoy successful supervision experiences.  Changing from the 

widely adopted one-supervisor model to multiple supervisor arrangements (standard 

supervisory arrangements for the North American course work plus dissertation 

model) has met with some success.  Arrangements include co-supervision, committee 

supervision and teams in which other candidates share in the guidance of their peers 

using workshop and conferencing activities (Conrad, Perry & Zuber-Skerritt, 1992).   

 

Multiple supervisory arrangements offer several advantages.  First, it is unlikely that 

any one person could offer the range of academic and personal expertise necessary for 

quality supervision (Pearson, 1996; Phillips & Pugh, 1994).  Second, an additional 

supervisor may able to ‘cover’ for a poor or negligent supervisor so that student 

progression is unhindered.  Moreover, it is timely to note again the finding of Cullen 

et al. (1994:43) that the most important determinant of student satisfaction with 

overall supervision is size of the active supervisory panel.  Perhaps this has more to do 

with a sense of belonging to a scholarly (though small) academic community than it 

has with either of the above.  It resonates with Andresen’s (1999) discussion of a 

‘scholarship’ view of supervision in which he suggests team and joint supervision 

arrangements as a way of modelling scholarly practices.  If this is so, such 

arrangements ought to reduce the 45%, of students who found dissatisfaction with the 

intellectual climate of their doctoral programmes (Ainley, 2001).  

 

Third, co-supervision sometimes involves grouping experienced supervisors with 

novice supervisors so that, in an informal way, the less experienced may be tutored in 

the skills of supervision (Styles & Radloff, 2001; Pearson & Brew, 2002).  The 
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success of this arrangement depends heavily on the interrelationships of the 

individuals involved and cannot be assumed on all occasions (Clegg, 1997).  The 

practice has elements of the master-apprentice supervision model that has at times 

been harshly criticised as a method of research education.  In its successful form, it 

can encourage peer collaboration and support and foster a dialogue about supervisory 

goals and practices.  

Staff Development Workshops and Seminars 

One of the earliest Australian researchers to organise supervisor training was Moses 

(1981).  Her workshops concentrated on issues of praxis in clarifying the roles, tasks 

and responsibilities of supervisors.  Investigating concerns of this kind extended into 

researching issues mentioned in this chapter, such as deciding what supervisory 

functions comprise best practice and what attributes good supervisors should possess.  
 

Workshops organised by Zuber-Skerritt (1992a; 1994; Zuber-Skerritt & Pinchin, 

1995) were set up on a “train the trainer” model to provide expertise and materials for 

the attendees to help design, implement and evaluate their own departmental 

programmes for postgraduate supervisors and students.  Workshops covered topics 

such as supervisors’ major concerns and issues, creating a supportive environment, 

supervision and writing in the natural and social sciences, and ways of ensuring 

successful outcomes (collaborative supervision, contracts and checklists).  Awareness 

of these topics, as they relate to quality supervision, provides a template on which 

supervisors (and possibly candidates) can model their own practice.  Participants were 

representatives from university departments and included staff and doctoral students.  

Though workshop themes showed a bias towards competencies in practical aspects of 

supervision, their interactive nature allowed discussion to develop around problematic 

issues and other areas of uncertainty, including those of pedagogy (Ryan, 1996) and 

scholarship (Knight, 1996).  The three manuals, texts and video programmes were 

published later for further consolidation of material (e.g., Zuber-Skerritt, 1996).  This 

substantially augmented the training materials available, though even in 1998, Cryer 

(1998b) commented on the paucity of such materials.   

 

More recently, training materials have been made available on internet websites.  For 

example, the website developed by the fIRST consortium of universities, but strongly 
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influenced by Margot Pearson and Angela Brew, offers a framework to represent:  

a range of learning outcomes that are desirable in supervisors. … If you’re a 
co-ordinator, you can use the framework to construct a course for 
supervisors. If you're a supervisor, you can use the framework as a check-
list for your own development. (fIRST Consortium of Universities, 2002) 

It is probable that the availability of this kind of website will increase as this form of 

knowledge dissemination becomes increasingly important in academics’ modes of 

working. 

 

The university-wide supervisor development program described by Willcoxson (1994) 

is an example of a structured, ongoing staff development initiative.  It began with a 

staff needs analysis in which four areas, contextual issues, interpersonal issues, 

research management skills and communicating skills, were identified.  Seminars, led 

by senior academics, revolved around the themes of administrative procedures, 

interpersonal issues in supervision and the role of the supervisor.  Subsequent 

workshops were designed to foster small group interaction and were planned as 

faculty and departmental initiatives in the hope of encouraging more current 

supervisors to attend.  However, a perception among staff that problems in supervision 

lie mainly with students, proved an obstacle to higher participation rates.  Willcoxson 

(1994:166) concluded that to be successful, supervisor development needs to include 

centralised programmes, faculty and departmental workshops, orientation programmes 

for novice supervisors as well as “the running of workshops where those most closely 

affected – the supervisor and the student – may clarify expectations of and 

assumptions about the supervisory relationship”. 

 

Concepts of reflective practice and supervisor-student collaboration are included in an 

alternative approach directed largely by action research.  In one project, the action 

research group comprised staff and students from one faculty (Johnston, 1998), and in 

another from different disciplines (Slaney, 1999).  Action research would, it was 

thought, provide an effective venue for the fruitful exchange of ideas and the 

evaluation of practice.  In the Slaney project, the staff and student action research 

sessions were held separately, although the facilitator believed elements of these 

meetings were carried over into the joint supervisor-candidate meetings.  Supervisors 

and students met together in the Johnston study.  This may have been a factor in the 
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modification of this project over time into a collaborative narrative approach in which 

individual participants worked collaboratively with the project officer who recorded 

individuals’ insights and reflections.  In this case, benefits of action research such as 

interaction over an extended period of time, and collaboration of staff and students to 

explore and evaluate practices, proved to be very demanding.  

Codes of Practice 

In an effort to forestall many of the problems so common in doctoral study, many 

universities now provide codes of quality practice for RHD supervision.  These 

provide guidelines for supervisors and often for candidates, detailing the 

responsibilities and roles of “good” supervisors and students during their PhD 

experience.  Holmes (1996) suggested that such codes of practice should also cover 

the responsibilities of the university and the faculty, and some universities, for 

example, Griffith University, do indicate the responsibilities of a number of 

individuals and groups.   

 

Some researchers suggest these codes are insufficient in providing supervisors with 

guidance on day-to-day decisions (e.g., Cryer, 1998a); are of limited use because of 

the great variation of tasks involved and the dynamic nature of the supervisory process 

(Pole et al., 1997; Smith, 2001) or fail to broach pertinent topics, such as power 

relations because they tend to be impersonal documents which discuss “the 

supervision of theses, not of students” (Grant, 2001:15).  Neumann (2003) highlighted 

the variability in the readability and accessibility of these kinds of publications from 

different institutions.  The codes, nevertheless, provide information for reflection and 

discussion.  The target university of the current study (NTU) does not provide material 

of this nature for supervisors or for candidates.  

Outcomes  

One result of these professional development initiatives has been the production of 

staff development training materials and ‘how to’ books for candidates.  Guides 

directed more towards the supervisor’s position have also been written (e.g., Cryer, 

1998c; Delamont et al., 1997c, Delamont, Atkinson & Parry, 2000; Moses, 1985; 

Zuber-Skerritt, 1992a; 1994).  They provide insights into characteristics of the 

process, alerting readers to things that can go wrong and how best to deal with 
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situations that are less than optimal.  Other efforts to minimise problems include 

changing thesis requirements, sometimes to better fit the requirements of the 

knowledge economy model.  Providing infrastructure to support postgraduate study is 

another.  Detailed discussions of these are outside the scope of my study.   

 

Though strategies responding to the problems associated with supervisory practice 

have been numerous, diverse and flexible, their effect has been diminished by being 

largely conservative, localized and fragmented (Pearson, 1999).  This fragmentation is 

related to the overall picture of supervision that lacks a ‘coherent and agreed 

conceptual framework’ (p. 274).  Efforts have, nevertheless, generally brought the 

problems of supervisors and students into focus and encouraged a discourse on 

supervisory practice among academics.  Individuals who participated in interventions 

noted their usefulness for these reasons.  Notwithstanding these outcomes, Johnston 

(1998) and Clegg and Green (1995) conclude that ad hoc workshops and seminars are 

unlikely to result in any significant or lasting change in practice.  These studies 

suggest that time and a deeper understanding of the theory and pedagogy of 

supervisory practice are required, along with an understanding of what determines 

how supervisors and students make decisions about their practice and behave as they 

do. 

 

For the first time in this review, I begin to move away from the focus on practical and 

procedural issues to research that focuses more on the perspectives of those involved.  

These are features that can often be inferred from what people say but are difficult to 

measure and cannot be directly observed.  For example, the way supervisory functions 

are performed is likely to be grounded in the goals individuals have concerning PhD 

study and the supervision process.  But discussing the goals of supervision is by no 

means a straightforward matter.  

2.5 Goals of Supervision 

Understanding practice (including ‘best practice’) is incomplete without knowledge of 

the goals aimed for, and it is at this point that research into RHD supervision begins to 

look beyond structural aspects to more perspective-centred theoretical issues.  There 

seems to be no universal agreement on the goals of RHD supervision.  Usually a mix 
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of skills and qualities are included.  Ambiguity is likely to be embedded in different 

beliefs individuals have about what it is they are trying to achieve, in departmental 

ethos, in disciplinary paradigm and in changing government policy.  Desired 

outcomes have also varied over time, sometimes influenced by government initiatives, 

and they vary across disciplines.  Concepts of best practice are related to achieving 

specific goals.  

 

Traditionally, doctoral research has been the ‘training’ ground for those wishing to 

embark upon an academic career.  However, many graduates now seek employment 

outside universities, in professional or industrial situations (e.g., research and 

development or management and policy positions) or use their doctoral education as a 

basis to upgrade current career positions, rather than acquiring the disciplinary basis 

for an academic career.  In 1995, only 44% of research graduates from Australian 

universities wanting employment found positions as academics or full-time 

researchers (DEETYA, 1998a). 

 

Few questions are asked when all goes well and the outcomes of the doctoral research 

experience are positive.  Obvious positive goals are the degree itself, completed within 

the required time frame, without large-scale revisions required, with an original 

contribution to scholarship and, in some disciplines, with associated publications.  No 

less important but generally more difficult to evaluate, are goals such as: 

• disciplinary acculturation and research training, which normally render 

graduates job-worthy in a university or profession,  

• development as scholars and thinkers, and 

• self-fulfilment and maturity.   

Some goals refer to the product and some to the process, as shown in Figure 2.3, and 

there appears some ambivalence regarding their priority among different institutions 

(Pearson, 1999) and disciplines. 

 

In her earlier writing, Pearson (1996:316) questioned the use of the word ‘training’ in 

relation to higher education.  Regarding PhD study as a ‘training exercise’ rather than 

an original contribution to scholarship does not arm graduates with critical reflection 

and self-evaluation skills others see as necessary.  Moses (1988, cited in Moses, 
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Figure 2.3: Positive and Negative Outcomes of PhD Study 
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1992a:15, italics original) notes the multiple goals of doctoral research education and 

the unresolved issue of the relative importance of each:   

… whether the PhD should be supervised research training where skills 
are the product; or whether it should be the thesis that matters, in 
particular the content of the thesis, as an original contribution to 
scholarship, an extension of the frontiers of knowledge or a useful 
solution to a problem in society or industry; or whether the whole 
exercise should be a piece of scholarship that warrants admission to the 
fraternity of master researchers. 

 

Ambiguity based on “divergences in perception of the nature and purpose of 

postgraduate research”, presents tension for supervisory staff between aiming for 

scholarship or training and apprenticeship or employment (Brown & Atkins, 

1988:117).  This question is basic in any discussion of the relative merits of the 

traditional scholarship model of the university and the knowledge economy model 

(Andresen, 1999).  The notion resurfaces in the discussion of models of supervision, 

which follows this section.  Well before the advent of the knowledge economy, 

Zinman (1968, cited in LaPidas, 1997:2) raised the issue of RHD study being too 

focused on research results, with not enough attention paid to the educational aspects 

of wider career goals, research, scholarship, and life.  The debate continues.  

 

Phillips and Pugh (1994) addressed these concerns and ambiguities and suggested 

seven attributes that “a fully professional researcher” (p. 19) needs, as the goals of 

research education: 

1. having something to say that peers want to listen to; 

2. having a command of developments in the subject to be able to evaluate 

the worth of the contributions of others; 

3. having the astuteness to discover where a contribution can be made; 

4. having mastery of appropriate, current techniques, and being aware of their 

limitations; 

5. being able to communicate results effectively in the professional arena;  

6. being able to do these things in the international context; and  

7. having the ability to re-evaluate one’s own work and that of others in the 

light of recent developments to be able to grow with the discipline - “a 

crucial skill” (pp. 19-20). 
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Another set of goals, “a broad and sophisticated mix of qualities and skills” is that 

proposed by J. Clark (1996; cited by Kiley, 2002:3).  Many of these 13 desirable 

abilities address workplace skills, including communication, scientific method, work 

practices, collaboration and computer literacy skills.  When researchers discuss goals 

of supervision, there is a tendency to be somewhat prescriptive, based on perceived 

needs, though the basis on which these decisions are made is not always clear.  And it 

is not known to what extent they are endorsed by participating supervisors and 

candidates. 

 

Despite being a topic of serious consideration for a number of years, the issue 

concerning the goals of supervision would, it seems, benefit from further research.  

Mullins and Kiley (2002) found that experienced examiners of research PhD theses 

saw its purpose as either “the production of a thesis with given characteristics, or the 

development of the skills and attitudes necessary for the student to operate as an 

independent researcher” (p. 378) and some saw both as important.  In all 23 of those 

interviewed about this question, the researchers found consistency between their 

understanding of the goals and their means of assessing them.  Close association 

between the goals of postgraduate education and the ways and means supervisors (and 

candidates) aim to achieve them has been hinted at, but this link has been taken a step 

further in devising different models of supervision.  

2.6 Different Models - Different Outcomes  

Typically, we think of the models of supervision as providing insight into the ways 

people carry out this complex task and the kinds of supervisory relationships 

associated.  The models are theoretical conjectures reflecting tacit (or sometimes quite 

explicit) theoretical assumptions about the goals and practice of supervision and the 

kinds of learning that are considered desirable by different sections of the education 

community.  However, the different values, goals and views that underpin the models, 

and how they influence behaviour in research supervision, are not explicit in the 

models and nor have they been supported, to date, by empirical research into the 

personal theories of participants.   
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Models and styles of supervision tend to polarise around the more narrowly defined 

managed styles of supervision on the one hand, and variations of a more collaborative, 

flexible model on the other.  Dillon and Malott’s (1981) behavioural system model is 

illustrative of a tightly managed model while the negotiated order model, described 

by Acker et al. (1994), is an example of the second type.  

 

Dillon and Malott’s (1981) behavioural system model relies on supervisors retaining 

control over what candidates do.  The authors advocated managing student progress 

by imposing prescribed activities.  There are eleven steps in the model, which include 

students attending meetings with their supervisors and meetings with other 

postgraduate students, and completing a set of tasks related to their research projects, 

each week.  Students record the number of hours (minimum specified by advisor) 

spent on research per week on output graphs.  Tasks are pertinent to their stage of 

candidature and may include reading and reviewing, in writing, two articles related to 

the literature review, writing a proposal, presenting research data, writing a specified 

number of words in their theses, and editing.  Structuring candidates’ procedures in 

this way “produced a greater number of graduates in a shorter length of time and with 

research of quality” (p. 202).   

 

Acker et al. (1994:484) describe a similar model, the technical rationality model, in 

which the doctoral process is a series of predictable steps and skills training and 

timely completion is essential.  While this allows fast completion it tends, they said, to 

reduce doctoral study to skills training.  Based, as these two models are, on features 

associated with practice, they parallel the systems framework of supervision 

mentioned earlier (Holdaway, 1997a; 1997b). 

 

The often-talked about and frequently criticised master-apprentice model seems open 

to several interpretations, leaning on the one hand towards managed models, and on 

the other towards the more collaborative.  The common factor in these interpretations 

is that students are regarded as ‘apprentices’ or ‘disciples’ who learn craft skills from 

working closely with, observing and emulating a ‘master’ in action.  The expert 

researchers model the kinds of practices they hope their students will mimic and offer 

them feedback on their performance.  Exactly how that engagement between master 
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and apprentice is practised is the key to interpretation.  Seen traditionally, the model 

offers high levels of supervisor management and reduced opportunities for student 

input, incorporating aspects of the hierarchical power relationships that can lead to 

combative situations (Bartlett & Mercer, 1997; 2001; Grant 2001).   

 

Similar in these ways to the behavioural system (Dillon & Malott, 1981) and technical 

rationality (Acker et al., 1994) models, this interpretation leaves little room for 

original contribution by candidates who are relatively passive recipients (Belcher, 

1994).  Collins, Brown and Newman’s (1989) cognitive apprenticeship model is based 

on candidates learning through modelling, coaching and then fading processes of their 

supervisors.  Their interpretation of these activities fits the managed model.   

 

On the other hand, Lave and Wenger (1991) interpreted the apprenticeship model 

differently so that their model, the legitimate peripheral participation model, is more 

closely aligned with the flexible models.  Belcher (1994:26) noted that this apparent 

anomaly is embedded in critical differences “in the types of modelling and coaching 

provided”.  Collins et al. (1989) and Lave and Wenger (1991) both used the terms 

modelling and coaching, but the ways in which these functions are manifested in 

practice result in very different kinds of supervision. 

 

In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) model, the importance of transferral skills is noted.  

They suggest not only a more flexible response to student needs but also a non-

threatening environment that encourages student questioning and critical reflection.  

This reflection-in-action strategy (Schön, 1987) enables candidates to gradually 

become knowledgeable about, and to learn to function as part of, a particular research 

community.  In this way the legitimate peripheral participation model (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991) enables candidates to learn these things through interaction and 

involvement with one or more ‘masters’ in situated learning environments, as Schön 

suggested happens in professional education.   

 

The collaborative problem-solving model (Love & Street, 1998) also has a self-

reflective component.  The model is designed to promote metacognitive change 

through self-appraisal.  An open, collaborative relationship between supervisor and 
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Table 2.3: Selected Models of Supervision 

 

 

Managed Model Reference Note Flexible Model Reference Note 
 

Behavioural Dillon & Matlott, 1981 Highly structured, task 
oriented consultation 
meetings 

Concept of collegiality Elton & Pope, 1989 Matched supervisor/candidate 
pairs; shared locus; holistic 
approach 

Cognitive apprenticeship Collins, et al. 1989 Model, coach, fade Legitimate peripheral 
participant 

Lave & Wenger, 1991  
 

Participation in community of 
practice 

Close, mentoring Whittle 1992 Supervisory practice related 
to research culture in arts 
faculties 

“Hands off” Whittle, 1992 Supervisory practice related to 
research culture in science 
faculties 

Technical rationality 
 

Acker. Hill & Black, 
1994 

Predictable steps with skills 
training, rapid completion, 
managed 

Negotiated order 
 

Acker. Hill & Black, 1994  Caters to diverse students 

Apprentice and master Davidson & Ambrose, 
1994 

Guidelines for engineering 
and science 
 

Cooperative model  Bartlett & Mercer, 1997 “Big sister’ metaphor 

Negotiated Model Reference Note Facilitative Kam, 1997 Dependency factor; caring, 
constructive and supportive 

Negotiated contract Hockey, 1996 Written contract as a fail-safe Cyclical model/ facilitative 
approach  

Brockbank & McGill, 1998 Reflective critical dialogue 

Collaborative problem-
solving 

Love & Street, 1998 Metacognitive change, 
developing equality, 
negotiation of ‘agreements’ 

Collaborative cohort Burnett 1999 Peer group + coordinating 
faculty member 

Knowledge management  Zhao, 2001 Supervision as knowledge 
conversion process through 
knowledge creation, transfer 
& embedding, bench-marks, 
time frames 

Supervisor/ student 
alignment  

Gurr, 2001 Supervisory style aligned with 
student development, 
competent autonomy, ss more 
proactive 

   Synergistic, self-regulatory  Styles & Radloff, 2001 Motivation, beliefs, management 
strategies, affect, based on  self-
regulation of learning model 
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candidate allows negotiation of ‘agreements’ (rather than contracts) to occur between 

two adults on a basis of developing equality.  Brockbank and McGill’s (1998) cyclical 

model emphasises reflective and/or critical dialogue as an important component of 

effective supervision.  Models which foster repetitive cycles of critical reflection and 

action aim to enhance students’ development towards becoming independent 

researchers.   

 

The cornerstone of Elton and Pope’s (1989:270) collegial ‘model’ is the concept that 

adult learners “have a right to and can benefit from autonomy in their learning”.  The 

model incorporates disciplinary enculturation to enhance candidates’ employability.  It 

emphasises the importance of matching supervisor and candidate pairs with a shared 

topic of interest and a holistic approach to supervision and research.  In its emphasis 

on the autonomy of learning, it has similarities with the self-regulatory model 

proposed by Styles and Radloff (2001). 

 

The collaborative and flexible nature of collegial models enables supervisors to 

respond to the changing needs of candidates.  Supervisors and students participate in 

negotiating and understanding their changing relationships, students’ changing needs 

and the way supervision is structured.  Gurr’s (2001) supervisor/student alignment 

model allows for dynamic ‘alignment’ of supervisory style with student change over 

time, and fosters development of ‘competent student autonomy’ by encouraging 

students to be more proactive.  The negotiated order model (Acker et al., 1994) is 

another based on this concept of changing student needs.  Other models (e.g., Bartlett 

& Mercer, 1997; Burnett, 1999; Styles & Radloff, 2001) emphasise the same 

cooperative, flexible, facilitative and student participatory qualities that these models 

represent (see Table 2.3).  

 

Several researchers preface the need for reform in practice by pointing out 

inadequacies of managed models (e.g., Bartlett & Mercer, 1997; Belcher, 1994; 

Burnett, 1999).  When the goal is efficient, speedy resolution of defined problems – as 

it tends to be in managed models – PhD study becomes little more than a training 

exercise in which the student is a relatively passive apprentice to a project director 

(Acker et al., 1994).  If on the other hand, the goal is for PhD students to become
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professional researchers, with the knowledge and scholarship that that requires, then 

the training model is seen to be too limited (Pearson, 1999).   

 

Another criticism concerns the tension this model is liable to create between the 

‘master’ role of the supervisor and the need for the student to be original (Frankland, 

1999).  Furthermore, Frankland argues that acceptance of the master/apprentice model 

[in its traditional form] legitimises government policy to reduce numbers of 

candidates by reverting to traditional, elitist admittance measures with the idea of 

improving research ‘training’ and in due course, completion and employability rates.  

A model such as this supports the knowledge economy view of the university.  

Additionally, a traditional master/apprentice model removes supervisors’ pastoral 

responsibilities, reducing the quality of the supervisor-student relationship (Street, 

1998).  

 

I have previously observed that candidates prefer to have some degree of imposed 

structure to help them organize their doctoral studies and manage their progress (see 

Table 2.2), and structure appears to improve completion rates (Dillon & Malott, 1981; 

Wright & Lodwick, 1989).  An interesting insight from the 1999 PREQ findings 

(Ainley, 2001) is that students tend to want the structure, direction and supervisor 

input commonly associated with managed models of supervision, as well as the 

flexibility and autonomy of the collaborative-flexible models.  At different times 

students need (and sometimes they want) supervisors to take on different roles.  In the 

study conducted by Pole et al. (1997), students indicated that, particularly in the early 

stages of the degree process when they are unsure of the role of the supervisor or of 

the PhD itself, they look to their supervisors for explicit direction and are most 

positive when this is forthcoming.  In the collaborative staff-student project described 

by Johnston and Broda (1996), the students, while appearing to prefer a negotiated-

order model, indicated they also desired elements of the technical rationality model.   

 

This review of models of supervisory practice would be incomplete without 

mentioning the knowledge management model (Zhao, 2001; 2003).  The premise on 

which this model is constructed is the development of the knowledge economy and 

the increasing significance of the knowledge management activities of universities. 
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The author drew on the work of Rowley (2000) in suggesting that the supervision of 

research students “will more effectively achieve quality improvement and increased 

productivity if knowledge-management concepts are integrated into the process” 

(Zhao, 2003:192).  Zhao’s model describes research supervision as a knowledge 

conversion process – from knowledge creation through knowledge transfer to 

knowledge embedding – to improve the quality, effectiveness and productivity of 

supervision.  Students develop new knowledge, theory and methodology (creation) 

through integrating, synthesising and valuing existing knowledge (transfer) to advance 

understanding and develop new insight into their area of investigation (embedding). 

The model incorporates performance indicators, milestones and timeframes, which 

make it similar to the managed, training model, and align it with the management 

focus of the knowledge economy view.  It is unclear how aspects of critical reflection, 

student independence and scholarship, which are important attributes of the flexible 

models, are addressed. 

 

The models I have discussed form two broad types.  They were developed to address 

issues of structure, teaching, learning, research and communication, though mostly 

these functions remain unarticulated.  Although the models incorporate empirical 

background knowledge, they tend to be prescriptive, and to impose a set of 

assumptions about what supervision ought to achieve and how it ought to be 

conducted.  The dilemma for supervisors is to find a balance suitable for each of their 

students without leaving them “frustrated and directionless all the way through” as 

students sometimes feel (Spear, 1999:5) and without committing the most common 

“sin” of supervisors, that of “doing too much” (Nelson, 1996:2).  

 

The models encourage different styles of interaction and levels of engagement but 

they tend not to consider that these vary according to the personal theories individual 

supervisors and students hold about the goals and purposes of supervision and the 

ways they believe the goals can best be achieved.  In the models here, these elements 

appear to be conjectured rather than confirmed by empirical research.  It is likely that, 

at the level of the individual, the goals people aim to achieve in PhD study and 

supervision are closely interlinked with the personal theories they hold about 

education more generally.   
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People’s ideas about education are typically synthesised from their views about 

teaching and learning, albeit frequently tacitly, and represent their personal pedagogy, 

or set of understandings that predisposes them to behave in particular ways in 

educational settings.  But it is highly unlikely that all supervisors and all students have 

the same ideas, and this suggests the concept of numerous pedagogies of supervision.  

However, we know little about individuals’ personal theories and beliefs and how they 

construe their pedagogy of supervision.  Attending to these lacunae will help our 

understanding of the more perspective-centred aspects of supervision and build in 

meaningful ways on the practical aspects that have been well researched.  

2.7 Towards Perspective-Centred Theoretical Understandings  

The research on administrative and practical aspects of supervision has largely been 

concerned with what is and can be known about supervision from a first-order 

perspective.  Marton (1981) contrasted his kind of knowledge, which he described as 

“statements about reality” (p. 178), with knowledge from a second-order perspective.  

This, he described as “people’s experience of various aspects of their world” (p. 177). 

Research from a second-order perspective seeks to understand what objects or ideas 

mean to people by offering insights into the ways they understand phenomena, or 

make sense of, or interpret the object of the research (see Figure 2.4).  There has been 

a progression in the frameworks of supervision presented here, from those based on 

first-order approaches, to frames that include elements of the second-order approach.  

Structural frames, which compartmentalise features of supervision into manageable 

sections for study and appraisal (§2.2.1; Phillips, 1993; Holdaway, 1994; Holdaway et 

al., 1994), have evolved into more complex structures that include criteria for 

evaluation (§2.2.1; Holdaway, 1997a; 1997b).  More sophisticated frameworks 

include supervisor-candidate relationships and experience components as significant 

elements for consideration (§2.3.3; Laske & Zuber-Skerritt, 1996).  

 

The notion of a perspective-centred (second-order perspective) theoretical framework 

of supervision is generally more recent than other frameworks discussed in this 

chapter.  Few researchers have pursued this line of inquiry into the pedagogy of 

supervision, although some researchers have noted that interpretation of supervision 

primarily as a teaching process would be beneficial (Andresen, 1999; Green & Lee, 
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Figure 2.4: A Phenomenon, Supervision, from a Second-order Perspective 
 
The researcher’s aim is to understand how others “interpret”, “see”, or “make sense of” 
aspects of their life world (Marton, 2000). 
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Table 2.4: Perspective-Centred Research on Supervision 
 

Perspective-centred, empirical investigations 

 

Literature-based investigations: Identifying or arguing particular theoretical perspectives 

Clegg, 1997  
Sutcliffe, 1999  
Supervisors 
 

Scholarship of research pedagogy  
Self-reflection to probe own pedagogy 
 

Ryan, 1994; Adult learning theory  
Relevance to postgraduate education  
 

Burns et al., 1999 
Supervisors and candidates 

Expectations and satisfaction  
Three Orientations 
(i) thesis orientation 
(ii) professional development orientation 
(iii) person orientation 
 

Pearson, 1996;  Doctoral education as professional education  
More generic across disciplines  
 

Smith, 2001  
Self as supervisor 

Identify personal pedagogies at work during meetings Lee & Green, 1998; 
Green & Lee, 1998; 

Supervision in terms of its research, teaching and study activities 
General pedagogy of doctoral education - teaching and learning 
superordinate to research activities  
 

Haggis, 2002  
Candidates 
 

Adult education  
Candidates’ writing experiences  
Evident principles not distinctly adult education 
 

Pearson, 1999 Issues of process and purpose 
Research-based conceptual framework  

Pearson & Brew, 2002 
Academic researchers 

Supervisor development course  
Built on researchers’ conceptions of research and 
scholarship  
 

Andresen, 1999  Scholarship perspective  
Supervision to satisfy gatekeepers’ standards of scholarship  
Strategies with practical suggestions  
 

  Johnson et al., 2000 Collaboration, interdependence, appreciation  
Autonomous, independent scholar  
Perspectives on ‘inadequate’ supervision or a pedagogy to 
develop student independence 
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1998; Lee & Green, 1998; Pearson, 1999; Smith, 2001).  This view is not entirely 

new.  Connell, in 1985, emphasised the significance of the complex teaching activity 

that supervision is.  Though academics have sometimes explicitly recognised its 

importance (see Table 2.2; Brown & Atkins, 1988; Conrad, 1996; Phillips & Pugh, 

1994) and probably many others do so tacitly, the concept of supervision-as-teaching 

has remained largely undeveloped in the literature.  More recent calls by Lee and 

Green in 1995 (refer 1998, when their 1995 volume was re-published), for example, 

for a pedagogy of supervision have revived this notion.  Researchers pursuing this line 

of inquiry have presented a variety of ‘pedagogies’, sometimes empirically based on 

perspective-centred research and at other times theorised from a study of existing 

literature.  Table 2.4 summarises this research.  It shows the recency of empirical 

studies in this field. 

 

An early lead in rethinking RHD supervision in terms of its pedagogy was Ryan’s 

(1994) suggestion to incorporate the tenets of adult education into doctoral education 

(e.g., Knowles, 1990; Mezirow, 1991).  Her idea stemmed from the changing nature 

of the student PhD cohort to include many mature, part-time students, those Knowles 

(1990) regards as Middle Adults (30 - 65 years of age).  Ryan noted there are areas of 

congruence as well as areas of dissonance between current theories of adult education 

and postgraduate education.  If, however, postgraduate students were to be 

reconceptualised as “adult learners and research training as a distinct form of 

university teaching, [this] may well lead to improvements in supervisory practice 

which could satisfy both systemic concerns of efficiency and effectiveness, and 

student concerns about the quality of the postgraduate experience” (p. 165).  Here, 

Ryan acknowledged that the changing nature of the university towards a knowledge 

economy model, demands corresponding changes in postgraduate supervision.  Elton 

and Pope (1989) had earlier argued for this kind of thinking by emphasising the 

autonomy of student learning in postgraduate study in their collegial ‘model’ of 

supervision as Styles and Radloff (2001) also did in their self-regulatory model (see 

§2.6). 

 

In 2002, Haggis confirmed Ryan’s (1994) contention that further investigation of adult 

learning theory and its relevance to postgraduate education was needed.  In a small
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study, which included only four PhD students (and four Masters students), Haggis 

questioned participants about their experiences “in the process of working towards the 

creation of a piece of academic writing” (p. 212).  Respondents reported “a diversity 

of approach and experience which did not fit with the idea of a distinctively ‘adult’ 

way of learning [and] a multiplicity of elements which did not appear in the dominant 

models [of adult learning]” (p. 207, brackets added).  

 

Green and Lee (1998; 1999) conceptualised supervision in terms of the way various, 

related educational processes are thought about – its research, teaching and study 

activities.  They argued that the elements of teaching and learning, its pedagogy, are 

usually subordinate, in both theory and practice, to the role supervision plays in the 

production of knowledge.  Their aims in theorising postgraduate pedagogy were to 

draw attention to the processes of supervision through which knowledge is generated, 

and to understand how disciplines are shaped and renewed through the practices of 

postgraduate education (Lee & Green, 1998).  They argued for a general pedagogy of 

supervision in which the processes of teaching and learning are ‘superordinate’ to the 

research activities in doctoral education. 

 

The accreditation course for research award supervisors is an initiative that emphases 

practitioners searching out their own pedagogy of supervision through self-reflection 

activities (Clegg, 1997; Sutcliffe, 1999).  This type of supervisor training programme 

differs from those mentioned earlier (§2.4.2) by aiming explicitly to build a 

scholarship of research pedagogy through critical self-reflection on individuals’ own 

supervisory experience.  Clegg (1997) suggested that this would make good, in part, 

the more general deficit in universities of a scholarship of pedagogy (noted by Baume, 

1994).  This initiative was partly developed for quality assurance purposes, and it 

emphasises the view that education for research supervisors “cannot involve merely 

the transfer of knowledge and well understood skills” (Clegg & Green, 1995:7).  The 

course is based on reflective journals, and in giving participants’ opportunities to write 

from their own spheres of reference, constructs perspective-centred theoretical 

understandings of supervision.  An action research component continues the 

professional development of supervisors over an extended period of time. 
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Aspland et al. (1999) concluded that problems in supervision arose because candidates 

and supervisors proceeded on different assumptions and had different expectations.  

Perspective-centred studies, which are able to explore these differences, are scarce.  

One study that focussed on personal perspectives of participants was that by Burns et 

al. (1999).  This is one of very few investigations that presented categories of the 

different ways that people think about supervision, as part of their findings.  The 

researchers, here, explored students’ and supervisors’ “expectations and experiences 

of their higher degree work in education” (p. 55).  Student participants were mostly 

mature-age, part-time current candidates or recent graduates, well established in their 

own professional fields.  Using questionnaires and interviews, the researchers derived 

three perspective-centred orientations to supervision: 

• thesis orientation – supervisor focus is on helping students produce theses in 

an efficient and scholarly manner; student focus is to complete the thesis in the 

most efficient way. 

• professional development orientation – supervisors see the process as a kind of 

apprenticeship for induction into academic life; student focus is less clear, 

except for current university staff wishing to upgrade. 

• person orientation – supervisor focus is on the whole person, sympathetic, and 

supportive of academic and non-academic aspects; mature students expect 

person-centred collegiality in dyadic relationships (p.71). 

 

These broad orientations relate what is important to these students and supervisors 

about the purpose of supervision but, the authors noted, “there is limited overlap 

between supervisor and student perspectives” (p. 70).  The fundamental difference is 

that supervisors think of their role as supervising a thesis (cf. Grant, 2001) whereas 

students understand that they are being supervised.  The orientations reflect a research 

interest that differs from a focus on practical tasks.  Burns et al. (1999) obtained these 

orientations from the perspectives of expectation and satisfaction, so the framework 

does not claim to reveal underlying theories of education that might explicitly impact 

on behaviour.  Nevertheless, tacit though they may be, the orientations may stem from 

underlying pedagogies that colour expectations and satisfaction in the first instance.  

My own investigation aims to search more directly for individuals’ views about 
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teaching and learning issues, which may play a part in determining their particular 

attitudes to supervision and their ways of going about the task.  

 

Theorising particularly about dyadic relationships and the problematic issue 

concerning student and supervisor perspectives on ‘inadequate’ supervision versus a 

pedagogy designed to develop student independence (see §2.3.2) led Johnson et al. 

(2000) to focus on a pedagogy of collaboration.  The authors suggested that “the ideal 

of the autonomous, independent scholar” is both central to, and the goal of, traditional 

postgraduate pedagogy (p. 143).  They identified three pedagogies, one explicit and 

distant, and two ‘invisible’ and pastoral or authoritative, in which this goal is 

attempted through the practices associated with different, ‘private’ supervisory 

relationships.  Their argument (cf. Yeatman, 1998) is that this kind of pedagogy is not 

entirely suitable for the emerging knowledge economy ethos of universities in the 

wake of mass higher education and the increasing non-traditional component of the 

student cohort.  

 

Johnson et al. (2000) reasoned through the concept of a more person-centred 

pedagogy in which autonomy is the achievement of a set of competencies that can be 

learned, rather than a capacity that already exists.  The supervisor then becomes a 

teacher of these skills and of ways of thinking and writing, rather than a ‘master’.  But 

the authors argue for neither the ‘master’ relationship nor the ‘teacher’ relationship.  

They drew on the work of Gibbons et al. (1994; cited in Johnson et al., 2000:145-146) 

and suggest the supervisory relationship be centred on the ideals of collaboration, the 

interdependence of human relations, and the appreciation of the skills and capacities 

of others. 

 

A personal perspective-centred method was used by Smith (2001) to investigate the 

idea of supervision as pedagogy and to identify the theories of education that came 

into play during his own supervisory relationships and practice.  Paying particular 

attention to (i) the power characteristics of the interactions between himself and his 

students; (ii) the kinds of interactions that occurred and the meeting outcomes; and 

(iii) whether student or supervisor interests were being promoted, he analysed 

transcripts of the meetings he had with his students over a six-month period.  With 
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Student A, he established a dichotomy between a pedagogy of conformity and a 

pedagogy of risk-taking.  With Student B, a pedagogy of dispassionate control 

emerged, in which Smith, as the supervisor, attempted to promote understanding 

through writing.  Although the case studies, and the underlying pedagogies they 

revealed, served as tools for self-reflection on his practice, their value, Smith 

suggested, is in “squashing any beliefs that supervision is a politically innocent 

practice” (p. 38). 

 

Smith (2001) emphasised the development of a critical pedagogy of supervision, 

which ought to include, not just (i) the notion of teaching as the transmission of 

knowledge, but also notions of (ii) relations between teaching, learning and 

knowledge production; (iii) power relations that influence meaning-making; (iv) 

assumptions and values that inform practice; and (v) the organisational cultures in 

which supervision occurs.  Such pedagogies, he suggested, are able to expose 

“injustices and inequities in current thinking, practices, and organisational 

arrangements” (p. 39).  Smith’s work informs us that supervisors’ pedagogies of 

supervision, though they may not be explicit without systematic self-reflection, 

influence their supervisory behaviour, particularly in the ways they interact with their 

students.  Further, he suggested, it is important that supervisors are aware of their own 

pedagogies.  

 

Pearson (1996) extended the notion of doctoral education as professional education, as 

Lave and Wenger (1991) did in their legitimate peripheral participation model.  

Pearson reasoned that in a view of the PhD as professional education, candidates 

would be learners of the knowledge and skills of the professional practice of research.  

Learning and supervision, as processes involved in professional education, could be 

approached in a more generic way across disciplines.  As a way of enhancing a more 

inclusive understanding of the complex issues of supervision, this could, she 

suggested, add value to staff development initiatives.   

 

In later writing, Pearson (1999) took up this inclusive approach and combined it with 

the notion of supervision as a process.  She observed that structural and procedural 

issues are dealt with in the literature at the expense of issues of process and purpose.  
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This same idea is more tacit in Lee and Greens’ 1998 theorising, but a scan of the 

literature reviewed in this chapter supports the observation.  A “research based 

conceptual framework of doctoral education”, Pearson (1999:270) reasoned, needs to 

be developed for an adequate consideration of the issues of the process and purpose of 

supervision.  It was several years later that researchers provided further guidelines for 

such a consideration (Pearson & Brew, 2002).  

 

Accompanying the two frameworks left for discussion – those by Andresen (1999) 

and Pearson and Brew (2002) – are more explicit guidelines for their implementation.  

Andresen (1999) framed supervision from a scholarship perspective, which subsumes 

themes of pedagogy and postgraduate research.  Supervision ought to be regarded as a 

form of scholarship, performed by scholars.  His argument grew out of a perceived 

need for a framework of supervision based on continuing and renewing the university 

as a scholarly rather than a political institution that is focussed on skills development, 

employment and foreign income.  The knowledge economy model of the university 

and of postgraduate education, he tendered, lacks this scholarship perspective.  He 

took up the issue of disciplinary shaping and renewal, as Delamont, Atkinson and 

Parry (1997a; 1997b) and Lee and Green (1998) also did.  But, whereas these authors 

discussed the role of doctoral education in maintaining the status quo in disciplinary 

culture through “pedagogic continuity”, through “the intergenerational transmission of 

knowledge and skills” (Delamont et al., 1997b:535), Andresen believes that in 

postgraduate supervision, universities have the best chance of instilling a “clear, 

strong conception of scholarship … for the intellectual and moral renewal of the 

academy” (p. 26).  

 
Andresen (1999) built on the earlier work of Boyer (1990) and his four criteria of 

scholarship - discovery, integration, application and teaching.  For Andresen (pp. 28-

30), the characteristics of scholarship (which ought to be evident in postgraduate 

education) are: 

(i) critical reflectivity,  

(ii) scrutiny by peers and public accountability,  

(iii) a spirit of inquiry, plus  

(iv) a concept of knowledge (propositional and procedural) as a ‘shared 

heritage’ that transcends disciplines.  This has links with Lave and Wenger 
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(1991) and Pearson (1996) who reasoned that doctoral education is in 

essence, professional education.   

These four elements, Andresen argued, ought to pervade every aspect of postgraduate 

supervision.  The one measure of each is whether the candidate complies with them 

sufficiently to be regarded as a peer by those gatekeepers of the standards of 

scholarship already in the institution.  

 

Andresen (1999) offered strategies with practical suggestions to integrate the concept 

of scholarship into the process of supervision and throughout the university (p. 33-35): 

(i) acknowledge supervision as pedagogy; 

(ii) encourage an open, critical discourse on supervision involving staff and 

candidates; 

(iii) incorporate a clearly conceptualised notion of scholarship into thesis 

standards; 

(iv) cultivate a debate about what scholarship is; 

(v) model scholarly practices in research and teaching activities throughout 

universities; and 

(vi) induct candidates into the scholarship of pedagogical practices. 

These suggestions for scholarly practice permeate the very fabric of supervision from 

the debate on goals of doctoral education, to the way supervision is practised, 

concepts of quality, student dissatisfaction, models of supervision, and the 

professional development of quality supervision.  The framework does not attempt to 

include individuals’ perceptions of supervision or what underlying beliefs prompt 

some to behave in scholarly ways and others to behave differently but it does appear 

to represent Andresen’s own ‘pedagogy’ of supervision.  
 

Andresen’s stance (1999), that research education and supervision should be free from 

political pressures to pursue the scholarly intentions of the university, does not appear 

to be very practical in today’s university climate.  Pearson and Brew (2002) presented 

a reconceptualisation of doctoral education that does consider the current changing 

nature and demands of higher education.  Their theorising aimed to satisfy some 

requirements of the knowledge economy model of universities by making sure 
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graduates gain appropriate expertise and attributes that make them employable in 

different sectors. 

 

Pearson and Brew (2002) offered a framework for supervisor development that was 

built on their previous work on researchers’ conceptions of research (Brew, 1998; 

2001) and scholarship (Pearson & Brew, 2000).  This perspective-centred theoretical 

approach was framed on the purposes, rather than the practices, of supervision and 

adds a dimension beyond satisfying government agendas in terms of student success 

rates and other audit factors.  The authors considered it important that supervision 

enables graduates to attain those characteristics of a professional researcher, 

mentioned by Phillips and Pugh (1994; refer §2.5), which incorporate unarticulated 

standards of scholarship.  As part of their rationale, the authors argued that “as the 

notion of research changes [as presented in the conceptions] so the pedagogy of 

supervision has to change” (Pearson & Brew, 2002:148).  Their framework for a 

course for supervisor development includes four components: 

(i) learning outcomes for supervisors 

(ii) topics 

(iii) approaches to learning, and 

(iv) forms of evaluation (p. 147). 

 

Topics proposed include self-reflection (on practice, goals and experience as 

candidates), contextual and procedural elements (local research environment, 

strategies and structures necessary for timely student progression, interpersonal 

communication, and management issues), and the ‘pedagogy of supervision’.  The 

authors do not elaborate on how issues of pedagogy are to be approached – in a self-

reflective or an a priori way, in which participants’ look for a ‘fit’ in previously 

described categories.  The topic may be somewhat problematic, because, I have 

suggested, it is greatly under-represented in the literature.  The approaches to learning 

section offers ways in which the programme itself can be implemented.  Chief among 

these is a partnering arrangement of experienced supervisors with novice supervisors 

so that experiential learning, coaching, feedback and reflection can proceed in 

structured and meaningful ways.   
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Learning outcomes include “greater self-awareness of [participants’] own conceptions 

of research and supervisory practice” and “knowledge of the literature on the 

scholarship of supervision pedagogy” (Pearson & Brew, 2002:147).  Although Brew 

(1998; 2001) has presented seminal work on conceptions of research and several 

studies probing the notion of a pedagogy of supervision have been cited in this 

section, the literature on neither topic is large.  Other learning outcomes are 

knowledge and appreciation of the more pragmatic elements of supervision plus an 

element of self-reflection in evaluating them.  Forms of evaluation are two-fold – 

feedback from students, senior staff and focus groups, and exit interviews with 

participants. 

 

Several significant differences can be identified between my own investigation and 

the research of Pearson & Brew (2002). 

(i) The conceptions of scholarship and research used in building their 

framework were obtained phenomenographically and so represent the 

range of those possible.  My use of the beliefs construct, on the other hand, 

enabled me to present orientations held by individual supervisors or 

candidates. 

(ii) Participants in the Pearson and Brew study were experienced researchers, 

not necessarily those currently involved in supervision.  The implication 

here is that phenomenographic conceptions are seen to be relational to the 

context in which they are expressed so there is no certainty that 

conceptions of ‘academic’ research are the same as those for doctoral 

research, though the authors assume this to be so.  (This is further 

explained in §3.3)  Participants in my study were actively involved in 

doctoral supervision at the time of their interview. 

(iii) Whereas Pearson and Brew focussed on supervisors, my study includes 

RHD candidates as participants, along with supervisors, and promises to 

widen our comprehension of the way supervision is understood.  

(iv) Pearson and Brew drew on their previously identified conceptions of 

research and scholarship to present a theoretical course for supervisor 

development.  Because my concerns include participants’ pedagogical 

understandings of the whole process of supervision, I have widened the 
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scope to encompass supervision, research, teaching and learning in a 

supervision plexus.   

(v) I aimed to analyse participant input holistically and present a framework 

that describes different orientations that groups of people hold.  This step 

was not one of Pearson and Brew’s aims. 

 

The Pearson and Brew (2002) and other studies cited make significant contributions to 

opening up the field and to developing our understanding of the ways in which 

individuals view RHD supervision.  In some cases, researchers work towards 

understanding, or have their participants work towards this understanding, the kinds of 

pedagogical theories, implicitly or explicitly expressed by participants in perspective-

centred, empirical investigations (e.g., Burns et al., 1999; Clegg, 1997; Haggis, 2002; 

Pearson & Brew; 2002; Smith, 2001).  Others draw on the literature to identify or 

argue particular theoretical perspectives concerning the pedagogy of supervision (e.g., 

Andresen, 1999; Johnson et al., 2000; Green & Lee, 1998; 1999; Lee & Green, 1998; 

Pearson, 1996; 1999; Ryan, 1994).  The summary of these studies, in Table 2.4, shows 

that research interests have favoured the second group, and that very few perspective-

centred, empirical studies are available.  Even scarcer are studies that include in their 

findings, sets of perspectives acknowledged by individuals.  My own research builds 

on the foundation work of these researchers, but differs from it in important ways.  

The study, aiming to explore people’s beliefs about supervision, includes asking 

participants questions directed towards revealing their underlying theories about 

educational matters related to supervision and should be an important contribution to 

the field.  

 

Pursuing the inquiry of perspective-centred theoretical issues, rather than practical 

aspects, of supervision adds to our understanding of supervision and this may be an 

important departure point for effecting the development of quality supervision.  The 

framework, which is developed later in this thesis, recognises the multifunctional 

nature of the supervisory process and deals with individuals’ beliefs about the 

elements of the plexus to build their global orientations to supervision.   
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I am proposing that a more comprehensive framework of supervision can be construed 

by ascertaining beliefs that supervisors and candidates hold about the phenomena and 

that underpin and inform individual theories of supervision.  My argument is that the 

practices of supervision, research, teaching and learning, as integral components of 

supervision, need to be incorporated into a perspective-centred theoretical 

understanding.  Individuals’ underlying belief systems influence their interpretation of 

supervisory goals and roles, and determine their dispositions to particular kinds of 

practice.  School-level research has shown that the ways individuals interpret 

educational phenomena, such as teaching, presupposes their disposition to act in 

certain ways (Calderhead, 1996; Nespor, 1987).  We would expect that supervisors’ 

and candidates’ underlying belief systems influence their interpretation of supervisory 

goals and functions, and determine their dispositions to particular kinds of practice.  

Their beliefs underpin and inform their individual theories of supervision.  This 

approach adds to our understanding of the entire process of supervision.  

2.8 Summary 

Throughout this review two themes have been prominent and recurring.  One has been 

that the procedural and practice aspects of the supervision enterprise have been 

extensively researched.  The second is that while these first-order components have 

been well researched, this has not been sufficient to improve the quality of supervision 

in all quarters, so that problems still surface.  Relatively little is known about what 

supervisors and candidates believe and value about the whole process of supervision.  

A framework offering perspective-centred theoretical insights, on which practice is 

likely to be founded, would aid our understanding and may provide a worthwhile tool 

for improving practice and developing quality.  

 

My thesis works towards offering a framework for RHD supervision based on 

individuals’ orientations to the phenomenon.  In the next chapter I discuss the use of 

the second-order perspective, and decide on the beliefs approach, as a method of 

finding out individuals’ characteristic views about supervision and its related 

activities, research, teaching and learning.  No study accounts comprehensively for the 

part played by these elements as co-components with supervision in the whole process 
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of RHD supervision, and no study systematically investigates the beliefs individual 

participants hold about these components.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

WEBS FOR UNDERSTANDING: THE PLEXUS AND BELIEF 
SYSTEMS 

 

I begin this chapter by considering the possibility of theorising supervision in a novel 

way.  In selecting critical, closely related matters – research, teaching, learning and 

supervision, and suggesting they interweave into a supervision plexus, I propose that 

the complex, multifunctional nature of supervision is reflected and at the same time 

the holistic character of the supervision enterprise is preserved.  The literature review 

in Chapter Two suggested augmenting the wealth of current knowledge about 

supervisory practice by investigating the personal theories of those actively involved.  

Here, I make a case for the beliefs approach to be used to access individuals’ 

personal perspectives of supervision.  The nature of beliefs and the ways individuals’ 

beliefs about closely related elements build webs of beliefs, or belief systems, are 

explored.  This leads into a discussion of the aims of my research project.  Figure 3.1 

gives an overview of the main themes of this chapter.  

3.1 The Plexus: A Web of Interrelated Components 

Although it is acknowledged in the literature that supervising candidates necessitates 

supervisors taking on many roles and performing different functions from time to 

time, the review in the previous chapter indicates that supervision tends to be 

researched as a ‘single’ entity.  The problem when different aspects have sometimes 

been researched independently of others is that the ‘entity’ becomes fragmented.  

The position adopted in this inquiry, that supervision should be considered as a 

plexus or web of co-components, is a way of accommodating the complexity of 

functions (Figure 3.2, overleaf) and narrowing the “vast chasm” that Brew (1999) 

stated has been created “by treating different facets of the academic enterprise as 

conceptually distinct” (p. 298).  Here, I propose an understanding of supervision as a 

plexus of co-dependent beliefs – supervision, research, teaching, and learning – that 

may be able to account for the complexity and variety of experience and reduce the 

size of the “chasm” among components.  
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There is a basis in the literature for the notion of a supervision plexus.  In viewing 

supervision, not as a single phenomenon, but as a complex of phenomena, my 

contention of a plexus has similarities with the work of Samuelowicz (1999) and 

Bond (2000).  Samuelowicz investigated academics’ orientations to teaching and 

learning, approaching the study through the notion of a conceptual field which 

includes teaching, knowledge, learning, understanding and knowing and links 

between teaching and learning.  Similarly, Bond broached her study by conceiving of 

student learning as a multi-phenominal field comprising learning, understanding, 

memorising and knowledge. 

 

Research, teaching and learning appear to be the most consistent and strongest 

constituent elements used in discussions of supervision.  The beliefs individuals have 

about them, and the interrelationships among their beliefs, are expected to reveal 

qualitatively different orientations to supervision that individual supervisors and 

candidates hold.  Within this network of beliefs, qualitatively different individual 

acts of supervision evolve.  Researching, teaching, learning and supervising are 

important practices in which supervisors are expected to have capabilities, but the 

concept of the plexus takes our understandings beyond the practical level to that of 

perspective-centred understandings.  

 

Although individual plexus components have sometimes been recognised in the 

literature as important, conceiving of supervision as a plexus of these four 

interrelated, co-dependent components has not been fully explored, particularly from 

the perspective of the participants in supervision.  Researchers have suggested that 

one characteristic of good supervision is that it should be regarded as a teaching 

activity.  Both Brown and Atkins, (1988:115) and Connell (1985:38) called 

supervision “the most complex” form of teaching and Connell further suggested it is 

the “most advanced level of teaching in our education system” (p. 38).  Conrad’s 

(1996:49) conception is that “postgraduate supervision is first and foremost 

teaching” [italics original].  At a practical level, an important (but not the only) 

aspect of supervision is teaching the craft of research (Phillips & Pugh, 1994).  

Beyond thinking of supervision as only another teaching activity, we begin building 

the plexus by noting that two primary academic tasks, teaching and research, are 

bridged in research training (Moses, 1992b) or supervision (Conrad, 1996).  The 
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research I used to strengthen my contention of the plausibility of the plexus is 

represented in Figure 3.3. 

 

Love and Street (1998:150) alluded to a more personal view when suggesting that 

“approaches to research supervision are laden with implicit assumptions and values 

about the nature of learning” and that these are reflected in the model of supervisory 

behaviour adopted by academics.  Few studies mention this interrelationship between 

supervisors’ perceptions of learning (or of teaching) and their supervisory task, 

although relationships between conceptions of teaching and learning are recognised 

elsewhere in the higher education literature.  Prosser and Trigwell (1999), Prosser, 

Trigwell and Taylor (1994) and Trigwell and Prosser (1997) discussed 

interrelationships among conceptions of teaching, learning, the learning situation, 

approaches to practice and the quality of student outcomes.  For example, teachers’ 

perceptions of student learning have been shown to be related to their conceptions of 

teaching, which are reflected in the way they approach their teaching (Prosser & 

Trigwell, 1999; Prosser, Trigwell, Marton & Runesson, 1997).  Studies have also 

shown the close relationship between academics’ and students’ beliefs about 

teaching and learning and their practices in these areas (Gow & Kember, 1993; 

Kember, 2001; Kember & Gow, 1994; Kember & Wong, 2000; Samuelowicz and 

Bain, 19921; 2001).   

 

If supervision were regarded primarily as a teaching activity, as Connell (1985) 

suggested it should be, this kind of research in the undergraduate context might be 

seen as more applicable to the RHD supervision context than it currently is.  Studies 

in undergraduate education showing the close link between teaching and learning 

strengthen my proposition that supervision be understood more in terms of a 

composite, of which teaching and learning activities form part.   

 

Investigations into the supervisory process presuppose that the research activity itself 

is an integral part of doctoral studies (Conrad, 1999; Cullen et al., 1994; Gumport, 

1999).  Sometimes supervision is seen as a form of research training (Holbrook & 

                                                 
1 Although in their article, Samuelowicz and Bain (1992) refer to conceptions, conversations with the 

second author confirm that the research on which the conclusions are made deals with beliefs. 
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Figure 3.3: ‘Proof’ of the Supervision Plexus 
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Johnston, 1999) and sometimes as research education (Pearson, 1999).  A few build 

on the notion of co-dependency among elements by emphasising that research is but 

one significant component of the PhD enterprise.  In his foreword to the Zuber-

Skerritt and Ryan book (1994:xi), Quality in Postgraduate Supervision, Roger 

Holmes reminds readers that “research postgraduate training is unique among 

academic responsibilities in providing a direct linkage between teaching and learning 

activities and research”.  For example, doctoral study can be understood “as a 

particularly intensive engagement within the nexus of research, teaching and study” 

(Green & Lee, 1999:207).  Or it can be professional education in which PhD students 

are the learners of the professional practice of research and scholarship (Pearson, 

1996).  Wisker (2000) advanced relational concepts between research and learning in 

her study of Israeli and UK based RHD students.  Here, she investigated students’ 

approaches to and conceptions of learning and research-as-learning, particularly to 

identify areas of dissonance which may cause difficulty for students in their PhD 

studies.  

 

Several researchers have found conceptual links among different components of the 

suggested plexus, though not necessarily within the context of doctoral education.  

Neumann (1992), for example, found evidence in senior academics’ beliefs and 

views that the teaching-research nexus exists on three levels: the tangible nexus [the 

reciprocity of activities], the intangible nexus [inculcating particular approaches and 

attitudes to knowledge] and the global nexus [departmental ethos providing a certain 

framework for teaching].  In all three, the emphasis is on how research feeds into the 

teaching and learning environment of the group.   

 

At the postgraduate level where teaching and research activities tend to merge, this 

nexus was “forcefully affirmed” and supervisors need to have “active, personal 

research involvement” to maintain a “questioning stance” and to keep abreast of 

developments in their field (Neumann, 1992:167).  Kyvic and Smeby (1994) found 

the link between teaching and research (in supervising postgraduate students and in 

personal research agendas) to be stronger in the natural and medical sciences than in 

the humanities and social sciences.  They also contended that the influence of 

research on the practice of teaching was stronger than the converse. 
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Strong links between teaching and research can be traced from the early nineteenth 

century Humboldtian universities in Germany which embraced the ‘ideal’ of a unity 

of research and teaching (Jones, 1992:51).  Jones argued that teaching can and should 

be construed as an activity existing in symbiosis with both research and scholarship 

at all levels of the university, beginning with undergraduate studies.  Boyer (1990) 

contended that rather than the teaching versus research debate, the academy would 

benefit by extending the historical perspective of scholarship to include scholarships 

of discovery (research), integration, application and teaching which “dynamically 

interact, forming an interdependent whole” (p. 25).  

 

The symbiotic relationship of research and teaching depends on a “pluralistic” view 

in which the construction of knowledge occurs within the interpretative nature of 

academic work (Brew, 1999:299).  Applying this notion to a re-examination of the 

interface between teaching and research, Brew drew similar conclusions to those of 

Jones (1992), Boyer (1990) and Neumann (1992; 1993) – that research, scholarship, 

academic teaching and learning are “all part of the same enterprise” (Brew, 

1999:298).  This understanding has been possible, Brew contended, through the 

changing nature of knowledge from a realist to an interpretative view over the past 

several decades.  This change, incidentally, has accompanied the growth of 

qualitative or interpretative research, as evidence of multiple realities has emerged 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000), often through this very kind of research.   

 

Researchers have also suggested that common kinds of university research are 

particular forms of learning (e.g., Bowden & Marton, 1998).  Brew and Boud 

(1995:268) linked research, teaching and learning.  Their assertion was that the “vital 

link between research and teaching” is that both are different acts of learning.  There 

are similarities in this with Neumann’s (1992) thinking.   

 

This kind of symbiotic relationship among research, teaching and learning in higher 

education is supported by the contention that research contributes to teaching and 

learning and that teaching and learning contribute to research in practical and 

meaningful ways (Garnett & Holmes, 1995).  As Garnett and Holmes suggested, the 

relationship between teaching and research is strengthened because they are 

complementary forms of scholarship supported by the mission of higher education to 
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be concerned with both the production (research) and reproduction (teaching) of 

knowledge.  

 

The plexus necessarily includes supervision as one component.  Doctoral research is 

generally assumed to be supervised research and an understanding of this is critical, 

in the same way that understandings of teaching, learning and research are also 

critical.  In addition, to establish the connectedness and co-dependency, if they exist, 

among components of the plexus, it is necessary to consider the ways individuals 

think about the whole process of supervision.   

 

Possibly no act of student learning or of teaching occurs in isolation. This would 

seem particularly so with supervision.  The New Oxford Dictionary of English 

defines supervision as the work [of someone] to “observe and direct the execution of 

[a task, project, or activity] (Pearsall, 1998).  A review of literature informs us that 

the activity of supervision is so much more than this.  The concept of supervision as 

a plexus of practical and relational components enables us to explore whether 

supervisors and candidates view these components interrelationally and if so, how 

the components are interrelated in individual, coherent (or not) belief systems about 

RHD supervision.  

 

The plexus resembles the hermeneutic “circular relationship between the whole and 

parts” described by Gadamer (1985:154).  Drawing on his description of the 

scriptures “it is the whole of scripture [the plexus] that guides the understanding of 

the individual passage [the components]; and again this whole [the plexus] can be 

reached only through the cumulative understanding of individual passages [the 

components]” (p. 154, bracketed comments added).  Figure 3.4 illustrates this 

hermeneutic understanding in which beliefs about the four components are separate 

yet contiguous within the supervision plexus. 

 

Theorising a pedagogy of supervision grounded in individuals’ personal perceptions 

of interrelated phenomena then becomes feasible.  My study aimed at finding how 

supervisors and their candidates think about the web components together, within a 

plexus of supervision.  Over the past three decades, much effective research has 

investigated individual perspectives or ways of understanding phenomena.  The 
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Chapter Three: Webs For Understanding: The Plexus And Belief Systems 

77 

focus developed along with gradual acceptance of the qualitative research paradigm 

and in particular the growing significance of research enabling insights from the 

second-order perspective.  The approach gives focus to conceptions and beliefs that 

people have about phenomena, sometimes explaining their intentions and behaviour.  

Two strands of this kind of inquiry are beliefs research and phenomenography.  

Although I chose the beliefs approach as a basis for my study, a brief discussion of 

phenomenography is warranted to differentiate the two.  

3.2 Phenomenography  

Briefly, phenomenography is a research approach for finding the different ways 

people conceive, understand or experience aspects of their reality and for 

systematically describing them (Marton, 1981; 1988).  The specialization focuses on 

variation and the “architecture of this variation” (Marton & Booth, 1997:117), in 

terms of critical differences.  Generally, these different ways of being aware are 

called conceptions (Marton, 1994).  From the perspective of phenomenography, a 

conception is a way of construing, understanding or making sense of some aspect of 

the world.  Typically, conceptions are systematised into categories of description, 

and are presented in an outcome space.  In educational studies, the nature of the 

variation among the conceptions in an outcome space frequently indicates a 

hierarchy of “capabilities” in the ways people are able to understand (Marton & 

Booth, 1997:111).  Each higher level conception includes all those lower in the 

hierarchy. 

 

Conceptions are constituted in a non-dualist relationship between humans and their 

reality (Marton, 1981; Svensson & Theman, 1983) and refer “to a relation that is 

internal in its nature: the object as it is experienced by the subject” (Ekeblad & Bond, 

1994:151), that is, the second-order perspective.  In focussing on difference and 

variety, phenomenography aims to establish the range of possible ways in which a 

phenomenon can be experienced.  Researchers have consistently found only a 

relatively few qualitatively different ways of experiencing any phenomenon (Marton, 

1994; Marton & Booth, 1997). 
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Table 3.1: Phenomenographic Studies in Higher Education: Examples of Learning 

Study Type Studies Context/Topic Comments 
Dahlgren & Marton, 1978 concepts in economics 
Johansson, Marton & Svensson, 1985 Newtonian motion 
Beaty, 1987 concepts in social studies 
Svensson, 1989 physical motion 
Prosser, 1993 physics 

[1] Content of 
Learning 

Ramsden et al., 1993 speed, distance and time 

undergraduate students 
conceptions of specific concepts in subject learning 
• current conceptions influence new learning of related knowledge 
• not all students learn the same thing from the same input, even by the 

same teachers 
• learning is acquiring a more advanced conception of a phenomenon 
 

Hounsell ,1997 essay writing 
Hodgson, 1997 lectures 
Laurillard, 1997 problem solving 
Säljö, 1997; Marton & Säljö, 1997 reading 
Booth, 1992 computer programming 

undergraduate students 
conceptions of specific learning acts  
• conceptions of learning are related to approaches to learning  
• what people learn is dialectically bound to how they learn 
• approaches to learning have links with outcomes of learning 

[2] Specific Learning 
Acts 

Bruce, 1994; 1996; 1997 literature reviews postgraduate students 
 

Säljö, 1979  
Marton, Dall’Alba & Beaty, 1993 
Bruce & Gerber, 1994 
Taylor, 1994 
 Franz, Ferreira & Thambiratam, 1997 
 Meyer, 1997 
Bond, 2000 
Marshall, Summers & Woolnough, 1999 
Meyer & Boulton-Lewis, 1999 
 

learning 
some studies topic/level specific 
some cross disciplinary/level 

undergraduate students, academics 
5 then 6 conceptions of learning  
hierarchical from accumulating information to conceptual change 
lecturers’ and students’ conceptions of student learning 
• relations between students’ conceptions of learning, learning environments 

and approaches to learning (deep and surface) 
• approaches to learning have consequences for what students learn 
• conceptions of content and assessment are important for learning 

approaches and outcomes 

[3] Generic studies  
 

Cliff, 1998 
 

learning 
education  
 

postgraduate learners  
communalist (extra) conception 
strong evidence of learning as a duty conception 
 

 Context includes postgraduate component 
 Content includes engineering 
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This nature of variation has recently been described as differences in awareness.  

According to the structure of awareness, in a figure-whole arrangement, what is 

experienced of a phenomenon is determined by what is focal (figure) in a person’s 

awareness and in the way the parts are related to each other and to the whole, which 

constitute the experience (Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Pang, 1999).  This 

structure is dynamic.  In another context or at another time, what is focal may be 

different and so the meaning of the experience is different.  In this way structure and 

meaning constitute each other.  The parts that do not figure in awareness at a 

particular time recede into the background.  The dynamic nature of the structure of a 

person’s awareness, dependent as it is on the context, highlights the relational nature 

of conceptions.  This means that conceptions expressed by a person at any particular 

time are determined in part by the context and therefore, individuals’ conceptions 

may lack stability over time and place (Trigwell, Prosser, Marton & Runesson, 

2002).  This notion has implications when describing differences between 

phenomenography and beliefs research. 

 

Phenomenography has frequently been used to present conceptions of phenomena at 

the undergraduate level.  Some investigations focus on specific concepts in the 

content of student learning, most frequently in first year subjects (Table 3.1 [1]).  

Examples include: 

• Beaty (1987) on concepts in social studies 

• Dahlgren and Marton (1978) on concepts in economics 

• Johansson, Marton and Svensson (1985) on Newtonian motion 

• Prosser (1993) on physics 

• Ramsden et al. (1993) on speed, distance and time  

• Svensson (1989) on physical motion.   

 

These studies and others like them at different educational levels indicate that 

students’ current understandings influence how they deal with new, related 

knowledge.  This means that not all students achieve the same learning outcomes 

from the same input, even when given by the same teacher.  Learning, in this 

tradition, is acquiring the ability to experience a phenomenon in a different 

(presumably better, more advanced) way (Marton & Booth, 1997).  Generally, a 

more sophisticated conception replaces a more simplistic one.  This has implication
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Table 3.2: Phenomenographic Studies in Higher Education: Examples of Teaching  
Study Type Studies Context/Topic Comments 

[3] Generic studies Martin & Balla, 1991 
Dall’Alba, 1991 
Pratt, 1992 
Trigwell & Prosser, 1996 
Trigwell, Prosser & Taylor, 1994 
 

teaching  
undergraduate students 
university lecturers 

different numbers of conceptions of teaching from different studies – 3 to 7 
conceptions  
hierarchical from teacher-oriented to include awareness of learner, learning 
context and how learner understands the context to bringing about conceptual 
change  
conceptions of teaching related to approaches to teaching 

 
Table 3.3: Phenomenographic Studies in Higher Education: Examples of Research  
Study Type Studies Context/Topic Comments 

[3] Generic studies Brew & Phillis, 1997 research  
academics 
successful researchers 

conceptions of the ways in which research is changing 

 Kirkpatrick, 1997 research 
women academics 

women’s perceptions 
personal understandings 

 Brew, 1998; 2001 research  
academics  
successful researchers 

4 conceptions  
hierarchy from domino to transformative conceptions 

 Meyer, 2001 (process analogous to deriving 
phenomenographic ‘categories of description’) 

research  
postgraduate students 

7 student conceptions defined by ‘dimensions of variation’ 
1 misconception 

  Meyer, Shanahan & Laugksch, 2002 research 
postgraduates, including the sample 
in the above investigation 

4 ‘dimensions of variation’ (+ 1 set of misconceptions) in terms of the 
categories of variation above 

 Kiley & Mullins, 2001 research  
postgraduate students 
supervisors 

6 postgraduate student ‘perspectives’ 
accumulation to problem based 
6 supervisor conceptions 
‘what academics do’ to systematic critical inquiry 
characteristics of good research 
strategies to deal with dissonance 

 Wisker, 2000 research-as-learning  
postgraduate students 

9 conceptions from accumulative to transformative and creative 
 

 Context includes postgraduate component 
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for presenting learning experiences in the best way to alter ‘misconceptions’.  Studies 

of this nature also have value in curriculum and programme planning.  Beaty’s 

(1987) research on students’ concepts before beginning a course of study and on 

completion enabled teaching to start with students’ current understandings and for 

the course to be evaluated in terms of how those understandings developed as a result 

of studying the course. 

 

A different, though not unconnected, strand of phenomenographic research focusses 

on the way people experience activities connected with education, rather than with 

the content of their learning.  The volume edited by Marton, Hounsell and Entwistle 

(1997) describes investigations of acts associated with student learning, such as essay 

writing, lectures, problem solving and reading.  Other research deals, for example, 

with literature reviews (Bruce, 1994; 1996; 1997) computer programming (Booth, 

1992, cited in Marton & Booth, 1997), and again, problem solving (Trigwell et al., 

2002).  Conceptions identified in these studies are embedded in student or faculty 

experience of particular types of learning situations, contextualised within particular 

subject areas (Table 3.1 [2]).   

 

Another development has been the more ‘generic’ studies, which focus on 

conceptions of learning and teaching, rather than specific learning or teaching acts 

such as reading or lecturing.  Nevertheless conceptions, by definition, are always 

experienced in particular contexts, sustaining their relational nature.  Table 3.1 [3] 

gives examples of these kinds of studies associated with learning conceptions; Table 

3.2 [3] deals with examples of teaching conceptions; and Table 3.3 [3] with 

examples of research.  The majority of these studies are situated within one 

discipline or subject area (e.g., Cliff, 1998 in education; Franz, Ferreira & 

Thambiratam, 1997 in civil engineering; Marton, Dall’Alba & Beaty, 1993 in social 

science; Trigwell, Prosser & Taylor, 1994 in science).  Occasionally, respondents are 

drawn from more than one discipline (e.g., Bruce & Gerber, 1994, seven disciplines).  

Conceptions have been sought from students, academic teachers and researchers.  

When more than one of these participant groups is represented in a study (usually 

teachers and students), they are generally treated as distinct sets during at least part 

of the analysis, as conceptions indicating dissonance or confluence are sought (e.g., 

Kiley & Mullins, 2001; Reid & Johnston, 1999).  
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Table 3.4: Phenomenographic Studies with Relevance to the Postgraduate Context. 
Study Aim Data Collection Outcomes 
Bruce, 1994; 
1997 
students 

conceptions of 
specific learning act - 
literature reviews 

written responses to two 
open-ended questions 
 

Hierarchical outcome space of 6 conceptions of literature reviews – list to report – related to how students 
go about compiling them  
approaches to literature reviews have links with outcomes (kinds of literature reviews  produced)  

Cliff, 1998 
students 

range of conceptions 
of learning 

written responses to two 
open-ended questions + an 
inventory  

communalist (extra) conception added to those of Marton, Dall’Alba & Beaty (1993); strong evidence of 
learning-as-a-duty’ conception 

Meyer, 2001 
research students 

variation in students’ 
conceptions of 
research 

written responses to four 
open-ended questions 
 

7 postgraduate student conceptions, with subcategories, defined by ‘dimensions of variation’ – 
accumulation to problem-based.  Large number kept to inform inventory construction. 
Evidence of misconceptions 

Meyer, Shanahan 
& Laugksch, 
2002  
students 

dimensionality of 
students’ conceptions 
of research 

responses to above formed 
inventory (ScoRI) 
responses subjected to 
factor analysis 

4 ‘dimensions of variation’ (+ 1 set of misconceptions) in terms of the categories of variation above, 
empirically supported 

Kiley & Mullins, 
2001  
students 

range and variety of 
concepts of research 

written responses to a set 
open-ended questions 

student ‘perspectives’ – accumulation to problem based 
6 supervisor conceptions – ‘what academics do’ to systematic critical inquiry 
characteristics of good research 
strategies to deal with dissonance 

supervisors concepts of research written responses to a web-
based questionnaire 
 

students and supervisors do not differ markedly in the range of conceptions 
significance of difference is at the individual supervisor/student level 

Wisker, 2000 
students 

approaches to and 
conceptions of 
learning, research-as-
learning 

written responses to 
inventory, questionnaire, 
focus group interviews, 
supervisory dialogues 

postgraduate students 
9 conceptions from accumulative to transformative and creative 

Brew, 1998; 2001 
academics 
experienced 
researchers 
 

variation in how 
research is 
experienced; 
conceptions of 
research 

interviews 4 conceptions – external product to internal process orientation – hierarchy from domino, trading, layer, to 
journey conceptions 

Pearson & Brew, 
2000; 2002 
sample as above  

conceptions of 
scholarship 

data taken from transcripts 
of above interviews  

4 conceptions – quality, preparation, creating, integrating and 1 confusion conception.  Conceptions 
appear to be extrapolated from information given with reference to research.   
Their 2002 report includes a research conception but deletes the confusion conception. 
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Outcome spaces of conceptions have been presented for three of the four components 

that I suggest be incorporated in the supervision plexus:  

• teaching:  Martin and Balla, 1991; Pratt, 1992; Reid and Johnson, 1999; 

Trigwell et al., 1994 

• learning:  Cliff, 1998; Franz et al., 1997; Marton et al., 1993; Meyer and 

Boulton-Lewis, 1999; Säljö, 1979 (cited in Marton et al., 1993) 

• research:  Brew, 1998; 2001; Brew and Phillis, 1997; Kiley and Mullins, 

2001, Meyer, 2001; Meyer, Shanahan & Laugksch, 2002; Wisker, 2000.  

 

Most phenomenographic studies in higher education have concentrated on 

undergraduate student learning and teaching, so that of the studies noted above, very 

few are near to my research in dealing with postgraduate education.  Exceptions 

include the projects by Bruce (1994; 1996; 1997) investigating literature reviews, 

Cliff (1998) investigating student learning, and Kiley and Mullins (2001), Meyer 

(2001), Meyer et al. (2002) and Wisker (2000) investigating research work with 

postgraduate students (Table 3.4).  Several factors differentiate these studies from my 

own.  In each, researchers aimed to identify the range and variety of conceptions (or 

concepts) that students expressed; they relied, at least in part and sometimes wholly, 

on written responses to open-ended questions or inventories as their data source; and 

collected information was analysed phenomenographically.  In some aspects, the 

extensive study by Wisker (2000) is closer to mine.  Students were interviewed, in 

focus groups rather than individually, to add to the information obtained through 

questionnaires.  The aims of the research were to “find out about research students’ 

approaches to and conceptions of …” (p. 1) rather than to search for a range of 

differences, which is more typical of phenomenographic studies.  The topic, research, 

was not explored in isolation but co-dependently with learning, to offer conceptions 

of research-as-learning, including students “beliefs, hopes and aims” (p. 8). 

 

Several studies worked with academics and have implications for postgraduate 

education.  In the second part of their study, Kiley & Mullins (2001) constructed a 

web-based questionnaire to survey supervisors’ concepts of research, and compared 

the results with those of the students.  Other investigations in research (Brew, 1998; 

2001) and scholarship (Pearson & Brew, 2000; 2002) have targeted academic 
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Table 3.5: Phenomenographic Studies in Higher Education: Examples of Interrelational Studies 
Study Type Examples of Studies Context/Topic Comments 

Trigwell & Prosser, 1991 
Taylor, 1996 

learning context 
approaches to learning 
and learning outcomes 

influences of learning context and students’ approaches to learning on learning 
outcomes 
environments perceived to encourage deep approaches to learning are more 
likely to facilitate higher quality learning 

[4] Interrelationships 
among educational 
phenomena 

Trigwell, Prosser & Taylor, 1994 
 

teaching and learning  
 

sophisticated and limiting conceptions  
6 conceptions of teaching 
5 conceptions of learning 
5 approaches to teaching  
approaches to teaching related to approaches to  learning  

Trigwell & Prosser, 1997 
Prosser, Trigwell, Marton & Runesson, 1997 
Prosser & Trigwell, 1999 
Trigwell, Prosser & Waterhouse, 1999 

teaching and learning range of approaches to teaching 
relationship between teachers’ conceptions of teaching and their conceptions of 
learning 
relationship between teachers’ conceptions of learning and their approaches to 
teaching 
approaches to teaching have consequences for student learning 

 

Murray & Macdonald, 1997 lecturers’ role, purposes of lectures, 
tutorials, assessments  

disjunction between lecturers’ role and purposes of lectures, tutorials and 
assessments 

 Prosser & Trigwell, 1997  
Entwistle, 1998 

learning, understanding and teaching implications and applications for staff development 

 Ho, Watkins and Kelly, 2001 teaching 
staff development 

conceptual change improvement of teaching conceptions leads to change in 
practice 
substantial change in teaching practice induces changes in students 
approaches to studying  

 Trigwell, Prosser, Marton & Runesson, 2002 lecturers 
problem solving 
first year undergraduate  
 

strong relations between five experiences (conceptions) of problem solving and 
conceptions of teaching  
theoretical position on learning relates to teaching practices (3 teachers)  
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researchers.  Each of these studies contributes to the limited conceptions research in 

postgraduate education.  My own study approaches the topic from another 

perspective and investigates the process of supervision in a holistic way by exploring 

beliefs about elements of the supervision plexus and their possible interrelationships, 

with those actively involved in supervision, whether as supervisors or as candidates.   

 

The studies mentioned above and other phenomenographic studies have had a 

significant impact on education over the past three decades.  More recently, this has 

been strengthened by research into relationships among conceptions, approaches and 

outcomes (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Prosser et al., 1994; Trigwell et al., 2002).  

Studies may focus, for example, on teachers’ conceptions of teaching, their 

conceptions of learning, their approaches to teaching and the consequences of these 

on student learning.  Others may look at relationships among students’ conceptions 

of learning, their conceptions of the learning environment (e.g., assessment) and 

learning outcomes (Table 3.5 [4]).   

 

Collectively, phenomenographic studies reveal that people with qualitatively 

different conceptions of educational tasks, such as learning, teaching and research, 

approach these tasks in different ways and attain qualitatively different outcomes.  

What people learn is dialectically bound to how they learn.  That is, how people go 

about understanding or learning is related to their conceptions and has direct 

consequences for what they understand or learn (Marton & Booth, 1997).  For 

example, Bruce’s (1994; 1996; 1997) study shows that students’ conceptions of 

thesis literature reviews has implications for how they approach the task of preparing 

the review and for shaping the review itself, as well as for the development of the 

research project.  

 

People’s conceptions of learning determine whether their approach to learning is 

surface or deep (Marton & Säljö, 1997).  Vermetten, Lodewijks and Vermut (1999) 

studied the learning strategies of law students in four different courses.  Accepting 

that strategies are related to conceptions, the researchers found both a context-

specific component and some consistency across contexts.  Specifically, lower level 

learning strategies, such as memorising, were more stable and less susceptible to the 

influence of context than higher level strategies.  Approaches to learning, in turn, 
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have been shown to have a strong bearing on the outcomes of that learning.  The 

staff development intervention by Ho, Watkins and Kelly (2001), which focussed on 

conceptual change, showed that the group of academics who changed their 

conceptions of teaching to more elaborate ones accompanied this with significant 

improvements in their teaching practices.  And in half that group, these changes 

produced positive changes in their students’ approaches to studying.  

 

These kinds of studies have expanded our knowledge of learning, teaching and 

research in universities.  They convey the range of conceptions that is possible in 

these areas.  Tables 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 together give an overview of phenomenographic 

investigations into teaching, learning and research in higher education.  Table 3.4 

summarises some examples of integrated studies and the insights they provide on 

teaching and learning in higher education.  Prosser and Trigwell (1999) in particular, 

have integrated the results of different studies to determine that teachers’ experiences 

of teaching (in terms of conceptions, perceptions and approaches) relate to students’ 

experiences of learning (in terms of conceptions, perceptions and approaches) and to 

the outcomes of their study.  Other studies (e.g., Trigwell, Prosser & Waterhouse, 

1999; Trigwell, Prosser, Ramsden & Martin, 1998) have found positive correlations 

between teachers’ approaches to teaching and students’ approaches to learning. 

 

One might ask why, with so much comprehensive and useful research accomplished 

in higher education using phenomenography, I have not chosen to use the approach 

for my study.  Why turn to the beliefs construct?  In spite of the worthwhile insights 

proffered by the phenomenographic approach, its popularity and the several 

commonalities it has with the beliefs approach, there are a number of ways in which 

the beliefs construct is more suitable for my study.  

 

As part of its ontology, phenomenography asserts that conceptions are relational.  

Although conceptions appear to be consciously constructed out of a composite of 

knowledge and fragmented recollections of experience (Entwistle, 1998; 20032; 

                                                 
2  Remarks made in the role of Discussant, EARLI Symposium, Teacher thinking in higher 

education: Dialogue across epistemologies and methodologies. 10th Biennial Conference of the 

European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction, Padova, Italy, August 26-30, 2003. 
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Entwistle, Skinner, Entwistle & Orr, 2000), they are always construed within and in 

relation to a particular context (Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Pang, 1999; 

Prosser & Trigwell, 1999).  The way a person understands is always related to the 

context in which that understanding is experienced.  The theory of the structure of 

awareness (Marton & Booth, 1997) is important in explaining the way different 

conceptions are construed.  Conceptions are framed by what is focal (or in the 

foreground) for respondents at the time and in the particular situation of expressing 

the conception.  Formed under these circumstances, conceptions are not to be 

construed as stable or as typical of people’s experiences.  They are relational to the 

context in which they are constructed and so do not indicate how people 

characteristically or usually understand phenomena (Trigwell et al., 2002), which 

makes them useful in ways other than those required in my research.   

 

According to the theory of the structure of awareness, it is possible for an individual 

to reveal more than one way of making sense of learning or teaching, for example, 

depending on the contextual characteristics of the situation.  When individuals 

express more than one conception during an interview, all are included in 

determining the possible variety of conceptions that comprise the outcome space for 

the phenomenon in question.  

 

When determining individuals’ conceptions, for example, in order to compare their 

conceptions with approaches, rather than seeking consistency for each person, the 

researcher ‘codes’ the most sophisticated conception mentioned, assuming that other, 

lower level conceptions, are subsumed, because of the hierarchical nature of most 

educational outcome spaces (Trigwell et al., 1994; 2002).  This most sophisticated 

conception is thought to indicate the person’s ‘capacity’ to experience and this 

appears to accord it a degree of stability across contexts.  For example, when 

comparing the relationship between participants’ conceptions of problem solving and 

their conceptions of teaching and learning (expressed in an earlier study, Prosser et 

al., 1994), Trigwell et al. (2002) used the ‘highest’ conception of each expressed by 

the lecturers.  But like all conceptions, this one is related to the particular situation in 

which it is focal (Marton & Booth, 1997) and it may not be possible for a person to 

experience the same ‘capacity’ in another context, to the extent that it can be the 

basis of comparison.  It is also probable that, for most people, not all the conceptions 
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within an outcome space are accessible.  This means that those concerned with 

changing conceptions (e.g., teachers and staff developers) have the job of making 

desirable but inaccessible conceptions, accessible.  The problem is that, because of 

the relational nature of conceptions, there cannot be typical conceptions and 

therefore, there is no guarantee that newly accessible conceptions in one context will 

be accessible in other situations.  Though it may happen that one conception is more 

characteristic of an individual than another (e.g., Marton, Watkins & Tang, 1997; 

Vermetten et al., 1999), pure conceptions research does not discriminate for this.  

 

Epistemological consequences of the ontological stance of phenomenography are 

evident in both data collection and analysis.  Interviews are driven by a search for 

diversity within and across a wide variety of respondents.  Rather than being 

concerned with understanding the person, interview questioning usually focuses on 

the range of possible ways of experiencing the phenomenon and on critical aspects of 

diversity among the conceptions found (Marton, 1994; Marton & Booth, 1997).   

 

Methodologically, the aim is to reveal and then systematise all possible conceptions 

revealed about a particular phenomenon (Marton, 1994).  When people indicate they 

experience more than one conception, reconciling them is not critical.  The parts of 

each transcript that are relevant to describing all conceptions are used to make 

explicit the similarities and differences among all the conceptions revealed by all 

participants.  Reference to individuals’ highest revealed conceptions is significant 

when correlating conceptions with approaches or outcomes.  Whole transcripts 

become important when interpretation of the expressed experience in context needs 

to be made explicit.  In this way, interest is focussed on the similarities and 

dissimilarities of experiences of a phenomenon and not on the individuals who are 

‘doing the experiencing’ (Marton, 1994).   

 

As previously noted, this can present problems when researchers examine 

relationships between conceptions of and approaches to phenomena such as teaching 

or learning (e.g., Murray & Macdonald, 1997; Prosser et al., 1994; Prosser & 

Trigwell, 1999).  First, it is commonly assumed that the ‘most advanced’ conception 

expressed by an individual indicates that person's ‘capacity to experience’ the 

phenomenon in question and this is the conception normally used when making 
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comparisons.  Comparing this with approaches is risky in that there is possibly a 

mismatch of units compared.  Although phenomenographic researchers generally 

have no recourse to individuals’ characteristic conceptions on which to posit such 

relationships, the long term work in which Prosser and Trigwell (e.g., 1999) have 

been involved over the past decade and the staff development work of Ho et al. 

(2001) appear to assume a level of stability of a person’s conceptions across 

contexts.  It seems that the ‘capacity to experience’ conceptions is sometimes 

construed as being more typical than the theory of the structure of awareness, to 

which they adhere, suggests (e.g., Trigwell et al., 2002).  This conception is, in fact, 

relational and not the same as characteristic ways of understanding or as global 

orientations to a phenomenon. 

 

Second, as suggested above, at an early point in phenomenographic analysis, there is 

separation of the conceptions from the individuals who expressed them.  The 

emphasis is on the conceptions, the range of possible conceptions and the critical 

distinguishing attributes of those conceptions.  On these counts, relationships 

between conceptions are generalised, rather than being specifically related to 

individual participants in the study. 

 

My research makes two working assumptions: (a) that individuals present views that 

they value and endorse, and so are likely to be typical of their ways of thinking about 

the components of the supervision plexus; and (b) that aspects of the plexus are 

interdependent in ways that make internal sense.  The methods of analysis attempt to 

maintain the integrity of the individuals throughout so that the coherence of their 

ways of thinking is revealed (if present), and their intentions and actions are more 

readily understood.  The following description of the literature on beliefs research 

details how this approach is more suited to my study than phenomenography.  

3.3 Beliefs Research 

My use of the beliefs approach is, in the first place, to understand individuals, at least 

partially, through their characteristic orientations to supervision.  Beyond that, 

commenting on similarities and differences among the beliefs that different people 

hold about RHD supervision is important in expanding current understandings of 
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supervision.  Beliefs are normally held with some degree of conviction and 

importance, and do not need to be explained or defended by logic, so tend to indicate 

people’s typical, preferred and endorsed ways of thinking about aspects of their lives.  

Using the beliefs approach allows clusters of people’s characteristic and preferred 

understandings and endorsed attitudes about related phenomena to be presented as 

orientations to the whole set of phenomena being researched.  These orientations are 

richly described by their constituent beliefs.  Beliefs-based orientations appear to be 

well suited to identifying and manifesting the way individuals characteristically think 

about supervision. 

 

In dealing with beliefs, I need to be mindful of the flexibility in the ways the terms, 

‘beliefs’ and ‘conceptions’, are used in research.  Terms applied include opinions, 

attitudes, values, perceptions, conceptions, conceptual systems, dispositions, 

implicit/explicit theories and repertoires of understanding (e.g., Calderhead, 1996; 

Entwistle et al., 2000; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Kane, Sandretto & Heath, 2002; 

Mitchell, 2001; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996).  Taking cognisance 

of the literature, I use several additional terms interchangeably when referring to 

beliefs: personal understandings, personal perspectives, attitudes and views.  

 

Particularly in higher education where the beliefs approach is now finding wider 

utility, there may be confusion between conceptions and beliefs.  It is sometimes 

difficult to determine a researcher’s meaning and the boundaries of the construct in 

terms of what is included or excluded.  Even after a careful reading of research 

reports, I cannot always discern whether the researcher is dealing with beliefs or 

conceptions, or whether that is an important distinction for the researcher.  Kane et 

al. (2002:196-198) suggested unstated or poorly defined research designs as a cause 

for such confusion.  Sometimes the terms are used interchangeably and sometimes 

beliefs and conceptions are compared or contrasted as if they refer to the same entity, 

though they are quite different.  Some of this confusion stems from the fact that 

assumptions underlying the beliefs literature vary among researchers.   

 

My description of the nature of beliefs focuses on four aspects that have relevance 

for my study, beliefs and knowledge, beliefs and actions, beliefs and change and the 

interrelationships within belief systems.  First, it is usually assumed that people not 
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only express beliefs about aspects of their life world but also that people can be 

partially understood in terms of those beliefs and attitudes they typically hold and 

value, express and enact.  This personal aspect of beliefs invites discussion about 

differences between beliefs and knowledge, given that both beliefs and knowledge 

are components of teachers’ cognitions (Calderhead, 1996).  Second, the influence 

that people’s beliefs have on behaviour has been important in understanding why 

teachers in the school sector act in the ways they do in the classroom.  Third is the 

stability and tenacity of beliefs, and fourth, the important notions of belief clusters 

and systems and of the interconnectedness of beliefs relates to the notion of the 

supervision plexus.  A web or system of beliefs can be described as a person’s 

orientation to supervision.  Although organised separately, these four topics are 

porous and the arguments are mutually sustainable. Collectively and separately, 

related assumptions are quite different from those underlying phenomenography. 

3.3.1 Beliefs and Knowledge 

The argument for greater conceptual clarity between beliefs and knowledge (e.g., 

Fenstermacher, 1994) is important for understanding the nature of beliefs and their 

significance in the everyday decisions and actions of teachers.  [The argument 

concerning their importance in determining students’ goals and intentions has not 

been well researched.]  

 

There is considerable agreement in definition among anthropologists, social 

psychologists and philosophers on beliefs being “psychologically held 

understandings, premises or propositions about the world that are felt to be true” 

(Richardson, 1996:103) by the person holding the beliefs (Green, 1971).  In contrast, 

knowledge propositions, Green noted, are traditionally regarded as true by a 

community of people.  The personal nature of beliefs has been agreed by many 

researchers (e.g., Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Rokeach, 1968) but if and how this 

makes them different from knowledge is a matter of contention.  The epistemological 

debate about the relationship between beliefs and knowledge has been explored to a 

much greater depth than that between conceptions and knowledge.   

 

On the one hand, Rokeach (1968) advocated that as knowledge is a component of 

belief, the distinction between the two is faint, and Kagen (1990) used the terms 



Chapter Three: Webs For Understanding: The Plexus And Belief Systems 

88 

interchangeably, as both, she concluded, are subjective.  Teachers themselves often 

treat their beliefs as knowledge (Grossman, Wilson & Shulman, 1989), perhaps 

implying their significance in determining classroom behaviour.  Other theorists 

(e.g., Calderhead, 1996; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Nespor, 1987) have suggested 

differences, sometimes quite substantial, between beliefs and knowledge.  I confine 

this discussion to attributes that distinguish beliefs from normally accepted 

understandings of what knowledge is and that have relevance for my study of 

individuals’ beliefs about components of the supervision plexus.  For this purpose a 

common, simple meaning of knowledge as “factual propositions and the 

understandings that inform skilled action” is taken (Calderhead, 1996:715).   

 

The personal nature of beliefs is evident in many characteristics attributed to them, 

often as a result of empirical studies.  And in these characteristics differences from 

knowledge can be discerned, including the following:  

(i) Beliefs do not have to be defended with any logical explanation and they are 

generally unaffected by persuasion (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Nespor, 1987; 

Pajares, 1992; Rokeach, 1968). Beliefs may even be supported by 

conflicting evidence, distorted for that end (Nesbett & Ross, 1980). 

(ii) Beliefs do not require validation by others (Calderhead, 1996; Nespor, 

1987) so it is not necessary that others hold similar beliefs or even that they 

should agree with any other person’s beliefs (Thompson, 1992). 

(iii) Beliefs within a person’s belief system do not need to reflect internal 

consistency (Green, 1971; Nespor, 1987) though others have suggested that 

consistency is found in belief clusters (about teaching, learning and 

knowledge) and that these work “in concert to affect learning approaches 

and outcomes” (Kember, 2001:206; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002). 

(iv) Beliefs contain stronger elements of affect and evaluation than knowledge 

does (Abelson, 1979; Nespor, 1987); they indicate views that individuals 

value or endorse.  Rokeach (1968) claimed that all beliefs have an affective 

component along with their knowledge (and behavioural) component and 

that “they are seen to be different facets of a person’s total behaviour … for 

all the things a person feels and wants must surely be represented by what 

he believes and knows” (Rokeach, 1960:399-400). 
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(v) Beliefs’ formation is frequently influenced by ‘critical episodes’ and life 

experience within particular contexts (Nespor, 1987; Richardson, 1996). 

(vi) Beliefs are often episodic in origin and influence comprehension of 

subsequent events (Goodman, 1988; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992) to a 

degree that determines practice (Ernest, 1989; Nespor, 1987; Stipek & 

Byler, 1997). 

(vii) Currently held beliefs affect the way individuals perceive new information 

and this influences behaviour so that original beliefs are confirmed (Nesbett 

& Ross, 1980) in what Pajares (1992:317) called a “self-fulfilling 

prophecy”.  

 

An observation made previously in this thesis now affirms a critical distinction 

between general understandings of knowledge and of beliefs as used in my study.  In 

creating, understanding and interpreting knowledge propositions, the ontological 

assumption is normally considered to be one of multiple realities; the knowledge of a 

world that is separate from or ‘outside’ the self that is dealing with it.  Beliefs, on the 

other hand, frequently emerge within the assumption of a non-dualist reality and this 

underlies my attempt to understand and interpret them.  First-order perceptions 

reveal what and how much people know about their external realities and it is 

possible that many people share the same knowledge about items, events or 

situations.  Once new knowledge is verified, it replaces current knowledge as a 

matter of course.  On the other hand, beliefs are personal, so while they may be 

informed by knowledge, different people may hold different beliefs about the same 

items, events or situations.  And it is not likely a researcher can gain complete access 

to people’s beliefs through a first-order perspective.   

 

Beliefs derived from positivist studies tend to be ‘stripped’ from the individuals who 

express them, to build a generalised database of information.  To ensure that beliefs 

remain connected to those who hold them and to be able to interpret and understand 

participants from their own perspective, researchers need to adopt a qualitative 

inquiry method and particularly to take a second-order perspective as has been the 

case in several studies (e.g., Quinlan, 1999; 2002; Samuelowicz, 1999; Samuelowicz 

& Bain, 1992; 2001; 2002).  Individuals’ beliefs are construed in a non-dualist, 

person-world environment to reveal how they think about, value or view relevant 
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aspects of their life worlds.  Researchers too, adopt a second-order perspective to be 

able to interpret others’ beliefs from the holders’ frame of reference. 

 

The Teachers’ Beliefs Study, which was the basis of Nespor’s (1987) writing, 

involved eight seventh and eighth grade teachers, two each teaching mathematics, 

English, American history and Texas history.  In interpreting the study, Nespor drew 

on the work of Abelson (1979) to present four attributes of beliefs which distinguish 

them from knowledge and affirm their personal nature.  While some of these are also 

common to the above list, all four are listed here (Nespor, 1987:318-320):  

• existential presumption  As well as being evident in religious or 

conspiratorial beliefs, existential beliefs exist in the classroom. Beliefs about 

students’ capabilities and diligence, for example, can sometimes be so well 

entrenched as to be “immutable” and beyond the reach of further evidence. 

• alternativity  Ideal or alternative visions of how a classroom should function 

are instrumental in defining goals and tasks and can override more practical 

obligations of a teacher. 

• affective and evaluative aspects  Although domain knowledge can normally 

be distinguished from feelings, teachers’ perceptions of subject matter can be 

influenced by affect and evaluation to the extent of influencing how they 

teach the subject. 

• episodic storage  The power of beliefs about particular items stems from 

specific experiences or events associated with the formation and development 

of those beliefs. These “critical episodes” (p.320) affect how succeeding 

events are understood and have been shown to be influential in determining 

classroom practice.  One effect is that teachers’ current practices may well be 

tempered by their own experiences as students.  (This is an important point to 

which I return in §7.4.) 

 

The above discussion about the differences between beliefs and knowledge generally 

supports the argument of Hofer & Pintrich (1997:112) that “knowledge has higher 

epistemic status than beliefs … [with] justifiable, supportable claims.”  Beliefs, on 

the other hand tend to be “relatively unexamined … assumptions”.  Entwistle et al. 

(2000:20) similarly claimed that beliefs are “unexamined”.  For this reason, in part, 

belief systems are less malleable and more stable than knowledge and further, beliefs 
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are also far more instrumental in determining how individuals organise and define 

problems and tasks (Nespor, 1987:321; Rokeach, 1968).  These points are taken up 

later in this chapter in support of my use of beliefs over conceptions and how the 

beliefs approach can be operationalised to gain insight into understanding 

supervisors and candidates, what drives their intentions and why they act as they do.  

 

Outcomes partly substantiate statements of Entwistle et al. (2000) who concluded 

that beliefs about teaching and learning are often based on strongly held feelings and 

emotions.  That they are personal and often so strongly held makes them 

characteristic of people and so important in understanding particular attributes of 

individuals.  The beliefs approach, then, is eminently suited to the designs of the 

present study, in which supervisors and candidates’ relatively stable ways of making 

sense of educational phenomena are sought.  The stability and consistency of beliefs 

means they tend not to alter but come into play consistently across situations, 

affecting behaviour (Nespor, 1987).  

3.3.2 Beliefs and Actions 

Ernest (1989:20) proposed that beliefs influence teaching “through such processes as 

the selection of content and emphasis, styles of teaching, and modes of learning … as 

well as teachers’ principles of education and views of its overall goals.”  He found 

that although mathematics teachers may possess the same domain knowledge as each 

other, their beliefs determine that they teach in different ways.  In a study involving 

early childhood teachers, Stipek and Byler (1997) used questionnaire methods, in 

which they included open-ended questions on relevant topics.  They too, found 

significant associations among teachers’ beliefs, goals and practices, strongly 

supporting Ernest’s findings.   

 

Empirical evidence of the belief/practice nexus has resulted in researchers building 

into their theoretical assumptions about beliefs, the idea that individuals’ beliefs play 

a significant role in describing, determining and explaining behaviour in educational 

situations (Abelson, 1979; Brown & Cooney, 1982; Ernest, 1989; Nespor, 1987; 

Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1994; Stipek & Byler, 1997).  Others, who prefer the term 

teacher perspectives to beliefs, have also included intentions or dispositions to act 

and related behaviour as inherent components of those perspectives (e.g., Tabachnick 
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& Zeichner, 1984; Goodman, 1988).  Describing a belief as the relationship between 

a task or action (an event or even another person) and the attitude a person has 

towards it incorporates a similar notion (Eisenhart, Schrum, Harding & Cuthbert, 

1988).   

 

Rokeach (1979) endorsed this nexus by suggesting that people “do not stop with a 

sheerly factual view of their experience … [as] they are continually regarding things 

as good or bad, … appropriate or inappropriate, true or false …” (p. 16).  That is, as 

humans we continually rely on our beliefs, attitudes and evaluations, explicitly or 

implicitly, when making decisions about actions to take.  This relationship is so close 

that people’s beliefs can sometimes be inferred from their behaviour, which Rokeach 

(1960) claimed, is the third component of all beliefs (knowledge and affect being the 

other two).   

 

Recent studies have claimed evidence of the beliefs/action nexus in higher education.  

Samuelowicz (1999) investigated the association between espoused beliefs and 

reported action.  In comparing lecturers’ orientations to teaching and learning with 

their orientations to assessment practice, she found that at a global level, her results 

“strongly support this notion” (p. 234).  Empirical studies by Quinlan (1999; 2002), 

Bain (2000) and Samuelowicz & Bain (2001; 2002) further confirm this congruence 

of beliefs with actions in the higher education context.  A quantitative study, able to 

target many more respondents and spread over four universities, found that overall, 

lecturers are remarkably consistent in their self-reported beliefs about learning and 

teaching and their behaviours (Norton, Richardson, Hartly & Newstead, 2001).  

 

The relationship between people’s beliefs and their actions is sometimes seen as an 

interactive relationship in which the two are so closely entwined that even separating 

them for research convenience purports a separation that is artificial (Richardson, 

1996).  Despite these assertions, some studies have reported non-congruence 

between teachers’ beliefs and their classroom practices.  Such findings demonstrate 

that the beliefs/practice nexus is not a simple one of cause and effect but one that is 

complex and dialectical (Thompson, 1992).  Research supports the contention that 

teachers’ intentions to behave in certain ways are embedded in their beliefs 
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Figure 3.5: Constraints on Free Translation of Beliefs into Action (based on Kane et al., 2002; Murray & Macdonald, 1997; Nespor, 1987; Tabachnick & 
Zeichner, 1984; Thompson, 1992) 
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(Eisenhart, et al., 1988; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1984).  But when intentions are 

thwarted, inconsistencies between beliefs and actions become apparent.   

 

Inconsistencies happen when social and contextual constraints over which an 

individual teacher has little or no control, prevent or necessitate certain behaviour 

(Thompson, 1992).  These constraints include the values, beliefs and expectations of 

other stakeholders, the curriculum in use, assessment practices and the values and 

philosophical inclinations of the larger education system.  Lack of facilities may also 

provide obstacles and Murray and Macdonald (1997) specifically mentioned large 

classes. These all impose restrictions on individuals being able to act in ways 

consistent with their beliefs.  Ernest’s (1989) study with mathematics teachers found 

that teachers with the same domain knowledge as each other often teach in different 

ways (being driven by different beliefs), but he also claimed, seemingly 

paradoxically, that teachers with different beliefs may teach in similar ways.  This, 

Ernest proposed, results from the control that social factors have on behaviour. 

Figure 3.5 represents these factors affecting actions, even though beliefs and 

intentions remain intact. 

 

Another, different factor likely to thwart the ‘best of intentions’ and diminish 

consistency between beliefs and actions relates to ideal visions teachers sometimes 

have of how a classroom should function.  There is evidence here both of Nespor’s 

(1987) ideal visions, which help define the goals and tasks teachers intend to 

accomplish, and of Argyris and Schön’s (1978) espoused theories of action which 

encompass teachers’ aims and intentions (and which the authors distinguish from 

theories-in-use).  Samuelowicz and Bain (1992:110) talked about ‘ideal’ (expressed 

beliefs) and ‘working’ concepts of teaching as “one of the mysteries of higher 

education”.  Two points are relevant.   

 

First, having formed or expressed ideal beliefs or given voice to espoused theories, 

teachers may be incapable of achieving them.  Like teachers in the process of 

changing their beliefs, they may not have the pedagogical theory enabling them to 

put their intentions into practice (Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lloyd, 1991; 

Hativa, 2002).  Second, there may be differences between teachers’ reported beliefs 

and their behaviour, arising either because the tacit nature of beliefs can make them 
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difficult to articulate (Nespor, 1987) and ‘gather’, or because there may be 

differences between teachers’ espoused theories and their theories-in-use (Argyris & 

Schön, 1978).  Argyris and Schön’s view is that when asked about their behaviour, 

individuals are more likely to give their espoused theory than their theory-in-use 

(which, they claim, determines actions in a particular situation).  The problems for 

researchers are not simply that espoused theories and theories-in-use may not be 

compatible, but that the teachers themselves may not be aware of any such 

discrepancies.  Kane et al. (2002) and Mundy (1982) emphasised that, because of 

these issues, methods of collecting and analysing beliefs and claims relating them to 

actions need careful scrutiny.  This is further discussed in relation to beliefs studies 

in higher education and to the present investigation in Section 3.5. 

 

Reported evidence of the beliefs/action nexus is compelling, although care needs to 

be taken that information gathered is actually the beliefs that impact on behavioural 

intentions and actions.  The close relationship between beliefs and actions is 

reinforced when the question of changing teaching practices is discussed.  Prawat 

(1992), for example, emphasised that beliefs that foster existing behaviour can inhibit 

behavioural change.  

3.3.3 Beliefs and Change 

The personal nature of beliefs and their origin in personal experience means they are 

likely to be held with conviction (Block & Haselip, 1995; Green, 1971), are powerful 

determinants of behaviour, and are stable and tenacious (Rokeach, 1968).  And the 

beliefs held most strongly are constantly being reinforced by Pajares’ “self-fulfilling 

prophecy” (1992:317).  Currently held beliefs filter new information affecting the 

way individuals comprehend subsequent information and events (Goodman, 1988; 

Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Posner et al., 1982) so that original beliefs are 

confirmed (Nesbett & Ross, 1980).  Because of their stability, beliefs are consistently 

applicable to a domain of events and situations (Nespor, 1987) and are not easily 

given up or replaced (Prawat, 1992).  The relevance for educators is that beliefs that 

have most sway in shaping (inappropriate) behaviour are probably the hardest to 

change (Rokeach, 1968).  
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Prawat (1992) has proposed four sets of teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning 

that together influence the very core of teacher behaviour.  The four are tendencies 

to: 

• think of learners and content as relatively fixed, non-interactive entities  

• equate activity with learning, which he calls “naive constructivism” (p. 369) 

• separate comprehension and application, learning and problem solving 

• view curricula as fixed agenda that consist of preset means and predetermined 

ends. 

These beliefs, Prawat contended, underlie a teacher-centred, transmission approach 

to education and “serve as impediments” to teachers adopting the constructivist view 

of teaching (p. 388) that he advocates (child-centred curriculum, deeper levels of 

understanding).  Holding particular beliefs not only suggests dispositions to act in 

particular ways but those same beliefs are also obstacles to intentions to act in other 

ways.  If teachers are to change the way they teach there must be change of those 

beliefs that determine current behaviour and inhibit the adoption of different 

behaviour. 

 

When challenged with new information or “central organising concepts” in discord 

with existing concepts or beliefs, it is unlikely, Posner et al. (1982:211) stated, that 

people simply assimilate the new information into their existing “conceptual 

ecology” (p. 214).  Posner et al. found that the college students in their study 

generally resorted to other means of coping with the “alternative frameworks” 

(Driver and Easley, 1978; cited in Posner el al., 1982:211).  The students tried:  

• rejecting the new information 

• sidelining it after considering it irrelevant to their current conception 

• compartmentalising it to prevent conflict with existing knowledge  

• retrying to assimilate it even when faced with conflicting logic. 

Accommodating the new information by replacing or reorganising existing beliefs 

was the students’ last resort and occurred only when there was dissatisfaction with 

current beliefs and the new beliefs appeared suitable.  Posner et al. borrowed this use 

of the terms assimilation and accommodation from Piaget.   

 

The Posner et al. (1982) study investigated college students’ conceptions (of 

Einstein’s special theory of relativity).  However, an important property of 
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individuals’ current conceptual ecologies – along with anomalies, analogies and 

metaphors, epistemological commitments, and other knowledge – are their 

metaphysical beliefs and concepts about science (p. 214-215).  Pajares (1992) 

suggested that the principles Posner et al. outlined relating to the process of 

conceptual change apply equally well to changing beliefs because, he argued, beliefs 

are central components of conceptions, a point which is further elaborated when I 

discuss my preference for seeking individuals’ beliefs rather than their conceptions 

(§3.4). 

 

Pajares (1992:325) concluded that belief changes in adults are “relatively rare 

phenomena”.  This resistance to change means that when beliefs are altered, it is 

likely to be a “conversion or gestalt shift” (Nespor, 1987:321), rather than the result 

of logical argument.  More recently, however, Gardner (2003b) proposed that reason 

and the results of research might, in fact, be sufficient evidence to persuade 

educated or scientifically trained people to change their minds and their 

intentions.  As teachers and learners ourselves, we know that qualitative change in 

the way our students think does occur.  Indeed, the explicit aim of many educators 

and programmes is to bring about conceptual change in students.  Two recent 

investigations in the teacher education sector have confirmed that during their years 

of pre-service education, some students experience fundamental, qualitative changes 

in their beliefs about their role as early childhood educators and about how young 

children learn (Mitchell, 2001) and in their beliefs about effective teaching (Wilson 

& Cameron, 1996).  Others have reported more limited changes (Calderhead & 

Robson, 1991; Tillema & Knol, 1997).   

 

If reason and research fail, practising academics are unlikely to have the luxury of 

time that student teachers have, to alter or discard existing inappropriate beliefs and 

adopt ones which occasion higher quality supervisory behaviour.  How then, can 

beliefs be changed?  What are the conditions likely to facilitate change? 

 

Researchers are divided about whether a change in beliefs precedes behavioural 

change or if seeing benefit from a new mode of action is the precursor to changing 

beliefs.  Most initiatives proceed on the assumption that changes in teacher beliefs 

precede changes in practice, though little empirical research exists to support either 
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assumption.  Guskey (1986) concluded that staff development aimed at exposing 

teachers to alternative, more appropriate beliefs is often unsuccessful in changing 

current ways of thinking.  Only when teachers use a ‘belief-in-action’ procedure and 

see positive results in terms of student learning do they begin to change their beliefs.  

 

Prior to change, teachers need to be dissatisfied with some aspect of their practice 

(Cobb, Wood & Yackel, 1990, cited in Thompson, 1992) but this dissatisfaction 

occurs after teachers have engaged in critical reflection on their own relevant 

conceptions (West, 1988).  Following the dissatisfaction is a phase in which a new 

conception is developed.  Hofer and Pintrich (1997:123) called this a “disequilibrium 

mechanism” and a necessary precursor to change (in epistemological beliefs).  

Leaving out the phase of critical reflection, they give three conditions necessary for 

conceptual change.  As Posner et al. (1982) also did, they argued that an individual 

must (i) be dissatisfied; (ii) find alternatives that are intelligible and useful; and (iii) 

find a way to connect new beliefs with earlier ones.  

 

Most initiatives aimed at changing beliefs associated with teaching and learning are 

based on the premise that self-reflection and awareness precede belief change, which 

in turn precedes change in practice.  In the case study of “Susan”, an upper primary 

teacher, changes in her beliefs about reading comprehension instruction occurred 

prior to her being able to operationalise those beliefs adequately (Richardson et al., 

1991).  Susan’s belief change preceded change in practice.  But to be retained, newly 

acquired beliefs (conceptions) must be tested and found to be effective (Posner et al., 

1982).  This suggests that the process of changing beliefs and practices is more 

flexible in order, a position also later adopted by Richardson (1994).  Her newer 

position is that, depending on the people, the beliefs and the circumstances, either 

beliefs or practice might change first.   

 

Perhaps conceptual change is not as linear as researchers have suggested but is more 

iterative.  Those participating in the change process (deliberative or spontaneous) 

may oscillate between a beliefs focus and a practice focus as new beliefs are tested, 

adapted or discarded, or practice is altered and old frameworks are reorganised or 

adapted, or new ones are developed to accommodate the practices. 
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Relatively few staff development efforts in higher education have implemented a 

conceptual change approach as a means of changing academics’ behaviour.  Most 

related staff development research reports a concern with changing conceptions, 

rather than changing beliefs (e.g., McAlpine & Weston, 2000; Ho et al., 2001; Martin 

& Ramsden, 1992; Pearson and Brew, 2002; Prosser and Trigwell, 1997; Trigwell, 

1995).  Anomalies exist, however.  In a recent presentation, McAlpine and Weston 

(2003) spoke of individuals’ conceptions of teaching as their “beliefs and values 

about teaching”.  

 

Prosser and Trigwell (1997) focussed on the phenomenographic premise of 

developing an awareness among participants of the variation among them, followed 

by discussion of the relevance of that variation to intentions and strategies in specific 

subject areas.  In two interventions – one aimed at changing conceptions of teaching 

and the other at conceptions of lecturing – the first step in the conceptual change 

process was that participants identify themselves, their discipline and their teaching 

topics.  The specific relational nature of conceptions, which the authors have adopted 

as an important phenomenographic assumption, demands such a beginning.  From 

this point of identification, the aim was to help academics see variation among the 

ways they and others approach teaching and lecturing and in the ways students 

perceive and approach their own studies, by being made aware of all possible 

conceptions.  Being presented with examples of extreme approaches, the authors 

suggested, enables differences to be exposed and, presumably, the benefits of 

favoured conceptions to be seen.   

 

However, whether a more desirable conception (variation) presented in an outcome 

space is operationally accessible or enduring for participants just by their being made 

aware of it, is a contestable notion.  Literature concerned with conceptual change 

(e.g., Calderhead & Robson, 1991; Guskey, 1986; Nespor, 1987; Prawat, 1992; 

Posner et al. 1982; Richardson et al., 1991) supports these doubts.  Another question, 

associated more specifically with the relational nature of conceptions, arises.  Given 

that a new, more appropriate conception is accessible in the originally identified 

context, what guarantee is there that it becomes available to an individual in any 

different context? 
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Immediate feedback indicated that participants regarded these interventions 

positively.  The workshops were successful in making participants aware of 

variations, and for the first time, academics saw “the relationship between the 

qualitatively different ways of lecturing and the qualitatively different ways students 

will approach their learning” (Prosser & Trigwell, 1997:51).  However, no 

systematic evaluation of immediate outcomes or of long-term effects on educators or 

on the student body was included.  

 

The theoretical, supervisor development programme by Pearson and Brew (2002) 

also has its roots in phenomenographic research.  The authors used knowledge about 

the possible ranges of conceptions of research and scholarship to plan a 

developmental programme aimed at improving supervisory practice (referred to in 

more detail in §2.7).   

 

Ho et al. (2001) were more specific than Prosser and Trigwell (1997) and Pearson 

and Brew (2002) in describing the phases they deemed necessary for conceptual 

change.  Their staff development intervention, designed to change university 

teachers’ phenomenographically-derived conceptions of teaching, was based on the 

understanding that the more sophisticated conceptions ought to be the object of all 

teachers.  With this “quality control” approach, twelve participating academics from 

several disciplines, including engineering, were taken through phases specifically 

designed to change conceptions, during four 3-hour sessions in consecutive weeks: 

self-reflection on their espoused conceptions of teaching and practices 

exposure to alternative conceptions 

confrontation of espoused conceptions with alternative conceptions 

confrontation between espoused conceptions and practice to identify 

inconsistencies 

exposure to good teaching practices demonstrating more sophisticated 

conceptions, and 

commitment building through reworking the teaching of a topic. 

 

Through these processes of exposure, critical reflection and practice, six of the 12 

participants were perceived to have changed to more sophisticated conceptions and 

to have demonstrated significant improvement in teaching practices, as perceived by 
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their students.  Of the six participants who showed no change, three already held 

elaborate conceptions, leading the researchers to conclude that two thirds of the 

group were successful in achieving change in teaching conceptions and subsequently 

in their practice.  The next stage in evaluation of the programme showed that in three 

of these six academics, development of more sophisticated conceptions led not only 

to positive changes in their teaching practices, but also to changes in their students’ 

studying approaches.  Though a relatively small study, it provides empirical evidence 

that “development in teaching conceptions can lead to improvements in teaching 

practices and in student learning, and that this can happen within a short period of 

time” (Ho et al., 2001:165).  

 

An interesting aspect of the Ho et al. (2001) programme is its epistemological and 

methodological association with the beliefs literature (e.g., Calderhead & Robson, 

1991; Dunkin & Precians, 1992; Fox, 1983; Gow & Kember, 1993; Guskey, 1986; 

Kember, 1997; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992; Tillema & Knol, 1997) as well as with 

the phenomenographic literature (e.g., Dall’Alba, 1991; Gibbs, 1995; Martin & 

Balla, 1991; Pratt, 1992; Trigwell, 1995; Trigwell & Prosser, 1996; Trigwell, Prosser 

& Taylor, 1994) in arguing the rationale for and in evaluating the programme aimed 

at changing conceptions.  Relational characteristics of phenomenography are 

evidenced in the context-specificity of the change process and its evaluation and of 

the interview focus.  Participants’ identified one teaching area to be associated with 

the programme and with the pre- and post-programme evaluation interviews.  An 

important question to be asked about the programme is, given the indistinctness of 

the theoretical position of the authors, were participants’ beliefs or conceptions the 

target of the change process, and would changes in the designated teaching area be 

evident in other teaching areas?   

 

On a broader basis, is there any difference between conception change and belief 

change?  The notion of ‘change’ is built into assumptions that characterise 

phenomenography.  First, experience is relational and when the context is changed, 

individuals quite possibly change the way they experience a phenomenon (Marton & 
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Booth, 1997; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Trigwell et al., 2002; Trigwell, 20033).  

Second, conceptions are assumed to be consciously constructed entities, developed 

through reflection on and examination of practice (Eley, 2003; Entwistle et al., 

2000).  This facility-to-change feature logically means that deliberative change of 

conceptions ought to be a relatively easy process.  But being relational to the context 

in which they were developed, newly acquired conceptions in one context may not 

be available in other situations.  Development programmes would need to be 

conducted for all contexts and conceptions ‘constructed’ for all occasions.  It is most 

unlikely that either could or would be feasible.  

 

When programmes aimed at changing phenomenographic conceptions are 

implemented, it seems there is a tacit desire to change an individual’s ‘capacity’ to 

experience a phenomenon to a more favourable one and for this ‘capacity’ to become 

available in other situations.  In this way, the concept of stability becomes an 

attribute of the capacity to experience and makes changing a person’s capacity to 

experience homologous with belief change, with regard to the permanence of the 

change.  

 

Beliefs tend to be stable over time and applicable across situations, rather than 

confined to particular contexts (Nespor, 1987; Rokeach, 1968).  It may be that 

changing them presents more of a challenge to individuals and to staff developers 

than changing conceptions. A programme aimed at belief change would likely 

require more time, a larger component of which would need to be allotted to self-

reflection, not only initially, but during its various phases, and an approach that 

offers participants opportunities to operationalise new views in various contexts.  

Given the existence of the beliefs/practice nexus, there is a need for such a 

programme to be iterative and oscillatory with the focus alternating between beliefs 

and practice because it is in the “light of experience” that beliefs are susceptible to 

change (Thompson, 1992:149).  This concurs with the position researchers take 

regarding beliefs formation – that a lengthy, reflective/practice-oriented programme 

                                                 
3 Remarks made during discussions following the EARLI Symposium, Teacher thinking in higher 

education: Dialogue across epistemologies and methodologies. 10th Biennial Conference of the 

European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction, Padova, Italy, August 26-30, 2003 
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may offer the personally grounded, ‘critical episode’ necessary for beliefs to 

(re)develop – and makes contextually-induced recidivism less problematic (than is 

thought probable in phenomenography), once belief change has occurred.  

 

There is general agreement among researchers that the connection between beliefs 

and intentions to act in specific ways is close and coherent, and that changes in these 

ways of acting must be accompanied by changes in the beliefs that drive those 

actions.  Regardless, it is probably never the case that a single belief determines the 

way we act.  Rokeach (1968) established, as Green (1971) also did, that beliefs are 

held and ‘organised’ in sets or systems and that this is the way they should be 

thought about.  

3.3.4 Belief Systems: Webs of Personal Perspectives 

The concept of the interrelatedness of beliefs, which stems largely from the notion of 

belief systems, is important in my research.  Beliefs (or personal perspectives), and 

their substructures, attitudes and values, are arranged into stable, but not necessarily 

logically organized, systems or networks (Rokeach, 1968), which develop over time 

(Block & Haselip, 1995).  Within a system, Rokeach theorised, beliefs which are 

related to the self or which are shared with others are more central and more 

powerful than peripheral beliefs.  Beliefs derived from others (rather than from direct 

personal experience) and those relating to taste are less central and consequently less 

intense.  Centrality is based on the “connectedness” (p. 5) of the belief in functional 

or structural ways to other beliefs in a web-like fashion.  Beliefs with more 

connections are more central, more powerful and more difficult to change than those 

with fewer connections.  Rokeach’s model proposes that the different degrees of 

intensity and the varying complexity of connectedness of beliefs are factors in 

determining their importance and people’s disposition to act in specific ways.  

 

This model of belief systems has similarities with another proposed by Green (1971), 

which is based on the premise that a belief is never held in isolation, but in clusters 

of primary and derived beliefs.  The strength of beliefs relates to their central or 

peripheral status, with those most central being the strongest (cf. Rokeach, 1968).  

Green does not envisage his clusters as interconnecting networks as Rokeach does.  

Rather, Green contends that beliefs are held in clusters that are “more or less in 
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isolation from other clusters” (p. 48) and protected from cross-fertilisation with other 

sets of beliefs.  This, he proposed, makes it possible for people to hold conflicting 

beliefs.  Rokeach does not discount the possibility that people hold seemingly 

conflicting beliefs.  He suggests, however, that in determining behaviour, the belief 

that has the most functional connections, that is, the highest degree of functional 

centrality, is the one that triggers responsive behaviour.  

 

The idea of clusters of beliefs forming networks or belief systems is integral to my 

research in that my aim is to study potentially related beliefs (and therefore practices) 

for their interdependencies.  Belief clusters, though congregated around a particular 

matter (e.g., teaching or research), are not regarded as exclusive.  If cohesion among 

the clusters is high, then beliefs that are part of one cluster could fit very well into 

another cluster.  For example, if a person believes that teaching is helping someone 

to understand, that belief might fit equally well into the learning cluster as learning 

is understanding something.  In this way, belief clusters can build a web or plexus of 

interconnecting beliefs as represented in Figure 3.6.  That figure indicates that the 

uniqueness of each orientation derives from the uniqueness of the belief clusters 

comprising it (distinguished by their constituent beliefs) and their interconnections.  

The beliefs approach, when operationalised, furnishes an understanding of 

individuals, not just by ‘uncovering’ a particular belief, but in addition, by seeking 

out the interrelatedness of beliefs about a group of objects or situations.  Beliefs 

about teaching, learning, research and supervision, which are themselves clusters of 

beliefs, interconnect with each other, I suggest, to build a belief system, the 

supervision plexus.  In this way individuals’ typical or characteristic global views can 

be identified (Rokeach, 1968).   

 

A number of studies in higher education serve as examples.  Kember (2001) 

examined the beliefs of novice and more experienced students in Hong Kong 

universities about “the whole process of teaching and learning” (p. 205).  He reported 

that these students’ beliefs were logically interrelated in a manner consistent with 

their epistemological beliefs.  Beliefs in one of these areas appeared to have 

influenced the other two and together the three form a coherent, logically interrelated 

system of beliefs.  All three “act in concert to affect learning approaches and 

outcomes” (p. 206). 
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In another study, in which beliefs ranging across a ‘field’ (plexus) of related matters 

were seen to be convincingly interrelated, Samuelowicz and Bain (2002) found that 

academics’ orientations to teaching and learning were closely related to their 

orientations to assessment practices.  Interview questions ranged over teaching, 

learning, understanding, knowledge, curriculum – and were anchored to the 

academics’ typical practices.  Using a method very similar to the one on which I  

based my own analysis, academics’ broad global orientations, and the differences 

among these orientations, were sought.  The orientations were then analysed into their 

constituent beliefs.  Each academic was found to hold one of six qualitatively 

different orientations to assessment practices, which ranged from “reproducing bits of 

knowledge” to “transforming conceptions of the discipline/world” (p. 193).   

 

The 20 academics interviewed were drawn from an earlier study (Samuelowicz & 

Bain, 2001), in which their individual orientations to learning and teaching had been 

established, again by asking questions about a range of interrelated issues – different 

aspects of teaching, learning, understanding, and knowing and links between teaching 

and learning.  The findings of the two studies were brought together and in an 

external comparison (in which belief systems are determined separately, then 

compared), the authors found that the academics’ orientations to teaching were 

related to their orientations to assessment practices.  They found, for example, that 

those academics who understood teaching as exposition and learning as reproduction, 

tended to believe that assessments should determine how well students can reproduce 

the knowledge they have been given and how well they can apply that knowledge in 

well-rehearsed tasks.  Those holding more sophisticated orientations to teaching and 

learning held correspondingly more sophisticated orientations to assessment 

practices. 

 

Interrelationships among beliefs were also found by Quinlan (2002), who 

investigated a range of beliefs that seven academics’ held about their scholarly work 

in mechanical engineering education.  In particular, she asked about their goals, the 

content and structure of their courses, their perceptions of teaching their own subjects 

and of the local departmental culture by seeking their beliefs about interrelated topics 

such as analysis and synthesis, the role of projects and laboratories, and teamwork.  
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Her questions were correlated with observations made of each of the seven 

academics’ practice.  The study revealed that these academics’ beliefs about practices 

related to the craft of teaching their subjects were connected to their beliefs about 

educational goals and to their beliefs about students.  Individuals’ orientations to their 

discipline were built on a range of beliefs that connected to form a system of beliefs 

about their subject.  For example, those who understood engineering as a creative 

process tended to see learning how to synthesise and think in a divergent way as 

primary learning goals for students.  On the other hand, the skills of analysis and 

convergent thinking were more valuable learning outcomes to those who saw 

engineering as a scientific process of developing theories and testing the viability of 

new design.  

 

These studies show that the beliefs approach can be used in a way that accommodates 

and shows possible links among individuals’ beliefs about closely related educational 

topics and reveals their orientations to the phenomenon.  In the cases cited above, 

links between individuals’ orientations and their intentions to practice in particular 

ways or their actual practice were verified.  Their typical or characteristic ways of 

thinking about issues were, in each case, closely integrated with their behaviour (or 

expressed intentions).  

 

Building on the preceding discussion, I can now work with the description offered by 

Ballantyne, Bain and Packer (1999), to construe a definition of an orientation that is 

both grounded in the literature and appropriate for my purposes.  By orientation I 

mean a coherent system of beliefs, aims and attitudes about research, teaching, 

learning and supervision, that interweave and together express a supervisor’s or a 

candidate’s global relationship with the experience of supervision.  It constitutes a 

person’s typical perspective on the supervision plexus by reflecting the quality of the 

relationship between the individual and the way s/he characteristically thinks about 

supervision.  An orientation reveals a person’s disposition to interpret, value and act 

in particular ways. 

 

The definition conveys the complex nature of an orientation.  It incorporates several 

important notions – beliefs within the supervision plexus interweaving to form a 

system or network, the personal nature of orientations, the second-order perspective 
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of the research and relationships between beliefs and actions.  The definition 

subsumes the notions that people’s beliefs tend to be typical and preferred and 

interrelate in a way that describes their orientation to phenomena and disposition to 

act in certain ways.  

 

This chapter began with reasoning that, at a practical level, and perhaps at a 

perspective-centred theoretical level, there is a plausible argument for a plexus of 

supervision, comprising several co-dependent components.  Beliefs about these 

components would, I suggest, together give individuals’ orientations to supervision.  

I referred to the literature to propose the inclusion of research, teaching and learning 

in that plexus.  The idea of interrelated beliefs provides the grounds for including 

supervision as a component of that plexus, even though, in a hermeneutic way, it is 

also the ‘whole’.  To present orientations from the data, we need to be able to see 

how beliefs about all four components fit together.  Beliefs about supervision need to 

be interpreted in relation with the other three belief clusters.  For example, it might be 

that some individuals hold beliefs about research, teaching and learning that together 

indicate a particular approach or orientation (e.g., learner centred approach) to 

education.  But we need to be sure that beliefs about supervision also reflect that 

same approach and not one based, for example, on supervisor direction.  If this were 

the case, dissonance between belief clusters would be obvious and orientations to 

supervision, in needing to reflect this, would be minimally cohesive, perhaps even to 

the extent of not plausibly being orientations. 

3.4 Conceptions or Beliefs? 

The intent in analysing participants’ beliefs about the four components co-relationally 

was to determine their global orientations to supervision and to tease out their belief 

profiles across the components of the supervision plexus.  Here, I emphasise 

attributes of the beliefs approach that make it more suitable than phenomenography 

for achieving these objectives.  Table 3.6 summarises the main differences and 

similarities between the two research specialisations.  Asterisked items in the Beliefs 

Approach column in the table indicate that they were important in my decision to use 

this construct. 
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Table 3.6: Phenomenography and the Beliefs Approach in the Educational Context: A Summary  
 
Differences/Similarities 
in: 

Phenomenography Beliefs Approach 

Terminology conceptions [beliefs] 
 
categories of description 

beliefs, views, understandings,  
personal theories, [conceptions] 
orientations 

Context 
 

experienced world 
schools, higher education 

experienced world 
chiefly schools, teacher education 
growing in higher education 

Ontological 
Assumptions 
 
 
 

multiple conceptions 
relational 
dialectical relation to approach to 
behaviour 
 

typical, fairly stable beliefs* 
valued, preferred. endorsed aspects* 
personal* 
dialectically related to behaviour 
determinant of intentions, actions* 
 

Epistemology 
 

hierarchical (often) set of conceptions 
concern with conceptions 
individuals lost as conceptions emerge 

internal relatedness of beliefs within and 
among belief clusters* 
concern with individuals* 
person recognised through belief profile* 

    purpose variation, discernment 
 
range of all possible ways of being aware 
describing different conceptions  
variation within and between persons 
 
 

individuals’ global orientations and belief 
profiles* 
relatively stable orientations to components 
of a plexus*  
variation between (not within) persons* 
defining tasks explaining intentions and 
practice* 
 

Methodology second-order perspective  
participants’ frame of reference 

second-order perspective  
participants’ frame of reference 

    data collection 
 

interviews, observation, surveys, 
documents 
emergent 

interviews, observations, surveys, 
documents, case studies 
emergent 

    data analysis relevant excerpts used 
inductive 
phenomenographic reduction 
iterative 
contrast 
identify dimensions of conceptions 

entire interviews used* 
inductive 
grounded theory 
iterative 
constant comparative method 
identify orientations and constituent beliefs 
(of individuals)* 

Outcomes possible ways of experiencing 
context-related ways of thinking 
generalisations from and within well-
defined domains of application 
non-individualistic 
dimensions common to group, anomalies 
discarded 
outcome space (hierarchical) set of 
conceptions, categories of description 

typical way of experiencing* 
stable ways of thinking* 
consistently applicable to a wide domain of 
events and situations* 
individualistic* 
dimensions common to group, different 
constituent beliefs form subgroups* 
orientations to a phenomenon viewed in a 
plexus of related phenomena* 

 
* Indicates items which were important in deciding to use the beliefs construct rather than 
phenomenography 
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As the starting point for my research, potentially related beliefs about co-components 

were studied for their interdependencies and the way individuals’ beliefs interrelate 

was expected to reflect their orientation to the particular matter that is the object of 

investigation.  A review of the relevant literature led me to expect that beliefs about 

research, teaching, learning and supervision all have critical bearing on how 

individuals think about the whole process of supervision and that individuals’ 

orientations to supervision would reflect a high level of interconnectedness among 

these beliefs.  The beliefs approach is a way of investigating individuals’ belief 

systems about research, teaching, learning and supervision as a plausible web of 

beliefs about supervision.  This means that entire interview transcripts are analysed to 

obtain a sense of peoples’ overall understanding.  When searching for conceptions, on 

the other hand, only relevant parts of transcripts are used, and the interrelatedness of 

each individual’s perspective may be lost. 

 

This concept of relatedness or interweaving of beliefs within a plexus differs from the 

concept of external relatedness in which beliefs (or conceptions) of each belief cluster 

or component are analysed separately and then investigated to see if and how they fit 

together.  Phenomenographic research into conceptions tends not to investigate this 

co-dependency in ways of thinking.  Typically, the research has used the idea of 

external relatedness to indicate logical connections among educational phenomena 

(e.g., the work of Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Trigwell et al., 2002).   

 

My research rationale assumes the ideas claimed in beliefs research, that beliefs are 

generally held with some degree of conviction (Green, 1971) and that they tend to be 

relatively stable (Rokeach, 1968).  The corollary is that orientations are less tied to 

the context in which they originated or were thought about than conceptions, which 

are relational and more dependent on the context in which they are experienced.  I 

could expect to find that individuals’ beliefs are parallel across elements of the plexus 

and that they would remain relatively stable, regardless of the PhD project, the 

candidate being supervised or the supervisor working with the candidate.  These 

relatively stable beliefs indicate participants’ characteristic ways of thinking.  By 

contrast, because of the relational rather than typical nature of conceptions, 

individuals sometimes express more than one conception during interviews (Booth, 

1997; Marton, 1994; Marton & Pang, 1999).  When this happens, the researcher 
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usually selects only the most advanced (or most sophisticated) conception when 

relating conceptions to, for example, approaches or practices (e.g., Marton et al., 

1997).  

 

Entwistle et al. (2000) conducted an empirical study with student teachers, focussing 

on whether everyday teaching practices are affected by “emotionally-charged beliefs 

or consciously constructed conceptions” (p. 10).  Their conclusion – that beliefs about 

teaching and learning are often based on strongly held feelings and emotions whereas 

conceptions of good teaching are more deliberate, able to be consciously reviewed 

and their implications on teaching considered – suggest to me that at the very core of 

intentions and behaviour are beliefs, not conceptions.  In support of the notion of 

conceptions being more consciously constructed, Eley (2003), after finding no 

instance of teachers articulating conceptions of teaching during their planning of 

particular teaching events, postulated that “conceptions of teaching [grow] out of rich 

and well developed repertoires of teaching skills … as a result of reflection of one’s 

teaching” (p. 9).  These ideas are similar to Hofer and Pintrich’s (1997) but also, the 

understanding of a conception as more conscious and more able to be reviewed, has 

unexpected similarities with Hofer and Pintrich’s description of knowledge.   

 

A hierarchy proposed by Entwistle et al. (2000), from “unexamined beliefs, to a 

single guiding metaphor, … to conceptions at increasing levels of coherence, 

complexity and sophistication” (p. 20), reduces the centrality of conceptions in 

determining individuals’ goals and intentions.  I noted earlier, that Pajares (1992), in 

his review of the beliefs literature, proposed that beliefs are central components of 

conceptions.  This core role of beliefs means that an understanding of them may 

allow researchers greater insight into individuals and the ways they behave than an 

understanding of conceptions allows.   

 

While beliefs research seeks, in the first place, individuals’ orientations to 

supervision, phenomenography seeks the range of possible conceptions in a group of 

persons.  This means that variation in beliefs research (mostly) occurs between 

individuals, but in phenomenography variation is possible both within and between 

individuals.  Conceptions tend to be depersonalised so that it is the conceptions and 

their arrangement (within an outcome space) that constitute the findings of a 
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phenomenographic study, rather than the perspectives of individuals.  One of the 

strengths of the beliefs approach, as it has been pursued by some researchers (e.g., 

Gow and Kember, 1993; Kember & Gow, 1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001, 2002), 

is that the findings comprise individuals’ orientations to an event, situation or idea.  

Though some individuality may be lost as groups of participants holding similar 

beliefs emerge, this happens in a more limited way than in phenomenography.  

Qualitative belief studies are able to retain much rich descriptive data collected from 

interviewees.  From these descriptions and with reference to interview transcripts, 

case stories can be compiled that characterise the individuals concerned, and thereby 

the global orientations of others with whom they have been grouped.  

 

Using the beliefs approach enabled me to work with individuals’ characteristic beliefs 

about the presumably co-dependent components of the supervision plexus and to 

code these into global orientations to supervision.  Identified dimensions of the 

beliefs describe and differentiate the orientations.  These constituent beliefs of the 

orientations equally describe those individuals in the category as they describe the 

orientations themselves.  Reference back to Table 3.6 shows that although 

phenomenography and beliefs research specialisations have some important elements 

in common, there are differences that make the beliefs approach more appropriate for 

my study.  

3.5 Beliefs in Higher Education 

Investigations using the beliefs approach are relatively scarce in higher education, but 

in school and teacher education contexts, the approach has been more visible and had 

greater impact.  During the 1970s and 1980s its use was propelled by interests that 

reached beyond the ways that teachers act and what they do, to how they think and to 

explanations of why they act as they do (Calderhead, 1996; Pajares, 1992).  As 

qualitative methods of inquiry gained greater acceptance in educational research, 

research questions changed to include inquiries aimed at capturing how individuals 

and groups interpret aspects of their life-worlds.  The beliefs approach provided the 

opportunity for teachers, whose beliefs had hitherto remained unknown, to be heard 

just as the significance of teachers’ roles in education was being given increasing 

recognition (Calderhead, 1996).  The construct was a means of affording 
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representation to a wider selection of the educational community by giving teachers a 

say in how they themselves are represented (Elbaz, 1992).  

 

As research acknowledged the influence that beliefs have had on teacher behaviour 

(see §3.3.2) the approach developed into an accepted and useful research instrument 

in school and teacher education contexts.  A number of studies at various levels 

support the premise that individuals holding different beliefs about the nature and 

purposes of learning and teaching tend to approach associated activities in different 

ways (e.g., Brickhouse, 1990; Kagen & Smith, 1988; Korthagen & Lagerwerf, 1996; 

Mitchell, 2001; Prawat, 1992; Richardson et al., 1991; Smith & Neale, 1989; Tillema, 

1997; Wilson & Wineburg, 1988). 

 

Calderhead (1996) identified five areas of research in which it has been shown that 

school and student teachers hold significant beliefs that influence the way they 

approach educational activities (pp. 719-721):  

• teaching and learning  Learning tasks that teachers provide are linked to their 

beliefs about children’s learning; features of the learner influence teachers’ 

judgment of and behaviour towards them. 

• teaching  Teachers hold varying beliefs about the nature and purposes of 

teaching - from knowledge transmission to guiding learning - and these 

beliefs shape classroom practice. 

• subject  Beliefs about epistemological issues influence what and how domain 

knowledge is taught. 

• learning to teach  Teachers and student teachers have beliefs about how 

professional expertise develops and this colours how they approach pre- and 

in-service courses.  

• self and the teaching role  Student teachers hold beliefs about their own 

personality in relation to the teaching role, which influence their perception of 

that role and of classroom practice.  

As evidence of the difference in status of beliefs research in higher and teacher 

education and schools, of these kinds of studies that Calderhead identified, only 

teaching appears to have been researched to any extent in higher education, though 

there are examples of studies of teaching and learning and of subject.  
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In another study, in which beliefs ranging across a ‘field’ (plexus) of related matters 

were seen to be convincingly interrelated, Samuelowicz and Bain (2002) found that 

academics’ orientations to teaching and learning were closely related to their 

orientations to assessment practices.  Interview questions ranged over teaching, 

learning, understanding, knowledge, curriculum – and were anchored to the 

academics’ typical practices.  Using a method very similar to the one on which I  

based my own analysis, academics’ broad global orientations, and the differences 

among these orientations, were sought.  The orientations were then analysed into their 

constituent beliefs.  Each academic was found to hold one of six qualitatively 

different orientations to assessment practices, which ranged from “reproducing bits of 

knowledge” to “transforming conceptions of the discipline/world” (p. 193).   

 

The 20 academics interviewed were drawn from an earlier study (Samuelowicz & 

Bain, 2001), in which their individual orientations to learning and teaching had been 

established, again by asking questions about a range of interrelated issues – different 

aspects of teaching, learning, understanding, and knowing and links between teaching 

and learning.  The findings of the two studies were brought together and in an 

external comparison (in which belief systems are determined separately, then 

compared), the authors found that the academics’ orientations to teaching were 

related to their orientations to assessment practices.  They found, for example, that 

those academics who understood teaching as exposition and learning as reproduction, 

tended to believe that assessments should determine how well students can reproduce 

the knowledge they have been given and how well they can apply that knowledge in 

well-rehearsed tasks.  Those holding more sophisticated orientations to teaching and 

learning held correspondingly more sophisticated orientations to assessment 

practices. 

 

Interrelationships among beliefs were also found by Quinlan (2002), who 

investigated a range of beliefs that seven academics’ held about their scholarly work 

in mechanical engineering education.  In particular, she asked about their goals, the 

content and structure of their courses, their perceptions of teaching their own subjects 

and of the local departmental culture by seeking their beliefs about interrelated topics 

such as analysis and synthesis, the role of projects and laboratories, and teamwork.  



Chapter Three: Webs For Understanding: The Plexus And Belief Systems 

105  

Her questions were correlated with observations made of each of the seven 

academics’ practice.  The study revealed that these academics’ beliefs about practices 

related to the craft of teaching their subjects were connected to their beliefs about 

educational goals and to their beliefs about students.  Individuals’ orientations to their 

discipline were built on a range of beliefs that connected to form a system of beliefs 

about their subject.  For example, those who understood engineering as a creative 

process tended to see learning how to synthesise and think in a divergent way as 

primary learning goals for students.  On the other hand, the skills of analysis and 

convergent thinking were more valuable learning outcomes to those who saw 

engineering as a scientific process of developing theories and testing the viability of 

new design.  

 

These studies show that the beliefs approach can be used in a way that accommodates 

and shows possible links among individuals’ beliefs about closely related educational 

topics and reveals their orientations to the phenomenon.  In the cases cited above, 

links between individuals’ orientations and their intentions to practice in particular 

ways or their actual practice were verified.  Their typical or characteristic ways of 

thinking about issues were, in each case, closely integrated with their behaviour (or 

expressed intentions).  

 

Building on the preceding discussion, I can now work with the description offered by 

Ballantyne, Bain and Packer (1999), to construe a definition of an orientation that is 

both grounded in the literature and appropriate for my purposes.  By orientation I 

mean a coherent system of beliefs, aims and attitudes about research, teaching, 

learning and supervision, that interweave and together express a supervisor’s or a 

candidate’s global relationship with the experience of supervision.  It constitutes a 

person’s typical perspective on the supervision plexus by reflecting the quality of the 

relationship between the individual and the way s/he characteristically thinks about 

supervision.  An orientation reveals a person’s disposition to interpret, value and act 

in particular ways. 

 

The definition conveys the complex nature of an orientation.  It incorporates several 

important notions – beliefs within the supervision plexus interweaving to form a 

system or network, the personal nature of orientations, the second-order perspective 
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of the research and relationships between beliefs and actions.  The definition 

subsumes the notions that people’s beliefs tend to be typical and preferred and 

interrelate in a way that describes their orientation to phenomena and disposition to 

act in certain ways.  

 

This chapter began with reasoning that, at a practical level, and perhaps at a 

perspective-centred theoretical level, there is a plausible argument for a plexus of 

supervision, comprising several co-dependent components.  Beliefs about these 

components would, I suggest, together give individuals’ orientations to supervision.  

I referred to the literature to propose the inclusion of research, teaching and learning 

in that plexus.  The idea of interrelated beliefs provides the grounds for including 

supervision as a component of that plexus, even though, in a hermeneutic way, it is 

also the ‘whole’.  To present orientations from the data, we need to be able to see 

how beliefs about all four components fit together.  Beliefs about supervision need to 

be interpreted in relation with the other three belief clusters.  For example, it might be 

that some individuals hold beliefs about research, teaching and learning that together 

indicate a particular approach or orientation (e.g., learner centred approach) to 

education.  But we need to be sure that beliefs about supervision also reflect that 

same approach and not one based, for example, on supervisor direction.  If this were 

the case, dissonance between belief clusters would be obvious and orientations to 

supervision, in needing to reflect this, would be minimally cohesive, perhaps even to 

the extent of not plausibly being orientations. 

3.4 Conceptions or Beliefs? 

The intent in analysing participants’ beliefs about the four components co-relationally 

was to determine their global orientations to supervision and to tease out their belief 

profiles across the components of the supervision plexus.  Here, I emphasise 

attributes of the beliefs approach that make it more suitable than phenomenography 

for achieving these objectives.  Table 3.6 summarises the main differences and 

similarities between the two research specialisations.  Asterisked items in the Beliefs 

Approach column in the table indicate that they were important in my decision to use 

this construct. 
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Table 3.6: Phenomenography and the Beliefs Approach in the Educational Context: A Summary  
 
Differences/Similarities 
in: 

Phenomenography Beliefs Approach 

Terminology conceptions [beliefs] 
 
categories of description 

beliefs, views, understandings,  
personal theories, [conceptions] 
orientations 

Context 
 

experienced world 
schools, higher education 

experienced world 
chiefly schools, teacher education 
growing in higher education 

Ontological 
Assumptions 
 
 
 

multiple conceptions 
relational 
dialectical relation to approach to 
behaviour 
 

typical, fairly stable beliefs* 
valued, preferred. endorsed aspects* 
personal* 
dialectically related to behaviour 
determinant of intentions, actions* 
 

Epistemology 
 

hierarchical (often) set of conceptions 
concern with conceptions 
individuals lost as conceptions emerge 

internal relatedness of beliefs within and 
among belief clusters* 
concern with individuals* 
person recognised through belief profile* 

    purpose variation, discernment 
 
range of all possible ways of being aware 
describing different conceptions  
variation within and between persons 
 
 

individuals’ global orientations and belief 
profiles* 
relatively stable orientations to components 
of a plexus*  
variation between (not within) persons* 
defining tasks explaining intentions and 
practice* 
 

Methodology second-order perspective  
participants’ frame of reference 

second-order perspective  
participants’ frame of reference 

    data collection 
 

interviews, observation, surveys, 
documents 
emergent 

interviews, observations, surveys, 
documents, case studies 
emergent 

    data analysis relevant excerpts used 
inductive 
phenomenographic reduction 
iterative 
contrast 
identify dimensions of conceptions 

entire interviews used* 
inductive 
grounded theory 
iterative 
constant comparative method 
identify orientations and constituent beliefs 
(of individuals)* 

Outcomes possible ways of experiencing 
context-related ways of thinking 
generalisations from and within well-
defined domains of application 
non-individualistic 
dimensions common to group, anomalies 
discarded 
outcome space (hierarchical) set of 
conceptions, categories of description 

typical way of experiencing* 
stable ways of thinking* 
consistently applicable to a wide domain of 
events and situations* 
individualistic* 
dimensions common to group, different 
constituent beliefs form subgroups* 
orientations to a phenomenon viewed in a 
plexus of related phenomena* 

 
* Indicates items which were important in deciding to use the beliefs construct rather than 
phenomenography 
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As the starting point for my research, potentially related beliefs about co-components 

were studied for their interdependencies and the way individuals’ beliefs interrelate 

was expected to reflect their orientation to the particular matter that is the object of 

investigation.  A review of the relevant literature led me to expect that beliefs about 

research, teaching, learning and supervision all have critical bearing on how 

individuals think about the whole process of supervision and that individuals’ 

orientations to supervision would reflect a high level of interconnectedness among 

these beliefs.  The beliefs approach is a way of investigating individuals’ belief 

systems about research, teaching, learning and supervision as a plausible web of 

beliefs about supervision.  This means that entire interview transcripts are analysed to 

obtain a sense of peoples’ overall understanding.  When searching for conceptions, on 

the other hand, only relevant parts of transcripts are used, and the interrelatedness of 

each individual’s perspective may be lost. 

 

This concept of relatedness or interweaving of beliefs within a plexus differs from the 

concept of external relatedness in which beliefs (or conceptions) of each belief cluster 

or component are analysed separately and then investigated to see if and how they fit 

together.  Phenomenographic research into conceptions tends not to investigate this 

co-dependency in ways of thinking.  Typically, the research has used the idea of 

external relatedness to indicate logical connections among educational phenomena 

(e.g., the work of Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Trigwell et al., 2002).   

 

My research rationale assumes the ideas claimed in beliefs research, that beliefs are 

generally held with some degree of conviction (Green, 1971) and that they tend to be 

relatively stable (Rokeach, 1968).  The corollary is that orientations are less tied to 

the context in which they originated or were thought about than conceptions, which 

are relational and more dependent on the context in which they are experienced.  I 

could expect to find that individuals’ beliefs are parallel across elements of the plexus 

and that they would remain relatively stable, regardless of the PhD project, the 

candidate being supervised or the supervisor working with the candidate.  These 

relatively stable beliefs indicate participants’ characteristic ways of thinking.  By 

contrast, because of the relational rather than typical nature of conceptions, 

individuals sometimes express more than one conception during interviews (Booth, 

1997; Marton, 1994; Marton & Pang, 1999).  When this happens, the researcher 
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usually selects only the most advanced (or most sophisticated) conception when 

relating conceptions to, for example, approaches or practices (e.g., Marton et al., 

1997).  

 

Entwistle et al. (2000) conducted an empirical study with student teachers, focussing 

on whether everyday teaching practices are affected by “emotionally-charged beliefs 

or consciously constructed conceptions” (p. 10).  Their conclusion – that beliefs about 

teaching and learning are often based on strongly held feelings and emotions whereas 

conceptions of good teaching are more deliberate, able to be consciously reviewed 

and their implications on teaching considered – suggest to me that at the very core of 

intentions and behaviour are beliefs, not conceptions.  In support of the notion of 

conceptions being more consciously constructed, Eley (2003), after finding no 

instance of teachers articulating conceptions of teaching during their planning of 

particular teaching events, postulated that “conceptions of teaching [grow] out of rich 

and well developed repertoires of teaching skills … as a result of reflection of one’s 

teaching” (p. 9).  These ideas are similar to Hofer and Pintrich’s (1997) but also, the 

understanding of a conception as more conscious and more able to be reviewed, has 

unexpected similarities with Hofer and Pintrich’s description of knowledge.   

 

A hierarchy proposed by Entwistle et al. (2000), from “unexamined beliefs, to a 

single guiding metaphor, … to conceptions at increasing levels of coherence, 

complexity and sophistication” (p. 20), reduces the centrality of conceptions in 

determining individuals’ goals and intentions.  I noted earlier, that Pajares (1992), in 

his review of the beliefs literature, proposed that beliefs are central components of 

conceptions.  This core role of beliefs means that an understanding of them may 

allow researchers greater insight into individuals and the ways they behave than an 

understanding of conceptions allows.   

 

While beliefs research seeks, in the first place, individuals’ orientations to 

supervision, phenomenography seeks the range of possible conceptions in a group of 

persons.  This means that variation in beliefs research (mostly) occurs between 

individuals, but in phenomenography variation is possible both within and between 

individuals.  Conceptions tend to be depersonalised so that it is the conceptions and 

their arrangement (within an outcome space) that constitute the findings of a 
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phenomenographic study, rather than the perspectives of individuals.  One of the 

strengths of the beliefs approach, as it has been pursued by some researchers (e.g., 

Gow and Kember, 1993; Kember & Gow, 1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001, 2002), 

is that the findings comprise individuals’ orientations to an event, situation or idea.  

Though some individuality may be lost as groups of participants holding similar 

beliefs emerge, this happens in a more limited way than in phenomenography.  

Qualitative belief studies are able to retain much rich descriptive data collected from 

interviewees.  From these descriptions and with reference to interview transcripts, 

case stories can be compiled that characterise the individuals concerned, and thereby 

the global orientations of others with whom they have been grouped.  

 

Using the beliefs approach enabled me to work with individuals’ characteristic beliefs 

about the presumably co-dependent components of the supervision plexus and to 

code these into global orientations to supervision.  Identified dimensions of the 

beliefs describe and differentiate the orientations.  These constituent beliefs of the 

orientations equally describe those individuals in the category as they describe the 

orientations themselves.  Reference back to Table 3.6 shows that although 

phenomenography and beliefs research specialisations have some important elements 

in common, there are differences that make the beliefs approach more appropriate for 

my study.  

3.5 Beliefs in Higher Education 

Investigations using the beliefs approach are relatively scarce in higher education, but 

in school and teacher education contexts, the approach has been more visible and had 

greater impact.  During the 1970s and 1980s its use was propelled by interests that 

reached beyond the ways that teachers act and what they do, to how they think and to 

explanations of why they act as they do (Calderhead, 1996; Pajares, 1992).  As 

qualitative methods of inquiry gained greater acceptance in educational research, 

research questions changed to include inquiries aimed at capturing how individuals 

and groups interpret aspects of their life-worlds.  The beliefs approach provided the 

opportunity for teachers, whose beliefs had hitherto remained unknown, to be heard 

just as the significance of teachers’ roles in education was being given increasing 

recognition (Calderhead, 1996).  The construct was a means of affording 
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representation to a wider selection of the educational community by giving teachers a 

say in how they themselves are represented (Elbaz, 1992).  

 

As research acknowledged the influence that beliefs have had on teacher behaviour 

(see §3.3.2) the approach developed into an accepted and useful research instrument 

in school and teacher education contexts.  A number of studies at various levels 

support the premise that individuals holding different beliefs about the nature and 

purposes of learning and teaching tend to approach associated activities in different 

ways (e.g., Brickhouse, 1990; Kagen & Smith, 1988; Korthagen & Lagerwerf, 1996; 

Mitchell, 2001; Prawat, 1992; Richardson et al., 1991; Smith & Neale, 1989; Tillema, 

1997; Wilson & Wineburg, 1988). 

 

Calderhead (1996) identified five areas of research in which it has been shown that 

school and student teachers hold significant beliefs that influence the way they 

approach educational activities (pp. 719-721):  

• teaching and learning  Learning tasks that teachers provide are linked to their 

beliefs about children’s learning; features of the learner influence teachers’ 

judgment of and behaviour towards them. 

• teaching  Teachers hold varying beliefs about the nature and purposes of 

teaching - from knowledge transmission to guiding learning - and these 

beliefs shape classroom practice. 

• subject  Beliefs about epistemological issues influence what and how domain 

knowledge is taught. 

• learning to teach  Teachers and student teachers have beliefs about how 

professional expertise develops and this colours how they approach pre- and 

in-service courses.  

• self and the teaching role  Student teachers hold beliefs about their own 

personality in relation to the teaching role, which influence their perception of 

that role and of classroom practice.  

As evidence of the difference in status of beliefs research in higher and teacher 

education and schools, of these kinds of studies that Calderhead identified, only 

teaching appears to have been researched to any extent in higher education, though 

there are examples of studies of teaching and learning and of subject.  
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Table 3.7: Beliefs Studies in Higher Education 
Study Topic/Context Comment 
Perry, 1970 epistemological issues 

university students 
development from dualistic to multiplistic to relativist epistemological orientations  

Fox, 1983 teaching  
university teachers 

four basic theories in action of teaching: transfer, shaping, travelling, growing reflect ways of thinking about teaching 
and learning, approach to the tasks and determine tasks set 

Dunkin, 1990 effective teaching 
novice lecturers 

four beliefs about teaching formed basis of orientations: structuring learning, motivating learning, encouraging activity 
and independence in learning, establishing interpersonal relations conducive to learning. 

Sheppard & Gilbert, 1991 student epistemologies  
arts (history, fine art) and science 
departments (physics, biology) 

four types of student epistemologies identified (fragmented to relative view of knowledge) 
disciplinary knowledge structures, teaching methods, students’ conceptions of knowledge may affect development of 
student epistemology 

Neumann, 1992 research-teaching nexus 
senior academic administrators 

strong belief in symbiotic nexus between research and learning 
three perceptions: tangible nexus, intangible nexus, global nexus 

Samuelowicz & Bain, 
1992 

teaching and learning 
science and social science disciplines 
university teachers 

beliefs about teaching and learning, five level classification ordered from student-centred to teacher-centred delimited 
by 10 dimensions  

Gow & Kember, 1993 teaching 
various departments 
polytechnic lecturers  

two orientations to teaching (learning facilitation, knowledge transmission) + sub-scales of each  

Neumann, 1993 research and scholarship 
senior academic administrators 

research: three major attributes (new knowledge, enquiry, publication of results) 
scholarship: provides context for good research (extensive knowledge, writing and dissemination, connection to 
teaching through postgraduate students and conveying academic values)  

Kember & Gow, 1994 teaching 
departmental level 
academics 

orientation to teaching affects methods of teaching, learning tasks, assessment demands & workloads 
learning facilitation orientation discourages student surface learning approach 
knowledge transmission orientation tends to limit student deep approaches 

Irby, 1994 disciplinary educational beliefs 
six distinguished clinical teachers 

six domains of knowledge essential to teaching excellence in context of teaching rounds.  In combination, the domains 
facilitate physicians’ clinical instructional reasoning and targeting of teaching to learners’ specific needs.  

Nixon, 1996 teaching, learning 
conditions for good practice 
university lecturers 

teachers’ professional values and insights into the nature of learning and teaching and institutional conditions 
necessary for learning to flourish  
important for restructuring higher education  

*Murray & Macdonald, 
1997 

teaching  
role perceptions 
business lecturers 

perceptions of teaching – imparting knowledge, providing student support, motivating students, facilitating student 
learning, supporting students 
disjunction between espoused beliefs and reported behaviour 

*van Driel et al., 1997 craft knowledge, teaching 
pool of beliefs of teachers of 
first year engineering courses 

three categories (teacher-centred, student-directing, student-centred) relate teaching practices, acknowledging 
contextual and cultural aspects of practice, relevance of craft knowledge to implementation of innovations 

(continued overleaf) 
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Table 3.7 (continued) 
Bain et al., 1998  teachers’ use (teaching) of CAI material 

computer facilitated environments 
use made of educational technology can be interpreted in terms of specific teachers’ beliefs (about knowledge and 
learning) 

Quinlan, 1999 disciplinary educational beliefs  
history lecturers 

different beliefs of history teachers about the nature of history as a discipline lead to different goals, approaches and 
understandings of student difficulties. 

Samuelowicz, 1999 teaching and disposition to act in 
certain ways  
academics 

questions about aspects of teaching, knowledge, learning, understanding and links between teaching and learning  
assessment practices linked to beliefs about teaching, knowledge and learning. 

Ballantyne, Bain & 
Packer, 1999 

exemplary academic teaching practices 
university teachers 

student centred orientations to teaching and learning prevalent among ‘exemplary’ university teachers  
strong coherence between teachers educational beliefs and practices 

Kember & Wong, 2000 good and poor teaching  
undergraduate students 

students’ beliefs about learning and their perceptions of their instructors’ beliefs about teaching affect students’ 
perceptions of quality teaching (and teaching feedback questionnaires) 

Kember et al., 2001 enrolment 
part time university students 

seven orientations to enrolment for part time study as expressions of life long learning needs; information for 
universities to provide for this demand 

Norton et al., 2001 teaching and learning  
lecturers  

consistency between espoused beliefs and behaviour  

Samuelowicz & Bain, 
2001 

teaching and learning  
nine university disciplines 
academics 

seven orientations to teaching and learning and teaching intentions, either teacher or learner centred, described in 
terms of nine belief dimensions 

Samuelowicz & Bain, 
2002 

relationship between teaching, learning 
and assessment practices 
academics 

six global orientations to assessment practice (knowledge reproduction to knowledge construction/transformation) 
described in terms of six qualitative belief dimensions 

Dunkin, 2002 
[Dunkin 1990; 1991; 
Dunkin & Precians, 1992] 

effective teaching, self-efficacy, self-
evaluation criteria  
novice and expert teachers 
across disciplines 

expert teachers’ belief systems more complex; stronger beliefs in power to influence others; greater pedagogical 
knowledge and confidence to operationalise strategies and self-evaluate  
novice teachers’ belief systems narrower with fewer complimentary approaches; less knowledge and confidence to 
operationalise and self-evaluate 

Hativa, 2002 improving teaching performance 
pedagogical beliefs, detrimental beliefs  
law professors 

better teaching resulted from (i) learning about pedagogy and modifying classroom practice as well as (ii) changing 
detrimental beliefs about teaching, students and learning  

Quinlan, 2002 disciplinary orientations 
mechanical engineering 

academics’ orientations to their discipline linked to educational goals and practices and how they describe and judge 
their students’ difficulties and performance. 

* I note that Kane et al. (2002) classified the theoretical framework of these studies as conceptions, whereas my own readings of them resulted classifying them as beliefs studies.   
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The chronologically organised studies shown in Table 3.7 indicate that (i) most 

beliefs studies in higher education have occurred only since the early 1990s; (ii) 

although some studies include beliefs about learning, the majority of studies focus on 

teaching; and (iii) participants in most studies are teachers or academics (not 

students).  Given the research emphasis on understanding teachers’ beliefs about 

teaching, it is not surprising that participants in most studies belong to teaching 

cohorts.  One research project focussing on students’ beliefs about (good and poor) 

teaching is that by Kember and Wong (2000).  Studies investigating students’ 

epistemological development (Perry, 1970; Sheppard & Gilbert, 1991)4 and part-time 

students’ beliefs about enrolment (Kember et al., 2001) have also targeted students as 

participants.  Investigations by Samuelowicz and Bain (2001; 2002) are examples of 

the few in higher education that have explored beliefs about learning. 

 

A comparison of Tables 3.1, 3.2 and Table 3.7 reveals that many phenomenographic 

studies in higher education centre on student learning while the focus of many beliefs 

studies is on teaching.  It sometimes happens that, when researchers want to discuss 

relationships between beliefs-based orientations to teaching and student learning, they 

draw on well-researched phenomenographic conceptions of learning, as for example, 

Kember and Gow (1994) did.  This situation not only adds to the confusion in the 

literature in use of the terms beliefs and conceptions, but there is a mismatch of items 

compared that is sometimes ignored.   

 

The different points of focus observed from the tables – student learning and teacher 

beliefs – probably result from the historical roots of each specialisation.  

Phenomenography grew out of an interest in why some people are better at learning 

than others and why people learn different things from the same material (Marton & 

Säljö, 1976).  On the other hand, use of the beliefs approach in education developed 

from interests in teachers’ ways of thinking and in understanding determinants of 

their decision-making and behaviour (Calderhead, 1996; Pajares, 1992).  More 

recently, the approach has found accord with Shulman’s (1989) framework of teacher 

                                                 
4 Some researchers (e.g., Fenstermacher, 1994) regard Perry’s (1970) study as focussing on students’ 
reasoning, with justification for their epistemological thinking, rather than on their unexamined beliefs. 
As Sheppard & Gilbert’s (1991) study was performed in a similar way, the same caveat should likely 
apply.  



Chapter Three: Webs For Understanding: The Plexus And Belief Systems 

112  

knowledge (the way pedagogical knowledge is applied to teaching particular 

content).  Although in the school and teacher education-based studies, many 

investigations have indicated confluence between espoused beliefs and classroom 

behaviour, fewer studies in higher education have systematically verified this 

association. 

 

That driving interest in finding out why teachers act as they do appears not to have 

been as strong in higher education.  Though these studies are represented, the focus 

has been on finding out what lecturer beliefs are, reflecting perhaps an early use of 

the approach in the area.  Despite this observation, most studies claim a strong 

influence of beliefs on the teaching methods adopted, learning tasks set and 

assessment demands.  Examples include: 

• teaching: Bain (2000), Ballantyne et al. (1999), Fox (1983), Gow and 

Kember (1993), Hativa (2002), Kember and Gow (1994) 

• teaching and learning: Norton et al. (2001), Samuelowicz (1999), 

Samuelowicz and Bain (1992; 2001) 

• teaching, learning and knowledge:  Kember (2001) 

• assessment: Samuelowicz (1999), Samuelowicz & Bain (2002) 

• learning environments: Bain, McNaught, Mills and Lueckenhausen (1998) 

• specific domain epistemological issues: Irby (1994), Quinlan (1999; 2002) 

• craft knowledge: van Driel, Verloop, van Werven and Dekkers (1997)5, and 

• self efficacy: Upton (1997). 

 

Kane et al. (2002), particularly, have questioned the validity of many claims in 

higher education studies substantiating the beliefs/action nexus.  One argument is 

based on the work of Argyris and Schön (1978) and the difference between teachers’ 

espoused beliefs and their beliefs-in-use (see §3.3.2).  Kane et al. (2002) claimed that 

teachers’ practice (theories-in-use) cannot be assumed from their self-reported beliefs 

(espoused theories of action), yet it is the latter that teachers more easily and more 

                                                 
5 Kane et al (2003) have claimed that this study by van Driel et al. (1997) uses phenomenography, not 

the beliefs construct.  I am not privy to how they made their assessment.  My own reading of the van 

Driel article led me to judge it as an investigation that uses the beliefs construct.  The study is an 

example of the problem mentioned earlier about confusion with the use of the terms. 
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likely offer researchers.  This means that research coding self-reported beliefs gained 

using survey/questionnaire instruments (e.g., Kember & Gow, 1974; Norton et al., 

2001) and semi-structured interviews (e.g., Kember, 2001; Samuelowicz & Bain, 

2001; van Driel et al., 1997) “tell only half the story … [because] they did not use a 

research method that would have gained access to the participants’ practice and their 

theories in use” (Kane et al., 2002:186-187).  And, Kane et al. add, both methods 

may be self-fulfilling if, as sometimes happens, researchers’ expectations are built 

into the instruments.  Further, surveys and questionnaires may be too restrictive to be 

able to gather theories-in-use (Richardson, 1996).  

 

To be certain that beliefs-in-use (and not espoused theories) are collected, Kane et al. 

(2002) suggested triangulation of data collection methods (e.g., Ballantyne, et al., 

1999; Quinlan, 1999; 2002) and to ensure claims of the nexus can be sustained, 

observation of practice ought to occur (e.g., Hativa, 2002; Merz & McNeely, 1990, 

cited in Kane et al., 2002).  Observation is time consuming and the just cited studies 

accommodated very small numbers of participants, two and 13 respectively.  In 

addition, Kane et al. noted, as I also have, that research designs are sometimes too 

sketchy to be able to discern methods of analysis used and validation of the 

beliefs/actions nexus claims (e.g., Fox 1983).  To these concerns, I add uncertainty of 

the nature of perceptions collected, and at times, my conclusions after reading 

reports, are different from theirs (e.g., Murray & McDonald, 1997; van Driel et al., 

1997).   

 

But Kane et al. (2002) themselves did not distinguish between the nature of beliefs 

and conceptions, or between the methods used to gather and analyse beliefs and 

conceptions.  Yet they offer the same criticisms of each.  I have discussed at some 

length, the stability and tenacity of beliefs and the relational, context-specific nature 

of conceptions.  Beliefs are likely to be characteristic of a person and come into play 

across situations, determining individuals’ intentions to act in specific ways.  

Empirical evidence, particularly in the school and teacher education situations, has 

been provided for these claims.  

 

There is a case, too, to be made for the nature of the research design of many beliefs 

studies giving the criticisms of Kane et al. a less than secure tenure.  In lengthy, 



Chapter Three: Webs For Understanding: The Plexus And Belief Systems 

114  

probing interviews that seek not just individuals’ beliefs, but also details of 

behaviour in specific concrete situations (e.g., Murray & McDonald, 1997; 

Samuelowicz, 1999: Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; 2002; van Driel et al., 1997), it is 

improbable that interviewees could maintain their attachment only to espoused 

theories without reverting to their theories-in-use, or that skilled interviewers might 

not recognise incongruities between espoused beliefs and actions described by 

professionals.  The interviewer is then in position to further question whether the 

difference relates to different beliefs or whether the belief persists and circumstances 

necessitate a change in behaviour.   

 

In many of these investigations, triangulation of a kind is built into the research 

design.  The Samuelowicz and Bain, Kember, and Quinlan studies included questions 

across a range of related matters, for example, teaching, knowledge, learning, 

assessment and disciplinary orientations.  During interviews, questions probed 

beliefs and associated actions related to all matters in the particular set.  When 

analysing and coding individuals’ beliefs, whole transcripts were used and analysis 

proceeded using a comparison-contrast method.  This enabled the ideas that 

interviewees value and endorse about the whole set of matters to be interpreted 

relationally.  In such a process, incongruities among beliefs and between beliefs and 

actions are very likely to become obvious and they would serve as triggers for further 

probing.  The strength of the interconnectedness among the beliefs is a ‘measure’ of 

individuals’ global, cohesive understanding and a strong indication of the way they 

prefer to approach educational activities, of their theories-in-use.  And compiling 

case stories that describe individuals’ global (beliefs) orientations to supervision is a 

better check on the cohesion of the belief systems of individuals than providing 

isolated excerpts.   

 

From the above I determined that collecting only espoused theories was inadequate 

for the purposes of my study.  I needed to gain access to beliefs that determine 

individuals’ preferred ways of supervising and responding to supervision and to be 

certain that participants’ responses went beyond expressing what they believe are 

correct ‘textbook’ answers.  To do this, interview questions, especially abstract ones, 

needed to be supported by more wide ranging and probing questions about 

participants’ practice and reasons for that practice, in ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions.  
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My aims were to probe individuals’ beliefs about all elements of the supervision 

plexus; ask for details of their practice in concrete situations for each; analyse whole 

transcripts relationally; be alert to incongruities among beliefs and between beliefs 

and behaviour; and gauge the strength of cohesion of individuals’ belief systems and 

associated actions. 

 

Reasons have been proposed in cases where this congruence is not found.  Murray 

and Macdonald (1997) used a semi-structured format to interview 13 lecturers in a 

business school.  Another set of their data came from 39 questionnaires.  They found 

that although a substantial majority of lecturers saw themselves as facilitators of 

student learning or student supporters, teaching practices for some tended to be at 

odds with these espoused beliefs.  The main use made of lectures, tutorials and 

assessment was to transmit information and to check knowledge and understanding, 

activities the researchers judged to be in conflict with the roles described by the 

academics.  Murray and Macdonald offered three possible impediments to 

performance (see §3.3.2).  There may be contextual constraints that prevent lecturers 

using preferred strategies; espoused beliefs might be ‘ideal’ or those that lecturers 

consider as ‘correct’ but are unable to apply; or staff may need more assistance to 

operationalise their beliefs.  Hativa (2002) also found that lack of general 

pedagogical knowledge (associated in her study with detrimental beliefs about 

teaching, learning and students) contributed to poor teaching behaviour. 

 

Beliefs research in the school sectors readily aligns itself with Shulman’s (1989:10) 

concept of a “pedagogy of substance”, a combination of general pedagogical 

knowledge and domain-specific content knowledge.  Shulman contended that the 

ways of teaching a subject are “rooted in the subject matter itself” (p. 10) and that 

more needs to be accomplished in the area of subject-specific belief studies.  The 

nature of subject-specific beliefs has important consequences for the ways teachers 

go about teaching the subject, deciding the kinds of teaching tasks to provide and 

also the kinds of things students need to be able to do within the domain 

(Calderhead, 1996; Stodolsky & Grossman, 1995).  Beliefs about domain 

epistemologies specific to mathematics, English, foreign languages, science and 

social science have been undertaken in the school sector (Calderhead, 1996).  Lanz 

and Kass (1987:117) have acknowledged the significance of chemistry teachers’ 
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“functional paradigms” in interpreting curriculum materials.  Teachers’ interpretation 

is guided by “certain beliefs, values, techniques, exemplars, and routines” and is 

responsible, in part, for their behaving as they do (p. 131).   

 

Less research of this kind has been carried out in higher education.  Returning to 

Table 3.7, we see that with few exceptions, higher education studies have tended to 

range across several disciplines or be ‘discipline-free’ and so resultant categories of 

beliefs appear more generic, less context-bound.  Samuelowicz and Bain (2001) 

interviewed participants from nine disciplines to find their beliefs about teaching and 

learning and in an extension of that study, questioned 20 academics from a mix of 

disciplines – chemistry, physiology, physiotherapy, nursing, and architecture – to 

identify their orientations to assessment practice (Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002).  

Neumann (1992) tapped the perceptions of senior academics across an array of 

disciplines to investigate the research-teaching nexus in universities.  The aim of 

these researchers was not to correlate findings with disciplinary area, but to ensure 

that a wide range of disciplines was sampled.  

 

Others, for example, Nixon (1996), argued the necessity for the “values [about 

teaching and learning] possessed and practiced by an occupational group [academics 

within the university]” to be considered in planning and restructuring higher 

education (p. 15).  Quinlan (2002) concurred, because most current work “overlooks 

the particular situation in which those teachers act” (p. 59).  Quinlan draws on the 

research on disciplinary culture (Becher, 1994; Biglan, 1973) and on Shulman’s 

(1989) concept of a ‘pedagogy of substance’ to support the claim that having access 

to the “scholarly dimensions” of disciplines, affords researchers and others a better 

understanding of why academics teach as they do and why, it is suggested, teaching 

behaviour sometimes varies among faculties (Quinlan, 2002:41). Nevertheless, 

Quinlan found a wide range of approaches to teaching mechanical engineering 

subjects.  But she also found that the academics’ orientations to their discipline (or 

profession) are linked to their beliefs about educational goals, the teaching practices 

they use to achieve these goals, and the ways in which they describe and judge their 

students’ difficulties and performances.  Quinlan did not just ask for beliefs about 

“scholarly work’.  She asked about their other, related, more ‘basic’ beliefs to build 
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belief systems, or orientations, to better understand these academics and what 

determines their professional practice.  

 

My own study, situated in electrical engineering, does not purport to be discipline-

specific in the same way, as for example, Quinlan’s studies do.  It does investigate 

beliefs that engineering supervisors and their candidates hold, but the emphasis in on 

their more generic beliefs, not their domain-specific beliefs.  The difference is that 

questioning relates to matters such as teaching and learning rather than to specific 

disciplinary concepts.  Similarly, Murray and Macdonald’s study (1997), though 

situated in a business school, deals with beliefs about the role of lecturers, the 

purpose of lectures, tutorials and assessment.  The claim (see §3.3) that beliefs’ are 

stable, connected, typical and tenacious, opens the possibility that individuals’ basic 

beliefs are the source of their generic orientations and are fundamental in shaping 

subject-specific beliefs, those related to domain concepts.  Generic beliefs that 

transcend domain boundaries and domain-specific beliefs may be complementary 

and interactive, not independent (Sternberg, 1989, cited in Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). 

 

Only access to a greater number of studies, both generic and subject-situated, will 

shed light on whether similar orientations to educational phenomena are found across 

subjects or whether particular orientations are found only in particular subject areas.  

Studies such as mine, which is set in an engineering faculty (and draws on academics 

and postgraduate students from six departments within the faculty), but which retains 

the characteristics of ‘generic’ studies, may help tease out an answer.  

3.6 Improving Ways of Supervising  

Anecdotal evidence suggests many academics’ understandings about teaching and 

their teaching behaviour are strongly influenced by their own experience as students 

(Entwistle et al., 2000).  The same has been reported at the postgraduate level 

(Phillips & Pugh, 1994).  Empirical evidence from my own research bears this out.  

Twelve of the supervisors interviewed said that reflection on their own experience as 

RHD candidates has influenced the way they now supervise others.  These earlier 

events may present as “critical episodes” in the formation of current beliefs (Nespor 
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1987:326).  Grounded in personal experience, beliefs and attitudes resulting from the 

experience tend to be central and most resistant to change (Rokeach, 1968).   

 

Given the association between beliefs, intentions and actions and the general 

constancy of beliefs, improvement in practice may proceed either by optimising the 

enactment of current beliefs that underpin practice (‘quality assurance’) or by 

changing current beliefs to ones that are thought more appropriate (‘quality control’).  

In both cases, greater self-awareness of the beliefs individuals hold about 

components of the supervision plexus is the necessary departure point if 

enhancement of practice is the aim.  And a more comprehensive understanding of the 

kinds of orientations academics and candidates are likely to hold is required by those 

facilitating such professional development.  

 

Any large-scale change it seems may require an accompanying alteration in the 

beliefs that inform practice if the new practices are to be sustained.  Research has 

indicated that changing beliefs is neither easy nor straightforward (§3.3.3) and 

changing behaviour is unlikely to result simply from short-term programmes that 

raise awareness of personal orientations to supervision and identify another 

orientation that may be more useful in adopting better practice.  Individuals are 

probably unable to jettison currently held beliefs in favour of more appropriate ones 

(Guskey, 1986; Posner et al., 1982).  Pre-service and staff development programmes 

aimed at changing beliefs require time and informed intervention.  There must also 

be ample opportunity for participant discussion and reflection within a learning 

community (Ho et al., 20016; Prawat, 1992).  Kember (1997) and Kember and Gow 

(1992) suggested action research as a likely format for bringing about conceptual 

change in teachers.  The cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting permit 

interaction to continue over an extended period of time in a small supportive group.  

It offers scope to include the phases of exposure, critical reflection, disequilibrium, 

and practice that appear necessary for change. 

 

                                                 
6 I have earlier discussed the Ho et al. (2001) research as a study of conceptions change.  However, its 

epistemological and methodological association with the beliefs literature as well as with the 

phenomenographic literature, also previously noted, warrants its mention here. 
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Hativa (2002) is one of the few who have reported an intervention working to change 

teachers’ beliefs (rather than conceptions).  Aiming for professional development 

solely by mastering a set of skills useful for classroom practice was, Hativa decided, 

insufficient to change teaching beliefs from knowledge transmission to facilitating 

learning.  In a four-month intervention with two law academics, she found it 

necessary to also address beliefs that were detrimental to effective instruction.  

Facilitating change in beliefs about teaching and students, accompanied by 

improving pedagogical knowledge (cf., Richardson et al., 1991) and in this case 

changing certain of the teachers’ personal characteristics, achieved sustained 

improvement in classroom practice.  Hativa’s findings reinforced earlier work of 

staff developers who doubted the sufficiency of programmes for enhanced practice 

based on the transfer of information or strategies, for example, in supervisor 

development (Clegg & Green, 1995) or in teacher development (Kember, 1997; 

Trigwell 1995) programmes. 

 

Kember (1997) and Richardson (1994) reported that imposed structural changes are 

insufficient to induce changes in the ways teachers think and their intentions to teach 

in particular ways.  At one time, to be validated, all new courses in Kember’s 

university needed to include opportunities to foster interactive, student-centred 

approaches, such as tutorials.  The aim was to reduce didactic approaches to 

teaching.  But without any attempt to influence teachers’ beliefs, lecturers saw the 

tutorials as an additional opportunity for knowledge transmission and the didactic 

approach of adherents remained intact.  Without accompanying initiatives to change 

teachers’ beliefs, Kember argued, moves such as these are unlikely to be successful. 

 

Researchers have offered the view that no tenet suffices for ‘best’ supervisory 

practice in all contexts so it is unlikely that working towards any one particular set of 

beliefs is pedagogically sound (§2.2.2; Connell, 1985; Kam, 1997).  Working from 

the premise of quality assurance may be more suitable (i.e., optimising extant 

approaches to supervision).  As a result of a two-year study of 23 technical teachers 

undertaking teacher education, Radloff (2002) also advised against imposing 

compulsory measures as the optimum way of changing tertiary teachers’ beliefs 

about teaching and learning.  Few teachers on this course changed their beliefs about 

teaching although they used more sophisticated learning strategies and became more 
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aware of their students as individual learners.  Her work supports the necessity of 

being in a small, learning community and for courses to include participant 

opportunities for critical self-reflection about their views of learning and experiences 

that led to them, confronting these issues through reflective practice.  It seems that a 

quality assurance approach, in which it is important to understand and optimise the 

operation of beliefs that participants currently hold rather than to change them to 

some predetermined set may be preferable. 

 

The need for finding out about belief systems associated with teaching has been 

reinforced by Dunkin (2002).  The differences he found between novice and expert 

teachers may be areas to be explored in designing effective staff development 

programmes for enhancement or change.  Expert teachers, he found, have: 

• belief systems that are more complex than those of novices  

• stronger self-efficacy beliefs (in their power to influence the learning of 

others)  

• greater pedagogical knowledge, a greater array of complementary approaches 

and more confidence to operationalise strategies 

• adequate knowledge of criteria for self-evaluation. 
 
The best chance for the success of programmes aimed at conceptual optimisation or 

alteration for supervisors and others seems to be in beginning with knowledge of 

participants’ own beliefs and perhaps of the experiences (critical episodes) that led to 

their formation. A period of critical self-reflection in which to confront any 

discrepancies between their own beliefs and practices would also be beneficial.  Most 

would also gain from exposure to different belief systems and some, perhaps, from a 

consideration of other beliefs they may come to think of as more appropriate to 

student learning in their particular context.  Enrichment of existing beliefs or change 

needs to be sustained by a sense of personal empowerment, not external mandate.  

Identifying global understandings that academics and their candidates have about 

supervision must be a first step.  The results of my study should facilitate these kinds 

of initiatives by providing information about the ‘whole process of supervision’.   
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3.7 Aims of the Research 

The overarching aim of this research was to examine the supervisory beliefs of 

supervisors and RHD candidates.  From an understanding of these beliefs, I aimed to 

present a framework of RHD supervision from participants’ own perspectives, which 

would add to our theoretical and pedagogical understandings of the whole process.  

This major aim and its components, with the supplementary and the subsidiary aims, 

are summarised in Table 3.8. 

 

To provide the framework, global orientations to supervision that present categories 

of individuals’ typical preferences for and approaches to the plexus of supervision-

related matters needed to be established and the constituent collection of beliefs that 

describes each orientation needed to be identified.  Another thread was to seek the 

internal congruency – the ‘theme’ of the belief profile of each orientation and this 

depended on identifying the kinds of interconnections among the beliefs and belief 

clusters within an orientation.  Related to this was the proposal that there would be a 

supervision plexus; that each orientation to supervision would incorporate beliefs 

about teaching, learning and research as well as supervision, and that there would be 

a level of co-dependency among these beliefs that warranted the postulation of the 

plexus.  

 

The supplementary aim of the research was to investigate congruence between the 

orientations that supervisors and candidates hold.  First, I proposed investigating this 

at the large group level to see if there was congruence or otherwise between the 

orientation categories of supervisors and those of candidates.  Second, I aimed to 

look for congruence of beliefs within individual supervisory dyads.  This, I felt, 

might provide a way of explaining the incompatibility that sometimes exists between 

supervisors and candidates.  Understanding the beliefs or personal theories that each 

has about the supervision plexus may reveal different approaches to the supervisory 

process which could lead to relationship problems affecting student and supervisor 

morale and student progress.  

 

Subsidiary aims dealt with the context of the study.  The examination of participants’ 

beliefs about RHD supervision in an engineering faculty adds to the meagre pool of 
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Table 3.8: Research Aims 

 
Major Aim 
 

To present a multidimensional framework of RHD supervision that enhances perspective-centred theoretical 
and pedagogical understandings of the supervision process 

 
Components of Major Aim  

(i)  To examine beliefs about supervision held by practising supervisors and candidates to give a 
perspective of supervision from participants’ frames of reference 
 

(ii)  To confirm the existence of the supervision plexus as a way of understanding and researching 
supervision  
 

(iii)  To analyse participants’ beliefs about components of the supervision plexus (supervision, 
research,  
teaching and learning) co-relationally to present global orientations to supervision  
 

(iv)  To tease out the constituent beliefs for each orientation, in order to provide a more comprehensive 
and detailed understanding of what participants believe and value about supervision, in effect, 
their personal pedagogies of supervision 
 

(v)  To determine the interconnectedness of individuals’ beliefs about the whole process to better 
understand the theme of each orientation and individuals’ personal pedagogies of supervision 
 

Supplementary Aims  
(i)  To investigate general congruence between the orientations the group of supervisors hold and 

those the group of candidates hold  
 

(ii)  To determine accord or discord of orientations within individual supervisory dyads 
 

Subsidiary Aims  
(i)  To determine orientation variation within an engineering discipline  

 
(ii)  To extend beliefs studies in higher education contexts  

 
(iii)  To stimulate the academic supervision debate in Asian contexts 
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Table 3.9: Research Aims Aligned with Methods of Analysis and Evidence Required  

Major Aim 
To present a multidimensional framework of RHD supervision that enhances perspective-centred theoretical and pedagogical understandings of the supervision process 

Components of Major Aim Methods and Evidence Sought Method Details 
(vi)  To examine beliefs about supervision held by practising supervisors 

and candidates to give a perspective of supervision from 
participants’ frames of reference 

Interview participants about their perspectives on supervision by drawing on their 
current and past experiences; analyse the transcripts for explicit and implicit beliefs, 
emphasising participants' characteristic ways of interpreting supervision and 
potentially related academic activities.  

§5.2 data collection, 
interviewing 

(vii)  To confirm the existence of the supervision plexus as a way of 
understanding and researching supervision 

Analyse the transcripts in a way that takes account of any inter-linkages amongst 
component beliefs (about teaching, learning, research and supervision); seek ways 
to assess the nature of, and to represent, any resulting plexus(es) of beliefs  

§5.3 data analysis, 
Phases 1 and 2  
 

(viii)  To analyse participants’ beliefs about components of the supervision 
plexus (supervision, research, teaching and learning) co-relationally 
to present global orientations to supervision  

Read entire transcripts (repeatedly) to identify individuals’ overall theme, if evident; 
form categories of like-minded people as the basis for orientations  

§5.3 data analysis, 
Phases 1, 2 and 3 
 

(ix)  To tease out the constituent beliefs for each orientation, in order to 
provide a more comprehensive and detailed understanding of what 
participants believe and value about supervision, in effect, their 
personal pedagogies of supervision 

Scrutinise transcripts to identify beliefs common to each category; organise 
constituent beliefs into belief clusters and profiles; compile case stories that reflect 
possible concord (or discord) between beliefs and behaviour  

§5.3 data analysis, 
Phases 2 and 3; 
§5.4 discourse analysis;  
§5.4 Orientations, 
Profiles, Case Stories 

(x)  To determine the interconnectedness of individuals’ beliefs about the 
whole process of supervision to better understand the theme of each 
orientation and individuals’ personal pedagogies of supervision;  

Identify whether and how beliefs within and among belief clusters of an orientation 
interconnect to constitute the theme of an orientation 

§5.4, Orientation Webs, 
Case Stories; 
§5.3, discourse 
analysis 

Supplementary Aims   
(iii)  To investigate general congruence between the orientations the 

group of supervisors hold and those the group of candidates hold  
Separate into groups of supervisors and candidates and search for dominance or 
otherwise of particular orientations within each group; analyse for similarities and 
differences between the two groups 

(iv)  To determine accord or discord of orientations within individual 
supervisory dyads 

Compare orientations at the dyad level to determine similarities and contrasts 
between supervisors and their candidates  

§5.2, Data Analysis;  
§5.3, Supplementary 
Analysis 
 

Subsidiary Aims   
(iv)  To determine orientation variation within an engineering discipline  
(v)  To extend beliefs studies in higher education contexts  
(vi)  To stimulate the academic supervision debate in Asian contexts 

It is expected that extrapolation of the findings of the major and supplementary aims 
of the study will fulfil these objectives. 
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studies about supervision in this field, in particular, and more generally to the 

literature about beliefs studies in higher education.  The study emphasises the 

possibility of orientation variation within a discipline, rather than across disciplines, 

and the meaning of any such variation.  The investigation is possibly the first of its 

kind reported about supervision in an Asian context. 

 

Table 3.9 adds to the reader’s understanding of the aims by indicating briefly the 

method of analysis used to achieve each and the kinds of evidence required to 

substantiate its achievement.  This table is best understood in conjunction with the 

references it gives to specific sections of the method chapter (Chapter Five). 

3.8 Summary 

In this chapter, I have concentrated on issues pertaining to ways in which 

perspective-centred research can advance our understandings of educational matters.  

I set out an argument for conceiving of supervision as a plexus or web of research, 

teaching, learning and supervision and reasoned that the beliefs approach is an 

appropriate method for gaining understandings about why individuals act as they do 

in supervisory situations, as prerequisites to improving practice.  The concept of 

supervision as a plexus fits well into research on the interrelatedness among beliefs 

and belief clusters.  

 

Identifying and grouping individuals with similar belief systems or webs of beliefs, 

allows orientations to or pedagogies of supervision to be identified and described.  

Hermeneutically, clusters of beliefs about components of the plexus constitute these 

orientations, and add to a cumulative understanding of the whole process of 

supervision.  

 

These ways of advancing our understandings of supervision are significant in 

separating my inquiry from previous research on postgraduate education and they 

constitute the basis of the aims of this investigation.  The next chapter looks at the 

cultural and professional aspects of the research context.  
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Discipline-related investigations in research higher degree study are generally scarce 

and those that do exist tend to focus on gross paradigmatic differences, essentially 

between the sciences and engineering on the one hand and the humanities and social 

sciences on the other.  In general, domain-specific investigations centre more 

frequently on the social sciences than on the sciences.  My description in this chapter, 

of RHD supervision in an engineering school, draws on the literatures of disciplinary 

differences and supervision to characterise the supervising situation in this context.  

An overview of the chapter is presented in Figure 4.1. 

 

While the chapter provides, on one level, a response to the need for more highly 

contextualised investigations of supervision, for example in engineering, the study 

itself does not investigate domain-specific beliefs.  As a non-engineer, I operated at a 

more general level of inquiry and the beliefs expressed by the participants are not 

explored for their specific cultural characteristics.  Rather, the disciplinary parameters 

described here are to be seen as qualifiers, not major determinants of the investigation.  

Their detailed description serves to give the reader a fuller understanding of an 

interesting situation.  

4.1 Context of the Study  

Choice of the School of Electrical and Electronic Engineering (EEE) in Nanyang 

Technological University suited personal, research and pragmatic interests.  There are 

several gaps in higher education research that a study with the geographical and 

disciplinary characteristics I have alluded to goes some way towards filling. 

 

I have worked as an academic in the target university for a number of years.  During 

that time, one of my responsibilities has been teaching a course for postgraduate 

students, which concentrates on presenting their research in different forms (oral and 
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written) and on managing the research process.  I have previously mentioned how my 

research interest in this field was piqued during my involvement with these students.  

The scarcity of research in postgraduate education that is specifically devoted to 

theoretical, perceptive-centred understandings and to supervision in the hard 

disciplines has been noted throughout the thesis.  Although I did not include my own 

students in my study, working with this cohort gave me an understanding of their 

context.  It also meant I had ready access to other students and to the supervisors in 

the faculty, whom I could ask to participate in the study. 

 

The first contextual qualifier of this study is its geographical location in a large 

university in Asia.  While RHD supervision emerged as a significant topic during the 

1990s in Western countries (e.g., Bowen & Rudenstein, 1992; Delamont et al., 1997c; 

Hockey, 1994a, 1996; Holdaway, 1997a; Pearson, 1999; Salmon, 1992; Zuber-Skerritt 

& Ryan, 1994), it has yet to emerge as a significant component of the higher 

education debate in Asia.  “Compared to the sophisticated study of higher education in 

other major world areas, the study of East Asia higher education has hardly been 

tapped” (Yee, 1995:1).  This is despite the “enormous quantitative expansion” (Kent, 

1996:3) of undergraduate students throughout the region feeding into an expanding 

cohort of RHD students (Guo, 1998; Hayhoe & Zhong, 1995; Sinclair, 1995). 

 

Historically, countries in Asia, for example, Japan, Korea, Malaysia and Singapore, 

have steered their higher education focus towards technological subjects as part of 

nation building (Altbach et al., 1989; Sinclair, 1995; Varaprasad, 1997).  This focus, 

which developed to support newly industrializing economies, has continued into 

postgraduate education (Johnson, 2001), so that today, these countries – including the 

one in which this study took place – have relatively high proportions of postgraduate 

students in science and technology.  Current discussion on advanced degrees within 

the region reflects this emphasis and tends to focus on strategies for developing 

postgraduate education to serve the needs of economic competitiveness and industry.  

Topics traditionally include funding, policy development, structural features and 

cooperation with industry (Bray, 1998; Dainton, 1989; Ketudat, 1997; Tan, 1999; Yee, 

1995).  More recently, the provision of highly specialized skills demanded by the 
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knowledge economy has become part of the debate (Altbach, 2000; Ramphele & 

Rosovsky, 2000).   

 

My study provides a point of departure for broadening the conversation.  The Asian 

context, per se, is not integral to the aims of the study.  However, the findings will be 

relevant because they describe beliefs that academics and candidates hold and that are 

seen to drive their practice, here, when supervising in a technological discipline in 

Asia. 

 

Singapore is a large, modern, Asian city-state with a population at the latest census 

count in 2000 of 4.02 million (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2001).  It boasts a 

number of institutions of higher education, including three universities.  Engineering 

education dates back to 1955 when the then University of Malaya established 

Singapore’s first engineering faculty.  That university later became the University of 

Singapore.  In 1980, it merged with Nanyang University (a Chinese medium 

university) to form the National University of Singapore (Sinclair, 1995; Yee, 1995).  

This is a multi disciplinary university with a large engineering faculty of six divisions.  

 

The other university offering engineering education is Nanyang Technological 

University (NTU), in which my study is situated.  NTU takes its name and its site 

from the former Nanyang University.  It began in 1981 as Nanyang Technological 

Institute (NTI), with the goal of providing engineering and technological expertise to 

meet the “economic restructuring needs” of the young nation (Sinclair, 1995:11; EEE, 

Research Report, 1998).  Its first undergraduates, all engineering students, were 

enrolled in 1982.  The School of EEE is one of the founding schools of the university.  

PhD and Masters research programmes were introduced in 1986.  Expansion of 

student and staff numbers and diversification of courses occurred throughout the next 

decade, driven largely by the need for manpower to support the developing economy.  

By July 1990, undergraduate student enrolments stood at 6832 – with over half 

enrolled in engineering programmes – and postgraduate enrolments at 193 (NTU, 

1999).  NTI became Nanyang Technological University in July 1991 and the National 

Institute of Education was incorporated.  NTU has continued to expand and diversify, 

though its focus remains largely on engineering education and research, attested to by 
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the existence of five engineering schools within the College of Engineering.  In July 

2002, there were 16,214 undergraduate and 6,801 postgraduate students in the 

university1.  

 

The Mission statement of the university clearly reflects a direct relationship between 

its aims and nation building.  “The university will continue to fulfil its national agenda 

to develop high-quality manpower and leaders for Singapore’s domestic and 

international needs” (Cham, 1998:3; Dainton, 1989).  One result of this policy is that 

Singpore’s well educated, technologically oriented workforce has been able to provide 

the base for the growth of related industries such as technopreneurship, ecommerce, 

bio-engineering, and computer hardware and software manufacturing, as well as 

growth in more traditional engineering enterprises.  The creation of niche areas of 

research supports NTU’s aims to train leaders, professionals and entrepreneurs for 

national growth and to drive research and development activities necessary for general 

academic excellence and world class status (EEE, Research Report, 1998).  The aims 

to achieve world-class status in research, scholarship and teaching have bolstered the 

postgraduate sector.  

Development of Postgraduate Study in EEE 

The first postgraduate research students were admitted to the School of EEE in 1986 

and the first Doctor of Philosophy student graduated in 1994.  Following the Dainton 

Report (1989), which commented on the few postgraduate students at the time, and 

the need for “excellent departments … to be lively and vigorous in both teaching and 

research” (p. 17), NTU set about attracting more postgraduate students, from local and 

international sources.  EEE has been part of this drive.  In 2002, there were 3,842 

students enrolled in undergraduate courses and 1,432 in postgraduate coursework and 

research programmes2.  The school is working towards a goal of 25% of its total 

enrolment as postgraduate research students (EEE, Research Report, 2002).  By and 

large, staff numbers have kept pace with the substantial increase in student numbers, 

as has government funding.  EEE academic staff numbers are approximately 2302. 
                                                 
1 Data collected from Nanyang Technological University, EEE websites and private communication 

with administrative staff. 
2 Data from School of EEE meeting, 16 July 2002. 
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Requirements for academics to research and publish continue to be demanding but the 

recent research direction is towards application with a ‘value-added’ component so 

that spin-off companies can be established with NTU as a revenue earner, for the 

greater benefit of the nation.  To facilitate this research and advanced training, EEE 

plays a leading role in a number of the university research institutes and centres of 

excellence.  They provide the venue for interdisciplinary research work in specific 

areas of strategic importance to Singapore's institutions, industry and economy.   

 

The School caters increasingly to the educational needs of the Asian region but it also 

hosts students and staff from many parts of the globe.  Although numbers of doctoral 

students in EEE have risen over recent years and the aim for excellence is a serious 

one, no systematic research of RHD supervision has been carried out.  

 

There is evidence that part of the growth in postgraduate student numbers is a 

response to a tighter economic climate.  Students are tending to study within the 

region, rather than going to the more traditional countries whose stronger currencies 

make them more expensive, for example, Australia, Canada, Great Britain and USA.  

Anecdotal evidence suggests it may now be more difficult for international students to 

enter the United States for postgraduate study so students, particularly from China, are 

looking to Singapore for student research scholarships.  Additionally, with the Asian 

economic crisis of the late 1990s continuing into the 2000s, it appears, also on the 

basis of anecdotal evidence, that a significant number of Singaporean students are 

doing extra study with the aim of being more competitive in a shrinking job market3.   

The Local Supervision Context 

In July 2002, there were 233 students enrolled in PhD programmes in the school (not 

including those who had already submitted theses and were awaiting feedback).  Of 

the total staff group, 143 were actively involved in supervision of research degrees.  

Common practice is for students to have only one supervisor but staff often have 

several students.  The average staff-student ratio is 1:2.52. 

 
                                                 
3 Information in this paragraph was collected during several informal conversations with postgraduate 

students in the School of EEE.  
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The majority of doctoral candidates fit the traditional student model of young, full-

time, on-campus students.  There is more variety in age than in study mode.  Almost 

70% of the cohort comprises foreign students, mostly from China, though there are 

increasing numbers from Malaysia and Indonesia, and several from other Asian 

countries such as Thailand, India and Myanmar.  Many students are on university 

(government) research scholarships that cover fees and provide a living allowance.  

Scholarships normally last three years but where a student is required to do 

enrichment or specialised studies, the scholarship can be extended a further six 

months.  This rigidly applied time constraint is a cause of tension for several of the 

supervisors and candidates interviewed.  

 

The majority of supervising staff are Singaporean.  Others come from Malaysia, China 

and Hong Kong, Thailand, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and the Middle 

East (§2.1.1).  Categorising staff on this basis is difficult and often quite meaningless.  

Many have received all or part of their university education overseas, particularly in 

Britain, Australia and the USA.  Others have degrees from Japan, Germany, Canada 

and New Zealand.  Some have spent most of their working lives in countries other 

than their ‘home’ country or Singapore.  The academic group is culturally very 

diverse, although mostly originating from Asian backgrounds.  

 

The Doctor of Philosophy degree in EEE is a research degree, examined on the quality 

of the thesis and defended by an oral examination.  Twelve months after the beginning 

of their candidature, all students give a First Year Report (in written and oral forms) to 

interested faculty and postgraduate students.  On this basis and their supervisors’ 

evaluation, students are confirmed as doctoral candidates or revert to Master of 

Philosophy or Master of Engineering degrees.  The research situation generally offers 

high quality physical research conditions with state of the art computing facilities and 

equipment. 

 

Throughout their candidature students are encouraged to publish the results of their 

research.  Sometimes, two or three publications in refereed journals are a prerequisite 

for being allowed to submit the thesis for examination.  Articles are published jointly 

with their supervisor (and sometimes with others from the research team).  Students 
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use the publication process as a means of getting further, critical feedback on their 

research from those seen to be experts in their field4.  Following a practice that is 

common in engineering postgraduate study, the articles are used as the bases of theses 

(see §4.2.2). 

 

Academics offer research topics that candidates can select if they are interested.  Most 

students have the opportunity to meet with several possible supervisors offering topics 

in fields of the students’ interest.  Students make their final selections based on the 

topic, personality of the academic and the academic’s reputation as a researcher and 

supervisor.  A few candidates were assigned to supervisors and topics, based on their 

stated area of interest, before their arrival at the university.  Some candidates and 

supervisors interviewed emphasised that the original topics offered are very broad and 

that they then refine them together into something manageable for the student in the 

time frame.  For others, the topic remained as originally suggested by the supervisor.  

Funding for specific durations constrains the period of study to three or three and a 

half years and so can define the parameters of the topic.   

4.2 Disciplinary Characteristics of the Context  

As part of the attempt to understand supervision more fully, some investigations have 

centred on practice in particular disciplinary contexts while others have contrasted 

practice in different disciplines.  Researchers (e.g., Clegg & Gall, 1998; Pearson & 

Brew, 2002; Phillips & Pugh, 1994) suggest that supervisors’ behaviour is part of the 

paradigm, or body of theory (Guba, 1990; Kuhn, 1962) that identifies a discipline and 

guides the actions of its members, who have intuitive knowledge about it from their 

own experience within the culture.  In their study of PhD students, postdoctoral 

fellows and experienced supervisors, Cullen et al. (1994) found that while there are 

key generic processes in effective supervision, variations are primarily dependent on 

context (the nature of research tasks and the methodology of the discipline) and 

individual differences.  

                                                 
4 Information for this section of this thesis was collected during my tutorials with PhD candidates and 

interviews conducted as part of this research 
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It is their paradigm or, more specifically their discipline, that academics most strongly 

identify with (Becher, 1989; Jenkins, 1996; Light & Cox, 2001; Moses, 1990; 

Quinlan, 2002).  Yet few researchers have investigated the beliefs academics have 

about their disciplines or how the nature of the discipline itself helps to shape teacher 

and student behaviour.  Studies by Quinlan (1999; 2002) and Neumann (2001) have 

begun to develop this line of research though more has been done in school and 

teacher education contexts.  Notwithstanding the acclimatisation to particular ways of 

acting that academics experience, disciplines vary in important characteristics such as 

knowledge structures and the organization of their research and these, too, have a 

marked influence on the way research training or postgraduate education is practiced 

within the field.  

4.2.1 Disciplinary Characteristics of Engineering 

The particular identities and recognisable cultural attributes of paradigms closely 

reflect the nature of disciplinary knowledge and are embodied in academics’ attitudes 

and practices of research and teaching and the learning style of its scholars (Becher, 

1989; 1994; Becher et al., 1994; Moses, 1990).  Table 4.1 summarises seminal work 

in categorising and defining academic disciplines (Becher, 1984; 1987; Biglan, 1973; 

Kolb, 1981; Whitley, 1984).  Though Biglan and Becher worked with epistemological 

concerns, Kolb with students’ learning strategies and Whitley with the structure of 

research, the parameters of each of their four categories fit similar subject groups.  

Engineering is a clear example of the paradigm Biglan calls ‘hard applied’ and Kolb 

calls ‘abstract active’.  Kolb describes its practitioners as convergers.  Becher 

categorises engineering knowledge structures as hard, crystalline, purposive and 

pragmatic; while Whitley describes the research as having relatively high strategic 

uncertainty with low technical uncertainty.  The way these researchers use the terms to 

describe the engineering discipline will become clearer in the outline that follows. 

 

The concept of a paradigm provides a framework for describing the knowledge 

domain and defining problems for research (Kuhn, 1962)5.  Engineering is 
                                                 
5 In much of the discipline-specific literature, writers contrast the hard paradigms, referring to them as 

the ‘natural sciences’ but which include science-based professions, with the soft paradigms, which 

include the humanities, social sciences and the social professions. 
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Table 4.1: Characteristics of Disciplinary Groups 
 

Biglan 1973 Kolb 1981 Becher 1984; 
1987 

Whitley 1984 Disciplinary 
Area 

Subject Example 

Paradigm 
Development 

Learning Style Knowledge Organisation of 
research 

  

Hard pure Abstract 
reflective 
Assimilator 

Hard, crystalline 
Cumulative, 
atomistic 

Low strategic 
uncertainty 
Low task uncertainty 

Natural 
sciences 

Chemistry, physics 

Hard applied  Abstract active 
Converger 

Hard, crystalline  
Purposive. 
pragmatic 

Relatively high 
strategic uncertainty 
Low technical task 
uncertainty 

Science-
based 
professions 

Engineering, 
technology 

Soft pure Concrete 
reflective 
Diverger 

Soft, cellular 
Re-iterative, 
holistic 

High degree of 
strategic uncertainty 
High degree of task 
uncertainty 

Humanities 
and social 
sciences 

History, English, 
anthropology 

Soft applied Concrete active 
Accommodator 

Soft, cellular  
Functional, 
utilitarian 

Relatively high 
strategic uncertainty 
Relatively high task 
uncertainty 

Social 
professions  

Education, law  
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paradigmatic (that is, having strong disciplinary characteristics which are widely 

agreed upon within the community), and is concerned with application (applied).  It is 

distinguished from other subject groups by having its own body of theory, level of 

output and learning style.  These disciplinary characteristics go beyond cultural or 

national boundaries (Becher, 1989).  Yet Becher cautioned against applying the 

attributes too widely instead of recognising the wide range of sub-specialities within a 

discipline (Becher, 1984).  

 

Knowledge structure in engineering disciplines tends to be hierarchical (Donald, 

1992) and cumulative (Becher, 1987; Neumann, Parry & Becher, 2002).  This means 

that in successive additions of knowledge, new knowledge sometimes presupposes 

ideas presented earlier, which may become obsolete (Becher, 1987; 1989; Kolb, 

1981).  This kind of structure is reflected in teaching that tends to be heavily didactic, 

concerned with factual, scientific, mathematical and technical content (Felder, Woods, 

Stice & Rugarcia, 2000; Neumann et al., 2002; Waghid, 2000) and delivered in 

lectures and laboratory sessions (rather than in seminars or tutorials), which fill a good 

part of students’ timetables (Ballantyne et al., 1999; Becher, 1989; Neuman, 2001; 

Quinlan, 2002).  A content analysis of lectures in engineering revealed teaching goals 

concerned with describing processes in detail with the aim of helping students 

understand how electrical devices work (Hativa, 1995).  Lectures are reinforced by 

laboratory sessions because engineering processes and skills are learned mainly 

through practice (Donald, 1992).  Woods (1987; cited in Felder et al., 2000) found that 

in one four-year programme 79% of all assigned problems were in the category of 

lower-level skills – knowledge, comprehension and application – on the Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives (Cognitive Domain) (Bloom & Krathwohl, 1984).  

 

This kind of thinking and behaviour is reflected in the conceptions of teaching that 

teachers in the hard sciences appear to favour.  Hard disciplines represented include 

engineering, medicine, science, and agricultural and environmental sciences.  

Although the authors caution against reading too much into their study because of the 

small numbers representing each discipline, Jazvak Martek and Saroyan (2003:11) 

found that “the teacher-centred perspective appears to be firmly etched into the minds 
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of professors [in the hard sciences]” and that this corresponds with the emphasis in 

these disciplines on content. 

 

Chief among engineering student learning goals and conceptions are memorising and 

being able to apply methods and principles (Franz et al., 1997; Marshall, Summers & 

Woolnough, 1999; Neumann, 2001).  The Marshall et al. study (p. 301) also identified 

the higher order conception of “seeing phenomena in the world in a new way”, which 

echoes one of the more generic conceptions found in earlier studies (e.g., Marton et 

al., 1993).  Learning and research in engineering are concerned mostly with mastering 

the physical environment, normally in real life situations. 

 

Research centres on problem-solving activities that are characterised by trial and error 

approaches and the practical application of ideas (Kolb, 1981).  This application 

involves an element of qualitative judgement, which means that engineering research 

is less quantitative than subjects in the hard pure disciplines (Becher, 1989).  Inquiry 

is purposive and pragmatic (Becher, 1987:278), concerned with modifying the natural 

environment and only rarely with people-oriented issues (Kolb, 1981).  The areas of 

inquiry are often determined by trends within the profession rather than from 

academics’ personal interest or theoretical demands so that outcomes are often new 

products, patents or techniques (Becher, 1987; Exley & O’Malley, 1999; Glower, 

1999).  Techniques and materials used in doing research are “quite predictable, visible 

and reliable” (Moses, 1990:357) though engineers do not always concur about the 

research problems and appropriate strategies for solving them, particular 

characteristics that reflect Whitley’s (1984) levels of uncertainty in engineering 

research. 

 

The self-image of engineering academics is one associated with research rather than 

teaching (Light & Cox, 2001; Moses, 1990).  They are entrepreneurial with 

professional, rather than educational values, dominating their disciplinary culture 

(Franz et al., 1997; Moses, 1990).  With reference to engineering academics, Glower 

(1999:33) observed that “problem solving [that] focuses on some aspect of a 

marketable product designed to enhance the quality of life for the consumer … [is] the 

cornerstone upon which an academic career exists”. 
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Group work and collaboration are important in academic research efforts (Becher, 

1994; Becher et al., 1994; Moses, 1990).  Becher (1994) explained this by referring to 

the crystalline structure of knowledge, which makes it possible to “divide the domain 

into a series of discrete, easily manageable problems, and to distribute these in a 

rough-and-ready way among those working on the problem in question” (p. 191).  

There are also relatively few individual assignments given in undergraduate student 

learning activities (Becher, 1994; Waghid, 2000).  The need for modern, often 

complicated equipment, which must be shared by several researchers to warrant its 

expense, contributes to a pervasive small-team culture (Moses, 1990).  Overall, the 

natural sciences have a more “controlled and collective research enterprise” than the 

social sciences (Hockey, 1994a:188).   

 

The work of Whittle (1992), Parry, Atkinson and Delamont (1994) and Parry and 

Hayden (1994) indicates clear linkages between discipline knowledge structure and 

research culture and practice within disciplines, including practice associated with 

graduate education.  Becher et al. (1994) confirmed this by reporting a positive 

correlation between the epistemology of research and the characteristics of the 

research education provided for RHD students in different disciplines.  Of the six 

disciplines covered in the study – physics and biochemistry (natural sciences), 

economics and sociology (social sciences), and history and modern languages 

(humanities) – the correlation was strongest in the natural sciences where “the 

education of the individual research student is shaped by these conditions 

[interdependence of research and graduate education] which are designed to optimise 

the production of new knowledge” (p. 88; brackets p. 66).  The research supports the 

notion of doctoral research education as the vehicle for disciplinary continuation, 

shaping and renewal (Andresen, 1999; Delamont, et al., 1997a; 1997b; Lee & Green, 

1998), because in educating postgraduate students, the norms and practices of the 

group are transferred from one generation of scholars to the next.   

 

Pedagogic continuity is strongest in the laboratory disciplines (Becher et al., 1994; 

Delamont et al., 1997b) because here: 

doctoral students are enculturated into the habitus of the discipline, which 

includes embodied craft skills and a commitment of faith in their 
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Figure 4.2: Disciplinary Influences on Engineering Doctoral Experience                                                                                     [This summary does not include the role of individuals’ beliefs.]

Research Projects  
• problem-solving, quantitative  
• trial and error approaches 
• mastering natural environment  
• new products, patents, techniques  
• marketable product - enhance quality of life  

• Strong disciplinary characteristics - consensus 
• Well codified, stable 
• Hierarchical, cumulative, crystalline  
• Purposive, pragmatic 
• Mastering physical environment, real life  

• Professionally driven, controlled, collective  
• Strategic uncertainty, some established 

problems 
• Low technical uncertainty 
• Team-work - distribute discrete, manageable 

problems  dovetailing of projects 

Model of Supervision Practice 
• Master-apprentice (managed, directed), team  
• Pedagogic approach  
• Predicted responses at particular steps 
• Stimulate and encourage  
• Frequent, close supervisor/candidate alliance  
• Students: follow advice, direction & instruction, 

dependent early stages  

• Supervisor topics -‘hot’, competitive 
• Expensive equipment - shared  
• Acquiring and mastering research skills 
• On-the-job training  
• Publications - collective authorship  
• Theses - collections of articles 

Engineering Doctoral 
Experience 

Structure of Knowledge Organisation of Research 

Disciplinary Characteristics 
Hard applied  

Abstract active 
Paradigmatic  

Convergers - practical application 
of ideas & problem solving 

Learning & Teaching 
• Didactic - lecture, laboratory sessions  
• Processes and skills learned through practice 
• Teamwork 
• Content - factual, scientific, technical, mathematical  
• Teaching goals - describe processes & devices; help 

students understand 
• Learning goals – memorise, apply methods & principles  

Academics’ Self-image 
• associated with research 
• professional values dominate 
• entrepreneurial 

Acclimatisation to discipline 
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experiments. There is a tightly framed transmission of academic capital 

from generation to generation within the research group and the laboratory 

(Delamont et al., 1997b:547). 

The process is advanced by the presence of expensive equipment and the laboratory 

technicians and recently graduated postdoctoral fellows with whom research students 

spend large amounts of time.  The technicians and post doctoral fellows are significant 

players in the transmission of academic culture and teaching the skills of laboratory 

work, such as how to handle apparatus, observational habits and styles of documenting 

work (Delamont et al., 1997a).  

4.2.2 Engineering Supervision 

Much of the research into supervision in the sciences and engineering, scarce as it is, 

focusses on the American model of coursework plus dissertation (e.g., Amundson, 

1987; Davidson & Ambrose, 1994; Friedman, 1987; Mohrig, 1988).  Investigations 

that have specifically embraced aspects of engineering RHD supervision include those 

by Wright and Lodwick (1989), Holdaway et al. (1994), Kam (1997), Pole et al. 

(1997) and Exley and O’Malley (1999).  The literature tends toward a supervisor 

focus with significance being placed on their roles and functions (Pole et al., 1997) 

and in this, it parallels the literature discussed earlier in this thesis (refer §2.2), which 

also emphasises supervisors’ practice.  

 

In describing the situation in engineering graduate education, I am suggesting a link 

between the nature of disciplinary knowledge and research organization, described 

above, with the practices that occur in the RHD context (after Smeby, 2000).  Figure 

4.2 focusses on these three aspects and provides a prefatory summary of the 

engineering doctoral experience discussed in the following sections.  It leaves out, for 

the moment, the determining role that individuals’ beliefs play in this experience. 

Knowledge Structures  

The structure of engineering knowledge is reflected in the problem solving type of 

research projects that postgraduates engage in, the trial and error methods used in 

solving these problems and the incremental steps involved in understanding a topic 

(Becher et al., 1994).  The frequency with which research groups must deal with ‘hot’
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topics often means that students do not have the breadth of knowledge necessary to be 

able to formulate their own topics (Becher, 1984; Smeby, 2000).  In some engineering 

fields, certain knowledge can be quickly supplanted by new information, and one 

responsibility of supervisors is to make sure PhD topics remain current and ‘new’ for 

the duration of their candidates’ programmes, or to change the direction if necessary.  

Decisions of this nature must be made quickly (Smeby, 2000), and students are rarely 

in the position of being able to do this.  In subjects such as engineering it is imperative 

that supervisors be active researchers.  “It would be very rare for a person inactive in 

research to be even a barely adequate supervisor in mathematics and sciences” 

(Shannon, 1998:32). 

 

Engineering students rely heavily on acquiring and mastering the research skills 

(usually quantitative) needed to complete their own projects, and this is regarded as 

integral to any comprehensive grasp of domain-specific knowledge.  Supervisors often 

need to direct their individual students closely in their mastery of this information and 

associated skills, which traditionally are gained as a result of “on-the-job” training in a 

master-apprentice situation (Exley & O’Malley, 1999:47).  

 

Theses produced by engineering students are sometimes collections of articles they 

have published during their candidature, and woven into a unit by an introductory 

chapter (Smeby, 2000).  The rationale for this lies in the need for research results of 

‘hot’ topics to reach others in what is likely to be a highly competitive field, very 

quickly (Becher, 1989; Whittle, 1992).  Articles tend to be short, often only three to 

four pages, and produced frequently.  In keeping with the team nature of the research 

culture, authorship is frequently collective.  In a Canadian study, 77% of coordinators 

of engineering graduate programmes selected the option, joint publications with 

graduate student as first author as the kind of authorship that most commonly applied 

in their department (Holdaway et al., 1994). 

Research Organisation 

Typically, supervision of engineering PhD research feeds into academics’ own 

research programmes making the link between the disciplinary research culture and 

postgraduate education very close (Moses, 1990; Kyvik & Smeby, 1994).  In support 
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of this, is a positive correlation between the number of graduate students supervised 

and an engineering academic’s research productivity (Exley & O’Malley, 1999; 

Berelson, 1960, cited in Kyvik & Smeby, 1994).  In their study of supervisors of 

technical subjects in Norway, Kyvik and Smeby (1994:234), found that 87% of 

supervisors canvassed regarded the supervision of graduate students as part of their 

own research, to a great extent (49%) or to some extent (38%).  

 

This dovetailing of research projects, associated with the need for topics to remain 

current, means that students’ research topics are frequently initiated by their 

supervisors to fit their own research profile.  It helps that costly resources often 

needed for the research are more likely to be already available within the department 

(Delamont et al., 1997a; Smeby, 2000).  Holdaway et al. (1994) reported that only 4% 

of Canadian engineering PhD students surveyed made their own decisions about their 

research topic selection.  Twenty-six percent regarded the supervisor as the sole 

decider.  For the reminder, the decision was a joint one. 

 

The team ethos pervading engineering academic research extends into postgraduate 

programmes.  Together with the dovetailing of research topics, this creates a strong 

dependency relationship between candidates and their supervisors (Becher, 1994; 

Kyvik & Smeby, 1994, Pole et al., 1997; Smeby, 2000).  Even the supervision itself is 

more of a team effort.  Any team of researchers typically includes faculty and 

postgraduate students researching different facets of a topic generated by the 

supervisor.  The implication of this frequent interaction among team members is that 

candidates often receive supervision informally from other faculty, postdoctoral 

fellows and even other candidates, as well as from their supervisor (Delamont et al., 

1997c; Exley & O’Malley, 1999; Pole et al., 1997; Smeby, 2000).  

Research Apprenticeship - Scholastic Endeavour 

Supervision in the hard applied paradigm tends to be of the traditional, highly 

managed, master-apprentice type (Becher et al., 1994; Holdaway et al., 1994; Kam, 

1997; Moses, 1985; Whittle, 1992; Wright & Lodwick, 1989).  This style reflects the 

knowledge, teaching, learning, research and communication epistemologies and 

cultures of the discipline (Whittle, 1992).  Learning takes place by students closely 
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following their supervisors’ advice and instructions (see §2.6).  Students tend to be 

less independent than those in the social sciences or humanities (Acker et al., 1994; 

Becher, 1994; Pole et al., 1997; Whittle, 1992) and more pedagogic6 in their approach 

to postgraduate research (Macauley, 2001a; 2001b).  Interaction between supervisors 

and candidates is closer and more frequent, though not necessarily more intimate than 

in the social sciences (Acker, et al., 1994; Pole, et al., 1997).  It is during this close 

association that the supervisors’ role in pedagogic continuity assumes significance. 

 

The question of student reliance on the supervisor is an interesting one.  In a study of 

postgraduate students’ dependence on their supervisors, Kam (1997) found that 

engineering students are very dependent during the preparatory stages of their 

research (topic selection, planning work, defining research scope, and establishing 

research method).  Once these parameters and approaches have been established, 

candidates are more independent in their work organization and problem solving 

tasks.  Throughout the project though, supervisors perceive the need to keep students 

‘on track’, a point frequently noted by the supervisors I interviewed.  These findings 

support an earlier study which found that candidates in the sciences rely on their 

supervisors (more than arts and social science students do) for learning skills such as 

research techniques, and designing and carrying out practical experiments that need to 

be accomplished early in the programme (Wright & Lodwick, 1989).  

 

When Pole et al. (1997) interviewed supervisors and novice PhD candidates in 

physics, mathematics and engineering, they also found that both groups saw a need for 

close and dependent working in the early part of the degree process.  This frequently 

changed to less student dependence as their work developed and students gained a 

sense of ownership of the research.  When this happened, the student-supervisor 

relationship developed into a more collaborative one.  However the developing style 

was not always mutually appropriate.  Even within the more collaborative kind of 

supervision that ensued, some candidates voiced dissatisfaction with too much close 
                                                 
6 Macauley’s use of the term ‘pedagogic’ is based on Knowles’ (1980; 1990) work, which distinguishes 

ways of teaching adults from ways of teaching children. I use the term in a similar way, and explain it 

more fully, in Chapter Six. It is not used in the same way I use ‘pedagogical’ (see Chapter 1, Footnote 

1) 
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supervision and others with a lack of direction and organization provided by 

supervisors.  The study acknowledged this variation in style across the three 

disciplines (physics, mathematics and engineering), though findings were not 

categorised to reveal difference within the engineering discipline, as my study aimed 

to.  

 

Davidson and Ambrose (1994) described a traditional, master/apprentice supervision 

model in action for new academic staff in engineering faculties.  The model calls for 

predicted responses at particular steps of the PhD process, which is structured and task 

oriented.  Regular consultation meetings are important but supervisors can be of most 

help to their graduate students by remaining actively interested in their research work, 

by providing the benefit of their knowledge about the topic and the processes of 

conducting research, and by keeping clear and open communication with their 

students.  The authors considered supervision, here in relation to the coursework plus 

dissertation type of PhD, to be an educative process.  Their focus is on a task-oriented 

style of supervision, on the “complex task that requires teaching others how to do a 

difficult job” (p. 95).  

 

These studies imply that supervision throughout the natural sciences is a fairly 

homogeneous enterprise.  Difference in style is generally a longitudinal factor related 

to student progression.  The focus, most often, is on acquiring skills needed to 

successfully complete the research project.  The style of supervision in these 

engineering studies is well described by the managed models (§2.6).  

 

In these structured models of supervision, instruction is often an important method of 

teaching and learning.  Postgraduate study in engineering lends itself to instruction 

partly because the paradigm is well developed with highly codified knowledge and 

clearly defined paths which make it easier to give clear directions (Becher et al., 

1994).  This is helped by the largely quantitative nature of the research and the 

necessity for students to understand relevant, well-accepted methods and skills.  

Beyond this instruction, supervisors have a responsibility to stimulate and encourage 

their students, rather than provide solutions to their research problems (Smeby, 2000).  
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Being driven by similar elements, the approach could be seen as an extension of the 

didactic style of teaching commonly found in engineering undergraduate education.  

 

In a previous chapter, I noted that one role of the supervisor was that of mentor (see 

§2.2.2).  This appears less applicable to engineering supervisory dyads.  Friedman 

(1987) found that in one US university, no engineering students described their 

supervisors as mentors.  To both supervisors and candidates, mentoring implies that 

supervisors provide academic and intellectual guidance to prepare students for 

academic rather than industrial careers.  But in engineering, Friedman reported, many 

RHD students, often 80% of a supervisor’s total number of students, go into industry.  

Supervisors were seen, by themselves and by their students, as caring supervisors 

(sometimes less so), but not as mentors. 

 

Available research of supervision in engineering shows that it is a top-down affair.  A 

style of supervision that best serves practical aspects of the doctoral enterprise has 

developed and been passed from one generation of scholars to the next.  The research 

has generally been pitched at the discipline/department level and with little obvious 

reference to the personal theories about education that practitioners (supervisors and 

candidates) endorse.  Differences in the ways individual supervisors and candidates 

practice, based on their beliefs, have not been part of this research.  Engineering 

supervisors themselves, and other academics, have treated engineering supervision 

largely as a uni-dimensional enterprise.   

 

Similarly narrowly focused definitions of other educational phenomena have been 

dispelled by recent research that revealed practitioners’ understandings (e.g., of 

epistemology – Sheppard & Gilbert, 1991; learning – Bond, 2000; Saljo, 1979; 

Marton et al., 1993; teaching – Fox, 1983; Samuelowicz, 1999; Samuelowicz & Bain, 

2001; assessment – Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002; research – Brew, 1998; 2001; 

Wisker, 2000).  It seems appropriate that supervision and in particular, engineering 

supervision, be similarly unpacked to reflect its potential multidimensional variety.   
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4.3 Problems of Engineering Supervision 

The humanities and social sciences have been the major focus of the discipline-

specific literature that concerns RHD study and supervision (e.g., Burgess, 1994; Hill 

et al., 1994; Hockey, 1991, 1994b; Holbrook & Johnston, 1999; Johnson et al., 2000; 

Knight, 1996; Knight & Zuber-Skerritt, 1985; Salmon, 1992).  These disciplines are 

generally recognised as less structured than the sciences and engineering (Ainley, 

2001).  Studies indicate, however, that while styles of supervision differ among 

disciplines, the problems and dilemmas that candidates and supervisors experience 

tend to occur across disciplines (e.g., Brown & Atkins, 1988; Cryer, 1998a; Moses, 

1985), though some may be more pronounced in humanities and in social sciences 

contexts.  Section 2.3 describes supervisor and candidate dilemmas and problems 

common to doctoral study.  Examples I will highlight here include less than optimal 

completion rates and areas of student dissatisfaction.  

 

Completion rates are generally shorter in the natural sciences and engineering than in 

the social sciences (Martin et al. 2001; Sheridin & Pyke, 1994; Whittle, 1992; Wright 

& Cochrane, 2000).  In fact, Sheridin and Pyke concluded that being in a natural 

science discipline is “the single most important contributor to speed of doctoral 

completion” (p. 82).  Wright and Cochrane (2000:181) investigated the time it took 

3,579 PhD research students to successfully complete their programme.  They found 

that the only factor which emerged as “a reliable predictor of successful submission” 

within four-year and 10-year periods (times adjusted for full or part time study status) 

was whether a student was researching a science-based subject – science, medicine or 

engineering – or an arts or humanities-based subject (see Table 4.2).   

 

Regardless, of these differences among disciplines, Exley and O’Malley (1999), 

Sheridin and Pyke (1994) and Smeby (2000) are among those who have 

acknowledged that these fields are not without problems.  Martin et al. (2001) 

reported completion rates for students who enrolled in research doctoral degrees in 

publicly funded Australian universities in 1992.  By 1999, only 55.6% of the 293 

engineering doctoral research students had completed their degree. Table 4.3 shows 

these and corresponding figures for business, administration and economics (42%), 

the arts, humanities and social science (40%) and education (38%), though the data 
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Table 4.2: Differences in Completion Rates between Science-Based and Arts and 
Humanities-Based Subjects (Wright & Cochrane, 2000) 

 
 
Time Frame 

Science-Based Subjects 
% Completed 

Arts and Humanities-Based Subjects 
% Completed 

Within 4 years 64 51 
Within 10 years 82 70 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 4.3: Completion Rates (by 1999 for Students Beginning Studies in 
1992) for Selected Disciplines (Martin et al., 2001) 

 
Discipline Completion Rates % 
Engineering 56.6 
Business, administration & economics 42 
Arts, humanities & socia science 40 
Education 38 
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may be confounded by full time versus part time enrolment status.  While it is obvious 

that engineering students fare better than students in arts and humanities-based 

subjects, their 44.4% non-completion rate after seven years of enrolment leaves 

departments and supervisors no room for complacency. 

 

An important finding of the Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire, in 

which Ainley (2001) investigated levels of student dissatisfaction with aspects of their 

postgraduate experience in different disciplines in Australian universities (see also 

§2.3.2), was that engineering (surveying) students’ dissatisfaction was at levels similar 

to those in most other disciplines for which figures were compiled.  They are only 

marginally more satisfied with their supervision than candidates in science, business, 

agriculture, health and arts though they are significantly more satisfied than 

architectural and veterinary science students.  Engineering students are, however, 

significantly less satisfied than students in education, law and legal studies7.  And 

there are only narrow ranges among the faculties in the other aspects of the survey: 

skill development, intellectual climate, infrastructure, goals and expectations, and 

thesis examination.  On the overall score of satisfaction with their doctoral programme 

there is little difference between engineering, health, agriculture, science and business.  

Students in education and law and legal studies are more satisfied than these students 

while only those in architecture, arts and veterinary science are less satisfied.  

 

Problems more specific to engineering relate to the team nature of research and 

particularly the way graduate research feeds into academics’ research programmes.  A 

common cause of student dissatisfaction is that supervisors sometimes use their PhD 

students as research assistants to do much of the time-consuming data collection and 

data analysis work related to their supervisors’ research (Becher, 1994; Brown & 

Atkins, 1988; Exley & O’Malley, 1999; Kyvik & Smeby, 1994).  There are also 

students who feel a lack of ownership of the project until late in the programme or 

perhaps always, and supervisors who feel diminished responsibility to individual 

members of the research team (Exley & O’Malley, 1999).  
                                                 
7 Though included here, numbers canvassed in law and legal studies and in veterinary science were 

very small compared with all other cohorts, leading to the possibility of less reliable findings than 

might otherwise be the case.  
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In spite of teamwork being so characteristic of engineering supervision, some students 

report dissatisfaction because their supervisors are not intrinsically interested in their 

research and they are not able to get support when they need it (Pole et al., 1997).  

Some complain their supervisors are too busy with outside consulting and are not 

available to help them (Friedman, 1987) or that supervision is inefficient and 

haphazard (Blume, 1986).  

 

Studies show that candidates in engineering, particularly in the early stages of their 

degree process, have demanding expectations of their supervisors (Kam, 1997, Pole et 

al., 1997; Wright & Lodwick, 1989).  Students want clear directions in designing and 

organising the research and help in mastering research skills and techniques, and for 

these they expect to be able draw on their supervisors’ expertise in both the conduct of 

research and in domain knowledge.  They also expect a supportive and fertile 

environment (Pole et al., 1997).  When these expectations are not fulfilled, students 

experience difficulty and dissatisfaction. 

 

It has also been noted (Hirsch, 1982, cited in Blume, 1986) that engineering students, 

in particular, are unsure of why they embark on higher degree studies.  If this were 

translated into a lack of motivation, such an attitude would make the job of the 

supervisor more difficult.  Sometimes, supervisors find it almost impossible to satisfy 

the heavy demands of students in the early part of their programme.  And engineering 

supervisors, no less than supervisors in other fields, are faced with the dilemmas 

suggested by Brown and Atkins (1988), Cryer (1998a) and Delamont et al. (1998), 

described earlier (see §2.3.1): 

• scholarship versus training 

• originality versus conforming  

• student autonomy versus interventionist supervision 

• apprenticeship versus employment 

• informality versus formal supervision 

• detachment versus involvement in students’ personal life. 

 

I have spent some time describing the disciplinary culture of the context in which my 

study is situated and from which participants were drawn.  The review shows a bias 
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towards the practice of supervision, referring to the structure of domain knowledge 

and to the organization of disciplinary research to support differences in supervisory 

behaviour across disciplines.  But extant problems and dilemmas appear to be deeper 

than trying to adapt supervisor behaviour to student expectations (or vice versa).  And 

the research on beliefs indicates that it is unlikely that academics or teachers (or 

candidates) adopt practices that are contrary to their beliefs (Bain, 2000; Richardson et 

al., 1991).  There appears to be a need for individuals to unravel their beliefs about 

doctoral education.  What does each member of the supervisory dyad believe the goals 

of education and of doctoral education ought to be?  What beliefs do they endorse 

about the optimum way of achieving these goals?  Seeking out beliefs that individuals 

hold may transcend the arbitrary circumscription and generic coverage of current 

disciplinary research to reveal more variety within disciplines.  

 

However, the literature of doctoral education suggests that socialisation into the 

disciplinary research culture is significant in shaping behaviour of the group and 

because of this, it seems logical that I could expect only small-scale, idiosyncratic 

variations among the academics and their candidates in their individual orientations to 

supervision.  Whittle (1992:90), for example, suggests that cultural patterns are 

“remarkably consistent within faculty groupings” and that this is reflected in the 

supervisory behaviour of its community.  Others (e.g., Moses, 1990; Pole et al., 1997) 

suggest more variation in styles of supervision in the natural sciences and if they are 

correct, it is likely that beliefs about supervision, and research, teaching and learning, 

are more basic in determining behaviour than paradigm characteristics and 

disciplinary culture.   

 

Research into beliefs about these components of the supervisory plexus and how they 

interweave to form global orientations to supervision may offer insights, beyond those 

provided by disciplinary structures, into engineering supervisory behaviour and to a 

more complete understanding of the entire process.  It is an important area to be 

investigated. 
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4.4 Beliefs Studies in Engineering Higher Education 

Although investigating teachers’ and student teachers’ beliefs and their significance in 

determining their educational goals has been important in school and teacher 

education contexts (see §3.6), it has barely entered higher education research, and in 

particular, postgraduate research.  Two studies in higher education have investigated 

beliefs in connection with engineering undergraduate teaching.  Quinlan’s (2002) 

study of mechanical engineering academics’ professional beliefs emphasised 

contextual issues and the investigation by van Driel et al. (1997) investigated teachers’ 

craft knowledge about first year technical subjects, such as mechanical and electrical 

engineering.   

 

Quinlan (2002) looked for academics’ educational beliefs to see how beliefs about 

their profession are linked to their educational goals and to the student assessment 

procedures they used and to their teaching practices.  She found that although some 

general beliefs relating to teaching were shared throughout the department studied, 

there were substantial differences in how the academics conceived of engineering, 

whether as an art or a science, and that these different beliefs were manifested in 

academics’ orientations and approaches to teaching engineering.  Quinlan’s study 

highlighted the fact that differences exist within (as well as across) different 

disciplines.  She argued for more studies focussing on the “content-specificity” of 

teachers’ beliefs (p. 58), particularly on “how teaching and disciplinary cultures are 

intertwined” (p. 61) to give more significance to the context in which teachers act so 

that staff development initiatives can be made more relevant.  

 

On the other hand, the study by van Driel et al. (1997) lends weight to the concept of 

disciplinary conformity.  Ninety percent of their engineering academic respondents 

indicated they held beliefs associated with teaching and learning activities being 

directed (student-directing belief held by 65%) or controlled (teacher-centered belief 

held by 25% of interviewees).  The student-directing belief is characterised by goals 

of stimulating and supporting student learning by providing “learning activities that 

are carefully planned and controlled by teachers in order to cover a fixed amount of 

subject matter … to maintain a ‘high standard’ of education” (p. 115, original single 

quotation marks).  Those holding the teacher-centred belief see teachers as subject 
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matter experts whose job is to impart knowledge to students.  Seventy-five percent of 

respondents, mainly from these two groups, believed that mastery of knowledge and 

skills should be an important element of the student evaluation process.   

 

Less than 10% of the cohort differed from those with directing/controlling beliefs by 

holding student-centered beliefs.  Those holding this belief were more inclined to 

endorse self-regulated learning activities and to relate their teaching goals to the their 

students’ prior education and to the craft knowledge required by professional 

engineers.  Many from the ‘controlling’ group indicated their desire to change to more 

student-centred beliefs.  The study argued that, to be successful, curriculum 

innovation must give credence to teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning.  

 

These studies offer valuable information about how engineering academics understand 

their subject and their behaviour within disciplines.  While one (Quinlan, 2002) found 

diversity in the way they approach teaching their subject, based on how they view and 

value aspects of it, the other (van Driel, 1997) reinforces the more commonly held 

notion of a general conformity of approach within disciplinary boundaries.  My study 

departs from the focus of these two on the beliefs of teachers of first year university 

subjects, to concentrate on the beliefs of postgraduate supervisors and their 

candidates.  It was interesting to contemplate whether my findings would strengthen 

the view of conformity of beliefs within disciplines or whether it would support the 

notion of difference.  

4.5 Summary 

The contextual issues described in this chapter are approached as important qualifiers 

on the study.  Questions arising from this discussion include whether domain 

knowledge structure, the organization of research, and research training within the 

discipline are so “profound and extensive” (Braxton & Hargens, 1996:35) that they 

alone determine individuals’ beliefs, practice intentions and actions.  If this were the 

case, I would expect little difference among individuals’ global orientations to 

supervision.  It would mean that individuals’ beliefs about components of the 

supervision plexus are subjugated to disciplinary norms.  
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Details about the participants relate them to their Asian and local disciplinary context 

and situating the study in this context extends existing research in several areas: 

• beliefs research in higher education and in postgraduate studies 

• beliefs studies situated in specific disciplines in higher education 

• research about RHD supervision in Asia. 

 

The next chapter explores practical issues relating to the construction of the 

investigation and its implementation.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

MATTERS OF METHOD 

 

This chapter provides some background of the individuals who were a part of this 

research project and details the methods used to code and present the rich information 

they presented.  Participant supervisors and their candidates are described in terms of 

their cultural diversity and their PhD experience.  The qualitative interview and the 

three-phase inductive method of analysis used to draw out the patterns of beliefs and 

theme of an individual’s orientation are discussed, as is the nature of the case stories 

that portray individuals and their orientations.  Figure 5.1 gives an overview of the 

chapter. 

5.1 Participants in the Study 

A total of 34 individuals participated in the study.  All were practitioners in doctoral 

research in the School of EEE in NTU, either as supervisors or as candidates.  

Confining the research to supervisors’ beliefs, as the two studies I mentioned in the 

previous chapter did, would have presented a more limited understanding of the whole 

process of supervision.  And because my interest had initially been piqued by my 

students’ views of their studies, I was keen to follow this line of inquiry.  In addition, 

interviewing supervisors and candidates enabled me to compare and contrast the two 

groups.  At the micro level, choosing paired participants allowed investigation of 

alignment in orientations to supervision within dyads.   

 

Seventeen supervisors and their 17 candidates were selected to give cultural variety 

and to represent subject variation within the school as far as was possible.  My 

situation in the faculty meant I had access to both groups for interviewing.  Culturally, 

the two largest groups in the study are Singaporeans of Chinese ethnicity (supervisors) 

and Chinese from the People’s Republic of China (PRC) (candidates).  There are six 

divisions within the school, and each is represented in the interview group.  

Interviewees included female and male faculty and students.  As far as possible I tried 

to represent the different groups, (ethnicity, origin, gender and division) in proportion 



Chapter Five: Matters of Method 

 

 
MATTERS OF METHOD 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.1: Overview of Chapter Five  
 

 

 

 

Chapter Four  
Cultural and professional 
characteristics  
Disciplinary Characteristics 
Cultural characteristics 

(I) Participants in the study 
Supervisors 
Candidates 

(II) Data collection  
Qualitative interviews 
Preparation for interviewing 
Interview protocols 

(III) Main interviews 
Conducting the interviews 
Transcribing 
 
 

(IV) Data analysis  
Method 
Major aim 
Supplementary aims 

Chapter Six 
Four Orientations to Supervision 
Orientations of supervisors and 
candidates  
Dyadic congruence & dissonance 

(V) Presentation of findings  
Tabular summaries 
Orientation webs 
Participants’ stories 



Chapter Five: Matters of Method 

151 

to their numbers in the postgraduate and supervising cohorts but this proved to be 

difficult.  The representation is shown in Table 5.1.   

Supervisors 

I have mentioned the mixed backgrounds of the supervising staff in EEE (§2.1.1; 

§4.1).  Of the 17 interviewed, six were Chinese Singaporeans, and another eight were 

Chinese - four from Mainland China, two from Hong Kong, one from Indonesia and 

one from Malaysia.  Of the other three supervisors interviewed, one was from 

Vietnam, one from Thailand and one from India.  However, the length of time these 

academics had spent studying and working away from their place of origin differed 

and the impact of that experience was not investigated here.  Several were citizens or 

permanent residents of Singapore or a third country.  As an example, one supervisor 

was born and raised in Hong Kong, attended university in Britain, is now a citizen of 

Australia and has Permanent Resident status in Singapore. 

 

At the time the interviews took place, there were only seven female engineering 

faculty members in the school, compared with approximately 200 male.  Only two 

were supervising doctoral students and only one was available for interview.  

Positions of interviewees within the faculty ranged from the level of dean to assistant 

professor.  All had their doctorates, though one had gained his quite recently, having 

worked on it part-time for a number of years.  Their experience of doctoral 

supervision varied.  The least experienced was supervising at PhD level for the first 

time (though supervisory experience had been gained at masters level) and the most 

experienced had previously supervised six doctoral students. 

Candidates 

I did not include my own former or present students among those interviewed.  I was 

conscious of the fact that during class discussions I may have influenced their 

attitudes, provoked them to think more than others about the issues I was interested in 

investigating, or perhaps cued them about what they thought would be ‘more 

desirable’ answers.  Any of these might have influenced the way they answered the 

questions, reducing the authenticity of responses and biasing my findings.
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 Table: 5.1: Interviewee Information 
 

  Supervisors Candidates 

Pair Divisio
n 

Gender  Ethnicity/Origin Gender Candidature 
(Years.Months) 

Ethnicity/Origin 

A 3 M Chinese/Hong Kong M 1.4 Chinese/Hong Kong 

B 2 M Chinese/Hong Kong M 0.7 Chinese/PRC 

C 3 M Chinese/China F 1.10 Chinese/PRC  

D 4 M Chinese/Singapore M 2.3 Chinese/PRC 

E 6 M Chinese/Singapore M 2.2 Chinese/PRC 

F 4 M Thai/Thailand M 1.8 Burmese/Myanmar 

G 6 M Chinese/Singapore M 1.4 (FT equiv) Chinese/PRC 

H 3 F Chinese/PRC M 2.3 Chinese/PRC 

I 1 M Chinese/Indonesia F 2.8 Chinese/PRC 

J 4 M Chinese/Singapore M 2.10 Chinese/PRC 

K 3 M Chinese/PRC M 2.11 Indian/India 

L 5 M Chinese/Singapore M 2.1 Chinese/Malaysia 

M 2 M Chinese/Malaysia M  2.10 Chinese /Singapore 

N 5 M Indian/India F 2.1 Chinese/PRC 

O 3 M Chinese/PRC F 0.10 Chinese/PRC 

P 3 M Chinese/Singapore M 3.0 (FT equiv) Chinese/Singapore 

Q 2 M Vietnamese/Vietnam M 2.1 (FT equiv) Chinese/Singapore 
 
 

Division 1: Power Engineering 
Division 2: Circuits & Systems 
Division 3: Information Engineering 
Division 4: Control & Instrumentation 
Division 5: Communication Engineering 
Division 6: Microelectronics 

 

M: male 
F: female 
FT equiv: fulltime equivalent 
PRC: Peoples’ Republic of China 

Order of participants here is not the same as the order in the lists that include pseudonyms (Tables 5.2, 6.14, 7.1) 
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Seventeen candidates were interviewed, all supervised by the academics described 

above, as set out in Table 5.1.  Three were Chinese Singaporeans.  Two of these were 

academic staff members of the school and enrolled as part-time students.  Ten came 

from China (PRC), and all but one of them had lived and been educated entirely in 

schools and universities in that country before coming to Singapore.  As a rule, they 

came to pursue doctoral studies directly after completing their bachelors, and less 

frequently, their masters degrees.  One candidate from China, who was studying part-

time, had completed a masters degree in Singapore and was a research assistant in the 

School.  Of the other two Chinese students, one came from Malaysia and the other 

from Hong Kong.  The student from Malaysia had had all his education from the 

beginning of secondary school in Singapore.  The other two candidates interviewed 

came from Myanmar and India.  Both were mature age students who worked as 

academics in their own countries before continuing their education in Singapore.  

They will return to their home countries upon completion of the degree to take up 

their former positions.   

 

Four of the candidates interviewed were female, all from the PRC.  Although females 

comprised one third of the school’s PhD enrolment, logistical constraints meant that 

they made up less than one quarter of those interviewed.  

 

The exact number of interviewees was not determined at the beginning of the study.  

In this type of study, processes of data gathering and analyses are interwoven and 

current data collection is informed by ongoing analysis of previously collected 

material (Kvale, 1996; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  The researcher remains aware of the 

need for further collection or of being able to respond adequately to the question with 

data already to hand.  The 34 supervisors and candidates proved a sufficient number.  

They displayed variation in beliefs about the supervision plexus and provided a 

perspective-centred theoretical framework composed of different orientations to 

supervision.   

5.2 Data Collection  

My methodological framework was empirical, qualitative research focussing on 

identifying beliefs and values reflected in the ways individuals think about 
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phenomena, their dispositions to act in specific ways and their practice in relation to 

the phenomena.  The in-depth qualitative interview (e.g., Kvale, 1996, Rubin & 

Rubin, 1995), a method of analysis informed initially by the constant comparative 

method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1997) but modelled on the 

conceptual field analysis method (e.g., Bain et al., 1998; Samuelowicz, 1999; 

Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; 2002; Bond, 2000), and the use of case stories (e.g., Bain, 

2000, Samuelwicz & Bain, 2001, Quinlan, 1997; 1999; 2002) fulfil requirements that 

are important to this study – understanding individuals’ and their views from their 

own frame of reference; collecting and using rich descriptive data to generate 

grounded theory from inductive analysis: and retaining the richness of the data and its 

individual nature to present meaningful findings.  

 

Of the large variety of data collection methods used in interpretative studies, the 

individual, semi-structured interview is probably the most frequently used format 

(Patton, 1990).  It “provides a way of generating empirical data about the social world 

by asking people to talk about their lives” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997:113).  For my 

research, the interview was designed to probe individuals’ orientations to supervision 

(i.e., to elicit variation, if any, in the supervision plexus).  During face-to-face 

interaction, interviewees framed their own perceptions of relevant aspects of the topic, 

in response to questions that I, as the interviewer, posed.  The following are 

characteristics of the qualitative research interview as it was used in my research 

(Kvale, 1996, Chap. 2; Rubin & Rubin, 1995, Chap. 1; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, Chap. 

4). 

 

1. My interview topic was supervision, an important aspect of the everyday work and 

study life of the interviewees.  This, I had to make explicit as the focus of their 

reflection.  The aim was to obtain relevant, qualitative descriptions of their 

interpretations and how these understandings were enacted.  Interviewing different 

participants was expected to reveal general trends and diversity in the ways 

individuals think about the supervision plexus. 

2. My aim was to create a positive interpersonal situation.  Self-understanding and 

meaning evolve through the conversation, which encourages interviewees to make 

explicit their possibly hitherto tacit beliefs. 
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3. Interviewing in informal, unobtrusive settings encourages participants to articulate 

their thoughts about what they believe and value about the topics being discussed.  

My general familiarity with aspects of the participants’ work and study context 

helped me gain an empathetic understanding and this is important for 

“encouraging people to describe in their own terms” their opinions and experience 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Rubin & Rubin, 1995:2).   

4. The interview was semi-structured and systematic (Kvale, 1996; Patton, 1990). 

Main questions sought beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and learning 

and were supported by supplementary questions aimed at finding out how beliefs 

interrelate and how they are operationalised during respondents’ relevant, 

everyday activity.  The line of questioning was heavily second-order, as it sought 

to reveal what the person values and believes about the field. 

5. I needed to pay critical attention to what was said during the conversation and take 

an interpretative but non-judgmental stance towards answers. This and the 

emergent nature of the interviews, enabled threads to develop in response to 

participants’ answers. 

 

Because beliefs are sometimes tacit and difficult to articulate (e.g., Argyris & Schön, 

1978; Nespor, 1987), Kane et al. (2002) cautioned against assuming that beliefs 

expressed during interviews were those characteristic of the person and responsible 

for determining their typical approaches to educational behaviour.  They suggested 

that triangulation of interview data with researcher observation of practice is desirable 

to detect discrepancies between espoused theories and theories-in-action (see §3.5).  

Observing supervision behaviour in the present context, however, presented problems.  

The formal, supervisor-candidate meetings are regarded as private by many so 

‘outsiders’ are not privy to them; informal laboratory visits and ‘corridor’ meetings 

are frequent; and email question and answer sessions are increasingly common.  

Another consideration was that adequate observation of the 34 participants in the 

study would not have been possible within the permitted timeframe.  Rather than 

sacrifice numbers, which would have shifted the focus of the research, I decided on 

the semi-structured interview as the method of choice to ‘collect’ individuals’ beliefs.  
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Triangulation of a kind was, however, built into the research design itself in the 

following ways:  

(i) Interview questions, especially abstract ones, were supported by subsidiary 

questions probing details of practice and reasons for that practice in ‘how’ and 

‘what’ questions, in an effort to make inconsistencies between espoused beliefs 

and behaviour apparent.  This would alert me to probe the reason for the 

inconsistency – perhaps related to ideal and working beliefs or to an occasion in 

which a belief persists, and to circumstances occasioning a change in behaviour. 

(ii) Beliefs, which tend to be characteristic of a person, can be expected to be in 

evidence across a range of related matters or situations (Kember, 2001; Nespor, 

1987).  Incongruities among beliefs about the four elements of the supervision 

plexus can signal the researcher to question more deeply.  A further check on 

this kind of incongruity was possible as entire transcripts were analysed co-

relationally for their patterns of beliefs and themes of emerging orientations.   

(iii) In lengthy interviews – normally 50 to 80 minutes – that probe beliefs about a 

number of matters and concrete details of behaviour concerning each, it is 

improbable that interviewees mention only espoused or ideal theories and not 

their characteristic, behaviour-informing views and understandings.  

(iv) Case stories synthesised from verbatim transcripts describe individuals’ global 

orientations to supervision.  They provide a “contextualised sense of an 

individual academic’s beliefs and practices” (Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001:312) 

and a check on the way those beliefs and practices are mutually sustaining.  

(v) As Guba & Lincoln (1989) suggest, the hermeneutic principle itself provides a 

way of evaluating qualitative data from within the process itself.  Data are 

analysed continuously and iteratively from the time they are first collected, and 

this allows for moderation by both the respondent (e.g., for clarification) and the 

researcher (e.g., for better framing of questions and for further explanation by 

the respondent).  Outcomes from such a process, they claim, are likely to be 

credible and true. 

 

Before proceeding with the research interviews, I arranged three practice interviews to 

trial the wording of questions and to give myself practice and confidence in 

interviewing.  These interviews were with engineering and non-engineering 
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colleagues.  One volunteer, an engineering academic, had completed his doctorate and 

was supervising his own candidate; another had completed doctoral studies some 

years earlier; and the third was currently enrolled in her own doctoral programme.  

The latter two were not engineers.  I encouraged all three to comment on the wording 

of the questions as well as to answer them as best they were able. 

 

Changes to the questions stemming from the practice sessions were minor and I did 

not change any of the main questions.  However, I did think I had too many subsidiary 

questions directed to substantive and contextual matters that tended to deflect 

emphasis from participants’ orientations to supervision, the intended major focus of 

the interview.  Moreover, the many subsidiary questions made the practice interviews 

very long and I questioned the wisdom of expecting busy academics, unused to this 

kind of intense questioning and in an unfamiliar field, to give up so much time.  They 

and their candidates would have found the prospect of a one and a half to two hour 

interview daunting and many, I am sure, would have refused.  I had the responsibility 

of making sure I could say interviews would “probably last 45 minutes to an hour”.  

Accordingly, I omitted several questions that aimed to elicit extra, rather than 

essential, data.  Examples included: 

Could you supervise if you were not an expert in your student’s field of research? 

How can you tell when your student responds well to your input? 

Would you ever discuss issues relating to supervision with your supervisor? 

Is your PhD research any different from the research you expect to do in the 

future? 

Nevertheless these kinds of topics often surfaced during the interview or in informal 

discussion that followed.  Sometimes, a question was covered by an answer to a 

previous question.  Examples of questions left out because of this are: 

How independent do you expect your student to be? 

Is there an opportunity for the creation of knowledge by your PhD student? 

 

One deficit in my interviewing technique that I became aware of and worked hard to 

rectify was an inclination to fill silences with rephrased questions, instead of 

remaining quiet and giving the person time to think.  During the research interviews 

conducted as part of the study, I was very aware of giving participants time for 



Chapter Five: Matters of Method 

157 

reflection on what it was they wanted to say, to allow them space to verbalise their 

thoughts and descriptions.  The practice interviews were also invaluable in helping 

build my confidence for the research interviews.   

 

I initially approached supervisors I wished to interview in person, telling them of my 

current study and asking their assistance by agreeing to be interviewed.  Then I 

organised the time and venue.  Students were contacted by phone and occasionally by 

email.  During this initial encounter, I described the topic of my research briefly and 

the broad areas I planned to cover in the interview.  Prior to the interview, I sent an 

email reminding them of the arrangements and included the main questions.   

 

With three exceptions, all those approached consented to take part, although some 

were more enthusiastic than others.  I replaced one supervisor (and associated 

candidate) who did not turn up for the interview (and who explained later he did not 

want to participate), by selecting another pair.  This was a pity, as the particular dyad 

would have increased the cultural breadth of participants.  One candidate (a staff 

member studying part-time) also declined to be interviewed.  I was able to select 

another student of the same supervisor.  Unfortunately, from the viewpoint of 

proportional representation, the candidates in each case were women and they had to 

be replaced with men.  Another candidate showed some initial reluctance but when 

approached again and informed of the nature of the interview in more detail, he 

obliged.  His unwillingness stemmed from his lack of confidence in oral English.  

 

Using the qualitative interview to collect data necessitates that several ethical issues 

be dealt with.  I initially sought permission from the dean of the school to interview 

supervisors and candidates.  This was readily given.  Although the interview topics 

themselves were not of a highly personal nature, individuals’ responses were likely to 

be very personal so I asked all participants for their permission to record the 

interviews.  None refused.  Nevertheless, confidentiality was assured as I undertook 

not to divulge names.  I advised that they would all be given pseudonyms and 

promised they would not be identifiable by readers of my thesis.  Table 5.2 lists these 
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Table 5.2: Pseudonyms Given to Individuals in Each Dyad  

 

Dyad Supervisor Orientation Candidate Orientation 

1  Birin 1B Han Yi 1A 

2  Lee 1B Khim 1B 

3  Wong 1B Ah Tee 1C 

4  Andy 2C Albert 1B 

5  Ben 2D Nirmal 2B 

6  Cao 3C Guilin 1A 

7  Kumar 3C Iresh 3A 

8  Soh Eng 3C Esther 1A 

9  Myint 4A Helen 3C 

10  Swee Lin 4A Waka 2D 

11  Sami 4A Li Lian 1B 

12  Tan 4A Arjun 1D 

13  Myo 4A Jai 3A 

14  Dai Qin 4A Hari  3A 

15  Riki 4B Yeo 4A 

16  Chen 4B Zhu Xi  4B 

17  Tiang 4C Kar Hong 4A 
 

All participants have been given names that indicate gender but not ethnic origins. 
To protect identities, the order of dyads in this table differs from the order in Table 
5.1. 
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pseudonyms for the supervisors and candidates in each of the 17 dyads1.  I undertook 

to send an abbreviated version of the transcription of their interview to give them the 

opportunity to clarify or correct any information they thought necessary.  In general, 

candidates were more concerned than supervisors about the confidentiality of their 

responses.  

 

Data collection continued over a period of 20 months.  Throughout this time, I was 

consecutively transcribing interviews and reflecting on ways in which the perspectives 

expressed might be organised.  

The Research Interviews  

The interviews were semi-structured, yet systematic.  A question schedule ensured 

major issues were covered in a fairly systematic way and kept the interview on target.  

The questions served as catalysts for participants to express their views, opinions and 

experiences.  They were open-ended with no predetermined response categories.  

There was flexibility in the supplementary questions, which could be altered or added 

to, to let threads be shaped partially in response to participants’ answers.  Some 

responses I chose to pursue as meaningful avenues for further disclosure, others I 

chose to let go.  This is similar to the interview format that Kvale (1996) called the 

semi-structured interview and Patton (1990) called the interview guide approach.  

 

Interviews began with questions designed to establish a fairly informal and 

conversational tone (Patton, 1990).  They aimed also to help reduce participant 

anxiety and get the interview started on a non-threatening basis.  They were followed 

by more probing main and supplementary questions.  Final questions were a means of 

gauging what was important to the interviewees in their supervisory experiences.  The 

interviews ended with an opportunity for participants to add any extra information 

they wished. Table 5.3 shows the interview protocol for supervisors and Table 5.4 

(overleaf) shows the candidate protocol. 

 

                                                 
1 As a precaution against identification, the order of these names is not aligned with the interviewee 

information given in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5.3: Supervisor Interview Protocol 

 

Main and Supplementary Questions 

 

1. Can you give me some general background about your experience in research and supervision?  

• Can you tell me about the research you have done recently? 
• What experience have you had in postgraduate student supervision?  
• In general, what would you say PhD study is? 
• What is the purpose of PhD study? Why do you supervise PhD students?  What do you gain/give by 

supervising? 
• How was the topic decided on? 
 

2. What do you understand supervision to be, in general? 

• What is it like to be a supervisor? 
• What happens? What do you do?  
• What do you expect your student to do?  
• Is it always this way? (e.g., as your student progresses) 
• Why do you supervise this way? 
• Is the way you interact with your student important in any way? How?  
• What style of interaction works best for you? 
 

3. What do you understand research to be? 

• What do you understand PhD research to be? 
• How do you expect your student to go about the research?  
• How do you see your supervision in relation to your student’s research?  
 

4. What in general, does teaching mean to you? What does ‘to teach’ mean, in general? 

• Is teaching one of a supervisor’s responsibilities? 
• How do you go about doing that? (i.e., your teaching) 
• What kinds of things are you teaching your student through supervising? 
• Do you teach other things besides the purely academic? 
 

5. What exactly does learning mean to you?  

• How do you know when you have learned something? Can you give me an example? 
• How do you identify and help students having difficulty with new ideas?  
• What has understanding got to do with learning?  
• What, for you, are desired outcomes of learning? 
 

6. What is important (critical) for you in supervising your postgraduate students? 

• What is the hardest part of supervision for you? 
• What do you find the most rewarding? 
 

7. What are your feelings about PhD supervision? 

• Do these feelings affect the way you supervise? 
• In what way? 
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Table 5.4: Candidate Interview Protocol 
 

Main and Supplementary Questions 

 
1. What are your experiences of research and supervision? 
• Why are you doing your PhD?  What does having a PhD mean to you?  
• What will you be able to do after completing the degree? 
• What kinds of things are you learning in your PhD studies? 
• How was the choice of supervisor/topic made? 
 
2. What exactly is supervision?  
• Can you tell me about your current experience of supervision? 
• What do you hope to get from supervision? 
• What happens?  What do you do?  
• What does your supervisor do?  
• How do you, as a doctoral student, respond to supervision? 
• Do you always react in the same way?  
• Is the way you interact with your supervisor important in any way? How? 
• What style of interaction works best for you?   
 
3. What do you understand research to be, in general?  
• Can you tell me about the research you are doing for your PhD? 
• How do you go about your research?  Can you explain that in more detail?  
• Does supervision help in the development of your research? How? 
• Can you give me an illustration?  
 
4. What does “to teach” mean?  
• Is teaching one of your supervisor’s responsibilities? 
• How do you distinguish good teaching from bad teaching?  
• Have you experienced any teaching in your doctoral studies?  
• What form did it take?  
• What kinds of things are you being taught in your PhD course?  
 
5. What, in general, does “to learn” mean?   
• What exactly do you mean?  
• How do you know when you have learned something?  
• Can you describe how you learned something recently?  
• Has understanding got anything to do with learning? 
• What does applying knowledge mean?  Is it part of learning? 
• What do you do when you have difficulty with new ideas?  
• What kinds of things are you learning in your PhD studies? 
 
6. As a PhD student, what is important for you in supervision? 
• What has it been like to be a PhD student so far? 
• What is the hardest part about being supervised? 
• What is the best part of the supervision? 
• What, for you, are the important aspects of supervision?  
 
7. What are your feelings about PhD supervision? 
• Do these feelings affect the way you respond to supervision? 
• In what way?  Can you explain further? 
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Introductory questions concerned respondents’ general educational experience and 

their specific experience with supervision as well as their general views about doctoral 

study.  Some questions I had as ice-breakers took on greater importance than I 

expected in helping my interpretation of their overall beliefs about supervision.  These 

included: 

Why are you doing your PhD? / What does a PhD mean to you?  

What will you be able to do after completing the degree? 

What kinds of things are you learning in your PhD studies? 

In general, what would you say PhD study is? 

What is the purpose of PhD study?  

Why do you supervise PhD students? 

 

Open-ended, main questions probed beliefs about each component of the supervision 

plexus.  They began with questions about supervision, and moved on to research, 

teaching and learning:  

What do you understand supervision to be, in general?   

What do you understand research to be?   

What does ‘to teach’ mean?  

What exactly does learning mean to you?  

 

Emphasis in questioning was placed on the second-order perspective, which aims to 

reveal participants’ beliefs or personal views about the topics (as distinct from what 

they might report as ‘factual’ information).  Examples of second-order and first-order 

perspective question are: 

Second-order 

perspective questions: 

What exactly does learning mean to you?  

What do you understand research to be? 

First-order perspective 

question: 

How do you identify and help students having difficulty with 

new ideas? 

What do you do? What do you expect your student to do? 

 

The main questions were followed by probing sub-questions, which I sometimes 

altered, on an individual basis depending on answers given to the main question.  A 

brief look at the interview protocols reveals many “what” and “how”, rather than 
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“why” questions.  These kinds of questions encourage interviewees to describe their 

lived experience and personal theories rather than espoused theory (Sandberg, 1994).   

 

An interplay of second-order main questions with second-order and first-order 

subsidiary questions enabled expressed beliefs to be clarified, elaborated, and 

sometimes verified, with examples of performance intentions and actual behaviour 

(Rokeach, 1968).  Others have sought individuals’ beliefs in a similar manner (e.g., 

Bond, 2000; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; 2002).  Subsidiary questions helped elicit 

depth in description and support for beliefs, and were a way of uncovering and at 

times reconciling ambiguity and contradiction in participants’ views.  All questions 

encouraged interviewees to answer from their own frame of reference, based on their 

own views, experiences and reflections.   

 

Wording on the question schedules for supervisors and candidates was essentially the 

same, differing slightly to reflect their relative positions regarding supervisory 

practice. 

Supervisor question: How do you see your supervision in relation to your student’s 

research? 

Candidate question: Does supervision help in the development of your research? 

How?   

 

Information about how individuals’ beliefs about the different components of the 

supervision plexus co-relate or interweave had to be sought because overall 

orientations and their themes are defined in terms of the particular kinds of 

interrelationships among their beliefs about these issues.  Questions such as the 

following aimed to do this:   

How do you see your supervision in relation to your student’s research? 

Does supervision help in the development of your research? 

Is teaching one of your supervisor’s responsibilities?/Is teaching one of a 

supervisor’s responsibilities? 

Have you experienced any teaching in your doctoral studies?  

What kinds of things are you learning in your PhD studies? 

What kinds of things are you teaching during supervision? 
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Concluding questions attempted to recap beliefs about supervision, and particularly 

emphasised what respondents valued most highly after they had spent approximately 

50 minutes reflecting on the field.  They were a chance for me to check that my 

interpretations accorded with what had been said earlier.   

What is important (critical) for you in supervising your postgraduate students? 

What is the hardest part of supervision for you? 

As a PhD student, what is important for you in supervision? 

What do you find the most rewarding? 

What has it been like to be a PhD student so far? 

 

Feelings and attitudes play a large part in forming our beliefs (Nespor, 1987; see 

§3.3).  For this reason, I tried to tap into interviewees’ feelings about supervision and 

the effect of these feelings on the way they supervised or responded to supervision.  

What are your feelings about PhD supervision? 

Do these feelings affect the way you supervise?  How? 

Do these feelings affect the way you respond to supervision?  How? 

Finally, all participants were asked if they had anything else they would like to add. 

Interviewing 

The interviews were conducted individually.  They averaged 50 minutes, but ranged 

from 40 to 80 minutes.  Most took place in my office, though on occasion it was more 

suitable for me to go to participants’ offices.  For example, it was culturally 

appropriate for me to go to the offices of the senior members of the school, rather than 

asking them to come to mine.  All candidate interviews were in my office.   

 

Respondents tended to see me as an expert in fields in which they felt they had little 

‘theoretical’ knowledge.  Conversations of a general nature which took place before 

the beginning of each interview helped to develop accord (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992), 

put interviewees at ease and sometimes to convince them of the value in telling me 

about their personal theories and experience.  In short, I wanted to create a positive 

interpersonal situation in which they could be comfortable telling me about what was 

“in and on [their] mind” (Patton, 1990:278) about matters of the supervision plexus. 

 



Chapter Five: Matters of Method 

162 

Some students initially felt a little intimidated by the subject matter, I suspected, and 

tried to give ‘correct’ answers but as we progressed through the interviews they 

relaxed and their responses became more spontaneous and more reliable as reflections 

of their own beliefs.  A number of staff also admitted their nervousness about the 

questions and several apologised for their lack of knowledge about these topics, even 

though they were “really teachers” (e.g., Soh Eng, Dyad 8, Supervisor, 3C).  This 

perhaps reinforces the literature which purports that engineering academics see 

themselves first as practitioners within the engineering profession before seeing 

themselves as teachers, and that few are actually trained for their academic teaching 

roles (Exley & O’Malley, 1999; Franz et al., 1997; Glower, 1999; Moses, 1990; 

Quinlan, 2002).   

 

My reading (e.g., Clegg & Gall, 1998; Entwistle et al., 2000; Phillips & Pugh, 1994) 

and personal experience had led me to believe that talking about their educational 

beliefs and practices would be a new experience for many of the participants and, 

accordingly, that the interviewing process might be quite difficult, particularly at the 

beginning.  Although they were anxious not to appear lacking in their practice and 

were wary that, as an ‘expert’ I might be judgemental, the self-reflective nature of the 

interviews did not appear to be too intimidating, although 11 volunteered that the field 

was quite new to them.  In fact, several supervisors and candidates became quite 

animated as the interview proceeded.  Within this state of meta-awareness, as they 

became more aware of their own awareness of plexus matters (Marton & Booth, 

1997), I encouraged them to reflect on the relevant issues and articulate their beliefs 

and attitudes.  At the end of their interview, several candidates and a number of 

supervisors said they had enjoyed very much the experience of thinking about issues 

they had not previously dwelt on at such depth. 

 

Questioning continued about each main idea with subsidiary questions being adapted 

as necessary, until I felt I could make no further progress.  Sometimes an interviewee 

responded with “I have told you all I know” or “I have covered this already”.  At this 

point, I began a new set of questions.  During the interviews, I was continually 

broadening my understanding of supervisors’ and candidates’ personal theories about 

supervision.  Formal analysis of the data began with the verbatim transcription of the 
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audiotape of each interview, although in reality, it began during the conversation as I 

became aware of emerging patterns and themes.   

Transcribing 

I decided very early on to transcribe the interviews myself.  I did this for the 34 

recordings using ViaVoiceTM for Macintosh® (IBM, 2000).  I transcribed each tape as 

soon as possible after the interview so it was still fresh in my mind.  (To transcribe a 

tape, I ‘shadowed’ into a microphone connected to the computer, what was being said 

on the tape, so that ViaVoiceTM was transcribing what I was shadowing.)  Listening to 

the tapes several times enabled me to become very familiar with each interview and I 

could easily recall each event and the nuances of meaning in the expression of beliefs 

and behaviour.  I was able to get a good ‘feel’ about the interviewees and their overall 

orientation to supervision.  I do not think I could have had such a clear picture of each 

person and of the interview had I relied on a text version produced by another person.   

 

Transcription involved many hours of work, as ViaVoiceTM did not prove to be as 

accurate as purported, for a non-American accent.  I checked the scripts at least twice 

in every case to ensure that they were verbatim.  Interviewing and transcription 

continued in tandem until reflection and analysis of the available data appeared 

sufficient to respond adequately to the research questions (Kvale, 1996; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).  

 

After I finished each transcription, I wrote a summary with a self-imposed limit of 

four pages and emailed it to the person interviewed.  This necessitated homing in on 

critical aspects of individuals’ orientations and further enhanced my familiarity with 

the views of each interviewee.  I invited any comments, corrections or clarifications 

they wished to make.  Particularly, I wanted to be sure that my interpretations 

reflected their own views and beliefs about elements of the plexus. Thirteen 

supervisors and eight candidates responded to this email.  Four staff members and one 

candidate made minor changes.  (One supervisor requested the entire interview for 

reflection.  In the event, only minor surface changes were made.)  The summaries 

provided an overview of the expressed beliefs, practice intentions and stated actions of 

each interviewee.  They were useful documents in giving me a heightened sense of 
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individuals’ personal theories and readying me for the more intensive stage of 

analysis.  

5.3 Data Analysis  

The central aim of my study was to draw out beliefs and personal theories that 

participants hold about aspects of their reality (in relation to supervision) and to search 

for further levels of understanding by formulating theory grounded in those expressed 

beliefs.  In a hermeneutic approach to research (Gadamer, 1985) I, as the researcher, 

was involved in the constitution of meaning through several cycles of interpretation, 

from making assumptions about the meaning of participants’ utterances, to clarifying 

and interpreting the transcribed texts, to presenting findings.  The challenge 

throughout was to remain as true as possible to participants’ own interpretations of 

that reality.  

 

The cycles of interpretation followed the principles of conceptual field analysis (e.g., 

Bain et al., 1998; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; 2002).  This method enables beliefs 

about the selected elements of a field (in my terms, the supervision plexus) to be dealt 

with co-relationally.  Whole transcripts are compared one with another as the 

researcher aims to understand interviewees’ orientation, that is, where they posit 

themselves in relation to the field being researched.  The emphasis, then, is on the 

pattern and theme of each individual’s beliefs and how they compare with, and differ 

from, the patterns and themes of other individuals.  Theory emerges from inductive 

analysis of collected data, using a coding system informed by the constant 

comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), a way of 

formulating theory so findings emerge from and remain grounded in participants’ 

experience, to better reflect their views.  Coding occurs only enough to “suggest” 

theory, not to test hypotheses (Glaser & Strauss, 1967:103).  Benefits are that findings 

that remain firmly grounded in individuals’ transcripts can be expected to retain a 

close ‘fit’ with the research aims.  

 

This kind of analysis enabled me to gain an understanding of supervisors’ and 

candidates’ views about supervision, to synthesise cohesive, interconnected 

descriptions of understandings by distinguishing their critical features and patterns of 
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beliefs (and to present them as case stories), and to build categories of description 

corresponding to orientations to supervision.  The orientations offer a framework of 

individuals’ (presumably) interconnected beliefs about and approaches to the whole 

process of supervision.  The method has previously been shown to be effective in 

higher education contexts (e.g., Bain et al., 1998; Kember, 2001; Samuelowicz & 

Bain, 1992; 2001; 2002).  It is an iterative process and as the cycles of interviewing, 

analysis and checking proceed, each repetition gives a fuller, clearer picture of the 

patterns of beliefs individuals have about supervision.  The process is emergent 

because the descriptions and interpretations derive from, and are altered in accordance 

with, the interview transcripts as they are revisited many times during analysis (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967:101).  

 

Considering supervision as a plexus of several plausibly co-dependent components 

meant that the whole transcript must be the unit of analysis (rather than excerpts that 

seemed pertinent).  All four components were considered jointly, with the working 

hypothesis being that an individual’s beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and 

learning would be mutually informing and constraining.  An alternative could have 

been to focus upon relevant sections of the interview transcripts and determine 

individuals’ beliefs about each of the four components of the plexus separately, before 

attempting to determine whether and how they were interrelated.  This alternative 

approach seemed less appropriate for my aims and data than the conceptual field 

approach because of the expectation that individuals’ meanings of the components 

would be parallel and mutually informing. 

 

It is vital, with this kind of inductive analysis, that entire transcripts be used so that 

overall orientations to supervision can be obtained and the data remains embedded in 

individuals’ overall experience.  Interpretation of critical beliefs can then proceed in a 

co-relational way so that interdependencies among beliefs about the different elements 

of the plexus become discernible.  Understanding how their beliefs about the various 

phenomena interconnect is necessary for obtaining individuals’ global orientations to 

supervision.  Interpreting fragmented excerpts for discrete perceptions of different 

components of the supervision plexus is not conducive to this.   
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Another reason for analysing whole transcripts stems from the assumption underlying 

beliefs research in educational situations – that beliefs are instrumental in determining 

behavioural intentions (§3.3.2).  In interviews that probed beliefs and related 

behaviour, it is expected that this close association would be evidenced and that 

reference to either by the interviewee would provide support for the other.  Excerpts 

of transcripts related only to beliefs would be insufficient in providing this additional 

evidence2.  Overall, the global orientations are indications of the ways individuals 

characteristically think about supervision and of their inclinations towards particular 

ways of practice.   

 

All transcripts, supervisors’ and candidates’, were treated as one group for analysis of 

the major aim of the research, which was to present a theoretical, perspective-centred 

framework of supervision.  This involved the three phases of conceptual field analysis 

(Bain et al., 1998; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001):  

(i) comparison and contrast of transcripts to form categories by finding global 

similarities and differences among categories;  

(ii) comparison and contrast of categories (and associated transcripts) to extract 

implicit beliefs and determine the attributes, belief clusters and constituent 

beliefs of each orientation; and  

(iii) coding each transcript on all attributes and sub-attributes and confirming the 

placement of individuals within the category.  

 

The iterative and repetitive process of comparison and contrast among the transcripts 

formed the basis of phases one and two, making both very time consuming.  For the 

third step in the analysis, the researcher returns again to the transcripts to verify 

decisions about the placement of individuals within a particular grouping.  All steps 

involved interpretation as I (as the researcher) tried faithfully to understand the 

meaning of interviewees’ utterances.  This was not always an easy task and by no 

means one without risk of misinterpretation.  Phase three, when transcripts are re-

examined to confirm previous decisions helps provide a check on possible 
                                                 
2 The researcher needs to be aware, however, of instances when there might be a lack of congruence 

between beliefs and behaviour (e.g., Argyris & Schön, 1978; Murray & Macdonald, 1997; 

Samuelowicz & Bain 1992; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1984; Thompson, 1992; §3.3.2; Figure 3.5; §7.1). 
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misinterpretations.  (Another check was giving all participants a chance to comment 

on or change the summaries.)  The process aims to maintain the integrity of the person 

who expressed the beliefs so that the constituent beliefs of an orientation describe the 

individual as much as they define the orientation.  Categories, in effect, are composed 

of individuals who hold similar beliefs about the supervision plexus.   

 

The three phases are detailed below. 

Phase One 

As already noted, the first phase used the constant comparative method (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corban, 1998) and involved forming large categories of 

individuals based on global impressions (Bain et al., 1998) of their orientations to 

supervision.  This analysis involved identifying the overall theme of individuals’ 

beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and learning.  Many hours were spent 

reading full interview transcripts, sorting and resorting transcripts into piles, taking 

notes, reflecting, rereading and listening again to sections of the tape recordings.  In 

effect, I put together those participants who shared some major, defining 

characteristic, which appeared also to distinguish them from others.  In a few cases, 

this was not a straightforward process so repeated sifting, screening and sorting 

occurred until the large categories appeared to be stable.  The stabilised categories 

were based on one, then two, major characteristics of participants’ putative 

orientations to supervision3.  

 

As far as was possible, the process was grounded in the transcripts, rather than in any 

preconceptions that might have been suggested in the literatures of supervision, 

research, teaching and learning.  An a priori approach, in which researchers look for 

previously described categories, was not possible in this instance because orientations 

and their dimensions to supervision or even conceptions of supervision have not yet 

been reported.  These major groups were derived directly from the data.  Phase three 

emphasises the non-linear nature of this process. 

                                                 
3 These major descriptors of the groups were evident throughout transcripts and across components of 

the plexus. 
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Phase Two 

The second phase of the analysis, equally time-consuming, again involved comparison 

and contrast, this time among the transcripts in each of the now stable categories.  As 

these categories or orientations were based on my interpretations of individuals’ 

global perspectives, a very detailed approach was adopted to extract the beliefs, 

sometimes implicit, defining each category.  I worked methodically through each 

transcript in a category to compile a master list of beliefs that described the 

orientation.  Beliefs that were common to all persons in a category/orientation were 

noted and extra ones kept aside.  The beliefs thus compiled, although partly deriving 

from the interview framework, mostly emerged from analysis of the transcripts.  

 

While this extended framework results in a large number of attributes and sub-

attributes and constituent beliefs (many more than other studies using a similar 

method, e.g., Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992; 2001), each one is warranted in at least two 

ways.  First, the nature of the supervision domain, with its four components that are 

each in themselves complex, necessitates a combination of many beliefs to adequately 

describe individuals’ orientations to the whole.  Second, to find whether beliefs about 

these four components are indeed co-dependently related, as I anticipated they might 

be, beliefs concerning expressions of this association needed to be included.  I did not 

want to discard any sub-attribute that captured an important distinction between two 

or more orientations.  On these bases, it seemed necessary to include six attributes and 

various numbers of sub-attributes and associated beliefs.   

Phase Three 

During this third step in the analysis, I returned to the transcripts in order to verify the 

earlier decisions made about the placement of individuals within a particular group.  

To do this I checked each transcript against the belief profile of its category to 

determine whether its inclusion in that category was warranted.  Not all transcripts 

were readily reconciled with the group I originally placed them in.  Although I have 

described the process in a linear way, with phase two following phase one, and three 

following two in an orderly fashion, this was not the way it worked in reality.  For 

example, early readings suggested that individuals’ could be grouped into two large 

categories but on working through the second and third phases of this process, 
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substantial within-group differences became apparent.  This necessitated going back 

to phase one and repeating all steps, resulting in incorporating a second major 

descriptor, and the creation of four categories instead of the original two.  During 

another cycle of interpretation, other fairly significant within-group variations led to 

the formation of sub-groups (and to the inclusion of more sub-attributes and hence 

belief dimensions). 

 

The whole approach is fundamentally concerned with individuals and it is important 

to ensure that individuals can be ‘recognised’, that is, that the coded belief profile of 

their orientation accords with a re-reading of their transcript (Phase Three).  

Nevertheless, any classification process and its ‘common space’ outcome, results 

inevitably in some loss of the individual in the orientation description.  There were 

two sub-attributes, according to which individuals within an orientation could be 

further differentiated, and these I used to construct the sub-categories.  This move 

helped retain some of the more important elements of the variety in beliefs, which 

would otherwise have been lost in the broader grouping procedure.  In this way the 

integrity of the person was maintained at a detailed level so that the constituent beliefs 

of an orientation describe the individuals who make it up, as much as those same 

beliefs define the orientation itself.  

Discourse Analysis 

The philosopher, W. V. Quine, spoke of ontological relativity with reference to the 

many contradictory ways there are bound to be when trying to understand the meaning 

of language (Lehrmann-Haupt, 2000).  This means that, as the researcher, I was 

continually constituting meaning from the dialogues with interviewees.  But because 

my experience with the topics of conversation – supervision, research, teaching and 

learning – are presumably quite different from theirs, I needed to take specific care in 

attempting to interpret the meaning of the conversations as they intended.  As I 

listened during the interviews and to the recorded tapes, as I read the transcriptions 

and coded them, I made assumptions about the meanings of the discourse, trying 

always to understand from participants’ frames of reference.   
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What helps in this process is building a “collaborative relationship” (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990:5) between the interviewer and interviewee so that during the course 

of the conversation the discourse becomes a ‘shared’ construction.  The researcher 

needs the opportunity to ask for clarification, for more details and for performance 

examples in an effort to gauge more truly the interviewees’ meaning.  The interviewee 

needs “the time and space to tell their own story” (p. 4).  There were several additional 

ways in which I attempted to minimise the risk of misinterpreting individuals’ 

expression of their beliefs.  These included: 

• having “insider knowledge” (Goodfellow, 1998b:175), in this instance, of 

postgraduate education in the context of the investigation – engineering 

• using subsidiary questions for clarification and confirmation and having the 

opportunity to adapt these as necessary 

• transcribing the interviews myself to gain a deeper appreciation of 

participants’ views 

• constructing summaries that heightened my understanding of individuals’ 

overall perspectives and the ways in which their beliefs interconnected 

• giving participants the opportunity to comment on or change their summary 

• checking back with the original tape recordings and transcripts frequently 

• using entire transcripts for analysis 

• checking original transcripts against the belief profile of participant’s 

orientation (phase three in the analysis) 

• using the story form as a means of capturing individual experience and 

reconciling this with perceptions of overall perspectives garnered from 

listening several times to the original recordings and from many readings of 

entire, verbatim transcripts.  

 

The magnitude and iterative nature of this process meant it could only occur over an 

extended period of time.  The benefit, however, was that it fostered constant reflection 

on decisions concerning the analysis of participants’ discourse, dimension beliefs, 

orientation profiles and placements.  The process also ensured that the framework of 

orientations to supervision, the attribute sets, and the orientation belief profiles were 

formulated from the text data.  The resulting framework of supervision remained 

grounded in the beliefs that participants articulated, which Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
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Table 5.5: Arrangement of Attributes, Belief Dimensions, Constituent Beliefs, Belief Clusters and Belief Profiles in Belief Systems and Orientations 
 

Attributes of 
Supervision 

Belief 
Dimension 

Orientation 1 Orientation 2 Orientation 3 Orientation 4 

Attribute A A  Constituent belief 1 (about A) Constituent belief 2 (about A) Constituent belief 3 (about A) Constituent belief 4 (about A) 
Sub-attribute (A1) A1 Constituent belief 1 (about A1)  Constituent belief 2 (about A1) Constituent belief 3 (about A1) Constituent belief 4 (about A1) 
Sub-attribute (A2) A2 Constituent belief 1 (about A2)  Constituent belief 2 (about A2) Constituent belief 3 (about A2) Constituent belief 4 (about A2) 
Sub-attribute (A3) A3 Constituent belief 1 (about A3)  Constituent belief 2 (about A3) Constituent belief 3 (about A3) Constituent belief 4 (about A3) 
Sub-attribute (A4) A4 Constituent belief 1 (about A4)  Constituent belief 2 (about A4) Constituent belief 3 (about A4) 

 
Constituent belief 4 (about A4) 

Attribute B B  Constituent belief 1 (about B) Constituent belief 2 (about B) Constituent belief 3 (about B) Constituent belief 4 (about B) 
Sub-attribute (B1) B1 Constituent belief 1 (about B1)  Constituent belief 2 (about B1) Constituent belief 3 (about B1) Constituent belief 4 (about B1) 
Sub-attribute (B2) B2 Constituent belief 1 (about B2)  Constituent belief 2 (about B2) Constituent belief 3 (about B2) Constituent belief 4 (about B2) 
Sub-attribute (B3) B3 Constituent belief 1 (about B3)  Constituent belief 2 (about B3) Constituent belief 3 (about B3) Constituent belief 4 (about B3) 
Sub-attribute (B4) B4 Constituent belief 1 (about B4)  Constituent belief 2 (about B4) Constituent belief 3 (about B4) Constituent belief 4 (about B4) 

  Orientation Profile 1: the unique set 
of beliefs comprising Orientation 1 

Orientation Profile 2: the unique set 
of beliefs comprising Orientation 2 

Orientation Profile 3: the unique set 
of beliefs comprising Orientation 3 

Orientation Profile 4: the unique set 
of beliefs comprising Orientation 4 

  Belief System 1: the profile plus the 
interconnections amongst the beliefs  

Belief System 2: the profile plus the 
interconnections amongst the beliefs 

Belief System 3: the profile plus the 
interconnections amongst the beliefs 

Belief System 4: the profile plus the 
interconnections amongst the beliefs 

Note: This table shows only two attributes (each with four sub-attributes), whereas there are six attributes reported in the findings (with varying numbers of sub-attributes). 
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cluster 

Belief  
cluster 

Belief  
cluster 

Belief  
cluster 
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cluster 

Belief  
cluster 
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claimed, validates the process and offers legitimate insight into individuals’ beliefs 

and their intentions to behave in particular ways (Nespor, 1987; Prawat, 1992; 

Quinlan, 2002; Rokeach, 1960; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002) with regard to 

supervision.  In this way, qualitative differences in the orientations that individuals 

hold are likely to indicate differences in individuals’ beliefs, for example, about the 

aims of supervision and about optimal kinds of supervisory behaviour.  

Supplementary Analyses 

After the framework of orientations was formulated, the whole bundle of transcripts 

was separated, first into supervisor and student groups and then into dyadic groups, in 

order to accomplish the supplementary aims of the inquiry.  One was to look for 

congruence or difference between orientations of supervisors and candidates at the 

large group level.  The intention was to note whether any orientation was dominant for 

supervisors or for candidates and on what basis they differed (if they did).  At the 

dyad level, orientations of supervisor and student pairs were scrutinised to determine 

congruence or difference. 

5.4 Presentation of Findings 

Three overlapping methods are used to present the findings of this study: a summary 

table of the beliefs comprising each orientation to supervision; orientation webs that 

indicate how the beliefs of each orientation are interconnected; and case stories that 

personalise and contextualise the orientations. 

Orientations and Orientation Profiles 

The beliefs shared by members of an orientation category were arranged into 

groupings (referred to as belief clusters) according to the attributes and sub-attributes 

of supervision to which the beliefs referred. These belief clusters were then arranged 

into a table in which columns correspond to orientations and rows correspond to the 

attributes and sub-attributes of supervision, as depicted in Table 5.5.  Each cell in this 

table contains the belief about an attribute/sub-attribute (row) expressed by members 

of the applicable orientation (column).  Each row of the table is thus a qualitatively 

ordered array of beliefs about an attribute/sub-attribute (referred to as a belief 

dimension), and each column represents the belief profile of an orientation (referred to 
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as an orientation profile).  Because categories are composed of individuals who hold 

similar beliefs about supervision (as a result of the third phase of the analysis), an 

orientation profile represents the (shared) beliefs of the individuals assigned to that 

orientation category as well as the profile of the whole group. 

Orientation Webs 

Beyond presenting the orientations and their profiles, further evidence was required to 

evaluate the status of the plexus as a web of co-dependent, interconnecting beliefs (as 

distinct from a loose confederation of beliefs).  Accordingly, the interview transcripts 

were further analysed for the density and types of interconnections between the beliefs 

comprising each orientation. Connectedness was explored within and among the six 

belief clusters of each orientation.  Three different kinds of interconnectedness were 

identified, and the information mapped to produce an orientation web for each profile.  

These webs show the pattern of important inter-linkages among the beliefs and enable 

the major theme of each orientation to emerge.  Investigating the consistency of 

beliefs across different situational contexts and across the four components of the 

plexus was an additional way of checking the status of the plexus itself. 

Case Stories  

One limitation of presenting information in a broad framework is some loss of the 

“humanness” (Goodfellow, 1998a:105) and richness of the individual experiences that 

support the frames.  In this research, the orientation profiles offer a comprehensive 

understanding of individuals and the beliefs that drive their practice, and the web 

representation of each orientation profile shows the patterns of interconnectedness 

among those beliefs and the theme of each orientation.  However, the attribute-

orientation framework, the orientation profiles and the webs cannot do justice to a 

sense of how individuals’ beliefs shaped their experiences and what those experiences 

in the context described were.  To provide this information this, I constructed case 

stories from the interview transcripts to enable readers to better appreciate, not just the 

patterns of beliefs individuals bring to the supervising situation, but how orientation 

themes relate to examples of individual’s experience of supervisory practice (e.g., 

Bain, 2000; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002; Quinlan, 1999; 2002).  Case stories are a way 

of balancing the more hierarchical analysis of coding the categories with a more 

lateral interpretation of the data (Quinlan, 1997).  
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The case stories were constructed after the pattern and theme of a person’s orientation 

and the richness of their experience were well understood.  Essentially, each story was 

built around the experience of the supervisor or candidate, as expressed or sometimes 

implied through performance examples, during the interview.  The stories reflect the 

complexity and interconnectedness among key elements of the orientation profiles 

(and the plexus), as well as the very individual nature of the supervisory experience, in 

a holistic way.  Various stories are presented.  They have been selected to illustrate the 

experiences of one supervisor from each orientation and a candidate from each of their 

two most representative categories.  Other stories show how congruence and 

dissonance within dyadic groups are manifested in the experiences of supervisors and 

candidates.  

5.5 Summary 

This chapter has presented a portrait of the participants in the inquiry and it has 

indicated how the questions in the interview protocols aimed to achieve its goals.  

Data collection and analysis methods fitted the present study well because they:  

• afforded an understanding of individuals’ views about supervision and related 

matters of research, teaching and learning – the supervision plexus – from 

individuals own perspective;  

• enabled synthesis of comprehensive, relational descriptions of overall 

perceptions by distinguishing their critical features;  

• facilitated construction of categories of description that provided a framework 

of orientations to supervision, within which distinct views could be contrasted 

and interpreted;  

• provided data to map the location, density and kinds of interconnections among 

beliefs clusters in each orientation;  

• offered the means to consider the consistency and similarity of beliefs across 

different contexts to strengthen confirmation of the status of a supervision 

plexus; 

• enabled the construction of case stories;  

• afforded insights into differences and similarities between supervisors’ and 

candidates’ orientations to supervision; and  
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• permitted findings to emerge from and remain grounded in individual 

experience, maintaining the integrity of the individual through much of the 

analysis. 

The next chapter begins the analysis and exploration of the findings of this inquiry.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

FINDINGS: ORIENTATIONS TO SUPERVISION 
 

This important chapter deals with the major findings of my research, the results of an 

investigation of academics’ and candidates’ beliefs about supervision.  The focus is 

on analysis of the interview transcripts to compile the orientations and the belief 

profiles and orientation webs that describe them.  Case stories of selected academics 

and candidates show how the orientations are manifested in individuals.  Further 

analysis examines differences and similarities between the orientations of 

supervisors and candidates.  Figure 6.1 gives an overview of the chapter. 

6.1 Deriving Categories  

Individuals’ global perspectives on supervision became apparent through a 

combination of two sets of qualifiers: a tendency towards controlling or guiding 

beliefs and whether perceptions of educational matters and goals tended to be task-

focussed or person-focussed.  Both qualifiers are best conceived of in terms of 

degrees of variation rather than as absolutes.  

6.1.1 Controlling or Guiding Belief Clusters 

The feature that first became obvious, as I read the transcripts, was that some people 

harboured an overall view of supervision in which prime responsibility lies with 

supervisors.  It is the supervisors who ought to direct the course of the research and 

shape candidates’ progress throughout the PhD programme.  There were others, 

though, who believed that candidates should be more independent and take on a 

greater share of the responsibility for their research project and progress.  The first of 

these views seemed to me to be controlling and anchored in a pedagogic theory of 

education1 while the others appeared to be guiding, as in an andragogic theory.  

                                                 
1 Here, and elsewhere in this thesis, I use the term ‘pedagogic’ to refer to a specific way of teaching 

and going about educational tasks that is related to the theory of teaching children (after Knowles, 

1980; 1990). 
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These views, which became major differentiators of global categories, emerged from 

and were grounded in participants’ responses to the interview questions.  

 

Having made this discovery, I then turned to the literature to support my use of these 

discriminators to describe different participant understandings.  Knowles (1980; 

1990) juxtaposed his andragogic model, “a theory of adult learning” (1990:11), 

which stresses ideas of guiding or enabling learners, against the pedagogic theory, “a 

set of beliefs … based on assumptions about teaching and learning [which form] the 

art and science of teaching children” (1990:54).  He presented six assumptions that 

he saw as important in defining a pedagogic model (Knowles, 1990:55-56).  These 

assumptions are reproduced in Table 6.1.  The onus is on teachers to control and 

direct the content of students’ learning and the time at which they should learn it.  

There is no concept of readiness to learn, other than learners being dependent on 

teacher direction, social pressure and biological development.  In pedagogy, he 

states, there is a narrow, subject-oriented view of learning and external motivators 

are more important than intrinsic rewards.   

 

Knowles (1990:57-63) reworked these assumptions to construct his andragogic 

model of learning (see also Table 6.1).  Here, responsibility for learning moves from 

teachers to the learners, who have a clear understanding of the reasons for learning 

and some discretionary power concerning the content of their learning.  The role of 

the teacher becomes one of guiding and enabling student learning.  There is value in 

building current learning experiences on prior life experiences and learning itself 

tends to be in response to some real-life situation so that intrinsic motivators, such as 

self-esteem are important.  Knowles elaborated 16 principles of teaching based on 

his model of adult learning.  These he regarded as “superior” and necessary to foster 

an andragogic learning environment (Knowles, 1980:57-58).  

 

Although the andragogic model was first presented as the “antithesis” of the 

pedagogic model (Knowles, 1990:54), with pedagogic principles suitable for 

children and andragogic principles appropriate for adult education, Knowles has 

since recognised the two models more as a continuum (1990:64-65).  My aim here is 

neither to enter the debate about whether the principles of adult learning apply to 

postgraduate learners – or if they should apply (see e.g., Elton & Pope, 1989; Evans, 
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Table 6.1: Pedagogic/Controlling and Andragogic/Guiding Assumptions of Learning (Knowles, 
1990:55-63) 

 
Assumptions Pedagogic/Controlling Andragogic/Guiding 
need to know 
 

learners need to learn only what 
the teacher teaches 

reasons for learning clear 

learners’ self-concept dependent  
 

increasingly self-directed 

role of experience 
 

prior experience limited, of little 
worth as a learning resource  

greater accumulation of prior 
experience 
a rich resource for learning 
 

readiness to learn teacher direction 
social pressure 
biological development  

learn to cope with real-life 
situations 
learn as and when necessary 
 

orientation to learning subject-centred orientation 
acquiring content 

life-centred application 
problem-centred 
 

motivation external motivators - grades, 
teacher’s approval, parental 
pressures 

internal pressures also strong - 
job satisfaction, self-esteem, 
quality of life 
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1995; Haggis, 2002; Macaulay, 2001b; Ryan, 1996), nor to fixate on the terms adult 

and child as qualifiers.  Both would defeat my purpose of looking to participants 

themselves for beliefs and intentions about doctoral education.  As descriptors for 

my categories, I use the terms, controlling and guiding, along with the assumptions 

proposed by Knowles, to describe different broad belief clusters, or personal theories 

of education, that participants in my study expressed.  

 

The beliefs listed in Table 6.2 are those that I became aware of as I read the 

transcripts.  The table shows differences between a more controlling, pedagogic view 

and a more guiding, andragogic one, relevant to the RHD context of my study.  The 

links between them and Knowles’ assumptions are obvious.  Individual transcripts 

were placed in one of two major groups, controlling or guiding, according to whether 

the beliefs they revealed throughout the interview were anchored to a supervisor-

directed theory or to a supervisor-guiding one.  

 

Individuals whose beliefs indicated overall controlling and prescriptive views about 

supervision tended to maintain hierarchical teacher/pupil-type relationships.  They 

saw the supervisor as a project director who is expected to propose many of the ideas 

and initiatives for candidates’ research progression.  Supervisors and candidates 

viewed transmittal techniques as the way to shape developments and outcomes.  In 

contrast, those holding more guiding views were inclined to see the supervisor and 

candidate as collaborators in the research project, approaching the research with 

mutual interest and tending to use inquiry techniques through which candidates can 

become expert.  Candidates are expected to be more self-directing and independent 

(see Table 6.2).  In this engineering faculty, the balance of this relationship varied 

from a lopsided, more formal, teacher/student one, to a more equal, less formal 

relationship based on collaboration and mutual respect.  Of the 34 participants in the 

study, 15 were placed in the controlling group and 19 in the guiding group, figures 

that don’t generally support previous research in the hard sciences (e.g., Macauley, 

2001b; Smeby, 2000). 

 

I did not expect there to be, and indeed there was not, any individual who was totally 

controlling or totally guiding in orientation.  The very nature of the research higher 

degree circumstance requires (among other things) a modicum of independent 
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Table 6.2: Controlling and Guiding Beliefs in the RHD Situation 

 
 

              Controlling                                                                     Guiding 
 

Supervisor-driven project 
Shaping of details by candidate possible 
Authoritative, controlling approach 
Training or ‘shaping’ candidate 
Close supervision involving instruction  
Putting supervisor’s initiatives into practice  
Transmittal techniques common 
Motivation often from supervisor  
Supervisor is expert so best to do as s/he says  
Teacher/student relationship often more formal 
 

Supervisor and candidate derived topic 
Mutual negotiation of direction of project 
Candidate more independent  
Sharing approach 
Guiding role of supervisor  
Enabling candidate  
Mutual responsibility for project development 
Inquiry techniques common 
Candidate largely self motivated  
Relationship as co- researchers, less formal 

15 Participants 
 

19 Participants 
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thinking and action, critical and original thought and self-motivated research.  But it 

is also a ‘supervised’ learning experience during which candidates have the right to 

expect some form of guidance from their supervisors.  

 

As I progressed through the phases of analysis, I realised that there were still too 

many differences within these two large groups to permit the construction of belief 

profiles that could adequately describe the orientations of all those in the group.  

Further reading, sorting and reflection were required. 

6.1.2 Task-Focussed or Person-Focussed Perspectives 

As I continued rereading the transcripts and critically thinking about individuals’ 

global views about supervision, an idea that had previously been vaguely present, 

began to crystallise, namely that some individuals within each of the broad 

controlling and guiding belief clusters stressed completion of the task at hand while 

others appeared more concerned with candidates’ development.  On the one hand 

were beliefs that accorded with what I have called a task-focussed disposition and on 

the other, were beliefs that seemed more in line with a person-focussed disposition.  

These views emerged as the second broad dimension, but there sometimes appeared 

to be an overlap with the first macro discriminator.  In a way similar to the 

controlling-guiding contrast, this feature is best interpreted in terms of degrees of 

variation rather than as absolutes, although large differences are apparent between 

one extreme and the other.  Group boundaries here, as with the former descriptors, 

tend to be sliding planes rather than firm fences.  Beliefs describing this descriptor 

are grounded in participants’ responses.  They are listed in Table 6.3. 

 

Those with task-focussed views reported that they value ideas related to completing 

tasks and obtaining the degree or to acquiring the skills and knowledge necessary to 

do this.  The accumulation and measurement of accomplishments in more 

quantitative terms and levels of competency tend to be valued.  Supervision helps 

add to the existing ranges of skills, abilities and achievements needed to complete the 

research task at hand.  This emphasis on acquiring skills and abilities and on task 

completion appears to be partially at the expense of candidates developing in more 

professional and personal ways.  Person-focussed characteristics imply an emphasis 

on quality, process and people, concepts inappropriate to being experimentally 
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Table 6.3: Constituent Task-Focussed and Person-Focussed Beliefs About RHD Supervision 

 
 
Task-Focussed                                                                 Person-Focussed 

Task-oriented 
Accumulation of knowledge and skills 
Results focussed 
Atomistic, controlled environment 
Student as ‘employee’ to further 
supervisor’s research programme 
Supervisor devised tasks 
Career outcome to get a job 
Approach to PhD narrower 
Time constraint important 
More impersonal 
Rewards extrinsic 
 

Person-oriented 
Becoming expert 
Enabling student change/growth 
More holistic, heuristic approach 
Less prescribed environment 
Participants’ frames of reference 
Mutually agreed direction 
Mutual research process 
Learn through inquiry, immersion 
Initiating into a community 
Relationship more personal 
Rewards intrinsic 

 
18 Participants 
 

 
16 Participants 
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examined or measured.  While task-focussed beliefs suggest the importance of the 

accumulation of information, a systematic approach to solving discrete problems and 

extrinsic rewards, more person-focussed beliefs emphasise the value of individuals 

and their development, professionally, personally or both.  In this, there is a more 

holistic, heuristic approach and intrinsic rewards tend to be more highly valued than 

extrinsic returns.  Of the 34 participants, 18 revealed more task-focussed beliefs and 

16 more person-focussed.   

6.2 Four Orientations To Supervision 

In their different combinations, these two macro descriptors – controlling/guiding, 

and task-focussed/person-focussed – proved sufficient to characterise the four major 

orientations to supervision, and capture many, though not all, of the differences 

between individuals in the sample.  The orientations to supervision identified through 

my research are: 

• Category 1: Controlling-Task-focussed Orientation, 11 Participants 

• Category 2: Controlling-Person-focussed Orientation, 4 Participants 

• Category 3: Guiding-Task-focussed Orientation, 7 Participants 

• Category 4: Guiding-Person-focussed Orientation, 12 Participants 

 

The four macro descriptors shape the quadrants in Table 6.4.  Each quadrant 

represents individuals with particular combinations of controlling, guiding, task-

focussed and person-focussed beliefs; these combinations comprise the four broad 

orientations to supervision.  Those in the upper left quadrant are individuals with a 

more controlling-task-focussed orientation.  This is a large category, with 11 

participants.  Those in the lower left quadrant also hold controlling beliefs, but here 

they combine with more person-focussed concerns.  This is the smallest category 

with only four participants.  In the top right quadrant are those with more guiding 

beliefs associated with task-focussed tendencies.  Seven participants hold this 

combination of beliefs, making it the second smallest group.  In the bottom right 

quadrant, the largest category, are the 12 participants who expressed more guiding 

beliefs, together with person-focussed beliefs, about supervision.  
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Table 6.4: Global Orientations To Supervision based on Two Macro Criteria 

 
 Controlling 

 
15 Participants 

Guiding 
 
19 Participants 
 

 
Task-focussed  
 
18 Participants 

Category 1 
Controlling - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
11 Participants 

Category 3 
Guiding - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
7 Participants 
 

 
Person-focussed 
 
16 Participants 

Category 2 
Controlling - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
4 Participants 

Category 4 
Guiding - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
12 Participants 
 

 
 

Note: Dotted lines in the table reflect the nature of the boundaries of groups based on 
qualitative descriptors.  It is common that boundaries between adjacent groups are porous, 
because differences are normally gradations of particular qualities, not definitive 
distinctions. 
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My first impression was that individuals whose perceptions were based on a 

pedagogic theory of education would also hold beliefs that tended to be task-

focussed because some aspects of the controlling approach are tightly interwoven 

with some attributes that describe a task-focussed orientation.  In the same way, I 

sensed that those with tendencies towards guiding views might hold beliefs of a more 

person-focussed nature.  The numbers presented here show that 23 of the participants 

(68%) are in one of these two categories.  The other 11 participants, however, 

revealed less expected combinations of controlling with person-focussed and guiding 

with task-focussed views.  Nevertheless, the two ‘dimensions’ are statistically 

dependent (x2(1)= 4.84, p< .05). 

 

The descriptors distinguish four global orientations to provide a broad framework for 

understanding supervision.  This is different from others presented so far in the 

literature because it is constructed from practitioners’ beliefs and incorporates their 

understandings and attitudes about supervision as well as other closely related 

matters – teaching, learning and research.  But the global orientations themselves 

cannot display details about their underpinning beliefs, which together build the 

overarching impression of individuals’ central tendencies towards the whole process 

of supervision.  So the next step was to look more closely at each of the orientations 

and the persons holding the orientation, with the intent of compiling a more detailed 

description or belief profile of each orientation, to present a better understanding of 

the personal theories of supervision that individuals value and endorse.  

6.2.1 Belief Profiles  

A belief profile was constructed for each orientation.  Each orientation profile is 

made up of the constituent beliefs of its orientation.  The profiles are organised into 

belief clusters, arranged about critical attribute sets (see Table 5.5).  Six clusters 

accommodate beliefs about research, teaching and learning and three aspects of 

supervision – relationship, process and outcome.  The six attribute sets are common 

to all orientations, but four different sets of beliefs (orientation profiles) describe 

them and form four orientations, as depicted in Figure 3.6 and Table 5.5.  The 

attribute sets and corresponding belief dimensions were suggested by the plexus 

components and the nature of the beliefs expressed or implied by participants.  The 

six belief clusters are shown in Table 6.5.  This same table also describes briefly the 
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Table 6.5: Belief Clusters and Range of Constituent Beliefs  
 
BELIEF 
CLUSTERS NATURE AND RANGE OF BELIEFS (Dimension Beliefs) 

Supervision: 
Outcomes  

Outcomes are expressed in terms of accumulation of knowledge and skills or more qualitatively 
in terms of student growth. 

Focus Emphasis is on task completion and learning skills or development of candidates, professionally 
or personally. 

Knowledge 
use 

Knowledge gained can be used narrowly in seeking a job or its ‘use’ can be more tacit as in 
becoming a better or different person (professionally or personally).  

Reward Rewards are extrinsic and help a career or they can be intrinsic and personal. 
Supervision: 
Process 
Control 

 
Supervisors can direct candidates towards completing the project or enable them to develop into 
competent professionals. 

Approach to 
PhD 

Aims are narrowly defined, confined to the project or more widely defined to include candidate 
development. Approaches to the PhD, supervision, and research reflect these beliefs. 

Role of 
supervisor 

Supervisors are experts who are dominant and directing or collaborators facilitating research. 

Role of 
candidate 

Candidates are pupils following directions or co-researchers initiating activities. 

Frame of 
reference 

Supervisors have overall responsibility or the process is more integrated and shared. 

Decision 
Making 

Supervisors ought to make the decisions relating to the research or they can be mutually agreed 
upon. 

Risk taking  Risk taking is a waste of precious time or a beneficial learning activity.  
Progression Candidates are closely supervised and need permission to proceed or the research is more of a 

shared enterprise in which supervisors monitor progress. 
Supervision: 
Relationship 
Supervisor 

Beliefs are that supervisors ought to dominate and direct the project (and student) or they 
support and enable the student in a cooperative way. 

Interaction Relationships can be formal teacher/pupil or less formal co-researcher types. 
Community Candidates’ research community is confined to the university (or department) or the wider 

(international) research community is included.  
Research 
Process  
 

The process is systematic but in an atomistic or explorative way. 
Beliefs mean that research can be goal-oriented (to complete) or of personal interest (to 
explore). 
Either the candidate is taught how to do research in order to accomplish the task or is involved 
in a process of ‘becoming’ a researcher. 

Outcomes Beliefs range from simply finding something new to identifying and solving problems by offering 
original contributions.  

Teaching 
Process 

This can be controlling in approach or guiding; prescriptive to facilitating students’ learning; 
completing tasks to developing the person. 

Outcomes Beliefs range from simple knowledge transmittal and helping understanding to facilitating new 
ways of seeing. 

Relationship These can range from authoritative to democratic. 
Learning 
Outcomes 

Beliefs relate to accumulating knowledge and understanding to developing new ways of seeing 
things. 

 Outcomes are simple accumulation of knowledge to changes in ways of seeing the world. 
Knowledge 
use 

Beliefs here range from applying knowledge to the task at hand to achieving expertise for future 
professional and personal use. 

Process The way learning takes place can be through prescribed tasks to learning through self-initiated 
exploration. 

 
Each belief cluster is formed by an attribute of supervision (e.g., teaching) its sub-attributes (e.g., process, 
outcomes, relationship) and the corresponding beliefs (constituent beliefs appropriate to the orientation). 
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nature and range of the dimension beliefs that were revealed by participants, during 

the interviews, about each attribute set.  It shows the dimensions of beliefs across the 

profiles.   

 

All beliefs refer directly or indirectly to components of the supervision plexus.  

Some, for example beliefs about teaching, learning and research, were actively 

explored during the interviews.  Beliefs describing other attributes, such as approach 

to PhD, role of supervisor, role of candidate, relationship, risk taking, decision-

making, progression and reward, were often revealed during answers to other 

questions.  Other dimension beliefs, for example about outcomes, knowledge use, 

control, focus, sense of community and frame of reference, were often more implicit 

in the transcripts, but could be confidently coded, given that the whole transcript was 

used for coding each person’s orientation.   

 

Each orientation (main columns, Table 6.6) comprises a set of beliefs about key 

aspects of the supervision plexus, revealed in the constituent beliefs posited in the 

rows in Table 6.6.  Each constituent belief is a belief about a particular attribute or 

sub-attribute of supervision.  Thus each orientation has a unique profile of beliefs, 

and these orientation profiles constitute the basic internal structure of the orientations 

and distinguish them from each other.  Moreover, the beliefs comprising an 

orientation profile are the beliefs held by the individuals in that orientation category.  

Together the profiles provide a clearer understanding of the views the individuals in 

this research group have about supervision.  They elaborate the basic framework for 

thinking about supervision presented earlier in Table 6.4. 

 

The orientation profiles are a way of incorporating into the framework much of the 

rich textual description collected during the interviews, by coding a large amount of 

data into manageable units.  For the first time, we can see the integral beliefs that 

individuals hold about components of the supervision plexus and how these differ 

from one belief profile to another and so describe different orientations to 

supervision.   

 

Scrutiny of the orientation profiles shown in Table 6.6 gives an appreciation of the 

similarities and the differences across the groups.  For some sub-attributes, beliefs 
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Table 6.6: Belief Profiles and Constituent Beliefs of Four Orientations to Supervision 
BELIEF 
CLUSTERS 

1 Controlling / Task-
focussed 

2 Controlling / Person-
focussed 

3 Guiding / Task-
focussed 

4 Guiding / Person-
focussed 

Supervision: 
Outcomes  
 

Degree/Results 
Knowledge accumulation 
Professional skills  
Narrow scope 

Professional development 
Becoming a researcher 
Narrow academic scope 
*Personal development  

Results 
 
Professional skills  
Narrow scope  

Researcher 
Expert 
Professional development 
*Personal development  

Focus Task Person Task Person 
Knowledge 
use 

Get a job Disciplinary inculcation Disciplinary enculturation Disciplinary enculturation 

Reward Extrinsic Intrinsic Extrinsic Intrinsic 
Supervision: 
Process  

 
Directing/Shaping 

 
Nurturing/Moulding 

 
Training/Guiding 

Guiding/Becoming/ 
Sharing 

Control Controlled Controlled Enabling Enabling 
Approach to 
PhD 

Completing the research Candidate development Finding results Personal interest 
Candidate development 

Role of 
supervisor 

Project director 
Academic expert 
Give directions 
 

Project director  
Academic expert 
Fostering 
 

Co-researcher 
Project Monitor 
Academic Expert 
 

Co-researcher  
Project facilitator 
Academic expert 
Experienced researcher 

Role of 
candidate 

Pupil 
Follow directions 
Make suggestions 

Pupil 
Follow directions 
Make suggestions 

Co-Researcher 
Independent thinker 
Initiate research activities 

Co-Researcher  
Independent thinker  
Initiate research activities 

Frame of 
reference 

Supervisor’s Supervisor’s Joint Integrated 

Decision 
making 

Principally supervisor Principally supervisor Offer and defend 
ideas/mutual agreement 

Offer and defend,/discuss 
ideas/mutual agreement 

Risk taking  None to minimal None to minimal Calculated Calculated, some latitude 
*Mutually agreed 

Progression Close supervision or 
Permission to proceed 

Close supervision or 
Permission to proceed 

Monitoring progress Monitoring progress or 
Sharing 

Supervision: 
Relationship 

Supervisor 
Dominant 

Supervisor 
Dominant/Encouraging 

Supervisor  
Guiding, Checking 

Supervisor 
Guiding/Sharing 

Interaction Teacher/student 
 
Friendly 
Formal as necessary 

Teacher/student 
Mentor 
Friendly 
Formal as necessary 

Research collaborators 
(unequal) 
Friendly 
Respectful, less formal 

Research collaborators  
*Colleagues  
 
Respectful, less formal 

Community Confined to university Mostly confined to 
university 

Wider research 
community 

Wider research 
community 

Research 
Process  
 

Systematic 
Atomistic 
Skills necessary for tasks 

Systematic  
Atomistic 
Learning to be researcher 

Systematic  
Limited exploring  
Personal interest 

Systematic 
Exploring 
Personal interest  

 Being taught how Being taught how Learning how Becoming a researcher 
Outcomes Goal-oriented 

Doing/finding something 
new/more or different 

Professional researcher 
Original contribution 
 
Benefit community 

Results oriented 
Identify, solve a problem 
with guidance 

Original knowledge 
contribution 
Identify, solve a problem 
Benefit community 

Teaching Prescriptive/controlling Prescriptive/controlling Facilitate learning/guiding Facilitate learning/enable  
Process Focussed on supervisor-

perceived student needs 
to complete tasks 

Focussed on supervisor-
perceived student needs 
to succeed overall 

Responding to student-
initiated needs to 
complete tasks 

Responding to student-
initiated needs for overall 
student development 

Outcomes Knowledge distribution  
Helping understanding 

Knowledge distribution 
Helping understanding  

Skills & knowledge 
application 

Facilitating new ways of 
understanding/seeing 

Relationship Authoritative Authoritative/Moulding  Monitoring/guiding  Monitoring progress 
*Democratic 

Learning 
Outcomes 

Accumulate knowledge  
 

Accumulate knowledge  
 

Know when and how to 
apply knowledge 

Know when and how to 
apply knowledge 

 Understand Understand  See relationships 
  *Qualitative change in 

person 
 *Qualitative change in 

seeing the world 
Knowledge 
use 

Apply information to task 
Immediate use 

*Learning skills, abilities 
related to task & future  

Applying knowledge to 
task & future 

Achieving expertise for 
now & future 

Process Learn through prescribed 
tasks 

Learn through application 
of prescribed knowledge  

Learn through exploring 
Much self initiated 

Learn through exploring 
Largely self-initiated 

Starred items “ * ” indicate an additional view; “ or ” indicates an ‘alternative’, though not a conflicting, belief. 
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are common to more than one profile.  For example, beliefs about control, role of 

candidate, risk taking and frame of reference are common to Orientations 1 and 2, 

describing their controlling characteristic.  But the beliefs about these same 

dimensions become important discriminators when contrasted with the guiding 

Orientations 3 and 4.  Other beliefs, for example, those about supervision focus and 

outcomes, learning knowledge outcomes and reward overlap Orientations 1 and 3 as 

they reveal task-focussed characteristics.  They also distinguish these profiles from 

those for Orientations 2 and 4, which are person-focussed.  

 

The unique profiles for each orientation incorporate much detail, although as with 

most coding systems that aim for a common-space outcome, my framework of four 

orientation profiles does not permit the full richness of individual understanding to 

be exposed.  Some items in Table 6.6, which shows the constituent beliefs of each 

profile, need further explanation.  I refer to the items that are starred - “*” - and to 

those which include “or”. 

 

Starred – or ‘singleton’ – beliefs indicate that some individuals in that orientation 

reveal an additional view to those listed.  This additional belief, it must be stressed, is 

in harmony with the other beliefs in that profile, otherwise the case could not be 

included in that orientation.  For example, in the person-focussed orientations, 2 and 

4, all individuals believe that development of the person is important.  However, 

some individuals focus on the development of the person as a professional while 

some believe that beyond this is the growth of the whole person.  This additional 

belief, which shows strongly in beliefs about focus and learning outcomes, has an 

influence on several others to the extent that it is used as a qualifier in profiling the 

sub-categories described in the next section.  Other attributes in which this same kind 

of addition occurs are supervision relationship, teaching relationship, risk taking, 

and learning outcomes. 

 

“Or” indicates an ‘alternative’ belief though the alternative is not a conflicting belief.  

Rather, the difference is one of degree.  The beliefs in which this is emphasised are 

those about progression, but it is also reflected in beliefs about role of supervisor and 

role of candidate.  The difference is in the ways candidates are seen to be advancing 

through their research.  For example, in Orientation 1 the belief is that candidates 
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proceed best under close supervision but in Orientation 2 a little more candidate 

independence is expected.  Yet both orientations are located in the controlling 

quadrants.  The differences in beliefs about progression are enough to warrant its use 

as the other differentiator in constructing the sub-categories.  

 

The two broad themes, controlling/guiding and task-focussed/person-focussed, 

proved to be quite stable identifiers of the four global categories and of individuals’ 

orientations.  One of the merits of using whole transcripts (rather than excerpts) and 

of analysis that categorises whole transcripts (rather than fragments of them) is the 

ability to retain a sense of the individual through all phases of analysis.  I have an 

understanding of the individuals who make up the categories.  However, in putting 

individuals into these global categories and relying on their common beliefs to 

describe the category, some richness and variety of individual experience remain 

hidden from the reader.   

6.2.2 Sub-Categories 

The orientation profiles emphasise the similarities among participants sharing an 

orientation.  They ignore minor differences.  On two dimensions, I felt that these 

‘minor’ differences were of sufficient value to warrant further disclosure.  The 

formation of sub-categories is one way to retain some of the variety and difference 

that would otherwise be lost in the four broad categories.  The sub-categories add to 

the framework built by the broad belief clusters and constituent beliefs, without 

reducing the credibility of the frame.  I noted previously the two sub-attributes – 

focus and progression – where differences among individuals within a global 

orientation are sufficient to warrant the formation of sub-categories.  Beliefs about 

both of these aspects of the supervision plexus were articulated during the 

interviews, sometimes in response to direct questions, for example, How do you see 

your supervision in relation to your student’s research? and sometimes more 

indirectly in answer to other questions.  Table 6.7 shows a more complicated 

framework for understanding supervision that now includes sub-categories for each 

orientation. 

 

Focus reveals whether participants concentrate on the research task and associated 

skills during PhD studies or whether they see these more as the means to achieve 
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Table 6.7: Subcategories of Orientations to Supervision based on Progression and Focus Beliefs 
 

   
Controlling 

15 

 
Guiding 

19 
 PROGRESSION 

 
FOCUS 

Close 
Direction 
5 

Requiring 
Permission  
10 

Monitoring 
Progress 
16 

Collaboration 
 
3 

 
Completion of 
Task 
12 

1A 
3 Participants 

1B 
6 Participants 
 

3A 
3 Participants 

3B Task-focussed 
18 

 

Training, Learning 
to do Research 
6 
 

1C 
1 Participant 

1D 
1 Participant 

3C 
4 Participants 

3D 

 
Person as a 
Researcher 
12 

2A 2B 
1 Participant 
 

4A 
8 Participants 
 

4B 
3 Participants 
 

Person-focussed 
16 
 

 
Person Beyond a 
Researcher 
4 
 

2C 
1 Participant 

2D 
2 Participants 

4C 
1 Participant 

4D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Person 

Task 
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what they believe has overall importance – candidate development and growth.  

When the focus of PhD study is on task-focussed beliefs, focus can be narrow, with 

an emphasis on finishing discrete research tasks, the research project itself, or 

obtaining the degree.  Or respondents’ focus can be broader and include training in 

or learning the research skills necessary to complete the task at hand but usually now 

related to some future use, such as employment.  In the person-focussed categories, 

the difference is in whether candidate growth is centred on becoming competent, 

independent, professional researchers or beyond this to growth of the whole person. 

 

The other sub-attribute, progression, refers to the beliefs supervisors and candidates 

have about optimum ways for candidates to make progress through the doctoral 

research process.  Differences reflect candidates’ position at some point on the plane 

between what Frankland calls the “irreconcilable poles of pupil and independent 

researcher” (1999:9).  Four modes of progression reflect these beliefs, graduating 

through shades of controlling and guiding perceptions (see Table 6.7).  Close 

direction, is the most controlling in character.  It is the belief that candidates’ 

progress should be largely in response to strategies and ideas initiated by their 

supervisors, who should maintain a tight rein on what candidates do throughout the 

programme.  Requiring permission is still basically controlling.  The belief here is 

that candidates should show some independent thinking and suggest ideas for 

proceeding with their research.  However, candidates and supervisors in this category 

believe that ideas should first be vetted by the supervisor, before being implemented 

as part of the research process.  This is a move to forestall students ‘wasting time’ by 

taking risks that might not lead to worthwhile results.  There was a tendency here, 

perhaps reflecting the nature of PhD research, for students to have a preference for 

doing some, though limited, exploring for themselves.  

 

Leaning more towards guiding assumptions, beliefs reflected in monitoring progress 

favour a more flexible mode of progression.  More independent thinking is believed 

appropriate.  Candidates should show initiative and try out some of their own 

research ideas.  However, supervisors should be kept informed of activity and 

progress, and especially of any results, and it is their responsibility to help interpret 

and judge the significance of the results.  Finally, the most guiding belief, 

collaboration, allows for mutual discussion and agreement about the way forward.  
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The belief is that candidates and supervisors work towards being equal collaborators 

in the project and candidates are expected to show original thinking, initiative and 

some independence.  It is acceptable that candidates implement their own ideas and 

decide their worth and utility before discussing them with their supervisors.  Inherent 

in these beliefs is the notion that risk-taking is characteristic of research and learning.  

 

Beliefs about progression range from close supervision to a sharing activity that 

encompasses concepts of student autonomy, and this Phillips and Pugh (1994) 

suggested, is something that academics have not specifically thought about with 

regard to their supervision.  Nuances of the differences in participants’ beliefs 

relating to progression and focus are evidenced in other beliefs such as outcomes, 

relationship, teaching and learning.  The four orientations and their profiles, now 

with the addition of sub-categories, present a perspective-centred understanding of 

supervision that advances previous understandings of supervision.  As a reference for 

readers, Table 6.8 shows the placement of individuals in their respective sub-

categories. 

6.3 Links, Themes and Orientation Webs 

Construction of the orientations to supervision was based on coding entire interview 

transcripts and identifying individuals’ broad perspectives about supervision.  Beliefs 

about components of the suggested plexus were analysed relationally and recognition 

of the theme of an individual’s orientation suggested a level of thematic cohesion 

and interconnectedness among beliefs.  The same thematic cohesion, which is 

discernible in the belief profiles that describe the orientations, needs further 

investigation to disclose the nature of the themes of the orientations.  

 

The global views presented in matrix frames in Tables 6.4 and 6.7 and the more 

detailed orientation profiles presented linearly in Table 6.6 clearly show similarities 

and differences among and between orientations.  But to get a strong sense of the 

pattern of beliefs and the theme of an orientation, connections among beliefs within 

an orientation need to be mapped.  Figures 6.2, 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5, shown on the 

following pages, represent, as webs, the location, density and types of major 

interrelationships amongst the belief clusters for each orientation, respectively 
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Table 6.8: Individuals in Their Sub-categories  

 
   

Controlling 
 

 
Guiding 

 
 PROGRESSION 

 
FOCUS 

Close Direction 
 

Requiring Permission  
 

Monitoring Progress 
 

Collaboration 
 
 

 
Completion of Task 

1A 
Han Yi (C) 
Guilin (C) 
Esther (C) 
 

1B 
Albert (C)  
Khim (C)  
Li Lian (C) 

 
Biren (S) 
Lee (S) 
Wong (S) 
 

3A 
Iresh (C) 
Hari (C) 
Jai (C) 

3B  
 
 
 
Task- 
focussed 

 
 
Training, Learning 
to do Research 
 

1C 
Ah Tee (C) 

1D 
Arjun (C) 

3C 
Helen (C)   
 

 
Cao (S) 
Kumar (S) 
Soh Eng (S) 
 

3D 

 
Person as a 
Researcher 
 

2A 2B 
Nirmal (C) 
 

4A 
Yeo (C)  
Kar Hong (C)  
 

 
Myint (S) 
Tan (S) 
Myo (S)  
Dai Qin (S) 
Sami (S) 
Swee Lin (S) 
 

4B 
Zhu Xi (C)  

 
Riki (S) 
Chen (S) 

 
 
 
 
Person-
focussed 
 
 

  
Person Beyond a 
Researcher 
 

2C 
Andy (S) 

2D 
Waka (C) 

 
Ben (S) 

4C 
Tiang (S) 

4D 

 
C: Candidate    S: Supervisor 
Although the table identifies candidates and supervisors, implications of this aspect of analysis have not yet been explored.
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Figure 6.2: Web of Beliefs Constituting Orientation 1, Controlling-Task-focussed: Showing Major Belief Interconnections 
 
 Co-dependent Belief Connections Logical Belief Connections Prominence of Beliefs about Teaching 
 

 
Teaching Belief Cluster 
• Prescriptive/Controlling 
• Focussed on supervisor-

perceived student need to 
do or learn something 

• Knowledge distribution, 
helping understanding 

• Authoritative 
 

Research Belief Cluster 
• Systematic 
• Goal-oriented 
• Doing/finding something 

more, new or different 
• Being taught how to do 

things 

Supervision – Outcome Belief 
Cluster  
• Focus on task: degree or 

research results most 
important 

• Narrow scope 
• Professional skills, knowledge 

accumulation 
• Knowledge needed to get a 

job, 
• Extrinsic rewards 
 

Learning Belief Cluster 
• Learn through prescribed 

tasks 
• Accumulate knowledge, 

understand  
• Apply knowledge to task 
 

Supervision – Relationship 
Belief Cluster 
• Supervisor dominant 
• Teacher/student, friendly, 

formal as necessary 
• Community confined to 

university 
 
 

Supervision – Process Belief Cluster 
• Research completion  
• Controlled process 
• Directing/shaping, close supervision or 

permission to proceed 
• Supervisor is project director, academic 

expert, decision maker, gives directions 
• Candidate is pupil, makes suggestions, 

follows directions 
• Supervisor’s frame of reference  
• Little risk taking 
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Figure 6.3: Web of Beliefs Constituting Orientation 4, Guiding-Person-focussed: Showing Major Belief Interconnections  
 Co-dependent Belief Connections  Logical Belief Connections  Prominence of Beliefs about Teaching 

Learning Belief Cluster 
• Learning through exploring, largely 

self-initiated  
• Knowing when and how to apply 

knowledge, seeing relationships 
• Achieving expertise for future life 
• New ways of seeing  
• Qualitative change in seeing the 

world 

Research Belief Cluster  
• Systematic  
• Exploring 
• Personal interest  
• Becoming a researcher, identify, 

solve a problem 
• Original knowledge contribution 

to benefit community 

Teaching Belief Cluster 
• Facilitating/enabling 
• Responding to student-

initiated needs for student 
development 

• Facilitating new ways of 
understanding/seeing 

• Monitoring progress, 
*democratic 

 

Supervision – Outcome Belief 
Cluster   
• Focus on person & personal 

development  
• Professional development, 

becoming a researcher, 
expert 

• Disciplinary enculturation  
• Intrinsic rewards 

Supervision – Relationship 
Belief Cluster 
• Supervisor in sharing role 
• Research collaborators, 

respectful, less formal, 
colleagues 

• Wider research community 
 

Supervision – Process Belief Cluster 
• Candidate/personal development  
• Enabling process 
• Guiding/Becoming, monitoring progress or 

sharing  
• Supervisor is co-researcher, project facilitator, 

academic expert, experienced researcher 
• Candidate is independent thinker, co-

researcher, initiates research activities, offers/ 
defends/discuss ideas  

• Mutual agreement on decision making 
• Some latitude in risk taking  
• Integrated frame of reference  
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Figure 6.4: Web of Beliefs Constituting Orientation 2, Controlling-People-focussed: Showing Major Belief Interconnections 
 
 Co-dependent Belief Connections  Logical Belief Connections  Prominence of Beliefs about Teaching 

Research Belief Cluster 
• Systematic  
• Becoming a researcher 
• Original contribution 
• Benefit community 
• Being taught how to do 

things 
•  

Teaching Belief Cluster 
• Prescriptive/Controlling 
• Focussed on supervisor-

perceived student needs 
to succeed overall 

• Knowledge distribution, 
helping understanding 

• Authoritative 
• Moulding 
• Nurturing 

Supervision – Outcome 
Belief Cluster 
• Focus on person most 

important 
• Wider scope 
• Professional development, 

becoming a researcher 
• Knowledge use for 

disciplinary inculcation 
• Intrinsic rewards 
 

Learning Belief Cluster 
• Learn through application 

of prescribed knowledge 
•  Accumulate knowledge, 

understand 
• *Learning skills, abilities 

related to task & future  
• Qualitative change in 

person 
 

Supervision – Relationship 
Belief Cluster 
• Supervisor dominant, 

encouraging, mentor 
• Teacher/student, friendly, 

formal as necessary 
• Mostly confined to university 
 

Supervision – Process Belief Cluster 
• Candidate development  
• Controlled process  
• Nurturing/moulding, fostering 
• Close supervision or permission to proceed  
• Supervisor is project director, academic 

expert, principal decision maker, gives 
directions 

• Candidate is pupil, makes suggestions, 
follows directions  

• Minimal risk taking 
• Supervisor’s frame of reference 
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Figure 6.5: Web of Beliefs Constituting Orientation 3, Guiding-Task-focussed: Showing Major Belief Interconnections 
 Co-dependent Belief Connections  Logical Belief Connections  Prominence of Beliefs about Teaching 
 

Research Belief Cluster 
• Systematic  
• Results oriented, personal 

interest  
• Identify, solve a problem with 

guidance 
• Limited exploring, learning 

how to do research 

Teaching Belief Cluster 
• Facilitating learning/guiding 
• Responding to student 

needs to complete tasks 
• Skills & knowledge 

application 
• Monitoring progress. 

guiding 
 

Supervision – Outcome Belief 
Cluster  
• Focus on task/research results 
• Narrow scope 
• Professional skills, knowledge 

accumulation for disciplinary 
enculturation 

• Extrinsic rewards 

Learning Belief Cluster 
• Some learning through 

exploring & self initiated 
tasks 

• Know when and how to 
apply knowledge 

• Apply knowledge to task at 
hand & future use 

Supervision – Relationship 
Belief Cluster 
• Supervisor has guiding and 

checking role 
• Research collaborators 

(unequal), friendly, respectful, 
less formal 

• Wider research community 
 

Supervision – Process Belief Cluster 
• Finding results 
• Enabling process 
• Training/Guiding 
• Co-researcher  
• Supervisor is project monitor, academic expert, 

checks results, monitors progress 
• Student is as independent thinker, can initiate 

research activities, offers and defends ideas/ 
• Mutual decision making 
• Calculated risk taking 
• Joint frame of reference 
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Orientations 1, 4, 2 and 3.  It is virtually impossible to represent all the 

interrelationships within and across the clusters of an orientation in the web maps.  

Only the major kinds of connections among the six belief clusters are mapped and 

within-cluster connections are not illustrated. 

6.3.1 Interconnectedness among Beliefs  

The interconnectedness among beliefs appears to be substantial and to warrant the 

study’s framing assumption of a belief plexus.  Important features of the orientations 

that together support this assumption by reinforcing the thematic coherence of an 

orientation include: 

(i) the presence of parallel ideas/co-dependent meanings within and across 

belief clusters;  

(ii) the presence of logical connections and consequences within and between 

clusters;  

(iii) the existence of appropriate associative connections among beliefs; and 

(iv) the teaching-centric nature of the themes of the orientations. 

 

Particular questions in the interview protocols directly – and sometimes more 

indirectly – investigated interrelationships among beliefs about different components 

of the plexus.  For example, inherent linkages between supervision and students’ 

research progression, between supervision and teaching, between what students are 

‘taught’ and what they learn, between learning and understanding, between PhD 

goals, supervision and research, and between different modes of interaction and foci 

were sought.  Questions that probed the goals of PhD study, the place of teaching in 

RHD study, the responsibility of a supervisor to direct the research and candidate 

independence also revealed linkages among key beliefs.  

 

Responses to these questions, interpreted within the context of entire interview 

transcripts, and reflected as cell entries in the tabular belief profile of each 

orientation (Table 6.6), revealed three types of connections.  Co-dependent beliefs 

are parallel beliefs in at least two belief clusters2 of the orientation profile, with some 

                                                 
2 Thinking about separate beliefs clusters for each orientation was not part of the original analysis and, 

as described, was done only after the global orientations had been coded and the belief profiles 



Chapter Six: Orientations to Supervision  

189 

parallel beliefs occurring within clusters.  Their co-dependency hinges on their 

meanings being strongly analogous, although about different aspects of supervision, 

implying that a change in one of these beliefs would occasion changes in other co-

dependent beliefs, regardless of their within-cluster or across-cluster location.  The 

essential characteristic of co-dependent beliefs is that their meanings are parallel or 

analogous.  

 

As examples of co-dependent beliefs in Orientation 1 (controlling/task-focussed), 

controlling beliefs are evident in the teaching beliefs cluster and the supervision 

process cluster, where they present a controlled, supervisor-directed process.  The 

beliefs have analogues within these two belief clusters as well as in the other four 

clusters, as summarised here and in Figure 6.2.  Their co-dependency across clusters 

supports the notion of the supervision plexus. 

- teaching belief cluster: prescriptive teaching 

supervisor-perceived student needs 

authoritative 

- supervision process cluster: controlled supervisor-directed process  

candidate as pupil, follows directions  

supervisor’s frame of reference predominant 

candidate follows direction 

- learning cluster: learn through prescribed tasks 

- research cluster: being taught how 

- supervision relationship cluster: supervisor dominant 

- supervision outcome cluster: focus on task – degree/results 

career strategy 

 

In the same way and offering the same kind of support for the plexus, co-dependency 

among guiding kinds of beliefs is evident in Orientation 4 (guiding/person-focussed).  

Here, facilitating and enabling beliefs about teaching are co-dependently related to 

                                                                                                                                          
partially assembled. It was a necessary step in understanding themes of the orientations and justifying 

supervision as a web-like plexus of co-dependent beliefs. It was also a necessary step when 

investigating the context-specificity of beliefs (§7.2). 
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enabling-co-researcher-sharing beliefs in the supervision process cluster and are also 

parallel with other beliefs within and across clusters (Figure 6.3):  

- teaching belief cluster: facilitating/enabling teaching 

student-initiated needs 

monitoring progress/democratic 

- supervision process cluster: enabling, sharing process  

candidate as co-researcher 

independent thinker 

integrated frame of reference 

- supervision relationship cluster: research collaborators 

sharing 

- learning cluster: candidate as more independent  

self-initiated learning 

learning through exploring 

- research cluster: exploring 

becoming a researcher  

- supervision outcome cluster professional development 

 

Co-dependency within an orientation is also evident among beliefs that describe the 

other broad belief cluster, task-focussed or person-focussed beliefs.  For example, 

in Orientation 2 (controlling/person-focussed), person-focussed beliefs are evident 

in teaching beliefs that emphasise moulding and guiding student learning and they 

relate to supervisor nurturing and student development and with other beliefs in co-

dependent ways as shown below and in Figure 6.4: 

- teaching belief cluster: moulding student learning 

nurturing  

- supervision process cluster: candidate development  

nurturing/fostering process 

- learning cluster: learning skills for future use 

qualitative change in person 

- supervision relationship cluster: supervisor encouraging 

mentor 

- research cluster: becoming a researcher  
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research to benefit the community 

- supervision outcome cluster: focus on the person 

professional development 

 

Figure 6.5 shows that task-focussed beliefs in Orientation 3 (guiding/task-focussed) 

are similarly co-dependently interconnected within and across belief clusters.  Co-

dependency within task-focussed and within person-focussed sets of beliefs endorse 

the status of the supervision plexus, adding strength to the previous support offered 

by the parallelism of beliefs in the controlling-guiding broad belief clusters.  Overall, 

co-dependency appears to be evidenced strongly among beliefs that describe whether 

an orientation is controlling or guiding, and among those that depict whether focus is 

on the task or on the person.  

 

A second kind of connection among beliefs within and across belief clusters of a 

profile is a logical connection with consequence/s.  An example of this kind of 

connection is in Orientation 1 where prescriptive kinds of beliefs about teaching 

confine the research and study that are thought necessary to what is required to 

complete the project and obtain the degree.  Logical consequences of these beliefs 

are goal-oriented beliefs about learning and research.  They relate also to beliefs 

focussed on completing the research and taking few risks in the supervision process 

cluster.  In turn, they connect logically to the supervision outcomes cluster and the 

scope of PhD study is therefore narrow.  These logical connections cross the broad 

belief clusters, connect beliefs about control with those about focus, and strengthen 

the viability of a plexus of intertwined beliefs.  These and other logical connections 

in Orientation 1 are summarised in Figure 6.2 and below: 

- teaching cluster: need for student to do or learn something 

(to complete the task) 

- learning cluster: apply knowledge to task 

- research belief cluster: goal-oriented research 

- supervision process cluster: focus on research completion 

little risk taking 

- supervision outcome cluster: narrow scope 

 



Chapter Six: Orientations to Supervision  

192 

In Orientation 3 (Figure 6.5), task-focussed kinds of beliefs are evident in teaching 

beliefs that facilitate student learning to this end, by responding to largely student-

initiated needs, and a supervision process focus on finding results.  They are 

logically related to beliefs in other clusters, such as results-oriented research, limited 

opportunities for exploration but calculated risk-taking, and a narrow PhD focus.  In 

Orientations 2 and 4 (Figures 6.4 and 6.3), similar kinds of logical connections 

among beliefs relating to person-focussed views are evident.  

 

It is possible that some beliefs have a co-dependent relationship with certain beliefs, 

while at the same time, they interconnect in a different way with other beliefs.  For 

example, in the teaching cluster, for Orientation 2 (Figure 6.4), the moulding belief 

has a co-dependent relationship with the nurturing/guiding beliefs in the supervision 

process cluster, but within its own cluster the connection is neither co-dependent nor 

logical.  This relationship appears to be associative in joining the two broad sets of 

beliefs, those concerned with a controlling teaching/learning theory with those 

focussed on the person.  In contrast, though teaching-relationship beliefs in 

Orientations 1 and 2 are authoritative, Orientation 1 lacks the moulding, nurturing 

aspects, and authoritative beliefs are co-dependently related to the prescriptive, 

controlling nature of other beliefs within the teaching belief cluster and across the 

other clusters (Figure 6.2).  Here the two broad belief clusters are connected co-

dependently, the beliefs in the one are parallel to those in the other.  

 

Interconnections of some beliefs, for example, describing reward and knowledge use 

(supervision outcomes), community (supervision relationships), research process and 

outcomes (research cluster), with the beliefs within their cluster and sometimes 

across clusters, are not so obvious.  They, too, tend to be examples of associative 

connections.  An interesting feature about associative connections is that their 

appropriateness within an orientation is always clear when thought about as part of, 

and in conjunction with, the whole theme of the orientation.  All orientations indicate 

a systematic approach to the research process3, and in every one, this belief fits 

cohesively within the theme of the orientation.   

                                                 
3 This belief, that research ought to be systematic, is evident in all four orientation profiles, perhaps 

because the nature of engineering research is systematic or because time constraints on PhD 
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Thematic cohesion results from the ways the beliefs comprising an orientation 

profile network in this web-like fashion to form a system of beliefs.  Beliefs 

describing the control descriptor (that is, about controlling or guiding dispositions) 

are co-dependently connected within and across clusters to each other.  Beliefs 

describing the focus descriptor (task or person-oriented inclinations) are likewise 

connected within and across clusters.  Other beliefs interrelate with these broad 

clusters, providing inter-links in logical and associative ways and they add 

connection threads to the web.  But they do more than add to a web’s density.  They 

are the means by which beliefs about control interconnect with beliefs about focus to 

present the major pattern of each orientation web.  Other associative beliefs fit aptly 

into the web, associating chiefly with either the focus or the control beliefs.   

 

These kinds of connections – co-dependent, logical, and associative – are ultimately 

among beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and learning.  Together, they 

indicate a high level of interconnectedness, consolidating an orientation’s thematic 

coherence, detailing its theme and enhancing the status of a supervision plexus.  It is 

unrealistic to attempt to detail all interconnections within the orientations.  The 

above description gives examples of different kinds of beliefs and the places where 

interconnections occur and the orientation web maps (Figures 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5) 

summarise the main co-dependent and logical inter-linkages discussed here.  

6.3.2 Teaching-Centric Nature of Themes 

Researchers (e.g., Green, 1971; Rokeach, 1968) have claimed that a belief is not held 

in isolation, but in clusters of primary and derived beliefs, and that beliefs that have 

more connections with other beliefs in a system are more central and more powerful 

than beliefs with fewer connections.  During analysis, the first kinds of beliefs that 

became clear, and which seemed to be the most powerful and pervasive, were the 

controlling or guiding nature of individuals’ beliefs.  Notwithstanding the fact that 

some interviewees themselves did not initially see teaching and supervision as 

strongly related, these beliefs, signalled in the teaching beliefs cluster as well as in 

                                                                                                                                          
programmes mandate that research be approached systematically so that everything is completed 

within quite strictly enforced time limits.  
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the supervision process cluster, were pivotal in initially discerning people’s 

orientations to supervision.  Controlling or guiding beliefs were cogently represented 

across the belief clusters about research, teaching, learning and supervision and 

underpinned the nature of the theme of each global orientation. 

 

Defining characteristics of the controlling or guiding broad belief clusters are 

focussed in the teaching beliefs cluster of each orientation.  Connections among the 

beliefs within a teaching cluster are typically co-dependent, as for example, among 

teaching process and outcome beliefs.  The exception is that, in Orientations 2 and 3, 

the teaching relationship belief has a more associative relationship with other beliefs 

within the cluster.  But in all orientations, beliefs in the teaching cluster are closely 

interconnected with beliefs in other clusters, either co-dependently or 

logically/consequentially4, such as:  

- learning cluster outcomes, knowledge use, process 

- research cluster process (atomistic/exploring), outcomes 

- supervision relationship cluster interaction 

- supervision process cluster control, progression, role of supervisor, role 

of candidate, risk-taking, decision-making, 

frame of reference 

- supervision outcome cluster outcomes, focus, knowledge use 

 

Beliefs about these sub-attributes interweave and support one another.  In 

Orientations 1 and 2, they confirm a more controlling (pedagogic) theory of 

education, and in Orientations 3 and 4, a more guiding (andragogic) theory (after 

Knowles, 1990).  Though instrumental in constructing the initial categories, the 

teaching related beliefs combine with beliefs about the second macro criterion to 

describe the theme of the orientation.  Individuals’ task-focussed or person-focussed 

beliefs work in conjunction with their controlling or guiding (teaching) beliefs to 

shape the theme of their orientation in task-focussed or person-focussed ways.  But 

the kinds of interconnections within the four orientations are different.  

                                                 
4 Sometimes, the link is via another cluster.  For example, connections between teaching and research 

clusters are normally through the learning cluster.  This is possible because of the powerful, parallel 

and logical interconnections between teaching and learning beliefs.  
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Controlling beliefs relate co-dependently and/or logically with task-focussed beliefs, 

and guiding beliefs link with person-focussed beliefs in the same ways, so that 

Orientations 1 and 4 are highly thematic and strengthen the predominant teaching 

view.  This is attested to, on the one hand, by the nature of the beliefs and their inter-

linkages, and on the other, by the comparatively large numbers holding these two 

orientations.  In these orientations, interconnections among task-focussed and 

controlling beliefs (Orientation 1) or among or person-focussed and guiding beliefs 

(Orientation 4) are co-dependent and/or logical among the following sub-attributes 

(refer Figures 6.2 and 6.3):  

- teaching cluster process, relationship 

- learning cluster process, outcomes (extra qualitative 

belief, Orientation 4) 

- research cluster research process 

- supervision outcomes focus, outcomes, knowledge use 

- supervision process approach to PhD 

- supervision relationships interaction  

The high degree of co-dependency and logical relations among beliefs about these 

sub-attributes within and across clusters reinforces the primacy of teaching beliefs in 

defining the themes of these orientations.  This finding confirms the notion of the 

supervision plexus as a group of co-dependently connected components.  

 

In Orientations 2 and 3, the interconnections between controlling and person-

focussed beliefs and between guiding and task-focussed beliefs are sometimes 

associative and logical, rather than co-dependent.  For example, in Orientation 2 

(Figure 6.4), individuals believe that development of the candidate (person-focussed) 

is best achieved by the supervisor directing and prescribing the research and learning 

(controlling beliefs), but in this orientation, the attitude is nurturing (person-

focussed).  In Orientation 3 (Figure 6.5), the optimal way to finish the research 

project (task-oriented) is believed to be by supervisor guiding and enabling practices, 

with student independence and self-actualisation also important.  For the individual 

supervisors and candidates in these two orientations, though few in number, the two 

sets of beliefs fit well together, associatively, logically and cohesively intertwined, to 

form the theme of their respective orientations.  These logical and associative 

interconnections among beliefs enhance thematic coherence because there are beliefs 
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within each broad belief cluster (controlling/guiding and task-focussed/person-

focussed) that are co-dependent across the six clusters, defining the orientations.  

 

Individuals’ beliefs, attitudes and endorsed ways of acting concerning teaching were 

prominent discriminators for coding.  But I have suggested that teaching beliefs are 

pervasive and their parallels are found in all belief clusters, extending to and 

explicitly (or more implicitly in Orientations 2 and 3) including in the package, the 

focus of teaching acts, which are reflected as task-focussed or person-focussed 

beliefs.  Constituent beliefs about learning, being parallel or logical to those about 

teaching, are powerfully interconnected.  A similar kind of relationship between 

teaching and learning has been shown to exist in phenomenographic studies, which 

have indicated logical interrelationships among conceptions of teaching and learning 

(see §3.3).   

 

Pervasiveness of teaching beliefs extends to the research cluster, often via the 

learning cluster.  I came to understand that, in this postgraduate situation, the ways 

individuals think about research and the kinds of rewards they value are closely 

inter-linked with their beliefs about teaching.  It seemed, at first, that fewer beliefs 

concerned research than supervision, teaching and learning.  But some beliefs, for 

example, those about risk-taking, decision-making, reward, progression and 

community are as much about research as they are about teaching, learning and 

supervision.  This kind of interrelationship, when beliefs could well be placed in 

more than one cluster, offers strong support for the plexus.  

 

As the network of the beliefs in individuals’ belief systems became more 

pronounced, and it became apparent that the way in which individuals think about 

research so strongly interconnects with their beliefs and values about teaching and 

also about learning, any list of characteristics of a research cluster would be 

incomplete without those of their teaching and learning clusters.  Individuals in 

Orientation 1, for example, with a controlling/task-focussed view of teaching and 

learning, are disposed to act in pedagogic, task-oriented ways to achieve task-

focussed outcomes.  Their beliefs about research feed into and sustain these kinds of 

beliefs and indicate that their preferred way of going about research is compatible 

with their controlling/task-focussed theories of education.  
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Beliefs that define individuals’ dispositions to teaching, learning and research 

dovetail into the three supervision belief clusters so that their beliefs about 

supervision are apparently shaped by their beliefs about teaching, in the first place, 

and also by those about learning and research.  Constituent beliefs of an orientation 

profile co-dependently, logically or associatively interconnect with beliefs in the 

teaching cluster, indicating the strong possibility that it is individuals’ personal 

theories about teaching that, in the first place, are the lynchpins of their belief 

systems and orientation webs.  Their preferred ways of acting in educational 

situations and the focus or aims of teaching events – their pedagogical 

understandings – shape their global orientations to supervision.  

 

The evidence presented here supports two findings.  The first is that, because of the 

co-dependent and logical interconnections among beliefs, the supervisory plexus, 

with supervision, research, teaching and learning as co-components, is a viable 

concept for understanding the ways individuals think about supervision.  This new 

understanding of individuals’ global orientations to supervision is available through 

an appreciation of the perspectives they have about the four co-components (parts) 

that make up supervision (both a part and the whole).  As a corollary, the plexus 

concept has been shown to be a useful research option for improving our knowledge 

and understanding of the whole process of supervision.  The second finding is the 

primacy of individuals’ teaching beliefs in determining or colouring their orientation 

to supervision.   

6.4 Orientations and Activities  

The interview transcripts revealed that supervisors and candidates engage in many 

and varied activities during the supervision process.  Many of the educative, 

managerial and relational activities of supervisors (see Table 2.1) were spoken of 

throughout the interviews, in responses to questions about supervision as well as to 

those about research, teaching and learning.  Sometimes questions specifically 

targeted evidence of action relating to participants’ reported beliefs, for example, 

What happens?  What do you do?  What do you expect your student to do?  What 

does your supervisor do?  At other times participants used functions and roles to 

explain or clarify their ideas.  They included intellectual advising, teaching (in 
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various guises), meeting to check, direct or guide student research, collaborating, 

criticising work, suggesting and offering resource material, revising and editing 

student writing, procuring equipment, managing time, career advising, sponsoring 

family members for visits or residence, personal mentoring, motivating and being a 

friend as functions that were viewed as important or helpful in supervision.   

 

The interest here is that differences in the types and relative importance of functions 

performed were shown to depend on participants’ beliefs, that is, on their global 

orientation to supervision.  For example, those coded as being in Orientation 1, with 

a preference for controlling and prescriptive ways of supervising and a focus oriented 

towards task completion, particularly value managerial functions.  Supervisors 

holding these kinds of beliefs tend to act as a director, checker, information-provider 

and time-manager and candidates holding these kinds of beliefs value this kind of 

supervision.  The dominance of these activities is shown in Figure 6.6, although they 

might equally be regarded as ‘educational’5.  Other aspects of education may still be 

important but it is through managerial types of activities and attitudes that the 

educative functions are carried out.  Although not dominant, relational activities, 

such as keeping a good working relationship and motivating, are of value to some 

participants in this category – a similar situation to that in Orientation 3.   

 

Figure 6.7 shows that those classified in Orientation 2 also consider managerial roles 

important, but here they are performed in a much more nurturing way, in conjunction 

with activities that are more relational in nature, such as mentoring, personal 

advising and being friends, supporting their person-focus.  In Orientations 3 and 4 

(Figures 6.8 and 6.9, overleaf), functions classed as educative in Table 2.1 are more 

highly valued, in line with guiding beliefs and behaviour.  In Orientation 3, guidance, 

discussing new ideas, checking results and working together as co-researchers are 

generally important for supervisors and candidates.  Participants classified in 

                                                 
5 While some of the subsumed descriptors under education, managerial and relational categories might 

well be considered to belong to another category, they are consistent with the orientation and are 

intended primarily to distinguish and describe the orientations rather to define what is meant by 

“educative”, “managerial” or “relational”. 



Chapter Six: Orientations to Supervision  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6.6: Functions and Roles Preferred by Participants in Orientation 1 (Controlling, Task-focussed)  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.7: Functions and Roles Preferred by Participants in Orientation 2 (Controlling, Person-focussed)  
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Figure 6.8: Functions and Roles Preferred by Participants in Orientation 3 (Guiding, Task-focussed)  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 6.9: Functions and Roles Preferred by Participants in Orientation 4 (Guiding, Person-focussed) 
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Orientation 4 combine these kinds of functions with relational ones, reflecting their 

guiding/enabling but more sharing, collegial, person-centred approach.  

 

While one set of functions may be highly valued by those holding a particular 

orientation, it does not mean that other sets are absent from their thinking and 

behaviour.  All participants indicated that some level of management throughout the 

doctoral process is desirable, though management activities dominate only in 

Orientations 1 and 2.  As another example, some roles and functions in all 

orientations necessarily address the PhD as part of candidates’ education – to gain a 

qualification or to develop professionally or personally – through activities such as 

advising, assessing, guiding, editing, providing information or fostering student 

initiatives.  The difference between the orientations is expressed as how, and with 

what intent, practice is primarily said to be carried out, not that certain functions are 

excluded or included by those holding particular orientations.  This information 

advances our understandings of individual acts of supervision by going beyond 

listing important functions that ‘best practice’ entails, to indicate that the relative 

importance of those practices depends on a person’s orientation to supervision. 

 

Case stories detailing individuals’ orientations were composed to show how the 

interconnectedness of beliefs is evidenced as an integrated belief system in 

determining individuals’ behaviour and to counteract the possibility that, in 

describing the findings chiefly in terms of the orientations’ common features, we 

lose sight of the participant individuals. 

6.5 Case Stories 

In the conceptual field approach to beliefs research, whole transcripts are used in 

finding and describing the personal theories that individuals endorse.  My 

understanding of individuals’ beliefs and the interrelationships among those beliefs 

developed throughout the interview, the transcription process, readings of the 

transcripts and their analysis.  Global understandings of supervision rest on many 

beliefs revealing different facets, attested to by the orientation profiles and webs, 

which display beliefs that individuals have about educational matters.  The 

orientation framework, the sub-groups and the belief profiles are economical ways of 
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presenting individuals’ beliefs.  The orientation webs expand on these by displaying 

the interconnectedness of beliefs and contributing to the themes about supervision, 

confirming the notion of the plexus.   

 

Missing from these representations are portraits of individuals that show how their 

beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and learning are embedded in their 

supervisory behaviour.  The stories below illustrate how individuals’ complex 

interrelationships of beliefs about the four educational foci, grounded in their beliefs 

about teaching, link to their reported practices in PhD supervision.  Each case story 

was constructed from the relevant interview transcript, and by embedding in the 

stories actual words and phrases uttered by participants6, I show how the textual data 

was the source for the themes of the orientations to supervision.  This provides a 

greater sense of the reality and credibility of the stories as evidence of the 

orientations.  The stories further illustrate how the profiles of each orientation fit the 

individuals (and vice versa).  In doing so, they offer a richer, holistic understanding 

of the people and their experience. 

 

Here, I present case stories of four supervisors and two candidates, one supervisor 

from each of the four global orientations and one candidate from each of the two 

most disparate, and most populous, orientations.  The stories illustrate similarities 

and differences in beliefs and approaches of individuals with different orientations.   

 

Because participants’ pseudonyms reflect gender but not ethnic characteristics (Table 

5.2), and to retain a real sense of the individual, I have not used gender-neutral 

language.  The four academics featured are experienced researchers who hold senior 

positions within the School.  Their experience as supervisors varies.  Lee and Chen 

have supervised six PhD students each.  This is Andy’s fourth and Kumar’s second 

PhD student.  All are males and at present they are supervising male students.  Han 

Yi had been a PhD candidate for seven months and Kah Hong for 2.10 years at the 

time of their interviews.  Both are male (and are supervised by males).  Supervisory 

dyads are not represented here.  The stories are those of: 

                                                 
6 The English expression in some of the excerpts has been corrected where necessary to avoid 

ambiguity. 
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Table 6.9: Pseudonyms and Details of Supervisors and Candidates Profiled in §6.5 and §6.6 

 

Name Position Dyad Global Orientation Subgroup Experience Gender 

Lee Supervisor 2 Controlling-Task-focussed 1B 6 previous PhD supervisions M 

Han Yi Candidate 1 Controlling-Task-focussed 1A 0.7 years M 

Andy Supervisor 4 Controlling-Person-focussed 2C 3 previous PhD supervisions M 

Kumar Supervisor 7 Guiding-Task-focussed 3C 1 previous PhD supervision M 

Chen Supervisor 16 Guiding-Person-focussed 4B 6 previous PhD supervisions M 

Kar Hong Candidate 17 Guiding-Person-focussed 4A 2.10 years M 

Tan Supervisor 12 Guiding-Person-focussed 4A 5 previous PhD supervisions M 

Arjun Candidate 12 Controlling-Task-focussed 1D 2.10 years M 
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• Lee and Han Yi, Orientation 1 

• Andy, Orientation 2 

• Kumar, Orientation 3 

• Chen and Kah Hong, Orientation 4  

Table 6.9 gives details of the supervisors and candidates profiled 

Orientation 1 (Controlling, Task-focussed)  

Lee, Supervisor - 1B 

This story illustrates how Lee’s beliefs about the PhD focus on the research task and 

on close, directive supervision as the optimum way for completing the degree.  His 

orientation is centred on his beliefs about teaching and learning, which are 

controlling and prescriptive and feed into a pupil/teacher type of relationship with his 

student.  His task-focussed beliefs emphasise the importance of completing the 

research task in a systematic, step-by-step way.  Development of the candidate is, by 

and large, incidental to this goal. 

 

We are not specifically training them [for academia] … It’s like, complete your 

project and then we decide what you want to do7.  Completing the research means 

contributing much more in depth to the particular field of study … that one is 

interested in so new knowledge can be generated and the results mean something 

useful to the community in that field and the candidate can be [a] useful contributor 

to society … in the economic sense.  Although research is to know or to find out more 

about the topic itself, it should have some application not just generate theory.  Lee 

says that in order to achieve worthwhile results he is careful about whom he 

supervises and to provide an appropriate topic.  I don’t want to take on anybody. I 

want to make sure the person I take on is capable of doing what I want him or her to 

do.  And, the supervisor himself or herself must do homework too, to make sure that 

the topic is current, is worthwhile. ... A good topic is a very important starting point.  

This reflects Lee’s belief in the prescriptive, results-oriented nature of the 

supervisory role. 

                                                 
7 I have used italic script to convey direct wording from the interview transcripts in all case stories.  
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Lee believes the supervisor must be an expert in the field to be able to propose a 

topic with focus and depth. … I always make it a point to focus on the things I know 

and then I will be able to make contributions, able to make useful suggestions, able 

to understand … because the role of the supervisor is extremely important … 

throughout the whole project. … First of all, he is the driver of the topic.  He is the 

brains, the one who proposed the topic.  And supervisors have a responsibility to 

direct the research project closely.  Sometimes, I really have to say I want you to do 

this, specifically this, this and this, and tell me the result in two weeks’ time.   

 

The candidate, however, must not always wait for instructions.  They should have a 

certain motivation, certain incentive to do some work on their own.  Some freedom is 

given to those that I know I can rely on.  Independent thinking occurs mainly through 

the candidate implementing the supervisor’s ideas.  The students are the ones who 

execute the details of the project, but essentially, the ideas come from the supervisor. 

… Along the way, when the students are implementing these ideas, new ideas may be 

spun off, and they basically add to the entire package.  

 

These beliefs tie in with his understanding of supervision and research as systematic 

processes.  Along the way there have to be checkpoints so the supervisor can monitor 

ideas before they are implemented and can check progress … Along the way the 

supervisor must be in a position to assess the situation … to see whether we should 

continue in the same line of research or whether it’s time to switch direction.  These 

attitudes reflect beliefs in the supervisor’s directive role and ensure the research 

stems from and remains within his own frame of reference.  The supervisor retains 

some sense of ownership of the research project.   

 

The ‘controlling’ and ‘task-focussed’ beliefs revealed in Lee’s views about 

supervision and research have their origins in co-dependent beliefs about teaching 

and learning.  Teaching is the dissemination of knowledge to the student so students 

can understand.  Lee states that teaching in the context of research is quite different, 

but further explanation made it clear that the actual mechanism of these two types of 

teaching are different (the lecture versus one-on-one teaching) not the belief in the 

importance of giving students information.  As the student learns the [supervisor’s] 

topic, he increases his level of awareness about and around the topic. … I make them 
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aware of what development is going on, related to the topic ... and I reassess the 

situation along the way. ... Supervisors must be knowledgeable enough to react to 

that.  Lee gives advice and offers suggestions and he expects students will follow 

these up.  There are things that I ask students to do and I expect some sort of 

feedback.  This teacher/pupil type of interaction reported and his style of meetings, 

which are not the extremely formal type, reflect the same kinds of beliefs. 

 

His beliefs about learning parallel these views about teaching.  I would know when I 

have learned something if I’m able to explain the same thing to someone else who is 

not really very knowledgeable. … I should be able to teach someone else … so this 

guy is able to understand me. … I must be able to convey it to the student [and] I 

don’t think you can convey the message effectively if you have not understood it. … If 

you are able to do that properly, that is an understanding of the topic. … You have 

learned it. 

 

Lee’s transcript shows that not all his beliefs are ‘totally’ controlling and task-

focussed.  With his focus on the research project still evident, he thinks it important 

to know the capability of the student … and to set a problem of suitable depth for him 

or her to solve.  He finds that the role of supervisor accommodates his desire and 

interest to do research in a very busy day and the satisfaction in seeing his students 

do well gives him pleasure.  At the end of the day, you can see that if your student 

has done well … I think that is a good feeling that you have contributed something. 

 Han Yi, Candidate - 1A 

The synopsis of Han Yi’s major beliefs, which follows, describes his situation also in 

the controlling-task-focussed orientation.  Beliefs in the directive role of the 

supervisor and an emphasis on completing the task at hand are evident.  He began the 

interview by apologizing for never having thought much about what supervision is or 

what it should be, except to say that supervisors should spend more time with their 

students.  He saw his own supervisor about once every two weeks but he did not 

think this was enough to give the direction he felt he needed.  We need the 

supervisor’s guidance about the direction, the direction of our project … and 

guidance on where I should spend more energy because, you know, this project is 
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very huge. … Sometimes, he should discuss the project and give me some good 

suggestions. 

 

He continued by telling me that his project was very difficult because nobody in the 

world has done it before.  Also, we don’t have the research background in this area 

so I need to do a lot of basic work but I don’t have enough time.  I must concentrate 

on very difficult things … so I need his supervising.  If I could have more time to 

discuss with him, maybe we could solve the problems easily and I could move faster.  

He seems overwhelmed by his experience to date.  I have not made very much 

progress in the seven months I have been here and I still have a long way to go.  I 

need guidance on what I need to do.  When these statements are seen in the context 

of the whole interview, they fit well with other statements pointing to a global view 

anchored in the belief that supervision should entail close direction (not ‘guidance’) 

in order to complete the task.  He believes this research [that he is engaged in now] 

is not different from other research that he might do in industry or academia. 

 

Han Yi’s beliefs across all major aspects of his PhD study support his placement in 

Orientation 1.  His focus is very much on the task at hand and in doing his research; 

PhD students should work hard and finish the tasks supervisors give them.  His topic 

is one suggested by his supervisor and I accepted it because I thought I could do the 

project.  Also, he is interested in it. 

 

Although Han Yi thinks that research should involve having some creative idea, and 

making progress in the area, he thinks supervisors should be in a position to give 

explicit and focussed direction to students doing the research.  Sometimes I discuss 

how far we need to reach but he is still not sure about it. … Sometimes I want to 

know what [results] I need to get but when I discuss it with my supervisor he can’t 

give me the result.  It would be better if my supervisor were an expert in my area.  

He is an expert in the field, but not my topic.  Later in the interview he indicates how 

his supervisor’s expertise in the field is critical.  He is able to help because he has 

very vital knowledge so even though he doesn’t know something in this area, he may 

be able to show me another way to solve the problem.  Although he has these 

dilemmas with research, he hopes that when he finishes his PhD, he will find some 

other challenging work, maybe in research. … And if I choose to be a professor in 
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the future, this is a good chance for me to learn a lot of things from how my 

professor supervised me.  But if you work in some other area, like a company, you 

can’t learn lots of things. 

 

For Han Yi, learning is the process that you get knowledge to your brain.  If you 

accumulate more knowledge you could be expert in some area.  He volunteers that 

he wants to be the expert in this area.  But, he says, if you want to learn something 

you must understand it.  If you can’t understand it, I don’t think you can say you 

learned it.  You can learn by using the information.  For example, I learned the 

genetic algorithm from a book and I remember it.  I didn’t want to remember it.  I do 

it, that’s why I remember it.  His narrow focus on the PhD project and in doing what 

is necessary to get the degree is evident when he says that if the knowledge helps in 

your work I think it is valuable.  If you can’t use it for a long time, I think it’s useless 

for you.  In keeping with these and earlier beliefs, he concentrates on learning 

domain knowledge in his PhD study.  I get a lot of knowledge from this PhD study 

and I am learning a lot of things that are necessary for doing the research. 

 

Han Yi’s beliefs about teaching focus on understanding and providing knowledge.  

Teaching, I think, is when teachers know the knowledge, they organise it in some 

way and help you to understand it easily. … A good teacher should understand what 

he teaches and give the students time to let them understand it.  He can describe it in 

another way, or in other words.  He said that he does not believe that teaching 

doctoral students is the supervisors’ responsibility.  I don’t think he should teach you 

something because you are a graduate student.  I have learnt things from him but 

mostly he just gives me something and asks me to read it.  It seems the actual task of 

learning is the students’ responsibility, but it helps if supervisors direct what they 

should learn and provide the relevant literature.  At meetings he asks me to write a 

report about my project and then he knows my progress and the difficulties I met and 

he can give me some suggestions … to overcome the difficulties. 

 

These discussions with his supervisor, Han Yi believes, are different from teaching.  

He just needs to discuss questions with you.  They should direct you.  Giving you 

direction is his job.  Supervisors should help solve students’ problems by discussing 

the project and giving good suggestions.  Most of the time supervisors are like a boss 
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and they order you to do things but this style of supervision helps my progress.  But I 

think supervisors should not be so busy that they have no time to think about their 

students’ projects.  Han Yi’s teaching beliefs have obvious parallels in the learning, 

research and supervision components, confirming their importance in supervision, 

although he did not see supervision as a teaching activity, himself. 

Orientation 2 (Controlling, Person-focussed) 

Andy, Supervisor - 2C 

Andy’s case story describes directive and controlling beliefs associated with person-

focussed beliefs, which emphasise his concern that PhD study should be a process 

that develops the student as a person, not just as a researcher.  Through all stages of 

the study and research, he sees his role as supervisor very closely associated with the 

students’ welfare and development while tightly directing the candidate through the 

research project.  

 

At the end of the day, … of course you want them to get the degree.  But the aim of 

supervision goes well beyond this.  I ask my students what they really want to be … a 

lecturer, researcher, or entrepreneur.  With that, you may be able to produce, ah, 

teach a student that will be successful in the future.  Students learn from us how to 

deal with projects, how to deal with students.  Then eventually, if they become a 

lecturer they know how to do it also.  It is important in supervision to teach students 

to be mature, learn how to work as a team. … So we play an important role for them. 

... If you just want to get the degree, you don’t usually produce a good student.   

 

Supervision should not just focus on the area technically … but you should always 

look at the person as a whole and try to be a friend so that when there comes a 

problem … you may be able to help them, do some counselling … encourage them … 

enlighten them.  A very good researcher [who concentrates only on the technical 

aspects] in a supervisory role does not necessarily produce a good student.  

 

Andy makes it a point of nurturing and developing the interests and abilities his 

students possess.  When the student comes in, I would like to know more about him, 

what’s his strong ad (advantage) and what’s his weak point and then from there we 
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will start looking at the area of research that we want to work on.  So then I will help 

him or her to look for research papers, and directions. … For one thing is, you 

should make your student comfortable so that [he] won’t be too frightened or 

worried to talk to you.  

 

Close direction of the research is an essential way of supervising, for Andy.  You 

cannot just leave the student alone.  You need to work together, learn together to do 

a good PhD.  By “together”, Andy does not mean collaboration because, on the other 

hand, I push my students very hard.  I make sure I meet them every week; make them 

give me a report … on what they have done.  That is very effective in keeping them 

on task.  So, on the one hand he is friendly with them but on the other they know that 

they have to perform.  They know what I want.  That is important.  I mean, a student 

is a student and you are a professor, so you can tell if students know what they are 

doing.  

 

I tell them research is to re-search, to keep searching … to find something new. … 

They should find a way to solve some of the problems by looking for articles and 

references, rather than to go and ask the supervisor.  However, if once they want to 

do something, they find a way to do it, they should always consult with the supervisor 

first because there is no time for students to try something new themselves.  It’s very 

hard if they spend three or five months in the wrong area then get stuck.  So it’s very 

important that they should not be too independent.  … I give them the lead so they 

can follow it.  And again, if they get stuck, I show them different ways, a different 

possibility. 

 

In research and in learning, understanding the problem is the important part.  That is 

at the initial stage of the PhD.  By the second year the student should be quite 

familiar.  Then, rather than understanding it’s more exploring.  Andy’s definition of 

‘exploring’, in PhD research, is a tempered one.  If the student is not familiar with 

the area he should discuss it with the supervisor.  People learn through research and 

from their supervisor.  I challenge my students to see how much they know and then 

have a discussion. … If we both have doubts, we go further to get help from libraries 

or I suggest a course in that related area, or a conference, or training, things like 

that.  Andy believes that to prove that you really know the area, one of the easiest 
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ways is to write a conference paper, give a presentation to the experts.  Let them 

challenge you.   

 

Supervisors, Andy believes, should be experts in the area in which they supervise.  

To do the job well, the supervisor must be competent in the area … have analytical 

skill to do a good piece of PhD work together with the student.  You should always 

focus on your strong area … stick to areas you are familiar with so you get 

publications [as a requirement for submitting the thesis].  In keeping with this belief, 

Andy helps the students find topics in his area.  I give the student a stack of papers in 

my area.  Tell him to look at the abstracts, conclusion and results.  Forget the details 

…  then tell me what he feels comfortable with, and then we narrow down to one or 

two topics, go deeper into these, then define which topic he is most interested in.  In 

this area, candidates should then put in extra effort for something that is new.  

 

To this stage of the interview, Andy’s answers related to the postgraduate situation.  

As soon as I mentioned teaching, he responded with, ah, now we are going more into 

the undergraduate area.  Reflecting and supporting his beliefs about learning, the 

aim of effective teaching, he believes, is to make them understand.  In teaching, you 

cover the fundamentals, but don’t go too deep.  With good teaching, definitely, the 

student will understand.  But supervising is different because you are teaching one to 

one or one to two.  You can be more adaptive to fit what’s best. … But I do teach, 

yes definitely.  A simple example is, if you want a student to use a particular 

technique to solve a problem and the student has never gone through that and I know 

it well, then I would spend half an hour to explain it – get him to understand. … I 

guess it’s the same.  I would consider this part of teaching.  Supervision teaching is 

more focused, very specific to students’ needs at the time, giving them the 

information they need.  

 

He believes students have an easier time if their supervisors are experts.  You know 

when students have difficulty because you are familiar with the things they are doing.  

If they come into problems related to an equation or something, … we get the student 

to try it out.  If it doesn’t work, they write it out on a piece of paper … and I go 

through in detail. … If I solve it, I tell the student.  
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Towards the end of the interview, Andy again talks about his concern for the welfare 

of students, rather than extrinsic rewards.  Supervisors must think back to their own 

days. Doing a PhD is not easy. It takes three or four years but everybody is ready to 

make money. Supervisors should work together with the student rather than leave 

them alone and at the end of the day just want to produce papers with your name on.  

That is not the right way.   

Orientation 3 (Guiding, Task-focussed) 

Kumar, Supervisor - 3C 

Kumar’s beliefs tend be more ‘guiding’ than those of Lee or Andy.  The student 

should be forthcoming with ideas and take more initiative in implementing them into 

his research project.  But because, like Lee, his beliefs focus more on the research 

tasks than on candidates’ development, he believes that he must keep a check on 

these ideas and particularly on any results that eventuate from their implementation.  

He sees his supervisory role as a trainer and guide, reflecting his beliefs about 

teaching.   

 

In Ph.D. study, you’re really trying to train the student to conduct independent 

research. … Supervision is really guiding with a light touch.  You don’t want to be 

too prescriptive.  You want to leave some leeway for that person to think, to counter 

propose, to make suggestions.  Reinforcing this approach, he believes there should 

be some opportunity for the student to try things out for themselves.  Even though we 

don’t think [what he is doing] is correct, sometimes we let him try it out; let him 

make a few mistakes to learn.  If he is right, he will learn something, but if we are 

right he will also learn something. … We do not lead them, hold their hand, tell them 

exactly what to do.   

 

But he thinks that it’s also important to monitor the progress … By meeting regularly 

and tracking progress, you can spot problems.  Sometimes you have to help, even 

though they don’t ask you for it. … I feel that we are really facilitators.  At crucial 

points, the supervisor points him in the right direction and gives suggestions that 

allow him to continue. … As you go along and interact, he is learning, apart from the 



Chapter Six: Orientations to Supervision  

210 

content of the research, the methodology of doing research.  Here his focus on the 

research and specifically on training the student in research techniques is evident. 

 

Kumar feels it’s important for supervisors to be experts.  We put together a rough 

abstract or the objectives, because we have the idea of what area to work on.  We 

know the areas people are working on, the unsolved problems and the various 

proposals to solve them and we help the student identify a potential area which is 

doable and he can add that little bit extra.  As supervisors, it’s important that we 

have the expertise to select the right problem. … We are always mindful that 

external examiners look at the problem from their perspective and if it’s not a good 

problem or a good piece of work, it’s going to fail.  You have a responsibility as a 

supervisor, because you are the one who posed the problem.  Another aspect of 

supervisors’ expertise is being able to know intuitively if going this way is the wrong 

track. 

 

After topic selection, there should be space for student input.  Then it’s important to 

come to a good understanding with the student about what he wants to do.  If 

students ask for more details, we provide a list of relevant references for him to go 

through.  We refine the project into something he wants to do and he should come up 

with a plan on how he wants to tackle the problem.  The student has to do the work, 

carry out the experiments, run the simulations, then work out things, compare them 

and finally draw conclusions.  You are there to advise him.  

 

It’s important for Kumar to have research students.  I don’t have much time to do my 

own research. … We take on PhD students because we need to publish.  A lot of the 

research requires experiments and it’s very difficult to do it on your own.  The two 

come together very well.  The graduate student helps us do the hands-on, detailed 

work that needs to be done. … They help test your ideas and report back to you.  And 

they have something new to work on so they can discover or achieve something. … 

We say now you’ve got this result, I think it can fit these two models so work this out 

then we’ll discuss, see which one fits better and why you think this is superior to that 

and so on.  It’s a collaborative effort.  That’s the value in it.  Kumar’s use of the 

word ‘collaboration’ seems to be more one of dovetailing assigned tasks into the 
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main body of research, and working fairly independently on assigned tasks, than 

working in equal partnership. 

 

Kumar believes that PhD research should be systematic but have an element of 

exploration.  Initially there is a lot more discussion because neither the student nor 

you are exactly sure what you’re going to end up with.  You’re exploring.  Research 

is setting out to solve a problem, which has not been solved before. Again the 

supervisor’s need to have expertise comes through.  You have an idea, a feeling that 

it’s doable.  Then you go step by step. … A good piece of research … has to 

contribute to the current state of the art or knowledge, … and [is] of some value to 

somebody else, so when you submit it to a journal, they will take it.  

 

Parallels between Kumar’s beliefs and behaviour concerning supervision and 

research are evident in his teaching and learning beliefs.  Teaching means the teacher 

is a facilitator, helping students to understand.  You set the conditions and guide the 

students to learn.  You pose the right question to start them thinking.  You give the 

points important for the student to understand the topic, why they are important and 

how they are related to other things.  But, teaching is less of a supervisor’s 

responsibilities because at that level, they’ve all got the basics.  If they do not know a 

particular technique, just tell them where to get the information.  When you 

supervise, you’re not teaching in the same way, you are helping him along, advising 

him. … Let him make a few mistakes to learn something. You make them do the work 

first, but if they have problems they can’t solve, you’ve got to discuss them.  Also, at 

the graduate level, some of the problems they face are quite high level … we may ask 

them to talk to a colleague who is more expert in the area.  In that sense, that we are 

also facilitators.  

 

Learning to me, is attaining real understanding of a particular topic or theory.  It’s 

very important to differentiate learning and understanding from memorization. 

Learning means that you really learn the essence of the topic … so in a new situation 

you can work out how to apply the theory and solve the problem.  A lot of the time 

we are learning together … because in research, we do not have the ready solutions 

to actually give them.  We are there to mentor and help them solve the problem.  
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It’s important that students integrate into the academic community.  At the research 

group’s meetings students sometimes do the presentations and get input from other 

staff members, research fellows or postgraduate students, helping to make them 

think.  Sometimes another graduate student will help by showing the student how to 

do something.  It’s a collaboration thing. … They learn they have to seek 

information from many sources.   

 

It is important that your work is published in a few papers.  That is also something 

that saves your life because you need these publications.  But there is satisfaction 

knowing that the work is of some significance. Good journals won’t publish it unless 

it is something new that will contribute to knowledge.  

 

Kumar concentrates on teaching the student how to do research, but not to the 

exclusion of all else.  It’s important to form quite a close relationship with the 

student.  Based on our experience, we can empathise.  It’s like a mentor kind of 

thing.  You are his sounding board, his advisor.  

Orientation 4 (Guiding, Person-focussed) 

Chen, Supervisor - 4C  

Chen speaks with passion about research and supervising candidates.  His belief is 

that throughout the experience, his focus should be on the person.  He sees two aims 

of the PhD experience - professional development of the candidate and using the 

PhD as a vehicle to continue to generate new knowledge - but sees them as one 

thing.  The first occurs through the second.  I treat them as collaborators.  Well, at 

the initial stage it might not be equal but as time passes by I think you find you really 

have to treat them as collaborators because you also learn quite a lot of things from 

them.  Transformation from the beginning when he really has no idea into a 

confident, independent researcher, able to think critically and make decisions, when 

he really speaks like he’s an expert, comes about through working on the research 

project together.   

 

Supervision is an enabling process, which occurs via the sharing of ideas through a 

very close relationship with the student.  I believe it has to be a totally integrated 
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kind of process with the supervisor playing an active role throughout the 

candidature.  In some ways Chen sees himself as a master researcher sharing his 

knowledge, skills and ways of being a researcher with his student.  In order to learn 

from a master you really have to have this kind of close interaction with the master 

and the topic has to be shared.   

 

Chen believes a supervisor must be an expert as well as an active, involved 

researcher.  Otherwise you just cannot interact or know what is going on.  The 

candidate needs guidance.  By working with him, the candidate learns how to 

identify, formulate and carry out complex research projects and to acquire mastery of 

a broad field of knowledge to which [the candidate] has made some original 

contribution.  He learns the technique of scholarly research and then is able to 

generate new ideas and do his own problem formulation for this and future research.  

This is how we advance our research technology, to advantage the research 

community and to contribute to mankind, to society at large.  A candidate doesn’t 

learn these things just to complete the task at hand.  They are necessary attributes for 

his professional life as a researcher. 

 

With the knowledge focus on development for professional life the candidate is 

encouraged to talk to others in the wider research community and to see him/herself 

as part of it.  He encourages students to disseminate their ideas through 

presentations and seminars.  

 

These enabling, person-focussed beliefs have a base in Chen’s teaching beliefs.  

Teaching is a sharing process, with the candidate taking the initiative at times and 

being self-directing.  It’s much more than a simple transmission of information.  

Teaching takes the form of whatever is needed at a particular time to facilitate deep 

understanding, to cultivate deep learning.  Sometimes it could be giving information 

but more usually it’s discussion related to sharing suggestions, mutual inquiry, 

weighing up possibilities, … talking about the significance of results.  You really 

facilitate their learning through discussion and all that. … You help the student to 

connect, to see the relationships, and unify and relate that to actual application so it 

really can stay in the mind forever.  
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Chen sees learning and teaching in parallel ways and emphasises these same ideas in 

learning and research.  Learning is more than understanding.  The understanding part 

is easier to manage because you can always consult people. … But the ability to 

come out with a new idea is a different ballgame altogether.  It’s linked to higher 

order thinking, being able to synthesise whatever you know to come out with a 

solution … formulate worthwhile problems … generate new ideas.  In PhD research, 

students really have to have the opportunity to explore and take risks.  He believes 

that you need the failure to be able to get things right.  It is part of the learning 

process.   Research is actually a learning process and as supervisors we must 

understand that human beings are actually not static.  It’s an organic kind of thing. 

Students grow and learn and after a while you find that they may even have a much 

deeper understanding of the problem than you.  

 

Chen believes it important to instill in his students the concepts of their being able to 

critically evaluate their own work and being truthful to any limitation.  And besides 

all this academic achievement and process they also have to respect the ethical 

issues.  They should respect other people’s work, make acknowledgement, be honest 

and not copy things.   

 

Intrinsic rewards are more important for this supervisor than joint publications or 

promotion.  They include seeing his student gradually gain independence, knowledge 

and skills, as well as professional and personal attributes such as the ability and 

confidence to offer, challenge and defend ideas and actions.  What I also get out of 

supervising a PhD student is actually advancing your own knowledge.  Though if 

you are able to see the student grow and the research output published in top 

journals, that is really something. 

 

Despite Chen’s enabling beliefs, engineering disciplinary norms are also evident.  

Particularly obvious is the close and frequent interaction between the supervisor and 

candidate, which was spoken of earlier (§4.2.2). 

 Kah Hong, Candidate - 4A  

Kar Hong’s beliefs are similar to Chen’s and orient him towards a guiding and 

person-focussed view of supervision.  He had been doing his PhD for 2 years 10 
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months at the time of the interview and was in a position of being able to look back 

on what has been for him, a very positive experience.  He valued the experience as 

an opportunity to learn how to learn and to develop personally.  He has a close and 

friendly relationship with his supervisor but never forgets that he is indeed his 

supervisor and not actually a ‘friend’.  We have a very close interaction but 

sometimes my supervisor does give me a scolding, especially in writing research 

papers.  

 

I am doing my PhD because basically I like to do research.  He believes supervision 

as a guiding activity.  When maybe you move to the wrong direction, the supervisor 

should guide you to the right path.  But there should always be freedom to think 

about the way to carry out the project, because this gives an advantage for students 

to learn and to be independent. … Supervision is to teach the students to know how 

to educate themselves, to be independent so they can stand on their own.  The only 

disadvantage he sees here is the time constraint.  The progress of the work will be 

slower. … You can ask for an extension but it’s a bit inflexible, even if you find you 

could do better if you have more time.  This is an administrative constraint not a 

supervisory one. 

 

I think the most important part of supervision is finding a good master and learning 

from him.  Kar Hong sees the value of his study, not in the accumulation of 

knowledge but rather the benefits are in terms of thinking … making my own 

decisions … being independent in managing a project … finding the key problems for 

research and the proper way of carrying out research independently and writing a 

research paper.  

 

Usually, their relationship is collegial, such as when the supervisor sometimes 

disagrees with my suggestions but we just have a discussion.  Sometimes, during our 

project discussion, I persuade him to my way of thinking by giving reasons, and 

sometimes he persuades me to his thinking.  But Kar Hong believes that students 

need training as well as the collaboration.  Supervision, maybe, is like discipleship.  

You’re training … it’s like training the student … but not really discipleship.  I mean, 

it’s like a student looking for a master to learn some art. … It’s deeper than 

apprenticeship, more like discipleship provided that students can tolerate what the 
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master teaches him because sometimes students might not accept the kind of 

training.   

 

He has a clear understanding of the team culture of his research.  It’s a multi 

disciplinary project.  I am a member of the team working towards the same end, my 

supervisor’s main topic.  His research topic was proposed by his supervisor and, as a 

PhD student, Kar Hong believes it is his job, to develop it.  The goal of research is to 

find a good solution to a problem.  But you have to explain and answer what you’ve 

done, not just do a project and present it.  Research has to be original but you need 

somebody to guide you.  You need to know whether you’re going in the right path.  

Supervision brings you back to the right path.  It’s mainly helping you get the 

direction based on the experience of the supervisor.  

 

As soon as I mentioned teaching, his reaction was, teaching, oh, that’s nothing to do 

with research anymore.  Teaching is to explain something to the students who do not 

understand the subject.  You have to explain very difficult concepts in a very simple 

way such that the students are able to understand.  He elaborates on this.  Another 

important part is not only to explain, but to teach in such a way that the students 

understand the real meaning of the subject.  Despite his earlier separation of 

supervision and teaching, Kar Hong’s beliefs about teaching tie in well with what he 

thinks supervisors should do.  Supervision is a kind of teaching but more individual 

and to a smaller group.  It’s the guidance and the supervising.  Teaching in a very 

direct way by going through things together and explaining why is also sometimes 

necessary for PhD students.  (When you said teaching, I thought you referred to 

giving lectures.)  My supervisor has taught me many things, such as the proper way 

of doing research, how to find a topic by identifying key problems. But, he says, 

PhD’s different from classroom teaching, more individual. … It’s a project and there 

are many ways of achieving the same thing, by different designs.  When there’s 

freedom you can explore the different ways.  PhD teaching also depends on the 

individual.  It’s like management. You have to deal with different kinds of people.  

That is like teaching too. 

 

The learning process is through acquiring knowledge and executing it and you learn 

along the way.  In the following explanation, Kar Hong takes this definition a step 
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further: Sometimes learning is an experience.  You’re doing something and you don’t 

realize until you sit down and ask yourself what have I learned then you start to think 

about it.  Sometimes you have to reflect on everything you experience.  Reflection is 

recalling what you have learnt. … Sometimes you learn through experience.  

Learning is more than understanding.  Sometimes you make a mistake and you learn.  

That’s learning too. … You have to learn how to take criticism.  I take it as a form of 

learning, because if people don’t tell me then I don’t know the mistake. 

 

Learning during the PhD is important for future applications.  Learning how to carry 

out research is very important because after the student has his PhD, then he’ll be 

able to carry out research by himself.  He needs to become an independent 

researcher in his future.  In talking about guidance and independence and teaching 

and learning, Kah Hong uses an interesting simile.  Supervisors should let the student 

be independent.  I think there must be some guidance also.  It’s like teaching 

somebody to swim.  You can’t just throw him into the water, and let him learn by 

himself.  You have to teach him the strokes. … I’d say it’s high level supervision, not 

very detailed, not telling students you must do this, do that.  Students must have some 

freedom, room for creativity.  The amount of freedom depends on the calibre of the 

student. … You have to encourage them.  

 

To sum up the interview, Kar Hong described his feelings about the whole process of 

being supervised.  The best part is to learn the experience passed down by the 

supervisor.  I think supervision is great.  I’ve learned a lot of things from my 

supervisor.  I’ve had a very positive experience. 

Learning from the Case Stories 

Case descriptions place a strong test on the viability and adequacy of the belief 

profiles that describe each orientation.  The stories here give a strong sense of the 

individuals who make up those orientations and of how they go about supervisory 

activities.  In every case, individuals’ beliefs about supervision and research could be 

traced to parallel beliefs about teaching and about learning, though this was not 

recognised by Han Yi.  Together their beliefs about the four components fit and 

reinforce their global orientations to supervision.  The stories reveal a level of 

consistency in the nature of the beliefs across the clusters that comprise the 
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orientations, although the reader may question, at this stage, the apparent incongruity 

in some case stories between beliefs about teaching and beliefs about supervision 

(e.g., in the stories of Han Yi, Andy and Kar Hong).  I elaborate this point more fully 

in the next chapter (§7.2). 

 

The close association between beliefs and intentions to behave in particular ways is 

reflected in the approaches participants indicate they use during the supervisory 

process.  The case stories show that those who hold controlling and task-focussed 

views about these educational issues tend to go about the process of supervision in a 

way that is consistent with the pedagogic and task-oriented assumptions outlined 

earlier in this chapter.  Those with more guiding and person-focussed educational 

understandings approach supervision in a way that is consistent with these kinds of 

assumptions.  In a very limited number of instances, expressed beliefs were not 

consistently translated into reported concordant behaviour, as described in the next 

chapter (§7.1). 

 

On occasion, candidates indicated frustration with the way supervisors handled the 

process of supervision or supervisors were unhappy with their candidates’ approach.  

Others indicated very positive supervisory experiences.  This led to questions of 

congruence and disparity among supervisors’ and candidates’ orientations to 

supervision.  This line of inquiry was the focus of the supplementary aims of my 

research.  The findings of the major aims – the four orientations and their profiles 

and webs, along with the clearer and richer understandings afforded by the case 

stories – were the basis for this supplementary inquiry, to which I now turn my 

attention. 

6.6 Supervisors and Candidates  

To achieve the major aims of the research, participants were considered together as 

one group of individuals actively involved in the supervision process, their status as 

supervisors or candidates having no bearing on the analysis.  In contrast, the 

supplementary aims necessitated forming two distinct groups, first by separating the 

supervisors and candidates, and second by pairing off supervisors and candidates into 

their dyadic supervisory units.  The aims were to investigate the kinds of orientations 
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that supervisors and candidates hold, and to look for congruence or difference at the 

group and dyad levels.  

 

After the separate groups of supervisors and candidates were organised, orientations 

that I had earlier decided upon for each person in each group were noted.  I was 

interested to see, for example, if any orientation was dominant in either group or 

perhaps, not represented.  Questions I found interesting included: Are supervisors 

generally more guiding and enabling than candidates?  Do candidates, in general, 

hold beliefs that are more controlling than supervisors?  Do supervisors hold beliefs 

that tend to be task-focussed or person-focussed?  What about candidates in this 

respect?  Is there disparity or conformity between individuals in dyads?  I will first 

look at the supervisor group, then the candidate group and compare the two, before 

moving to explore the dyads. 

 

Table 6.10a shows where the 17 supervisors were placed in the global orientation 

categories and Table 6.10b shows them in their sub-categories.  It is interesting that 

five supervisors typically held views anchored in controlling beliefs and only one of 

those was placed in the most controlling sub-category in which close, directive 

supervision is important.  The other 12 were seen to hold beliefs that were more 

guiding, but only two were placed in the most enabling group.  The supervisors 

tended to huddle on the guiding side of the middle of the spectrum.  Generally, they 

believed that candidates should be independent to some degree, largely self-

motivated and show initiative in following through research ideas.  The supervisors’ 

role was to facilitate students’ partially self-directed learning, monitoring their 

progress by discussing suggestions and assessing research results. 

 

Placements also indicate that supervisors in this study veered towards person-

focussed rather than task-focussed beliefs.  Only six indicated that their beliefs 

focussed on the tasks at hand (three) or on learning the skills needed to complete 

those tasks (three).  Eleven saw the development and growth of the individual as an 

important function of their supervisory role.  Eight of these supervisors valued the 

development of candidates’ personal traits to become competent and confident 

professionals, and three believed part of their responsibility was to nurture and 

enable their candidate to develop in personal as well as professional ways. 
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Table 6.10a: Supervisors’ Global Orientations To Supervision 

 
 Controlling 

5 
Guiding 
12 

 
Task-focussed 
 
6 

Category 1 
Controlling - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
3 Supervisors 

Category 3 
Guiding - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
3 Supervisors 
 

 
Person-
focussed 
 
11 

Category 2 
Controlling - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
2 Supervisors 

Category 4 
Guiding - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
9 Supervisors 
 

 

 

 
 

Table 6.10b: Supervisor Placements within Subcategories 
 

   
Controlling 

 

 
Guiding 

 PROGRESSION 
 
FOCUS 

Close 
Direction 
1 

Requiring 
Permission  
4 

Monitoring 
Progress 
10 

Collaboration 
 
2 

 
Completion of Task 
3 

1A 1B 
3 Supervisors 
 

3A 
 

3B Task-focussed 
 

 
Training, Learning 
to do Research 
3 
 

1C 
 

1D 
 

3C 
3 Supervisors 

3D 

 
Person as a 
Researcher 
8 

2A 2B 
 
 

4A 
6 Supervisors 
 

4B 
2 Supervisors 
 

Person-
focussed 
 
 

 Person Beyond a 
Researcher 
3 
 

2C 
1 Supervisor 

2D 
1 Supervisor 

4C 
1 Supervisor 

4D 
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Overall, supervisors tended to value candidate independence and saw their role as 

enabling rather than shaping candidates’ progression and development.  They 

expressed more guiding and enabling than controlling views about supervision and 

tended also to hold person-focussed rather than task-focussed beliefs about 

supervision.   

 

I followed the same procedure to investigate the orientations of the 17 candidates.  

Their placements are shown in Tables 6.11a and 6.11b.  Ten of the candidates 

typically viewed supervision as a more controlling than guiding activity and four of 

these candidates held ‘very’ directive kinds of beliefs and considered that close, 

prescriptive supervision is optimum for candidates.  The other seven students had a 

more guiding understanding of supervision but only one of these appeared to hold 

‘truly’ enabling beliefs.  This particular candidate was a mature, experienced 

academic and researcher and was close to submitting his thesis.  His beliefs were not 

typical of the student cohort interviewed.  Characteristically, candidates believed 

they should be more closely directed and supported and have their thinking and work 

checked regularly.  They viewed too much independence as inappropriate and 

considered it the supervisors’ responsibility to make sure candidates keep on the 

right track.  Although making excuses that supervisors are very busy people, some 

candidates indicated that supervisors ought to spend more time with their students 

(e.g., Han Yi, Dyad 1, 1A).   

 

Along with their controlling views, candidates tended to be more task-focussed than 

person-focussed in their global view of supervision.  Over half the candidate cohort, 

12 individuals (71%), held this kind of belief.  Nine of these 12 reported a focus on 

completing the task at hand.  The other three with controlling views valued learning 

the skills of doing research and the associated domain knowledge required to 

complete the task.   

 

Only five candidates said they believed that supervision should be a vehicle for the 

personal development of candidates.  Four saw developing professional attributes as 

important so that upon graduation they should not only have learnt the skills of doing 

research but also other important personal traits, such as confidence, independence 

and higher order thinking abilities.  They believed that an important aspect of 
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Table 6.11a: Candidates’ Global Orientations To Supervision 

 
 Controlling 

10 
Guiding 
7 

 
Task-focussed 
12 

Category 1 
Controlling - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
8 Candidates 

Category 3 
Guiding - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
4 Candidates 
 

 
Person-
focussed 
5 

Category 2 
Controlling - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
2 Candidates 

Category 4 
Guiding - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
3 Candidates 
 

 

 

 
 

Table 6.11b: Candidate Placements within Subcategories 
 

   
Controlling 

 

 
Guiding 

 PROGRESSION 
 
FOCUS 

Close 
Direction 
4 

Requiring 
Permission  
6 

Monitoring 
Progress 
6 

Collaboration 
 
1 

 
Completion of 
Task 
9 

1A 
3 Candidates 

1B 
3 Candidates 
 

3A 
3 Candidates 

3B Task-focussed 
 

 

Training, Learning 
to do Research 
3 
 

1C 
1 Candidate 

1D 
1 Candidate 

3C 
1 Candidate 

3D 

 
Person as a 
Researcher 
4 

2A 2B 
1 Candidate 
 

4A 
2 Candidates 
 

4B 
1 Candidate 
 

Person-
focussed 
 
 

 Person Beyond a 
Researcher 
1 
 

2C 
 

2D 
1 Candidate 

4C 
 

4D 
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postgraduate study is developing into competent professionals and that it is the role 

of the supervisor to facilitate this development.  Only one candidate valued personal 

growth in ways beyond being a researcher.  The most significant observation about 

candidates is that, as a group, their beliefs tended to focus on the task at hand, and 

suggested that to complete the PhD in an optimal way requires the benefits of close, 

expert supervision.  

 

We can now put these two sets of findings together to see how supervisors and 

candidates are juxtaposed in their beliefs about supervision.  Perhaps the first thing I 

noticed was that there are both supervisors and candidates in each orientation and, as 

noted earlier (§6.2), there are more people in Orientations 1 and 4 than in 

Orientations 2 and 3.  See Table 6.12a for placements in the global orientations and 

Table 6.12b for the sub-categories. 

 

Typically, supervisors tended to be more guiding and person-focussed and 

candidates tended to be more controlling and task-focussed in their views about 

supervision.  The profiles, web maps and case stories reveal insights about 

individuals who held these particular orientations – the constituent beliefs of their 

orientation profiles, the major themes of the orientations and the ways those beliefs 

are expressed and said to be enacted.  Table 6.13 (overleaf) shows the belief profiles 

of these dominant orientations.  They are further illustrated in the case stories of 

Chen (Dyad 16, 4B) and Han Yi (Dyad 1, 1A) (see §6.5).  Chen’s story gives a good 

understanding of supervisors belonging to the guiding/person-focussed category, 

although his beliefs tend to be more strongly enabling than those of the typical 

supervisor in this category.  Han Yi is fairly typical of candidates in the 

controlling/task-focussed category.  Even though half the candidates in the category 

believe in supervision that is slightly less controlling, he is certainly typical in his 

focus on completing the tasks at hand and requiring supervisor direction in doing so.  

In presenting typical examples, I am mindful that this should not detract from the 

uniqueness of individuals’ orientations.  

 

When we look at Chen’s and Han Yi’s belief profiles and case stories, there are 

obvious differences.  They are not paired as supervisor and supervisee, but presented 

as fairly typical examples of the supervisors and the candidates in this research 
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Table 6.12a: Supervisor and Candidate Global Orientations To Supervision 

 
 Controlling 

 
Supervisors: 5 
Candidates: 10 

Guiding 
 
Supervisors: 12 
Candidates: 7 
 

 
Task-focussed 
 
Supervisors: 6 
Candidates: 12 

Category 1 
Controlling - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
3 Supervisors 
8 Candidates 

Category 3 
Guiding - Task-focussed 
Orientation 
 
3 Supervisors  
3 Candidates 
 

 
Person-
focussed 
 
Supervisors: 11 
Candidates: 5 

Category 2 
Controlling - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
2 Supervisors 
2 Candidates 

Category 4 
Guiding - Person-focussed 
Orientation 
 
9 Supervisors 
3 Candidates 
 

 
 
 

Table 6.12b: Supervisor and Candidate Placement within Subcategories 
 

   
Controlling 

 

 
Guiding 

 PROGRESSION 
 
 
 
FOCUS 

Close 
Direction 
1 Supervisor 
4 Candidates 

Requiring 
Permission  
4 Supervisors 
6 Candidates 

Monitoring 
Progress 
10 Supervisors 
6 Candidates 
 

Collaboration 
 
2 Supervisors 
1 Candidate 

Completion of 
Task 
3 Supervisors 
9 Candidates 

1A 
3 Candidates 

1B 
3 Supervisors 
3 Candidates  
 

3A 
3 Candidates 

3B Task-
focussed 
 
 

Training, Learning 
to do Research 
3 Supervisors 
3 Candidates 

1C 
1 Candidate 

1D 
1 Candidate 

3C 
3 Supervisors 
1 Candidate 
 

3D 

Person as a 
Researcher 
8 Supervisors 
4 Candidates 

2A 2B 
1 Candidate 
 

4A 
6 Supervisors 
2 Candidates 
 

4B 
2 Supervisors 
1 Candidate 
 

Person-
focussed 
 
 
 
 Person Beyond a 

Researcher 
3 Supervisors 
1 Candidate 

2C 
1 Supervisor 

2D 
1 Supervisor 
1 Candidate 
 

4C 
1 Supervisor 

4D 
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Table 6.13: Typical Candidate and Supervisor Profiles about Supervision 

 
DIMENSION 
SETS 

Typical Candidate Beliefs 
Controlling/Task-focussed  

Typical Supervisor Beliefs 
Guiding/Person-focussed  

Supervision: 
Outcomes  
 

Degree/Results 
Knowledge accumulation 
Professional skills  
Narrow scope 

Researcher 
Expert 
Professional development 
*Personal development  

Focus Task Person 
Knowledge use Get a job Disciplinary enculturation 
Reward Extrinsic Intrinsic 
Supervision: 
Process  

 
Directing/Shaping 

Guiding/Becoming/ 
Sharing 

Control Controlled Enabling 
Approach to PhD Completing the research Personal interest 

Candidate development 
Role of supervisor Project director 

Academic expert 
Give directions 
 

Co-researcher  
Project facilitator 
Academic expert 
Experienced researcher 

Role of candidate Pupil 
Follow directions 
Make suggestions 

Co-Researcher  
Independent thinker  
Initiate research activities 

Frame of reference Supervisor’s Integrated 
Decision making Principally supervisor Offer and defend,/discuss ideas/mutual 

agreement 
Risk taking  None to minimal Calculated, some latitude 

Mutually agreed 
Progression Close supervision  Sharing as a means of monitoring progress 
Supervision: 
Relationship 

Supervisor 
Dominant 

Supervisor 
Sharing 

Interaction Teacher/student 
Friendly 
Formal as necessary 

Research collaborators  
Colleagues  
Respectful, less formal 

Community Confined to university Wider research community 
Research: 
Process  
 

Systematic 
Atomistic 
Skills necessary for tasks 

Systematic 
Exploring 
Personal interest  

 Being taught how Becoming a researcher 
Outcomes Goal-oriented 

Doing/finding something new/more or different 
Original knowledge contribution 
Identify, solve a problem Benefit community 

Teaching Prescriptive Facilitate/enable  
Process Focussed on supervisor-perceived student 

needs to complete tasks 
Responding to student-initiated needs for 
overall student development 

Outcomes Knowledge distribution  
Helping understanding 

Facilitating new ways of understanding/seeing 

Relationship Authoritative Monitoring progress  
Democratic 

Learning 
Outcomes 

Accumulate knowledge  
 

Know when and how to apply knowledge 

 Understand See relationships 
  New ways of seeing the world 
Knowledge use Apply knowledge to task Achieving expertise for future 
Process Learn through prescribed tasks Learn through exploring 

Largely self-initiated 
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project.  To find out how widespread these differences were, it was necessary to 

investigate matches and mismatches within individual dyads. 

 

Analysis continued by isolating each supervisory pair and noting the orientation and 

sub-group in which the supervisor and candidate fitted.  Table 6.14 (overleaf) uses 

the two macro descriptors of the global orientations – controlling/guiding and 

task/person-focussed types of beliefs – to indicate congruence and disparity between 

supervisors and their supervisees and in which set of beliefs the match or mismatch 

is evident.  It shows congruence on both descriptors in eight dyads out of the 17.  

There are seven dyads in which there is a match on only one broad cluster and two in 

which there is conceptual dissonance on both macro descriptors.  Also shown are 

matches and mismatches at the sub-group level but before discussing that, I refer to 

Table 6.15 (facing page 224) to explore details of mismatches at the orientation 

level. 

 

Of the partial matches, three pairs (Dyads 6, 8, 10) differ on the controlling/guiding 

descriptor and four (Dyads 4, 9, 13, 14) on the task/person-focussed descriptor 

(Table 6.15).  Dyads 11 and 12 do not match on either broad cluster.  The five 

candidates differing from their supervisors on the controlling/guiding macro 

discriminator hold controlling beliefs and their supervisors hold guiding beliefs.  The 

six differing on the other broad descriptor all hold task-focussed beliefs and their 

supervisors hold person-focussed beliefs.  The difference is never the other way 

around, indicating again, the more controlling and task-focussed beliefs of the 

student group.  Although we know where the discord exists, the research did not 

discriminate for the relative importance of one differentiator over the other in 

causing dissonance (or ensuring harmony) between the two practitioners at the 

working level.   

 

At the sub-group level, Table 14 also shows that only two dyads, 2 and 16, position 

supervisor and candidate in the same sub-category.  It could be that discord in 

progression or focus, discriminators of the sub-groups, are equally problematic for 

some as discord on the macro-descriptors is for others but again, the current research 

was not designed for investigations of this type.  The possible impact of these 
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Table 6.14: Supervisor/Candidate Dyads: Matches and Mismatches 

Dyads Macro-Dimensions Status of Matches on  
Macro Dimensions 

Matches and 
Mismatches at 

Sub-Group Level 
 

Supervisor                    Candidate 
Control/ 
Guide 

C       G 

Task/ 
Person  

T        P 

Full 
Match 

Full 
Mis-
match 

Partial 
Match 

Total 
Match 

Mis-
Match 

1.  Birin 1B Han Yi 1A             

2.  Lee 1B Khim 1B             

3.  Wong 1B Ah Tee 1C             

4.  Andy 2C Albert 1B         ≠   

5.  Ben 2D Nirmal 2B             

6.  Cao 3C Guilin 1A         ≠   

7.  Kumar 3C Iresh 3A             

8.  Soh Eng 3C Esther 1A         ≠   

9.  Myint 4A Helen 3C         ≠   

10.  Swee Lin 4A Waka 2D         ≠   

11.  Sami 4A Li Lian 1B             

12.  Tan 4A Arjun 1D             

13.  Myo 4A Jai 3A         ≠   

14.  Dai Qin 4A Hari  3A         ≠   

15.  Riki 4B Yeo 4A             

16.  Chen 4B Zhu Xi  4B             

17.  Tiang 4C Kar 
Hong 

4A             

Totals:   17 17  12 5 11 6 8 2 7 2 15 
C Controlling,  G Guiding,  T Task-focussed,  P Person-focussed 
  Congruence on macro-dimension/s of supervisor and candidate pairs 
  Difference on macro-dimension/s of supervisor and candidate pairs 
≠   Match of supervisor and candidate on one macro-dimension 
 Supervisor and candidate in same sub-group   Supervisor and candidate in different sub-group 
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Table 6.15: Instances of Candidates Differing from their Supervisors in Broad Belief Clusters  

 
Broad Cluster in which Difference is Observed Dyad  Candidate Student 

Orientation Candidate Supervisor 

6 Guilin 1A Controlling Guiding 
8 Esther 1A Controlling Guiding 
10 Waka 2D Controlling Guiding 
4 Albert 1B Task-focussed Person-focussed 
9 Helen 3C Task-focussed Person-focussed 
13 Jai 3A Task-focussed Person-focussed 
14 Hari 3A Task-focussed Person-focussed 
11 Li lian 1B Controlling 

Task-focussed 
Guiding  
Person-focussed 

12 Arjun 1D Controlling 
Task-focussed 

Guiding  
Person-focussed 
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differences on the supervisory relationship and student progress is an interesting 

subject for further investigation. 

Case Stories 

Of the two examples that follow, one gives evidence of a dyad in which there is 

congruence on both macro descriptors, and the other in which there is discord on 

both.  The case stories of Tiang and Kar Hong (Dyad 17) provide descriptions of a 

supervisor and candidate who share the same orientation (but different sub-groups) 

and those of Tan and Arjun (Dyad 12) describe two people in a supervisory dyad 

who hold disparate orientations.   

Conceptual Congruence: Tiang, Supervisor - 4C; Kar Hong, Candidate - 4A 

(Dyad 17) 

These two case stories provide an example of a dyad in which the supervisor and 

candidate hold the same orientation and have an apparent harmonious working 

relationship.  Tiang and Kar Hong hold Orientation 4, guiding/task-focussed, and 

reported their experiences as very rewarding.  Although I did not ask participants to 

evaluate the performance of the other person in their dyad, this was sometimes 

alluded to. 

 

Kar Hong’s case story is featured in Section 6.5.  I will repeat only salient points 

here.  His story reveals a candidate who is very satisfied with the supervision and 

involvement of his supervisor.  He described his experience: I think supervision is 

great.  I’ve learned a lot of things from my supervisor.  I’ve had a very positive 

experience.  Kar Hong and his supervisor, Tiang, believe that supervision should be a 

guiding activity, driven by shared, personal research interests of both the supervisor 

and candidate.  As an expert, the supervisors’ role is to facilitate candidate learning 

and research.  A high level of critical, independent thought is expected from the 

student who should identify worthy research problems and implement research 

activity in an exploratory fashion to make an original contribution that will be of 

benefit to the community.   

 

The difference between the two, and the reason for their placement in different sub-

categories, is that while Tiang really believes that supervision is a process of 
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enabling the student to grow and mature as a “whole person”, Kah Hong’s beliefs 

emphasise steering PhD learning towards becoming an independent, confident and 

well rounded professional person.  Tiang believes in developing [students’] critical 

thinking skills about all aspects of life … to make a person very analytical and 

learned … to be able to think for themselves … give them confidence to be risk takers 

… give them self-esteem …  understand what life is about … for the students to 

become the next me, or better than me … taking them to their fullest potential as a 

human being.  Kar Hong indicates that he appreciates this kind of input and 

endeavour from his supervisor, and probably benefits from it, but he believes that his 

time as a PhD student and the role of the supervisor is a preparation for a student to 

become an independent researcher in his future. … After the student has his PhD, 

then he’ll be able to carry out research by himself.   

 

The supervisory experience for both appears to be a smooth process and a mutually 

beneficial and satisfying experience.  It is indicative of a situation in which beliefs, 

intentions and actions are in harmony at the personal and dyad level, a condition 

considered as ideal.  The next dyadic example describes a situation in which there is 

both conceptual and practical discord.  

Conceptual Disparity: Tan, Supervisor - 4A; Arjun, Candidate - 1D (Dyad 

12) 

In each dyad where there is conceptual incompatibility on both macro qualifiers, the 

supervisors believe in student independence, in their self-direction and in self-

actualisation of their professional capabilities throughout the period of study.  

Students, in contrast, value completing the task and learning the skills and 

knowledge needed to complete that task, with close direction from their supervisor to 

maximise the gain and speed up the process.  The dyad in which Tan is the 

supervisor and Arjun is the candidate, offers some insight into this kind of mismatch.   

 

Overall, Tan tends towards guiding beliefs and valuing the role of supervisors in 

aiding candidates’ professional development.  He sees supervision divided into two 

stages.  At first you must work with them very closely to introduce them to the area 

and the problem.  In subsequent years though, I expect them to be quite independent, 
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to carry on from what they pick up8 over the first year.  This idea of guiding the 

student towards self-empowerment pervades his whole understanding of supervision.  

At the beginning, you have to interact with them regularly and treat them as a 

student and as a friend.  Then, at least for the second and third years they are a 

sparring partner and co-researcher, when you explore new research problems 

together.  

 

While it is definitely the job of the supervisor, more than the student, to define a 

research topic, students must be interested as well and there must be leeway for 

change in the research direction as they progress.  In the second stage, when they 

are more or less on their own, they should try to solve their own [research] 

problems.  But, he believes, monitoring students’ progress is an important 

supervisory role.  I don’t go to the extent of checking them but I expect students to 

give me a report from time to time, depending on their progress. … Then we discuss 

whether their approach is correct or whether we should decide on a different 

development.   

 

Tan also values the learning experience that comes from working with PhD students.  

I also learn from my students.  When they argue with me on the research problem, I 

think through whether he has something interesting that’s worth considering.  We 

have disagreements of ideas but I do not impose my ideas onto him.  The decision 

whether to follow my advice or not is his.  

 

Tan sees PhD study and research as a unit.  PhD study is the exploration of new 

frontiers and students need to develop a new result or offer new ideas.  Supervisors 

must be well versed in the areas so they can impart the knowledge and confidence to 

the students. … It’s not so much the PhD degree they get when they finish their 

research, but the methodology they have developed over the years on how to tackle 

                                                 
8 Although the words “pick up” sound more task- than person-focussed, and Tan may include an 

element of accumulating knowledge and skills, the tenor of the interview was that the first year was, 

for the candidate, a fairly intensive learning and preparatory time for more independent, collegial 

study. 
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something new.  As well, I think people skills, dealing with colleagues … preparing 

them to do well in their profession are really important. 

 

Tan’s ideas about teaching and learning scaffold these beliefs.  Teaching is sharing 

your enthusiasm for the knowledge you have, for the subject really, with the students. 

… PhD teaching is sharing academic knowledge and methodology, on a one-to-one 

basis through discussion. ...  It is certainly one of the supervisor's responsibilities. … 

But it’s more than just passing out knowledge.  If a student lacks some tools, I pass 

him the material to go through, if I have it, and if he has any difficulty we work 

through the basic principles involved.  Basically, it is more like discussion and I am 

there to facilitate his learning.  His teaching goes beyond academic knowledge. I 

also teach them how to deal with people … and gain confidence so they are better 

equipped when they join the workforce as competent, independent researchers. 

 

Learning requires being interested … but you cannot learn without understanding.  

They have to go together.  If I want to pursue research in [an] area, then learning 

happens through creating some new results.  For his students, more important than 

becoming familiar with the specific research area and the ability to generate new 

results in those areas, is their learning the way to approach research problems, the 

procedures and methodologies and the confidence to see and tackle new problems … 

in a different setting.  

 

Tan finds it very satisfying to see the young researcher you have nurtured grow from 

there to independent researchers.  The unfortunate thing is the scholarship is only 

for 3 1/2 years, so the time for a student to develop is rather tight and pressurising. 

… That does limit his freedom of direction and depth of study to some extent.  

 

Arjun’s story is different.  He began by telling me that I am doing my PhD first, 

because my parents and some relatives do professional research.  Second, I like 

research.  This is a very good chance to learn how to do research work.  Lastly, 

other people respect me if I have a PhD.  Here is a hint that Arjun’s beliefs focus on 

learning how to do research and on getting the degree.  He makes no mention of 

personal development as his supervisor did, and the level of input he believes a 

supervisor should offer, is far greater than the level his supervisor believes is optimal 
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for PhD study.  Supervisors should play a significant role in directing students’ 

research.  

 

His controlling beliefs support his task-oriented approach.  Supervision is very 

important in the development of my research because a good direction is very 

important.  The direction is an objective.  If the objective is wrong I cannot get 

anything.  Supervision is to help you to explore new things but the sort of help is the 

direction.  I need to know what the objective is, what I need to explore.  It is very 

hard when I can’t get results because I can’t get a good direction.  Arjun does not 

see himself as a collaborator or co-researcher with his supervisor, who, he believes, 

should be an expert.  We need the supervisors to help us, because they can give you 

the big picture of the field and can give you a direction.  They are very good in this 

field and because we are still a student we need a supervisor. … I am not very 

independent.  He gives me general direction, then the objectives, then I do it. … But I 

always obtain direction from my supervisor, except if it’s a very small topic I try to 

find a problem and finish it by myself. 

 

Though the topic is his supervisor’s, this field is important and I’m interested in it.  It 

is a big topic and I do a small subtopic by myself.  I don’t have a chance to talk to 

people doing the other subtopics. … I exchange particular ideas, e.g., a particular 

mathematical formula I don’t know how to solve, with lab mates and other 

postgraduate students.  

 

Although Arjun sees research as exploring new things, trying to find some new ideas 

that other people haven’t done or haven’t thought of, … this is the most important for 

PhD, he believes the supervisor should say in this [specific] direction there may be 

something you can do. … Sometimes I think about a program and try to find a 

question to solve.  Then I write a simple report and pass it to him.  He reads it and if 

he thinks it’s OK we revise it and do some simulation and make it a paper. … If he 

doesn’t think it’s all right or the direction is wrong we wasted time.  Then I need a 

new direction from my supervisor.  So if I have some idea I exchange with him.  He 

listens to my ideas and gives me a further direction. … Sometimes I do disagree with 

my supervisor.  If I have a different idea I try to explain it and if he still disagrees we 

discuss it and then get a conclusion so we both agree.  
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Arjun thinks undergraduate teaching is just teach you some knowledge. … A good 

teacher can give me more information.  But my understanding of teaching to 

postgraduate students is a bit different.  It’s giving the direction … and the 

information to look for to follow the objective.  Maybe give you the topic and you try 

to find related books, papers and other materials about it to get familiar and then 

you try to get some results from your supervisor’s direction … because they are 

experts in the area.  To do research maybe I don’t need the knowledge … just need 

the direction.  Good direction is better.   

 

His beliefs on learning fit these beliefs closely.  Learning, I think, is getting new 

information.  His focus on the task at hand is important here.  In my PhD studies 

because there is a clear objective, all my learning is related to this topic.  His 

systematic, goal-oriented view of research is also reinforced.  First we should learn 

and understand what other people have done … then the next step is to find the 

questions.  When we have found the question we try to solve it … Sometimes I have to 

learn new knowledge to solve this problem.  When I have difficulty with new ideas, 

first I try to find some papers about the topic.  Second I discuss with my supervisor 

and he can give the knowledge or if I found it he can explain it.  

 

Based on very different beliefs about teaching, Tan with guiding and person-

focussed beliefs, and Arjun with beliefs in teacher direction and prescription to 

provide the knowledge and understanding necessary to complete the project, their 

two case stories portray very different attitudes and approaches to supervision.  But 

they come together in a working relationship.  

 

Sometimes, individuals made value judgements directly or alluded to the practices 

and performance of their dyad partner.  Disclosures from Tan that allude to the 

differences between them are that he thinks it very important to select good students 

and to propose appropriate topics for research.  That is quite crucial. … Having 

weaker students is more difficult.  You have to spend more time to discuss with them, 

whether their direction is correct or not.  And later he volunteered that the ability of 

the students can be a problem.  Once we [the School] offer the scholarship we expect 

the student to complete their dissertations, so if a student is not capable of a PhD, 

it’s really tough and really taxing on the supervisor.  Arjun thinks it is very hard 
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when you’re doing a PhD and you can’t get a good direction from the supervisor. … 

If it’s the wrong direction, then we waste time. Actually, I wasted half a year because 

of wrong direction my supervisor gave me. 

 

There is evidence in these case stories that there are differences in expectations and 

work behaviour between Arjun and Tan.  Nevertheless, Arjun was quite close to 

submitting his thesis so the outcome of the working relationship, at least in terms of 

finishing the degree, is likely to have been successful.  This suggests that Tan has 

compromised and perhaps given more direct help than he actually believes optimal 

for PhD students.  But there is also evidence that Arjun has been extended in having 

to more independent than he would have liked.  These adaptations raise the 

possibility of gaps between individuals’ beliefs and their actions, a notion I will 

explore more fully in the next chapter. 

 6.7 Summary  

These findings and case stories present valuable and interesting insights into the 

personal theories and attitudes that individuals hold about supervision and how they 

are reflected in their reported supervisory intentions and behaviour.  The four 

orientations and their belief profiles show the variety among the beliefs of 

individuals from one engineering faculty.  The findings suggest that supervision, 

research, teaching and learning form a supervision plexus and further, indicate the 

importance of beliefs about teaching in moulding individuals’ global orientations to 

supervision.  The findings offer clues for future postgraduate organization and 

research.  Supplementary findings indicate differences in the ways supervisors and 

candidates understand supervision.  The following chapter makes further interesting 

comments on aspects of the results and picks up themes from earlier in the thesis. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

UNDERSTANDING SUPERVISION THROUGH BELIEFS 

RESEARCH 

 

This chapter shows how the use of the beliefs approach to research has advanced our 

understandings about supervision.  It connects the theory of beliefs research (Chapter 

Three) to the findings of this investigation, and further, it positions the findings within 

the literature about supervision (Chapter Two).  The chapter examines and elaborates 

the findings presented in Chapter Six.  Figure 7.1 offers an overview. 

 

Examples from the interview transcripts and the findings are presented, as necessary, 

to support and clarify statements and claims.  Using so many quotations from the 

interviews reminds us of the individual nature of beliefs and allows us to maintain 

contact with the participants who presented them.  Pseudonyms for participants in 

each dyad have previously been presented (Table 5.2; Table 6.14).  For easy access, 

Table 7.1 (overleaf) also presents this information.  

7.1 Orientations and Practice 

The belief systems and webs describing the orientations presented in this thesis are 

well integrated and cohesive.  Had they included inconsistent or conflicting beliefs, 

they could be expected to be weaker determinants of behaviour than evidenced by 

participants in my study.  Here, in almost all instances, there is a powerful and 

obvious link between individuals’ coded orientations and the way they report they act, 

or prefer to act, in supervisory situations.  

 

The affect component of beliefs means that views expressed include a personal 

endorsement so that ways of thinking and acting that are revealed are valued and 

preferred by the person expressing them (Abelson, 1979; Nespor, 1987; Rokeach, 

1968).  This quality has been linked to the powerful influence that existing beliefs 

exert on individuals’ consequent thinking and on determining their intentions and 
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actions (e.g., Ernest, 1989; Kember, 2001; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Quinlan, 

2002; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002; Stipek & Byler, 1997).  It was evident here, that 

beliefs were instrumental in the kinds of decisions that participants made when 

interpreting situations and settling on ways in which to carry out associated tasks.   

 

This link between individuals’ beliefs and their practice became apparent when 

interviewees gave performance examples of the beliefs they expressed, describing the 

roles and functions they believed appropriate for RHD supervision, indicating how 

they enacted these roles and with what intent they carried them out.  I have described 

how the combination and relative importance of different functions are associated 

with the orientations that individuals have (see §6.4; Figures 6.6, 6.7, 6.8, 6.9).  It 

would have been a difficult and unwieldy task to investigate individuals’ attitudes to 

the myriad of functions in which they engage as supervisors and candidates.  To 

reduce the lists of managerial, educative and relational roles (see Table 2.1) to 

manageable entities, to include candidates as well as supervisors in the focus1, and to 

more strategically apply the beliefs approach, supervision, research, teaching and 

learning were selected as the focus of the research and there is evidence that in every 

orientation these elements are important practical components of the PhD enterprise.   

 

Research is obviously a primary activity, and supervisors and candidates made 

frequent reference to it.  Learning in different forms was sometimes volunteered as an 

outcome of research or, more broadly, as part of the process of PhD study.  

Accumulating information about a particular research field, learning the skills of 

doing research, learning how to be a researcher and to formulate worthy research 

questions, learning to become expert in research and the field of knowledge, and 

learning how to function proficiently as a researcher, academic teacher or supervisor 

were all included.  Teaching – whether called teaching, or whether called checking, 

discussing, guiding, giving direction or showing the way – is certainly undertaken 

during supervision.  And supervision, as the focus of the enquiry, is necessarily 

included.  The beliefs that individuals have about supervision, research, teaching and 

                                                 
1 The literature, presented in the review in Chapter Two, tends to focus on supervisors and the tasks 

they need to perform in order to effect good supervision. 



Chapter Seven: Understanding Supervision through Beliefs  

 

 

 

 

 
Table 7.1: Pseudonyms for Individuals in Each Dyad  

 

Dyad Supervisor Orientation Candidate Orientation 

1  Birin 1B Han Yi 1A 

2  Lee 1B Khim 1B 

3  Wong 1B Ah Tee 1C 

4  Andy 2C Albert 1B 

5  Ben 2D Nirmal 2B 

6  Cao 3C Guilin 1A 

7  Kumar 3C Iresh 3A 

8  Soh Eng 3C Esther 1A 

9  Myint 4A Helen 3C 

10  Swee Lin 4A Waka 2D 

11  Sami 4A Li Lian 1B 

12  Tan 4A Arjun 1D 

13  Myo 4A Jai 3A 

14  Dai Qin 4A Hari  3A 

15  Riki 4B Yeo 4A 

16  Chen 4B Zhu Xi  4B 

17  Tiang 4C Kar Hong 4A 
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Table 7.2: Links Between Orientations and Supervisory Practice at Group Level 
 

 Main Focus of Supervision 

 

Endorsed Ways of Practising Summary 

Orientation 1 
 

Task-focussed Aims  Controlling  Directive and managing to 
accomplish tasks 
 

Orientation 2 
 

 Person-focussed Controlling  Directive and nurturing to foster 
professional/personal growth of 
candidate 
 

Orientation 3 
 

Task-focussed Aims   Guiding Guiding and checking to 
accomplish research by expecting 
or developing greater candidate 
independence 
 

Orientation 4 
 

 Person-focussed  Guiding Enabling and collegial approach 
to encourage professional and 
personal development of 
candidate 
 

Explanation Interest is in a narrow 
approach to the tasks at hand 
with minimal extraneous 
endeavour to complete the 
research and gain the degree. 
Management or educative 
functions important 

Interest is in overall 
development of the person. 
Research project is the 
means through which these 
aims can be accomplished. 
Relational activities important 
- mentoring, personal 
advising, being friends 
 

Prescriptive, directive style of 
managing student progress 
Managerial functions 
important - supervisor as a 
director, checker, information-
provider and time-manager 

Educative functions important 
Student empowerment and 
independence 
Supervisor as discussant, co-
researcher 
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learning, combined in their global orientations to supervision, are instrumental in 

determining their perceptions of the tasks they perform and the ways in which they 

carry them out so that, although the same functions were sometimes noted in more 

than one orientation, individuals practice them in different ways.  

 

The orientation construct, in itself, demonstrates the beliefs-action nexus, by 

incorporating a description of how those holding each orientation practice supervision.  

The nature of each orientation, based on the two macro descriptors, can be seen as 

being centred on the main focus of supervision (task or person) and the preferred way 

of practising supervision (controlling or guiding)2.  Table 7.2 shows these links 

between orientations and supervisory practice at the group (orientation) level.  

Participants in each of the orientations behave in ways that are similar to others within 

the group, notwithstanding idiosyncratic behaviour, and these ways differ from the 

ways participants in each of the other orientations behave.   

 

As an example, those holding guiding/task-focussed types of beliefs (Orientation 4) 

behave in ways they believe enhance the development of the candidate as a person. To 

optimise this development in supervisory situations, they encourage student 

independence and collegiality.  By comparison, those in Orientation 2, who also value 

outcomes associated with candidate development, endorse different beliefs about the 

kinds of behaviour they believe are most suitable.  Instead of working towards 

collegiality and student empowerment, they work in more controlling and directive 

ways to shape student development.  Similar scenarios of the nexus between the broad 

descriptors and actions can be seen in the other orientations (see Table 7.2).  

 

Table 7.3 (overleaf) shows the links at the level of the individual.  The table gives 

examples of beliefs that some supervisors and candidates expressed about the two 

broad descriptors, for each orientation.  Connections can be seen between the beliefs 

given here and the kinds of behaviour these participants endorsed (indicated by their 

placement in particular orientation categories).  The case stories give a lengthier 

description of the links between individuals’ beliefs and their practice.  The stories of 

                                                 
2 This concept is further developed in Section 8.2. 
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Table 7.3: Links between Individuals’ Beliefs and Ways of Practising Supervision – Some Examples (Excerpts edited for brevity.) 
 

Orientation 1 Orientation 3 
Control Task-focussed Guiding Task-focussed 
Obstacles to trying to be a good supervisor are 
when the student doesn’t agree with what you 
say. Then I have to work out his problem. 
 
Birin, Supervisor, Dyad 1, 1B 

We are not specifically training them [for 
academia] … It’s like, complete your project 
and then we decide what you want to do  
 
Lee, Supervisor, Dyad 2, 1B 

You don’t want to be too prescriptive.  You 
want to leave some leeway for the person to 
think. It’s also important to monitor the 
progress. By meeting regularly and tracking 
progress, you can spot problems. 
 
Soh Eng Supervisor, Dyad 8, 3C 

Their real goal ought to be to do the research 
and get a degree…We set milestones and all 
that, and immediate targets and try to track 
them. 
 
Soh Eng Supervisor, Dyad 8, 3C 

As a student I want more academic guidance 
to avoid some unnecessary trial because 
that’s time consuming. Supervision is to advise 
the student to do something  
 
Esther, Candidate Dyad 8.1A 

PhD students should work hard and finish 
the tasks supervisors give them  
 
Han Yi, Candidate, Dyad 1, 1A 

If my supervisor gives me some advice, first, 
I’ll think about it to decide if it’s possible or 
we’ll discuss it. But if I meet some problem I’ll 
call him. 
 
Helen, Candidate, Dyad 9, 3C 

We can go on doing research. This is just a 
matter of doing it by myself and getting the 
degree. For younger students too – we need 
the degree for our career. 
 
Hari, Candidate, Dyad 14, 3A 

Orientation 2 Orientation 4 
Control Person-focussed Guiding Person-focussed 
Driving metaphor (§7.6). 
I make sure you go in the right directions. I 
watch over your shoulder …Then I fall asleep. 
You drive until you hit the crossroad. Then you 
wake me up.  We discuss the problem, I tell 
you, in my opinion …    
 
Ben, Supervisor, Dyad 5, 2D 

My academic kids … I really care about my 
students  
What you learn goes through to the rest of 
your life, to deal with other things.  
 
Ben, Supervisor, Dyad 5, 2D 

As they gain confidence, we work as 
colleagues. They have to make judgments, 
their own decisions. I help them with 
discussions, sharing ideas and we come to a 
consensus. 
 
Riki, Supervisor, Dyad 15, 4B 

I help them become independent, so they 
have the ability to achieve later in life. It’s not 
just the topic they learn, it’s the mindset and 
reaching a professional standard. Not just the 
end result but how they reach it - in a 
professional way.  
 
Mynt, Supervisor, Dyad 9, 4A  

My supervisor has provided me with much 
worthy information. I follow her directions. 
That’s what supervision should be. 
 
Waka, Candidate Dyad 10, 2D 

Supervision helps you for your research and 
for your life.  The supervisor should care 
about the life of the student and care about 
the progress of their research. 
 
Waka, Candidate Dyad 10, 2D 

Supervision is to give ideas, to have someone 
to discuss with, to provide skills and 
experiences to share and I also share with my 
supervisor. He judges if what I do is relevant 
and up to the standard 
Yeo, Candidate, Dyad 15, 4A 

Supervision teaching is very important. You 
need to motivate them to lifelong learning.  Not 
only learn your field of research but indirectly 
many other things. You grow professionally. 
 
Zhu Xi, Candidate, Dyad 16, 4C 
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Lee, Han Yi, Andy, Kumar, Chen and Kar Hong show that the beliefs they expressed 

are clearly discernible in the ways they described their approach and practice in 

supervisory situations (see §6.5).  Their stories include beliefs about the four plexus 

components and illustrate links between beliefs and action over the spectrum of 

supervisory practice.  

 

I have cited evidence that when action in educational situations is contemplated or 

required, individuals’ beliefs are powerful determinants in helping to shape their 

decisions about the kind of practice to be undertaken (Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; 

Quinlan, 1997; 2002; Richardson, 1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; 2002).  The 

following example of Chen elaborates this consistency.  Chen (Dyad 16, 4C §6.5) 

expressed beliefs that I have interpreted as guiding and person-focussed, and he 

endorses and professes to enact supervisory behaviour that is compatible with these 

kinds of beliefs.  His preference is for a collegial kind of interaction within the 

supervisory dyad and for his candidates to be increasingly self-directive as they are 

empowered, through his andragogic, enabling ways of behaving, to become 

competent, professional researchers.  Chen’s focus is not on candidates’ achieving 

their degree but on their professional development through the process of doing (and 

thereby achieving) the degree.  

 

Beliefs occupy an important interposition between the supervisory context and the 

supervision that actually occurs.  Chen is subject to many constraints and 

requirements within the system and he deals with similar disciplinary matters as 

others, but he is able to work within these boundaries in ways that are consistent with 

his beliefs and that he views are best suited to fulfil his goals and focus of supervision, 

and more widely, of doctoral education.  Chen is typical of the supervisors in this 

respect.  My research suggests that, as a rule, participants hold sets of beliefs that 

denote their preferred ways of acting.  They do not hold incompatible ideal and 

working beliefs.  However, there was some evidence that in certain circumstances, 

people make judgements to behave in ways that are strategic rather than beliefs-

driven. 
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Beliefs/Action Divergence or Strategic Response? 

Being able to work consistently was more difficult in an outlying case or two, and led 

to differences between described beliefs and behaviour in particular circumstances.  In 

these cases, it is possible that situational restrictions prevailed and prevented preferred 

ways of supervising from being implemented.  Giving an extended example of what 

appeared to be inconsistency between expressed beliefs and actions in the case stories 

of Myo and Jai (hinted at also in the stories of Tan and Arjun (§6.6)) may be 

misleading in that it will highlight a minority experience.  However, at the risk of 

overemphasising an atypical situation in which beliefs and behaviour seem to be at 

odds, I will provide an extended example in order to suggest that these differences 

might be interpreted not simply as contradictions between espoused and enacted 

beliefs but possibly as strategic responses to contexts perceived to be hampering the 

implementation of beliefs.   

 

Given that the case stories of Myo and Jai seem to lie outside the boundaries of 

interpretation that apply to the other case stories, it is worth considering these stories 

in some detail to ensure that the anomaly is recognised and that both alternative 

explanations are considered: a true difference between beliefs and behaviour, or a 

difference that strategically gives precedence to the needs of a student who seems not 

to be able to respond to the desired approach to supervision.  An issue of concern, too, 

is whether “giving independence” is seen largely as “allowing independence” where it 

exists already or whether it also means “nurturing independence” where it is non-

existent or nascent.  The latter may be the challenge that Myo faces. 

 

Myo (Dyad 13, 4A) is a supervisor who appeared to espouse one set of beliefs about 

supervision but who indicated that there are situations in which it is not possible to 

enact them.  I will first describe his espoused beliefs, and then look at his descriptions 

of the ways he practices in his supervisory capacity with his current candidate, Jai 

(3A).  His working relationship with her appears to be strained.  Myo and Jai hold 

beliefs that are in accord on one macro descriptor.  They both see supervision as a 

guiding rather than directive and prescriptive activity but their focus or goals are 

conceptually different.  While Myo’s beliefs focus on empowering the student to 
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become a competent researcher, Jai, like many of the candidates interviewed, is more 

focussed on completing the tasks at hand.   

Myo, Supervisor (second PhD student) - Category 4A 

Myo, holding guiding beliefs, thought it important that PhD students do their research 

independently.  We should really be aiming for the high end. … It’s ideal if students 

can carry on independently and achieve good results … not getting a lot of help from 

the supervisor.  If they can do this, there are better outcomes.  After, they could be 

totally independent.  And their research should make significant, useful, original 

contributions to the field, theoretically or experimentally.  It’s important that we share 

an interest in the research topic.  So ideally the topic should be in my area so I can 

discuss it and deal with it.   

 

Teaching is, in a sense, similar but different to supervision … it’s not a formal kind of 

teaching.  Our role is to help [students] in ways of understanding, by teaching them 

learning techniques, by discussing how to approach research problems … not just 

knowledge from the textbook. … They also should be good at self-study and learn by 

themselves. … Supervisor-student discussions are focussed on trying to solve their 

research problem, not on teaching the fundamentals. … It’s very individual teaching 

or helping them with what they need at the time. But if they require any background 

knowledge, they should be able to learn it by themselves. 

 

Doctoral study is a preparation for candidates’ future as professionals.  PhD learning 

goes beyond understanding the meaning to being able to apply it to related topics or 

applications … later on.  Like learning the learning technique not just learning the 

fact and after, they should be ready to do some teaching and supervising in the 

university.  It is important for a supervisor to be a good researcher so the students will 

try to follow, and hopefully do it better.  They should know more than just how to do 

proper research and how to apply it in other areas.  They also need to be able to 

evaluate their work, and be able to judge whether they have mapped out a good path 

in their future research projects. 
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Myo admits that probably my beliefs are ideal … my expectation is too high to start 

with.  With the large increase in the numbers of students doing doctoral study, very 

many do not have the ability to do research independently … unless you pick the very 

best ones. … Most of the students require more direct supervision and closer 

guidance.  I am prepared to take students that are not so good, but they need to follow 

closely what I tell them to do. ... From time to time they need close monitoring so they 

don’t go into trivial work. … You guide the students through the years of PhD and 

research and provide what is necessary.  Myo recognises that different students have 

different needs and he aims to vary his practice accordingly, perhaps offering a clue to 

why he practices in a way that does not always gel with his espoused beliefs.   

 

This is also evident in his interactions with candidates.  Personally, I feel it’s much 

better to be just like friends but I think it’s not easy to do.  You have to be kind of boss 

and employee or they don’t show respect for you. … Usually we meet every one or two 

weeks but if necessary they can come back every day.  We discuss past work done. … 

You need to guide them in the right track so they don’t waste time doing less 

important things.  When students disagree with me, I try to get their reasonings, to see 

whether they’re correct or not, but I always try to change them because as supervisors 

you really have more experience and you know more. 

 

Myo finds it difficult, at times, to enact his beliefs.  When describing his working 

relationship with Jai, he reported that he directs the project, closely monitors her work 

and generally permits little independence, yet candidate independence appears to be 

the cornerstone of his espoused beliefs.  It may be that more independence will follow 

as Jai had been pursuing her PhD studies for only one year, but there was no evidence 

in the interview that this was the plan.  There are also instances in which Jai is unable 

to act in ways that are consistently compatible with her beliefs.  She appears to reflect 

what was typical of the students in the PREQ (1999) in Australia who wanted 

structure in their research education but who also wanted the freedom to explore 

(Ainley, 2001).  Jai’s case story, which follows, emphasises differences between her 

expressed preferred ways of acting and those she feels are required in the current 

situation. 
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Jai, Candidate (1 year) - Category 3A 

I think that supervision is to guide us, to keep us in the right check. … A good 

supervisor will give the student more freedom to let them think about their idea and 

more understanding such that when we can’t finish the work on time he will not blame 

us.  Jai informs us of the importance of doing research to get results.  Getting the 

result is most important because then we can find [from the supervisor] if we are in 

the right track. 

 

He already has the exact aim when he proposed the topic and it is still exactly as he 

proposed it.  He gives me the short-term goal. … I think this is the point I dislike.  

Sometimes I think the long-term goal is not very clear to me. … Everything I do is in 

response to my supervisor. … Usually when I have some idea, I need to consult with 

him and he decides it’s right or wrong.  If I have some idea different from him usually 

I can’t persuade him.  If he is sure he is right he will insist on his idea.  That’s usual.  

If I insist and it will not take long, he will let me try.  

 

Discussion of beliefs versus the opportunity to enact them is continued when Jai talks 

about research.  Research means to explore some new idea on the technique or the 

application. … It’s not easy for me to stay on the right track because doing research, I 

need to explore my idea in any way to find the novel point, because he asked me to 

just do what he wants.  And on the other hand he wants me to give out the novel idea 

and only let me know the short term plan.  So I think it is not very easy for me to keep 

in the right track myself.  Jai says that she likes to try out her own ideas and then 

report results to her supervisor for comment, but this is not always possible.  During 

the research I like to follow my own idea and after the work is finished I’m not sure if 

it’s good or bad.  Then I need my supervisor to see and if there is any shortcoming he 

will guide me to improve it.  So I need my supervisor to let me know the shortcomings 

of my work.  

 

Normally we keep good relationship.  It’s like teacher and student and sometimes like 

a boss.  Sometimes he wants me to do something and I can’t refuse so this is like a 

boss but the attitude is friendly.  It can be like a colleague when we just discuss the 

project. 
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Teaching, Jai says, is not important to our research work. … We should learn by 

ourselves.  She uses the well-known metaphor of ‘fishing’ to describe that for her 

teaching students how to learn is more important than giving them the information 

(§7.6).  Learning is more important [than teaching] for postgraduate students. … 

Research is to resolve a problem new to us so when we resolve the problem we learn.  

As long as we do the research and get some progress, we always keep learning.  We 

explore new ideas.  That means we learn. … From my supervisor I also learn, well, at 

the beginning my research is not so effective.  From my supervisor I know how to save 

time and to use time properly.  

 

At first glance, it seems that Myo should simply enact his espoused beliefs and give 

Jai the freedom she desires but says is not permitted.  But the situation is more 

complex.  Myo alludes to several factors that may offer explanations for the 

disjunction between beliefs and actions evidenced here.  First, are his person-focussed 

beliefs in adapting practice that may be unsuited to the individual needs of the 

particular student.  Student capabilities and contextual characteristics are considered 

and practice altered accordingly.  Myo compensates for taking on students perceived 

as not so capable by requiring them to follow instructions closely.  He supports this 

and perhaps offers a clue about the situation with his current student by suggesting 

that the worst case would be some student who is not very good but who thinks they’re 

good enough.  Jai would like to be more independent, but it may be that, in Myo’s 

opinion, she is not capable of making appropriately informed decisions about the 

direction of her research, at least at this stage of her candidacy.  Contextually, the time 

frame placed on scholarship holders is an important reason for Myo to encourage 

students not to waste time and not to take unnecessary risks.   

 

Myo’s use of the word always in describing his reaction to student suggestions – but I 

always try to change them because as supervisors you really have more experience 

and you know more – does not gel with his expressed beliefs about student self-

direction, independence and responsibility.  So I am left wondering.  Did he express 

beliefs that he would enact in other situations if at all possible but which he thinks are 

inappropriate and unworkable in this situation?  Or does he, in fact, hold ideal visions 

(Nespor, 1987) but practice a different set of working beliefs (Samuelowicz & Bain, 
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1992)?  Are there fundamental differences between his espoused theory and his 

theory-in-use (Argyris & Schön, 1978)?  Evidence from the entire interview suggests 

that Myo would prefer to operationalise his ideal set of beliefs as his working beliefs 

but is hindered in doing so by the system in which he operates and by the capabilities 

of the candidate.  His ‘ideal’ and preferred working beliefs about supervision, it 

appears, may not differ but his strategic enactment of those beliefs does vary. 

 

Another consideration is that his teaching belief in adopting practice that best suits the 

current needs of students, here, his candidate, may be more powerful in determining 

his behaviour than his beliefs about supervision are.  He does have an interest in the 

student’s success in obtaining the degree and a willingness to adapt practices to suit 

the demands of the particular situation.  Whichever the reason, he appears to translate 

his ideal beliefs into a different kind of behaviour to accomplish his intentions – in 

this supervisory situation.  While Myo and Jai do not represent the typical relationship 

between ideal and enacted beliefs, their stories are important in showing the 

difficulties of trying to enact the ideal in what are perceived to be unusual contexts 

and relationships, and strategic deviations to achieve desired outcomes. 

Relationship between Beliefs and Behaviour 

The strong relationship between beliefs and actions in higher education contexts (e.g., 

Bain, 2000; Quinlan, 1999; 2002; Samuelowicz, 1999; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; 

2002) is complex and dialectical (Thompson, 1992) rather than purely causal.  There 

were examples in this research of strong links between expressed beliefs and reported 

actions.  The case stories, for example, imply that beliefs about teaching, learning, 

research and supervision are influential in determining supervisory behaviour.  In this 

study, all but four individuals, two supervisors and their candidates, reported beliefs 

that paralleled their behaviour.  But there were also examples, Myo and Jai and 

perhaps Tan and Arjun, in which the beliefs-action nexus was not in place so strongly, 

and opposing influences led to compromise.   

 

Possibilities are that differences between ideal or reported and working beliefs 

(Argyris & Schön, 1978; Nespor, 1987; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992), practical 

constraints, or other stakeholders’ expectations (Murray & Macdonald, 1997) can 
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thwart intentions to behave in accordance with beliefs.  Another possibility is the 

presence of a more powerful belief that comes into play in a particular situation.  

While there appear to be few grounds here supporting the existence of ideal and 

working beliefs, there was evidence that in a small number of cases, contextual factors 

imposed constraints on supervisors’ enactment of beliefs (Murray & Macdonald, 

1997; Nespor, 1987; Tompson, 1992).  Some supervisors adjusted their behaviour, to 

greater or lesser extents, to the demands of the situation and the individual needs of 

the student, but their beliefs, it seems, remained consistent.  They made decisions 

about appropriate action for particular situations, as Pearson (1999) and Hill et al. 

(1994) suggested supervisors do.  

 

As in many other universities, the need for supervisors to be accountable is strong.  

There are obligations, in addition to personal wishes, to make every effort to ensure a 

successful outcome for each RHD student and successful completion within the 

stipulated time of enrolment.  For those holding beliefs that are closely compatible 

with the task philosophy and accountability ethos of the knowledge economy, which 

is becoming more common in postgraduate situations (Kendall, 2002; McWilliam et 

al., 2002), there appears to be little conflict in this EEE context.  Even though Lee 

(Dyad 2, IB) is willing to give those whom I know I can rely on more freedom, this 

does not compromise his task-oriented, prescriptive beliefs.  When compromise 

happens, it is the operation of person-oriented, guiding beliefs that appear to be 

restricted by circumstance (e.g., Myo and Tan).  But most supervisors are able to 

incorporate the restrictions and proceed happily, behaving in the guiding and enabling 

ways they believe are best suited to achieving the person-focussed aims they endorse 

(e.g., Chen).  Their values, intentions and actions are not compromised.  

 

There also is evidence that some candidates find it expedient to comply with their 

supervisors so they can smoothly and quickly accomplish their task of obtaining the 

degree (Acker et al., 1994).  Jai reported that she adapts her research behaviour to be 

more compatible with her supervisor’s expectations.  Li Lian (Dyad 11, 1B) reported a 

similar compromise.  So when I know this is his working style, I should try to adjust 

because we need to cooperate very well and hope we have a quite harmonious 

working cooperation.   
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One suggestion for the generally high correlation between the orientations to 

supervision and reported behaviour found in this research is that individuals’ 

orientations were grounded, not just in their beliefs about supervision, but in their 

beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and learning.  Analysed co-relationally, 

the data could be interpreted fairly accurately to present credible, global 

understandings of individuals.  In this way, the findings here lend some support to the 

existence of the plexus and its use in understanding and researching supervision, and 

individuals’ standings in regard to it.  

7.2 Beliefs and Context 

During initial contact, when I invited the academics and students to participate, all 

were told that the project was about PhD supervision and that I was interested in their 

thoughts about this and other educational issues.  We spoke of this main objective 

again at the beginning of the interviews.  During the interviews, however, not all 

participants first thought about some questions in the RHD context, and it became 

apparent that if the concept of integrated webs of strongly connected beliefs was to 

apply, the relationship between individuals’ expressed beliefs and context required 

further investigation.  This proceeded by revisiting the transcripts and attending to 

each of the four components of the plexus, in turn, while at the same time, being 

aware of individuals’ global orientations and the inter-linkages among their beliefs.  

 

Assumptions are that beliefs tend to endure over time and be consistent across 

situations (Nespor, 1987) because the way individuals interpret issues is dictated by 

their experience of that matter, developed over time and through various experiences.  

Figure 7.2 illustrates the situational context in which participants conceptualised the 

plexus components when responding to interview questions.  It represents my 

observation that questions related to supervision were thought about only in the 

postgraduate context, those related to research and learning, sometimes in more 

generic ways but encompassing the postgraduate situation, and those related to 

teaching, in both generic and context-specific ways.  

 

When participants considered questions related to beliefs about supervision, context 

was assumed.  The RHD situation was clear and respondents talked about supervision 
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Figure 7.2:  Participants’ Interpretation of Context During Interviews 
 Dotted lines show beliefs consistent within and across different contexts. 

Dash-dot lines indicate the more complex situation of teaching beliefs – sometimes initially separated 
from the RHD context but later reconciled. 
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of doctoral students.  Even other kinds of supervision within academia, for example, 

laboratory supervision, an activity they are all familiar with, or supervision of teacher 

education students, were excluded.  Responses related exclusively to academic RHD 

supervision. 

 

Participants tended to express their beliefs about supervision initially in terms of the 

roles they believed supervisors should perform.  Various words and phrases were 

used, sometimes with different people ascribing different shades of meanings to them.  

Terms used included just checking the work of the students; indicating the research 

direction; keeping on the correct path; training; guiding; mentoring; advising and 

facilitating.  Less frequent phrases were the master passing on or sharing knowledge.  

Correct interpretation of individual use of these terms was important in determining 

individuals’ orientations.  For example, keeping on the correct path can be thought of 

as a very controlling, closely directed activity or it can be guiding activity, depending 

on the beliefs of the individual (and sometimes on the requirements and constraints of 

the situation).  Focussing on beliefs, intentions and stated practice3 during analysis 

was critical for interpreting meanings.  It helped that entire scripts were used during 

analysis and that analysis of data proceeded in a co-relational way, prior to the 

components being investigated more independently of each other.  While giving the 

researcher access to individuals’ global understandings, the existence of parallel 

meanings across the components helped the interpretation of its various parts.  

 

By reading entire transcripts, it became apparent that individuals did not talk about 

supervision only in response to questions directly related to supervision.  They also 

spontaneously and frequently referred to supervision throughout the interview when 

talking about research, learning and teaching.  The reference was commonly to 

explain how they understood these matters in the RHD situation – commenting on 

parallel understandings or differences from their understandings in other contexts or in 

relation to other co-components.  For most participants these inter-linkages were 

explicit and similar across different situations and across components of the plexus, so 

                                                 
3 Being aware of instances in which beliefs appeared not to be anchored to stated practice (e.g., §7.1) 

was also important.  
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that, for example, learning meant the same to them in the RHD context as it did in 

other contexts.  But for some, articulation of beliefs about other components of the 

plexus along with supervision was a first-time event – a process of foregrounding 

interrelationships that were previously implicit.  

 

Discussions about research always began in the academic context but sometimes 

branched out briefly into industry-related research when desired outcomes were 

mentioned.  When this happened, academic research was distinguished from industry-

related research, with academic research being more theoretical and industry related 

research being applied with an immediate, commercial impact.  Some interviewees 

stated their preference for theoretical or applied research.  While these differences 

were noted, they did not qualify the generic beliefs that participants held about 

research.  

 

On five occasions, supervisors volunteered that PhD research is a more in-depth and 

more narrowly defined type of research than other academic research but they 

believed that whether it’s academic research or PhD research – it’s the same thing 

(e.g., Ben, Dyad 5, 2D; Zhu Xi, Dyad 16, 4C).  Many conceded that the time limit 

imposed on candidates tends to confine the parameters of PhD research, but this 

impacts on the problems identified for research rather than on their beliefs about PhD 

research.   

 

Supervisors always included the idea of originality in their beliefs about research, 

either in the form of adding knowledge or improving on what was already known.  

Candidates’ notion of this was sometimes more implicit.  Ah Tee (Dyad 3, 1C) 

believes research is just doing things systematically to get to your temporary goal.  

Although he never mentioned the concept of originality, there was the idea of solving 

a problem.  Esther (Dyad 8, 1A) believes that research is proposing and developing 

something new but it is always related to others’ work4.  That is, you cannot do 

                                                 
4 Esther believes that the proposing should be done by the supervisor, not the candidate, which is 

consistent with her placement in Orientation 1. 
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research until you have done the literature review because only then are you able to 

master the direction.   

 

This is similar in some ways to Waka (Dyad 10, 2D), who understands research as 

overcoming the disadvantages of previous systems and to (Albert, Dyad 4, 1B) who 

sees research as solving a problem in a better way. … It’s not that nobody has 

answered it, but there are different ways to answer a question so we’re just trying to 

find a way to answer the question or solve the problem … create different ways to 

answer the question but I don’t really find some extra new knowledge, not really some 

different knowledge, but using new tools to solve the same problem.  Several 

candidates emphasised the idea of finding a good solution to a problem (e.g., Guilin, 

Dyad 6, 1A; Kar Hong, Dyad 17, 4A) and for many, research is a learning process 

(e.g., Andy, Dyad 4, 2C; Jai, Dyad 13, 3A; Chen, Dyad 16, 4C).  But only 

interviewees in Orientations 3 and 4 talked about exploring new things (e.g., Kumar, 

Dyad 7, 3C; Dai Qin, Dyad 14, 4A) and pushing the frontiers (Tan, Dyad 12, 4A), 

these more expansive and inquiring understandings being in line with their views 

about supervision, learning and teaching.  

 

Beliefs about research tend to remain similar across contexts.  In terms of research, it 

doesn’t matter – academic research or PhD research or even in industry, it’s the same 

thing … Once you talk about research, you are competing internationally (Zhu Xi, 

Dyad 16, 4C); research is research (Soh Eng, Dyad 8, 3C); and there is only one kind 

of research (Chen, Dyad 16, 4C).  These are examples of replies that support the 

assumption that beliefs about research remain unchanged even when considered in 

different contexts.  Individuals discussed differences in the aims, execution and 

practice of particular research projects, but these differences related to strategic 

behaviour and not to different beliefs about the nature of research itself, which, for 

each individual, appeared to remain unchanged across the situations mentioned.  

Similarly, Neumann (1993) also found consistency across contexts, but in her case, 

context refers to disciplinary area.  She found that 33 senior academic administrators’ 

“definitions of [research] do not … reflect disciplinary differences” (p. 107, brackets 

added), although they “recognised and accepted that forms of research may be 

discipline-specific or span disciplines” (p. 105).  



Chapter Seven: Understanding Supervision through Beliefs  

246 

The seamlessness of participants’ perceptions of research and the spontaneous 

interlinking of research with the RHD situation and supervision as they described their 

beliefs, suggested explicit connections between these two components of the plexus.  

In addition, there was evidence of inter-linkages between learning and research, 

expressed most explicitly by those who understood research as learning. 

 

Beliefs relating to learning were similar to those about research in that, although they 

were sometimes thought about in relation to different situations, they did not change 

from one context to another.  There was a difference in that when research was first 

mentioned, respondents thought first of the RHD situation.  When learning was 

mentioned, most gave a more generic view first, and then linked it, by way of 

explanation, to the RHD or other contexts.  Supervisors and candidates recognised that 

learning in postgraduate situations is expected to be at a higher level of complexity 

than learning in undergraduate or school situations.  

 

If individuals’ beliefs about learning centre on acquiring new knowledge or learning 

more in academic situations, then it is the same in leisure or other situations (for those 

that particularly mentioned these different situations).  Those who held more 

sophisticated learning beliefs, such as seeing things in a new way, held this belief 

consistently across different situations to which they alluded.  In the context of RHD 

study this kind of belief was evident in being able to see research problems in a new 

way, by identifying new ways of attempting to solve them or in seeing new areas 

suitable for research.  In a few instances, learning was related to new ways of seeing 

the whole world (e.g., Swee Lin, Dyad 10, 4A). 

 

Sometimes, learning to be able to complete the research was emphasised (Han Yi, 

Dyad1, 1A) but others believed that the important learning is through doing the 

research (Andy, Dyad 4, 2C – prescribed learning; Kumar, Dyad 7, 3C – explorative 

learning) and supervisor-candidate collaboration (Chen, Dyad 16, 4B).  These 

understandings are parallel to or have logical connections with participants’ beliefs 

about teaching, learning and supervision.  Some respondents indicated that on various 

occasions they engaged in learning for different purposes.  Tan (Dyad 12, 4A) 

differentiated between learning about a topic in a broad sense without a very deep 
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understanding and learning about a topic to see problems in a new way … to create 

some new research results … deeper learning.  From our conversation, it seemed that 

Tan’s beliefs about learning did not change, but the depth of understanding required 

did change according to the purpose of his learning.  Although variations in the mode, 

purpose and depth of learning were cited, beliefs about learning did not seem 

contextually bound.  They remained consistent across different learning situations, and 

in addition, they were parallel or logically connected across the components.  

 

Samuelowicz and Bain (1992), in a study of academic teachers’ perceptions of 

teaching, commented on the possibility of beliefs about teaching being context-

specific for some individuals.  Two of the academics in their study – those who 

expressed teaching as supporting student learning (the ‘highest’ level orientation) – 

indicated that this was only in the postgraduate context.  When talking about teaching 

in an undergraduate context, these teachers expressed a lower-level belief.  Initially, it 

appeared that my study would support these findings, but detailed analysis indicated a 

strong relationship between understandings of teaching at the undergraduate and 

postgraduate levels. 

 

Most respondents in my research, 24, quite spontaneously interpreted the context as 

the postgraduate situation that had been the focus of the interview.  These supervisors 

and candidates expressed their beliefs about teaching and how they were enacted in 

supervisory situations.  They volunteered that, for them, teaching is an important part 

of supervision.  Moreover, their responses indicated their understanding of 

supervision, at least in part, as a teaching activity.  For Wong (Dyad 3, 1B), teaching 

is definitely part of the supervision as well.  Teaching them how to assess, how to do 

research, how the theory is implemented and so on.  

 

Others initially conceptualised teaching as an activity that occurred in a different 

situation from that of RHD supervision and assumed that when I spoke about 

teaching, I was talking about the undergraduate level (Andy, Dyad 4, 2C, §6.5), 

giving lectures (Kar Hong, Dyad 17, 4A, §6.5), or coursework (Guilin, Dyad, 6, 1A) 

and framed their responses accordingly.  However, further probing revealed that 

although aspects of teaching may change according to the context, interviewees’ 
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beliefs about teaching were quite stable across contexts.  For example, Andy’s beliefs 

remained controlling, and Kar Hong’s more guiding, in both the undergraduate and 

lecture situations they first mentioned and in the RHD situation. 

 

Kar Hong first described teaching as explaining very difficult concepts in a very 

simple way such that students … will be able to understand the real meaning of the 

subject … of doing things.  I will give you an example, like mathematics.  It’s quite 

difficult to teach it.  You can just teach, “Something is equal to this”. … But 

sometimes the student doesn’t understand the real meaning of doing this, the real 

meaning of the subject.  Also, you have to find their problem and meet their need.  We 

see here that, even in the undergraduate situation, Kar Hong’s beliefs about teaching 

go beyond information transmission and teaching discrete units of information and 

skills for understanding or immediate application (though they encompass them) to 

really facilitating students’ learning in a more holistic way for their overall 

development.  He explains how he sees the difference between undergraduate teaching 

and supervision.  Supervision is a kind of teaching but more individual and to a 

smaller group.  That’s the difference.  My supervisor teaches me by guidance and 

supervision and sometimes by helping in a very direct way by going through things 

together and explaining why. 

 

This difference in the manner of teaching was also noted by Andy (2C).  Supervising 

is different [from teaching] because you are teaching one-to-one or one-to-two.  You 

can be more adaptive to fit what’s best.  For example, if you want a student to use a 

particular technique to solve a problem and the student has never gone through that 

and I know it well then I would spend half an hour to explain it ... giving him the 

information he needs. Supervision teaching is more focused, very specific to students’ 

needs at the time.  Controlling beliefs and prescriptive methods appeared to be Andy’s 

preferred disposition to teaching, regardless of the situation.  

 

In my study, ten participants – two supervisors and eight candidates – said, in effect, 

that teaching is different depending on what level is being discussed, or that there was 

no place for teaching in supervision.  Participants expressed what appeared, at first, to 

be more sophisticated ideas about teaching at the RHD level than they did for 
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undergraduate levels.  At the postgraduate level, they believed that candidates must 

take greater responsibility for their own learning and not rely on the teacher so much.  

Zhu Xi’s (Dyad, 16, 4B) beliefs, in this instance, typify these individuals.  His first 

response to the question was that teaching is helping students learn, but later he said 

that this was only at the PhD level.  At the undergraduate level, the idea of teaching 

was very different.  

 

I thoroughly combed the transcripts of each of these ten participants to truly 

understand their views (explicit and tacit) about teaching and their intended and 

described practice.  In every case, I came to the same conclusion.  Regardless of the 

differences expressed, their beliefs about teaching appeared consistent across contexts.  

Five had consistently sophisticated beliefs about teaching (guiding/person-focussed) 

and five had less sophisticated (controlling/task-focussed), but equally consistent, 

beliefs.  Their beliefs about teaching appeared not to be context-specific.  

 

Even Zhu Xi’s beliefs were found to be consistent across contexts.  He says that to 

teach (undergraduates) you must have passion. You’re not only just looking at the 

contents. … To me teaching is that each and every person has a different interest, 

character, personality.  If you really want to do a good job in teaching you should be 

able to know them, in a personal way … not as a professor but as a friend first.  Then 

from there you can tackle their problem more effectively.  It’s more than giving 

information.  Teaching is a commitment, to helping the student.  If you don’t commit 

yourself you don’t bother about all these problems, right? … And get them to see 

things in new ways, see the pros and cons.  With further probing, he volunteered I 

guess it really is the same thing at undergraduate and PhD level, but I never thought 

of it as teaching.  Zhu Xi came to understand that his teaching beliefs remained the 

same over the contexts he mentioned, undergraduate and postgraduate.  

 

The differences that the ten participants spoke about generally related to the structure 

and mode of teaching.  The actual mechanism of these two types of teaching are 

different (Lee, Dyad 2, 1B).  Teaching at the postgraduate level is one-on-one and 

very focussed on what the students need for their research, not like undergraduate 

where you have to teach to many.  The two examples of Kar Hong and Andy support 
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this.  It became obvious that several had previously not thought of ‘teaching’ as being 

anything other than dealing with large or small classes.  Here, the difference is also in 

the terminology.  

 

For example, several participants defined their understandings about teaching as 

‘conventional’ – the distribution of knowledge, facilitating understanding by 

explaining concepts clearly, teaching to be able to use information appropriately and 

helping students to learn.  They initially thought that what occurred at the 

postgraduate level – discussions, meetings, guidance, telling them how to do things 

and what to do, giving suggestions, raising awareness, encouraging candidates, 

responding to student needs and facilitating student learning – was not teaching 

because it was usually on an individual basis.  Yet with further probing, it was clear 

that they were enacting the same kinds of beliefs at the different levels, but they did it 

in a different way.  

 

As they reflected on their responses, these people began to realise that the meetings, 

guidance and suggestions were a kind of teaching, just not the kind you normally think 

of as teaching.  After taking this on board, they volunteered that teaching does occur 

in postgraduate supervision and that it just takes place in different ways.  It became 

apparent that the kinds of beliefs that underpin their teaching at undergraduate level 

were the same as those that determine their teaching at postgraduate level, evidence of 

a reorganisation of explicitly held beliefs previously considered separate.  For these 

participants, it was during the interview that hitherto tacit connections between 

teaching and supervision were considered (perhaps for the first time) and articulated.  

I will describe in the following section, Helen’s (Dyad 9. 1C) insight as she redefined 

her understandings of teaching.  Interviewees’ recognition of this parallelism of 

beliefs across contexts and across components (here supervision and teaching) is 

manifestation of a partial plexus, and confirms that beliefs about these components 

help form cohesive profiles and webs that ‘define’ orientations.  For three candidates, 

this connection was not obvious and the co-dependency of their beliefs remained 

implicit, though the beliefs themselves were explicit. 
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Ah Tee (Dyad 3, 1C), Khim (Dyad 2, 1B) and Han YI, (Dyad 1, 1A, §6.5) are 

candidates who said there was no place for teaching students who are studying for a 

PhD.  This can be compared with the conclusions made concerning Table 2.2 (§2.2), 

which indicate that students rarely include teaching as a supervisory task.  For Ah Tee, 

teaching happens at undergraduate levels and is the distribution of knowledge.  At the 

RHD level there is no teaching, it’s just showing the way and supervisors should not 

give candidates information.  This they must find for themselves – though he believes 

it is perfectly acceptable that candidates be told exactly what is needed and where to 

find it.  Supporting this he says, because I have no experience about the research, I 

need my supervisor to tell me what to do.  For Khim, teaching is just like giving a 

lecture, being a student, sitting in the classroom.  At the postgraduate level it’s just me 

learning something from him.   

 

Ah Tee’s, Khim’s and Han Yi’s differences in perceptions are not as great as they 

think.  Their generic beliefs about teaching and those at the postgraduate level (and 

undergraduate level) are controlling and task-focussed in nature, with the onus being 

on the supervisor for directing and prescribing the research and learning.  What does 

seem to be different is the manner in which knowledge is ‘collected’ or directions are 

given.  The paradox here is that these three students, examples of Orientation 1, 

believed their supervisor should direct their learning and research in a prescriptive 

way – focussing on completing the research – yet they didn’t see this kind of 

supervision as ‘teaching’.  

 

At first, I thought Nirmal (Dyad 5, 2B) – a candidate who had been a teacher for a 

number of years in his home country – would exemplify a person holding context-

specific beliefs, because he began this part of our conversation by saying that 

teaching, according to me, depends on what level we are teaching.  Teaching to small 

children is very different from postgraduate teaching.  Nirmal structured his answer in 

terms of teacher patience, amount and repetition of content given, in association with 

testing and application of information.  With young children the teacher tells them 

some things very simply so they understand.  They can try simple things. You have to 

be patient. … In graduate supervision, you don’t need patience.  The supervisor can 

give you a book so the student can learn what he needs.  He might say, “Oh, I read 
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some time that this concept is explained here.  So you read that and see whether you 

can understand that and write it in your own way.”  That kind of teaching is required 

in research.   

 

In spite of this last comment, Nirmal was also one of those who said that teaching was 

not one of his supervisor’s responsibilities.  The supervisor need not teach because it 

is expected that this person already has the knowledge to understand the things on his 

own.  He can only guide, give him the direction.  Of course, sometimes he has to 

explain things in detail to his student.   

 

However, in the context of the whole interview, I interpreted the differences Nirmal 

described as being in the techniques of teaching, with adjustments made for different 

age groups at different levels of education, especially in relation to the amount and 

level of complexity of the material.  He summed up his beliefs about teaching by 

saying that teaching is this – you give the ideas and you help them understand but you 

do not give everything.  Then let them try.  I don’t think Nirmal made the connection 

that his beliefs were actually quite consistent across the different situations he 

described.  It seems that he holds quite explicit beliefs about teaching but the idea of a 

supervision plexus, of which teaching is a co-component (or even of a teaching mini-

plexus), remained implicit.  Yet Nirmal reported and exhibited beliefs in teacher 

direction and helping students to understand and learn through applying prescribed 

knowledge to specific (teacher-provided) tasks, which are controlling, rather than 

guiding beliefs, across teaching, learning, research and supervision, all the elements of 

the plexus.  The concept of the plexus, although evident to me, was not available to 

him. 

Consistency of Beliefs across Contexts 

The participants in this study did not confirm Pajares’ (1992) claim that beliefs are 

likely to be context-specific.  The findings indicate that individuals’ belief about 

supervision, research, learning and teaching remained unchanged across contexts – 

situations and subjects.  This is in spite of findings that (a) ten participants initially 

suggested that they held one view of teaching appropriate for undergraduate education 

and another suitable for postgraduate education or that there is no place in graduate 
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education for teaching; and (b) that four candidates did not see the parallels between 

their beliefs across the contexts.   

 

Neither do the findings support the Vermetten et al., (1999) phenomenographic study 

that found consistency only for lower level learning conceptions and strategies.  In the 

present inquiry, guiding/person-focussed beliefs were equally consistent across 

contexts as controlling/task-focussed beliefs, although in a limited number of cases the 

former kinds of beliefs were less easily enacted in this RHD circumstance.  Although 

Green (1971) claimed it is possible for individuals to hold conflicting beliefs because 

they are held in clusters that are more or less discrete, participants in this study 

appeared to adapt their methods to the teaching context but they did not vary their 

beliefs about teaching. 

 

The findings support Nespor (1987) who claimed that beliefs tend come into play 

consistently across situations, affecting behaviour.  This is important.  The non-

contextual specificity across situations confirms the consistency of these individuals’ 

beliefs, and across the components of the plexus, it supports the interconnections 

between supervision, research, teaching and learning beliefs considered previously 

(§6.3).  And further, the notion supports my contention of the validity and value of the 

supervision plexus as a way of understanding individuals (and supervision).  Had my 

questions focussed on ‘supervision’, to the exclusion of other components of the 

plexus, connections between teaching and supervision, in particular, would likely have 

remained hidden, and those who admitted they came to see teaching in a way they had 

not previously articulated had I not asked questions about all aspects of the plexus.  

 

That most interviewees spontaneously talked about research, learning and teaching in 

the RHD contexts gives support to their being integral to the whole process of 

supervision and inherent components of the plexus.  During the interview, all 

participants reported beliefs that, for each component, were consistent across different 

situations that included the RHD context (although four candidates did not themselves 

see this consistency in their teaching beliefs) and connections between beliefs about 

different components that were made and/or voiced revealed consistency across 
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components.  Both strengthen the earlier findings of integrated beliefs profiles and 

orientation webs and existence of the plexus.   

7.3 Reflection During Interviews 

As the interview progressed, participants became more involved with the topics being 

discussed.  They tended to become more reflective and more ‘aware’ of their own 

beliefs.  Opportunities during the interview for clarification, discussion, and reflection 

over a range of topics, meant that for some participants, it became a ‘learning’ process, 

as it did for Li Lian (Dyad 11, 1B), a candidate.  She volunteered that when I am 

talking to you I am also learning, learning how to interview a person, how to ask 

questions.  And also during this time I am thinking about the questions and trying to 

express myself.   

 

In qualitative interviewing, emphasis is placed on the interviewer’s understanding and 

interpretation of interviewees’ responses, rather than on evoking personal change in 

interviewees (Kvale, 1996).  However, during our conversation, some interviewees 

voiced (for the first time) understandings about teaching and about the supervision-

teaching nexus that had been previously implicit in their thinking.  In this, the power 

of reflection on practice as a vehicle for learning was evident (Brockbank & McGill, 

1998:72, italics original; Schön, 1987).  In the following collapsed extract of my 

conversation with Helen, there is a poignant example of reflection and learning, and a 

‘moment of discovery’, when she appeared to make connections, for the first time, 

between belief domains – supervision and teaching – that she previously saw 

(explicitly) as unrelated. 

Helen, Candidate – Dyad 9, Orientation (3C) 

Interviewer: Can you tell me what supervision means to you? 

Helen: Supervision?  Umm, I think it means to guide you doing research, give 

you some, umm, common advice.  He just gives you a direction. … and he can 

give you the advice on how to do research, be industrious and have the ability 

to find the research direction quickly and correctly. … Both of us have to find 

the right door.  

[Further into the interview] 
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Interviewer: What does teaching mean to you? 

Helen: Teaching is helping the student to learn.  [Some discussion on this 

followed.  Then later] 

Interviewer: Is teaching one of your supervisor’s responsibilities? 

Helen: Not exactly, no.  I think the supervisor’s function is to umm, doing the 

research and tell you what the,   Oh!  It’s the same. It’s the same, I think. 

Interviewer: What do you mean? 

Helen: Teaching and supervision are the same thing.  Teaching is also to 

show you a direction, to give you a suggestion, advice and also to teach you 

the new technique, new idea and so on.  Teaching is more than one thing.  

Also, it helps you discover new ideas. 

Interviewer: How does a teacher help you discover ideas? 

Helen: Umm, maybe there is some area or some idea I had never thought 

about, I had never heard about.  The teacher can tell me the outline of the 

new idea.  So if I’m interested, I can ask him about it, ask him in details.  I 

think the teacher can show you a new world or the new thing.  I think so.  

Interviewer: Are there any differences between teaching and supervision?  

Helen: Supervision is a subset of teaching.  Teaching is broader.  Supervision 

only focuses on your research, your topic.  I think so. 

 

The kind of reflection that Helen engaged in differed from Nirmal’s and Ah Tee’s 

reflection on the meaning of teaching (§7.2).  Helen’s reflection on practice (as a 

student, at different times, of teachers and of a supervisor) resulted in her recognising 

and articulating interconnections she had not previously been explicitly aware of.  

Making these connections during reflection was a learning process.  Nirmal and Ah 

Tee reflected on teaching as knowledge-in-action (Schön, 1987).  However, they did 

not seem to have made the leap to reflection on practice made by Helen, and by the 

five other participants who similarly made explicit, previously unrecognised 

connections.  Nirmal’s and Ah Tee’s perceptions about teaching in different contexts 

remained separate, as did Khim’s and Han Yi’s.  They did not realise the consistency 

of their beliefs, and the nexus of their supervision and teaching beliefs, though 

apparent to me, were not so to them.  Reflection was not, for them, an explicit learning 

process in the way it was for Helen and the others. 
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Though not a ‘Eureka’ moment as it was for Helen, these five other participants 

broadened their own understandings by making new explicit connections, so that their 

new view of ‘teaching’ encompassed less conventional ways of acting, a wider scope 

of situations and a broader use of the term.  Instead of teaching referring only to 

classroom and lecturing situations, they came to see that it occurred in situations such 

as meetings and discussions, and that it could well be ‘disguised’ under terms such as 

guiding, showing the way and facilitating students’ learning.  Seeing their supervisory 

activities as teaching practices, for the first time, was able to take place because 

including the topic of teaching in interviews about supervision provided a new 

opportunity for in-depth thinking along these lines.  These kinds of connections were 

already in place for the other 24 interviewees. 

 

Engineering academics and students tend to see themselves primarily as practitioners 

or learners of a craft (Exley & O’Malley, 1999; Franz et al., 1997; Glower, 1999; 

Moses, 1990) so it was not surprising that a number of them indicated that these 

educational issues were a new area of systematic reflection for them.  Table 7.4 

provides some examples.  Soh Eng (3C), a very experienced academic and supervisor, 

at the end of our interview said, Nobody has ever asked me the things you have.  It’s 

good, I think, sometimes to think hard about these things.  I think they are very good 

questions.  And Riki (4B), another supervisor, volunteered: This has been a very 

different experience for me.  Other comments included, I never thought about these 

things before (Han Yi, 1A; Khim, 1B, candidates); These are very hard questions you 

are asking (Esther, 1A; Andy 1C; Helen, 3C; Tan, 4A; Sami, 4A); and Much of this 

was new for me but I enjoyed the interview very much.  Thank you for asking me to 

come along (Yeo, 4A; Chen 4B).  A number of interviewees made similar comments 

after the microphone had been switched off. 

 

Some of the interviewees who said this was a new experience were, nevertheless, very 

confident in articulating their beliefs, for example, Soh Eng, Yeo, Riki, Andy and 

Chen.  The ‘newness’ may have been the lengthy, systematic reflection and 

articulation of their views and beliefs about the several interview topics in other than 

the practical ways they were used to dealing with them on a daily basis.  The 

interviews provided participants with opportunities for reflection, in some cases to 
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Table 7.4: Reflections Indicating a New Field of Thought 

 

Participant Orientation Comment 

Han Yi  Candidate, 1A I never thought about these things before. 

Khim Candidate, 1B I have never thought about these things before. 

Helen Candidate, 3C These are very hard questions. 

Andy  Supervisor, 1C These are very hard questions. 

Esther Candidate, 1A These are very hard questions. 

Sami Supervisor, 4A These are very tough questions. 

Tan Supervisor, 4A These are very hard questions. 

Soh Eng Supervisor, 3C Nobody has ever asked me these questions before. 

These are very hard questions. 

Yeo Candidate, 4A This has been a different experience for me 

Chen Supervisor, 4B Much of this is new for me. 

Riki Supervisor, 4B This has been a very different experience for me.  
 

Reflections listed here are those made during the interview and recorded.  Not included are comments 
made informally, after the microphone had been switched off, and not recorded. 
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conceptualise formerly implicit beliefs, sometimes to express already explicit beliefs, 

sometimes to make explicit connections among them, and sometimes to voice well 

conceptualised and previously realised systems of beliefs.  In addition, the interviews 

offered a window for the researcher to understand participants’ orientations and issues 

concerning the status of the plexus.  

7.4 Evolution of Beliefs  

Some participants handled the interview better than others, related it seemed, to 

factors beyond the ability to ‘think on one’s feet’, conversational skills or English 

language competency.  Differences appeared to be linked to factors concerning the 

status of individuals’ beliefs.  Notwithstanding the comment made in the previous 

paragraph, those whose beliefs were explicit prior to the interview were generally 

more adept in answering questions than those whose beliefs were implicit, or perhaps 

in the process of change.   

 

Generally, interviewing candidates was a more difficult task than interviewing 

supervisors.  More so than the supervisors, they were worried about the confidentiality 

of their responses.  And at first, they seemed more concerned with creating good 

impressions of themselves, in an area, education, in which they felt, perhaps, a little 

out of their depth.  So initially, some were not very forthcoming in their views.  

However, they answered the first set of questions, about their personal experiences of 

research and supervision, happily and thoughtfully, as they did not see them as 

threatening in any way.   

 

But when I began the second set of questions, which aimed to elicit their personal, 

conceptual understandings of supervision, some candidates were less sure of their 

ground and more hesitant in answering.  They were more comfortable relating their 

progress and accomplishments so far, than expressing their beliefs.  They were 

clinging to the concrete manifestations of their study, giving details of their research, 

the kinds of tasks they had been engaged in and the things their supervisors expected 

of them – practical rather than conceptual issues.  This detail was, however, very 

useful for accurate interpretation of their beliefs, which they voiced later in the 
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interview5.  During this group of questions, they also alluded to their beliefs – by 

commenting on or evaluating what was required of them or their progress, in 

comparison with what they thought ought to be the situation.  But as the interview 

progressed, it became noticeable that some candidates’ beliefs, particularly about 

supervision, appeared to be less accessible and not as well conceptualised as 

supervisors’ beliefs.   

 

The formation and development of beliefs are typically associated with specific, often 

personal, experiences (Block & Haselip, 1995; Nespor, 1987; Richardson, 1996).  

They are assumed to be held in episodic memory, which in turn, influences the 

holder’s perception of subsequent events (Goodman, 1988; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 

1992).  The type, intensity and value of prior experience are important for the kind 

and strength of beliefs that individuals develop and also for their belief systems or 

webs that develop over time (Block & Haselip, 1995).  If there have been few 

powerful experiences or less time for this development, then trying to express nascent 

or implicit beliefs during interviews would seem to be a more difficult task than 

presenting explicit beliefs.  Not all candidates were the same, but those who expressed 

them cogently (the majority) held explicit beliefs that were well interconnected into 

coherent belief systems.   

 

A possible explanation for the difference between some candidates’ and supervisors’ 

interviews is that candidates’ experiences may be less than adequate in providing the 

critical episodes and episodic memory necessary for the formation and moulding of 

some educational beliefs and for determining practice.  Questions to consider are, 

“What are the critical episodes that were likely to have been influential in forming or 

changing the academic beliefs held by engineers and candidates in my study?” and 

“What effect have any differences in prior experience had on the beliefs they 

expressed?”   

                                                 
5 This hesitancy in talking initially about supervision was compensated for by questions later in the 

interview.  When I asked about the kinds of things in supervision that were important or hard for them, 

candidates were forthcoming and often insightful in response.  By this time in the interview, they were 

more relaxed, having discussed more accessible topics and having become more confident about their 

own perspectives and of the value of their personally-referenced input. 
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Postgraduate students have had many years of experience with learning, and of being 

“participant observers” of teaching practices (Eddy, 1969; cited in Nespor, 1987:320).  

Beliefs about teaching and learning, initially developed during primary and secondary 

schooling, are strengthened or possibly reformulated during undergraduate, and 

postgraduate study.  Candidates’ personal experience with research has been much 

less, generally beginning, for engineering students, with research projects that are 

normally part of undergraduate education.  So it is plausible that beliefs about research 

begin to take shape only during the later years of undergraduate study.  With RHD 

supervision, their experience has been minimal, beginning only during postgraduate 

study, and presenting the possibility that the formation of these beliefs’ has been 

relatively recent.  This applies particularly to those who bypassed masters degrees – a 

common occurrence in this discipline.   

 

Differences were possibly reflected by those candidates who were more articulate 

when talking about teaching and learning – matters with which they had had longer 

periods of engagement – than they were when discussing supervision and to a lesser 

extent, research.  Candidates’ and supervisors’ beliefs might have been refined, 

strengthened or altered during any subsequent, personal involvement with the 

phenomena because beliefs formation and refinement, although frequently associated 

with specific experiences, is an on-going process (Block & Haselip, 1995). 

 

So for some candidates, beliefs about supervision appeared to be more implicit, less 

well conceptualised, than their beliefs about teaching, learning and research, and they 

also presented as such when compared with supervisors’ beliefs.  Practice, which is 

generally shaped by current beliefs, reaffirms the original beliefs (Nesbett & Ross, 

1980; Pajares, 1992), but postgraduate candidates’ experience in supervisory 

situations has been limited.  It may be that, with the primacy of teaching beliefs in 

individuals’ belief systems established and candidates’ lack of critical supervisory 

episodes, their more explicit and enduring beliefs about teaching (and learning) played 

a significant role in the formation of their beliefs about supervision, resulting in 

coherent and integrated belief systems about components of the supervision plexus.  I 

have spoken of the primacy of beliefs about teaching when searching the inter-
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linkages among belief clusters (see §6.3) and their importance in recognising and 

defining individuals’ orientations. 

 

Academics have had many more critical episodes and their episodic memory about all 

four components of the supervision plexus is probably more substantial, enabling 

them to better access their beliefs and to articulate explicit, perspective-centred views.  

Their experience as practitioners of supervision, research, teaching and learning over 

time has provided the opportunity for their beliefs and their belief systems to endure, 

notwithstanding the possibility that their teaching and learning beliefs initially 

influenced the development of related beliefs.  

7.4.1 Passing on Beliefs  

Evidence suggests that teachers’ understandings about teaching are strongly 

influenced by their own experience as students, albeit as participant observers, 

(Calderhead & Robson, 1991; Entwistle et al., 2000; Nespor, 1987).  Mitchell (2001), 

in her longitudinal study of pre-school educator trainees’ beliefs, reported that during 

professional education, original beliefs may be reaffirmed or altered and sometimes 

replaced by others developed during their educational experience.  If academics tend 

to supervise in the way that they, as PhD candidates themselves, were supervised 

(Phillips and Pugh, 1994; Clegg & Gall, 1998; Cullen et al., 1994), it is probable that 

their postgraduate education experience played some part in shaping their current 

beliefs about supervision, and incidentally or explicitly, the disciplinary norms and 

practices that surround this experience.  But in the same way that some interviewees 

initially confused teaching behaviour with teaching beliefs (§7.2), the influence may 

be in the way they enact their beliefs, rather than on the beliefs themselves. 

 

Twelve of the 17 supervisors in my study volunteered that the way they supervise has 

been influenced by their own supervisor’s philosophy or behaviour.  These responses 

ranged across age, experience and orientations.  Of these 12, nine said they agreed 

with their supervisors’ practices and continued to supervise in much the same way.  

Accepting that people behave, as far as possible, in accordance with their beliefs, this 

indicates agreement, albeit possibly implicit, with their supervisors’ beliefs.  Sami 
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(Dyad 11, 4A) put it this way: I was fortunate enough to have a good supervisor when 

I was a student so that’s why I try to emulate him if I’m supervising students.   

 

There is also self-reported evidence in my study that some supervisors’ beliefs about 

supervision had been altered or refined during later academic and supervisory 

episodes.  The remaining three (of the 12 who said they had been influenced by their 

supervisors) said that they did not supervise as they were supervised.  The influence of 

their supervisors had been to offer a basis for comparison or a baseline from which to 

offer their own students a kind of supervision that they believed was more effective 

and better able to achieve their aims of postgraduate education.  Given the consistency 

and parallelism of beliefs across aspects of the plexus and the primacy of teaching 

beliefs, it may be that subsequent involvement in academia has changed the way they 

think about teaching and learning, and co-dependently, the way they think about 

supervision, in response to some dissatisfaction that served as the trigger for change 

(Posner et al., 1982).  If the change is in their behaviour, rather than in their beliefs, it 

is likely that the supervision they received did not gel with their beliefs even then, but 

they adapted to the kind that was on offer, as Acker et al. (1994) suggested students 

do.  Although these three academics did not criticise their student experience, one 

supervisor thought supervision ought to be a more shared and more personal 

experience for both supervisor and candidate (Tiang, Dyad 17, 4C); one believed in 

giving students more independence (Riki, Dyad 15, 4B); and the other was the 

opposite, believing the supervisor should give more direction (Soh Eng, Dyad 8, 3C).  

 

Some students, even during their candidature, realised the influence of their 

supervisors on their future behaviour as supervisors.  Seven of the candidates 

interviewed said that, from being with their supervisors, they were learning how to be 

supervisors (and sometimes academic teachers) themselves.  From my supervisor, I 

am learning how to handle future students, how to be a supervisor, if I can become a 

university professor (Waka, Dyad 10, 2D).  This could imply an influence on the 

formation of their own beliefs about supervision or it may simply refer to the way they 

enact beliefs, which may or may not have been partially shaped by supervisors.  
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One of the strongest examples of the reported influence of prior candidate experience 

on moulding current beliefs was volunteered by Swee Lin (Dyad 10, 4A).  This is 

Swee Lin’s first PhD supervision (though she has supervised several masters 

students).  The ideals she presents appear to have had their origin in her personal 

experience of being supervised, and they are now firmly embedded in her own belief 

system, to the extent that they “perform the function of ‘framing’ or defining the task 

at hand” or at least some aspect of it (Nespor, 1987:322, single quotation marks 

original).  Swee Lin believes it is important to pass these values and attitudes on to her 

students so they are incorporated into their own ethics of doing research.   

Swee Lin, Supervisor  - Orientation 4A 

We were discussing the kinds of things she was teaching her student: 

Swee Lin: We are a kind of mentor.  It is more than just doing research.  It’s 

[the student] being a researcher.  We should be sincere to our work.  We 

should be careful, precise.  Myself, I learned a lot of things from my 

supervisor.  He’s a very careful person, very sincere, very serious about his 

work. … I feel I got quite a lot of influence from him.  He’s very good in that 

way and he made me feel that you should not only know the technical details 

but also you should have a good view of many things, as a scientist. I should 

think like a scientist.  I think, for example, some people when they do research 

they like to produce more papers.  Submit the paper to here and there and not 

change very many details and try to get the numbers and this is not a good 

thing.  So we need to tell the student this is not the right thing we should do.  

We are not really after the numbers.  We want to really do something useful, 

good quality.  

 

And later Swee Lin added: 

Actually I keep telling my student don’t be afraid of making mistakes.  And 

another thing is, to try to ask questions.  I encourage them to go to seminars 

and try to ask questions.  You don’t need to ask very good questions.  I also 

remember very well my supervisor told me this is the best time you can ask 

any silly question you like.  He said, after you leave the school then you 
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realize, it’s hard.  You’ve probably lost this kind of freedom and you have to 

be more serious, more knowledgeable. 

 

Swee Lin’s experiences with her own supervisor support Nespor’s (1987) contention 

that “some particularly influential teacher produces a richly-detailed episodic memory 

which later serves the student [now the supervisor] as an inspiration and a template for 

his or her own teaching [and supervising] practices’ (p. 320, brackets added).  The 

kind of influence on Swee Lin’s beliefs about supervision and research fits well with 

her global orientation to supervision, suggesting that the power of the critical episodes 

may not have been as core experiences in the formation of some of her current beliefs 

but in adding a new dimension to her existing (implicit or explicit) beliefs and 

reinforcing them (Nesbett & Ross, 1980; Pajares, 1992).  Her beliefs about 

supervision and research parallel and/or logically connect with her beliefs about 

teaching and learning (guiding and person-focussed), presenting a cohesive global 

orientation, which determines her supervisory behaviour.   

 

The other possibility is that her supervisor’s influence was so crucial that it initiated 

change across all her co-dependent beliefs about components of the plexus.  As a 

supervisor, Swee Lin aims to explicitly pass on to her students these beliefs that are 

important to her.  Imparting beliefs during postgraduate education is thought to be a 

powerful aspect of disciplinary shaping and renewal. 

7.4.2 Variety of Beliefs within Disciplines 

Rokeach (1968) claimed that all beliefs have three components: knowledge, affect and 

behaviour.  The behavioural component is reflected in individuals’ dispositions to act 

in ways they find preferable (affect) and compatible with the knowledge structures 

and the organization of their discipline (knowledge).  I suggest, however, that these 

disciplinary components of current beliefs are underpinned by supervisors’ and 

candidates’ prior episodes with teaching and learning before they became students of 

engineering, and that these beliefs or their enactment may be moulded by 

enculturation within the paradigm.  If the formation of everybody’s beliefs related 

only to disciplinary enculturation experiences during study programmes and 

subsequent academic experience, we could not, in a discipline as well structured as 
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engineering (Donald, 1992), expect to see the variety of orientations that have been 

found to exist in this study and in others (e.g., Quinlan, 2002).  There are dominant 

belief systems for supervisors and for candidates (§6.6), but there is also a breadth of 

variety within disciplines.   

 

Others have argued that academics pass on their theory, making supervision an 

instrument for transferring the norms and practices of the group from one generation 

of scholars to the next (Brockbank & McGill, 1998:239, italics original; Andresen, 

1999; Delamont, et al., 1997a; 1997b; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Lee & Green, 1998).  

Engineering has strong, well-defined and acknowledged disciplinary characteristics 

that are part of the attitudes and practices of its academics and RHD candidates (§4.2; 

Becher, 1984; 1987; Biglan, 1973; Kolb, 1981; Smeby, 2000; Whittle, 1992).  By this 

account, departmental personnel incorporate these norms into their supervisory 

practices, and the process of disciplinary renewal is perpetuated (e.g., Delamont, et al., 

1997a; 1997b). 

 

This may suggest an ‘empty vessel’ concept in which students enter postgraduate 

education without well-developed beliefs about educational phenomena, including 

their discipline, and are ready to be ‘filled’ by their supervisors.  But the explanation 

cannot account for the likelihood of candidates already having fairly stable beliefs 

about teaching and learning that have endured for a number of years and which are 

likely to be critical in framing the development of their new beliefs about research and 

supervision and in the way they understand their discipline.  An important feature of 

the supervision plexus is the primacy of teaching beliefs in the co-dependent and 

logical interconnections among individuals’ constituent beliefs.  This suggests that it 

is unlikely that beliefs about supervision and research and disciplinary understandings 

would be taken on board as an ‘overlay’ on existing beliefs.  It is more likely that the 

personal notions of supervision and research, and the knowledge structures and 

teaching and learning concepts of the discipline are interpreted by candidates through 

the frames of their existing teaching and learning beliefs and so fit their orientation.   

 

If a supervisor’s disciplinary understandings were not parallel to the candidate’s 

existing teaching and learning beliefs, either the candidate would need to modify the 
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Figure 7.3: Evolution of Candidates’ Beliefs: A Possible Explanation 
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incoming (supervisor’s) beliefs to fit the (candidate’s) existing profile, or existing 

beliefs would need to be changed to accommodate the new, into the co-dependently 

interconnected web of beliefs, which individuals in this research have been shown to 

possess.  The assumption is that supervisors’ beliefs about supervision, research, 

teaching and learning are instrumental in determining the manner in which the norms 

and practices of this engineering discipline are operationalised and perpetuated.  This 

may, over the period of candidacy, mean that some candidates do alter their pre-

existing belief systems and accommodate the influence of their supervisors, but not in 

the manner of ‘filling empty vessels’.   

 

In this engineering discipline, change may occur tacitly or by design through the 

frequent, close interaction that supervisors generally have with their supervisees for at 

least three years.  Some supervisors and candidates, for example, Chen (Dyad 16. 4B) 

and Kar Hong (Dyad 17, 4A), believe that students learn through emulation and 

collaboration.  The way supervisors act (and talk) may have an effect on shaping 

students’ beliefs, but given the constancy of beliefs across the components of the 

plexus and their co-dependent interconnections, they shape their beliefs about 

supervision in concert with shaping their beliefs about all components of the plexus, 

and incidentally their understandings of the norms and attitudes of their discipline.  

Figure 7.3 condenses this proposal.  

 

If we look back to the case story of Chen (§6.5), there is little doubt that, in the matrix 

presented, Orientation Four is the best category for him.  There is also evidence of the 

engineering disciplinary context in his beliefs and actions.  The “dependency factor” 

between researchers (Smeby, 2000), which is part of the engineering paradigm, is 

manifested in the interdependence and collaborative spirit he engenders between 

himself and his candidate, and which are built into his web of beliefs about 

supervision.  A sophisticated and mature, or ‘adult’ approach to PhD study for 

engineering academics and candidates corresponds with a high level of collaboration 

and teamwork, characteristics that are typically part of the organization of academic 

engineering research and which are passed on from one generation of scholars to 

another.  Enabling beliefs do not, apparently, lead to the solitary independence of 

candidates more commonly found in the humanities and social science postgraduate 
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research environments (Macauley, 2001b; Smeby, 2000) – and which has recently 

been criticised as less than optimal supervision and reported by some students as 

being negligent (e.g., Johnson et al., 2000).   

7.4.3 Supervisor Influence and Candidate Belief Development 

I have presented two possible scenarios for the development of candidates’ global 

orientations.  In the first, candidates’ existing teaching and learning beliefs are 

significant in shaping the development of their beliefs about supervision and research, 

and their own disciplinary understandings are shaped by these beliefs, although their 

beliefs may be strengthened, refined or added to during supervisory events.  The 

influence of the supervisor is less marked here than in the alternative.  In the second 

scenario, the supervisors’ influence is pervasive and reshapes candidates’ core 

educational beliefs and the way in which they understand the norms and attitudes of 

the discipline.  The result of either is a set of cohesive, co-dependent beliefs about the 

co-components of the plexus and stable, consistent global orientations to supervision.  

Despite my hunch that the first mechanism is the dominant one, there is support in the 

literature for the second.   

 

Donald’s (1992) empirical study of student and expert teacher-researcher 

conceptualisations of the learning task in undergraduate engineering courses found 

that, at entry, students had a limited view of the engineering learning task but they 

gradually matched “their professors’ expectations of them” (p.243) as they progressed 

though their four years of undergraduate study.  Donald suggested that by the end of 

undergraduate study, students gained an understanding of engineering disciplinary 

assumptions and attitudes.  Lave (1996) has claimed that this kind of learning takes 

place as candidates participate in the social practices of the discipline, and suitable 

ways of acting within the particular culture begin to take shape as they adopt 

appropriate ways of understanding their discipline in “becoming kinds of persons” (p. 

157) during their postgraduate studies.  Postgraduate supervision is the means of 

achieving disciplinary continuation and renewal (Delamont, et al., 1997a; 1997b; 

Lave, 1996; Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
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But when candidates begin their RHD candidature, they also have little understanding 

of what the study entails or what kind of supervision to expect (Cryer, 1996; Zuber-

Skerritt, 1992b) and supervisors are influential in shaping students’ expectations about 

the supervisory process (§2.3.3; Bowen & Rudinstine, 1992; Cryer, 1998a; Moses, 

1985).  Students “have to be prepared to unlearn and rethink many of the doctrines 

which they have had to accept up to this point” (Phillips & Pugh, 1994:3-4).   

 

The unlearning and rethinking of personal theories, the time of “disequilibrium” 

(Hofer & Pintrich, 1997:123), in light of little experience and understanding of the 

doctoral/supervisory process, means that for a period of time, some students may be 

susceptible to change, providing an opportunity for their supervisors to strongly 

influence the development of their beliefs about supervision.  The legitimate 

peripheral model of supervision in situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991) 

mentioned in Chapter Two (§2.6), describes how this can occur through 

‘apprenticeship’ kinds of supervision.  The influence of the supervisor during this 

‘apprenticeship’ can be implicit in the ways they behave and in the kinds of behaviour 

they expect of their students, given the close association between beliefs and actions 

(e.g., Rokeach, 1960), or it can be systematic and explicit as they attempt to pass on 

their fundamental educational and disciplinary beliefs, attitudes and values.  

Supervision provides opportunities and settings conducive to strong pedagogic 

continuity.  Assumptions that supervisors, generally, have a disposition to teach and 

candidates to learn, enhances the situation.   

 

If individuals have coherent orientations to supervision (my findings), and if the 

supervisor’s influence is manifest (previous research), and given the high number of 

dyads, eight, in which the supervisor and candidate concur on both macro descriptors 

(controlling or guiding beliefs with task-focussed or person-focussed beliefs), then at 

least some candidates must accommodate in some way to their supervisor’s 

orientation as supervision progresses.  Consistent with this possibility, Table 6.14 

shows that in another seven dyads the supervisor and candidate are congruent on one 

of the macro discriminators.  Only two dyads show no alignment on either descriptor.   
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Several explanations can be suggested for this high level of agreement between 

supervisors’ and candidates’ orientations.  One is that the dyadic partners came 

together by chance.  More likely than this, is the possibility that like-minded 

candidates and supervisors were initially attracted to one another when candidates had 

interviews with prospective supervisors and a tacit similarity of beliefs and attitudes 

and consequent approaches to study was recognised.  Neumann (2003) found that 

most students “look for particular qualities in a supervisor … and place a strong 

emphasis on selecting someone they think they can work with” (p.36-38).  Given that 

the majority of candidates chose their supervisor, after meeting with several who 

offered topics in their area of interest, this may be the case in some instances.  Neither 

of these circumstances would involve large-scale changes in candidates’ beliefs.  

Other possibilities involve either a ‘wholesale’ or a partial change in candidates’ 

existing beliefs to match those of their supervisors.  Partial change is a much more 

likely possibility than orientation change.   

 

If students were to change their orientation, there would be a ‘wholesale’ belief 

change across all belief clusters, so that at any given time, the entire belief system 

would be coherent and the hermeneutic ‘wholeness’ between supervision and its co-

components of the plexus would be intact.  And beliefs change would be accompanied 

by changes in practice appropriate to current (new) beliefs.  Reference to the beliefs 

literature reminds us that change generally occurs only over an extended period 

(Block & Haselip, 1995; Rokeach, 1968) so the supervisory relationship would need 

to have existed for some time for orientation change to have occurred.  Table 7.5 

shows that the eight ‘fully congruent’ supervisors and candidates had been working 

together over a wide variety of times, ranging from seven months to three years (full-

time equivalent), at the time of the interviews.  Such a tremendous change is unlikely 

to occur within just seven months, diminishing the effect of supervisor influence in 

that instance, but there is evidence in the transcript that it did occur in the case of the 

three-year (full-time equivalent) relationship.  

 

Beliefs change, is a very gradual process, so for example, if orientation change was 

working from Orientation 1 towards Orientation 4, it may present as Orientation 2 or 3 

at a particular time.  A longitudinal study, conducted over the entire length of 
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Table 7.5: Complete Matches and Length of Candidature 

 

Dyad  Candidate Student Orientation Length of Candidature 
(years and months) 

1 Han Yi 1A 0.7 
2 Khim 1B 2.2 
3 Ah Tee 1C 1.8 
5 Nirmal 2B 2.11 
7 Iresh 3A 1.4 
15 Yeo 4A 2.1 
16 Zhu Xi 4B 3.0 (fulltime equivalent) 
17 Kar Hong 4A 2.10 
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candidature, would be needed to document whether the orientations students held at 

the time of the interviews were ‘temporary’, and to explore the extent of change that 

might occur over entire candidatures.  It remains to be seen if orientation change 

results in the new beliefs being the ones candidates impress, explicitly or implicitly, 

upon any future students of their own.   

 

From evidence presented here, it is unlikely that wholesale change in candidates’ 

orientations happened, except perhaps in one or two cases, because in most cases a) 

there was too little time for orientation change to have occurred, and b) there is no 

evidence of wholesale change in most interview transcripts.  In addition, although 

there is a high level of dyadic congruence on the macro discriminators, there are still 

important differences between supervisors and candidates in most dyads.  At the sub-

group level there is congruence in only two dyads, 2 and 16 (refer Table 6.14).  Non-

congruence at this level means that if change does occur, the supervisors’ influence is 

rarely ‘total’, because supervisors and candidates hardly ever hold belief profiles that 

are judged to be exactly the same.  So it is possible that some changes may have 

occurred during supervision, yet such changes most probably were partial (given the 

difficulty of achieving a full-scale change of orientation and lack of evidence) and 

hence the (partial) changes were most likely to have been extensions, refinements or 

elaborations of candidates’ existing beliefs, centred on teaching and learning.  While 

sub-group differentiators show difference on some (two) sub-attributes within the 

main orientations, there is still overall agreement (§6.2). 

 

Interestingly, the candidate in Dyad 2 (Khim, 1B) who is in the same sub-group as his 

supervisor, Lee, and had been his student for two years and two months, signalled no 

evidence of beliefs change.  Zhu Xi is the candidate in the other dyad (Dyad 16, 4B) 

in which there was candidate-supervisor congruence at the sub-group level and he was 

quite vocal about how his supervisor, Chen, had influenced him over the course of his 

study.  Zhu Xi’s candidature, of three-years (full-time equivalent), had actually 

entailed a much longer relationship with his supervisor, of six years, in real time.  

There was also some evidence that supervisor influence was instrumental in changing 

Nirmal’s orientation (Dyad 5, 2B).  Nirmal and his supervisor, Ben (2D), hold the 

same global orientation but are in different sub-groups. 
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Zhu Xi and Nirmal were close to submission and they both indicated a people-

oriented focus in their studies.  They reflected on their respective experiences as PhD 

students and the effects they had had on them.  Zhi Xi, in particular, took the 

interview as an opportunity to reflect on his experience and contemplate the personal 

benefits and changes that he saw in himself, as a result of having pursued the degree. 

The excerpts that follow provide an example of an apparent orientation change, 

largely influenced by his supervisor.  Changes in both attitude and behaviour are seen 

and importantly, Zhu Xi’s global orientation to supervision is intact.   

 

After doing the PhD I now analyse things in more depth. … I go through a very 

critical thinking; analyse it before I make conclusions.  That’s a great change for 

myself. … Now, I look at things from different angles, you know, to solve a problem, 

you have to look at it from this angle, from that angle … I have grown in the academic 

sense... trying to live up to [my supervisor’s] level.  My supervisor has been critical 

for me ... He gave me lots if ideas, not only the technical part.  And I have become a 

much better person too … socially, how I deal with my family.  The kind of 

professional development Zhu Xi has experienced, he believes, should be the goal of 

all supervisory experiences.  And I would try to bring my own student up to that level, 

research level, confidence, all those things I mentioned.  Then I would unleash him 

and let him fly.  The extracts hint that change was not confined to his beliefs about 

supervision but his approach to research has also changed.  They also imply changes 

in his beliefs about other components of the supervision plexus, teaching and learning.  

The PhD [gave me] a new attitude towards learning, you actually broaden the base 

for learning … to look at things in different ways … it’s a lifetime process, for me it’s 

no time limit or ending … and when I teach I try to get my students to be like this now 

… get them to see things in new ways, see the pros and cons.  Zhu Xi’s responses 

recount how he has been influenced by his supervisor and how he intends to influence 

his own students. 

 

Zhu Xi (and Nirmal) showed, in their interviews, how they changed and how their 

beliefs and behaviour were influenced by their supervisors during their postgraduate 

experiences.  Interviews with Zhu Xi and Nirmal were very pleasant and exciting 

experiences for me.  Their belief systems presented as cohesive, mature and 
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apparently stable and they were confident in their expression of them.  Our interviews 

can be contrasted with those with candidates whose beliefs were not so explicit and 

where the interviews were more difficult.  

 

It may be thought that candidates sometimes expressed a set of beliefs unwittingly (or 

consciously) drawn from their supervisors and not really owned by the candidates 

(knowingly or otherwise).  Appropriate measures aimed at reducing this likelihood 

were built into the research design (see §5.2).  Had it occurred, it would probably have 

shown up in errant beliefs that did not fit an individual’s profile, resulting in a poorly 

defined supervision plexus.  Participants in this study expressed beliefs that fitted well 

into coherent, global orientations.  

 

In view of these findings, the argument for the supervision plexus with stable, co-

dependent beliefs on which candidates and supervisors base their practice remains 

intact.  The patterns of the beliefs expressed at the time of their interviews presented 

cohesive themes and orientation profiles in which important beliefs were co-

dependently, logically and associatively interconnected (§6.3).  Co-dependent and 

logical connections imply that changes in beliefs about supervision would involve 

changes in other belief clusters.  But the teaching-centredness of beliefs indicates that 

any change may be initiated because supervisors trigger, in the first place, a rethink of 

beliefs about teaching, perhaps implicitly by expecting certain kinds of candidate 

behaviour or more explicitly by working towards particular goals, and this works as a 

catalyst for change in beliefs about all components of the plexus – supervision, 

research, teaching and learning.   

 

The conclusion is that, although candidates’ beliefs about teaching and learning, and 

even research, may have been intact prior to supervision and doctoral study, the 

postgraduate experience is a powerful ‘critical episode’ in refining and reinforcing 

those beliefs for some, and in the adaptation or alteration of beliefs and orientations 

for others.   
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7.5 Demographic Factors 

I am able to make several observations regarding the age and study-status of 

candidates and the supervisory experience of supervisors.  Nevertheless, it would be 

unwise to generalise these findings because the numbers I am dealing with, in the 

separate groups, are small.  

 

Interesting differences in responses, perhaps relating to the age or study status of 

candidates, were noted.  Twelve of the candidates interviewed were ‘traditional’, 

young, full-time, on-campus students.  Of these 12, nine held task-oriented beliefs 

ranging across the controlling-guiding categories represented.  Their focus was on 

completing the degree or on learning the research skills needed to accomplish that 

objective.  One characteristic of all of these students was that they were very 

conscious of the time frame placed by administration on their period of enrolment.  

The supervisors of these candidates, although two were placed in people-focussed 

categories, also mentioned the necessity of finishing in time, or as one put it, in a 

timely fashion (Soh Eng, Dyad 8, 3C).  All candidates and their supervisors desired 

that the degree be finished successfully, within the time limit stipulated.  But, for these 

nine candidates, this aim was built into the fabric of their relevant belief clusters and 

was instrumental in defining their intentions to act in specific ways and in determining 

their subsequent actions.  Length of time into their enrolment does not seem to be a 

factor in influencing the kinds of beliefs held here, as candidatures ranged from 0.7 to 

2.10 years (see Table 7.6). 

 

The three other candidates classed as traditional were mindful of the importance of 

successfully completing the project within the allowed time but regarded the 

requirement as peripheral to other, more significant, beliefs and intentions.  They were 

coded as holding orientations that are more focussed on people than tasks (Waka, 

Dyad 10, 2D; Yeo, Dyad 15, 4A; Kar Hong, Dyad 17, 4A).   

 

Mature age candidates numbered five and they all had previous or concurrent 

experience as academics or academic researchers.  Three were part-time students, 

employed in full-time positions by the faculty in which the study was carried out.  Hari 

(Dyad14, 3A) and Zhu Xi (Dyad 16, 4C) were academics and Iresh (Dyad 7, 3A) was 
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Table 7.6: Length of Candidature and Orientation  

 

Candidate Length of Candidature 

Years and months 

Orientation 

Han Yi 0.7 1A 

Jai 0.10 3A 

Albert 1.4 1B 

Iresh 1.4 full-time equivalent 3A 

Ah Tee 1.8 1C 

Helen 1.10 3C 

Esther 2.1 1A 

Hari  2.1 full-time equivalent 3A 

Yeo 2.1 4A 

Khim 2.2 1B 

Guilin 2.3 1A 

Waka 2.3 2D 

Li Lian 2.8 1B 

Arjun 2.10 1D 

Kar Hong 2.10 4A 

Nirmal 2.11 2B 

Zhu Xi  3.0 full-time equivalent 4B 
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a member of the research staff of the school.  Ah Tee (Dyad 3, 1C) and Nirmal (Dyad 

5, 2B) were full-time students who previously held academic positions in their home 

countries.  Of the five, Hari, Iresh and Ah Tee were task-focussed.  Ah Tee believed 

the period of PhD study was an opportunity to be taught the necessary information and 

skills to systematically complete the research and obtain the degree.  When he had 

accomplished this he would return to his home country where he would be able to 

teach others how to do research.   

 

Hari and Iresh, already experienced in engineering research, felt they had a grasp of 

the necessary domain knowledge and research skills.  They were very task-oriented in 

their beliefs as well as in their approach.  Hari summed up his beliefs: We are in this 

line so we have to do it. … We can go on doing our research without a PhD. … I just 

need to do it by myself now. … I don’t think I have gained anything about doing this 

research.  I am just doing what is normal.  He conceded that younger students would 

need to learn more about the process of doing research but he believed the focus 

should remain on getting the degree.  For younger students too – we need the degree 

for our career.  For Hari and Iresh, the degree was a requisite for their career; the 

degree, not the learning process involved, was the benefit.  Ah Tee was also focussed 

on the degree as a career stepping-stone but for him learning to do the research so he 

could complete the degree was important.  The PhD was a hurdle (or even an obstacle) 

to overcome, because not having a PhD prevented his career advancement.  Though 

Hari was also nearing the end of his period of candidature, his beliefs and the 

experience of his candidature were very different from those of Nirmal and Zhu Xi. 

 

Only two supervisors in my study could be deemed to be ‘experienced’ supervisors of 

research doctoral students, although all had had experience as researchers and 

supervisors of masters degree students.  Lee (Dyad 2, 1B) and Chen (Dyad16, 4B) had 

each previously been responsible for six PhD candidates but they were at almost 

opposite ends of the poles on each belief dimension.  Their educational, rather than 

their disciplinary, beliefs, values and attitudes remained powerful despite their lengthy 

experience in the discipline.  Length of experience in the discipline or in supervision 

does not seem relevant because less experienced supervisors could resemble either 

Chen or Lee in orientation.  Swee Lin (Dyad 10, 4A) and Tiang (Dyad 17, 4C), who 



Chapter Seven: Understanding Supervision through Beliefs  

274 

were involved with their first PhD supervisions, and Riki (Dyad 15, 4B) and Tan 

(Dyad 12, 4A) with their second, held the same global orientation as Chen.  Yet, Birin 

(Dyad 1, 1B) and Wong (Dyad 3, 1B), each also supervising their second candidate, 

held the same orientation as Lee.   

 

Table 7.7 shows that, in my investigation, there is apparently no correlation between 

the number of candidates supervised and the beliefs that academics hold about the 

supervisory process.  Nor does my study support a previous survey of five social 

science departments (in three universities), which indicated that “the more 

experienced supervisors engender a higher level of independence from their students, 

whilst at the same time maintaining the high guidance profile likely to be associated 

with success” (Youngman, 1994:101).  My study indicates that the level of 

independence engendered in candidates is more closely aligned with supervisors’ 

orientation to supervision than with their experience in supervising PhD students.  The 

findings do not correlate with Dunkin’s (2002) claim that expert teachers are more 

likely to have more complex belief systems than novice teachers, assuming that by 

‘more complex’ belief systems, Dunkin refers to ones that are ‘more sophisticated’. 

 

Experience in supervision does not appear to correlate positively with a supervisor’s 

orientation, so it is possible that supervisors’ beliefs about supervision are 

underpinned by educational beliefs incorporating basic, “relatively unexamined” 

(Hofer & Pintrich, 1997:112; Entwistle et al., 2000:20) assumptions, values and 

attitudes relating to supervision, research, teaching and learning and that, within these 

‘fundamental educational beliefs’, they incorporate attributes of the disciplinary 

culture.  That is, their educational beliefs are more powerful than the features of the 

disciplinary culture, though these have relevance in the practice of the ‘craft’ of 

engineering.  

7.6 Metaphors to Express Beliefs about Supervision  

Posner et al. (1982:225) suggested that students may use metaphors to “make a new 

conception more intelligible and plausible”, and participants in this study – who were 

sometimes putting their beliefs into words for the first time – also used metaphors to 

express or clarify their beliefs.  Consistent with the literature on the cognitive theories 
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Table 7.7: Supervisor Experience and Orientation  

 

Supervisor Experience 

Number of PhD Candidates 

(including present) 

Orientation 

Swee Lin 1st  4A 

Tiang 1st  4C 

Birin 2nd  1B 

Wong 2nd  1B 

Ben 2nd  2D 

Kumar 2nd  3C 

Myo 2nd  4A 

Tan 2nd  4A 

Riki 2nd  4B 

Sami 3rd  4A 

Dai Qin 3rd  4A 

Andy 4th  2C 

Cao 4th  3C 

Soh Eng 4th  3C 

Myint 4th  4A 

Lee 7th  1B 

Chen 7th  4B 
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of metaphors (Lakoff, 1993; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Marshall, 1989), the 

interviewees did not use them as simple linguistic devices but rather to explain their 

perceptions and to reveal underlying conceptualisations and beliefs.  “Metaphor is not 

just a matter of language, but of thought and reason” (Lakoff, 1993:208).   

 

Research by Clegg and Gall (1998) and Bartlett and Mercer (1997, 2001), for 

example, has described metaphors used by candidates and supervisors to explain their 

postgraduate supervision experience.  Metaphors they discussed centre on the PhD as 

a journey or a creatively negotiated experience combining pleasure and hard work.  

Other metaphors concern familial, power/conflict or cooperative relationships 

between supervisor and candidate.  Cameron (2003) described this form of metaphor 

as ‘nominal’, that is, the ‘vehicle’ words are nouns, and this, she suggested, is the kind 

of metaphor that “produces the most noticeable, or strongest, types of metaphor” (p. 

266).  They were the kind frequently used by the interviewees in my study.  

 

The most ubiquitous metaphors in the discourse of the participants in this inquiry, 

used by both supervisors and candidates, were those describing supervisors’ roles in 

terms of keeping candidates on the right track or on the right path or showing the 

way.  These metaphors have relevance to the direction and progression of students’ 

research and apply throughout the research process, keeping on target and on 

schedule.  A similar one to this was finding the right door [together] (Helen, 3A), or 

put by several others as finding the way.  These refer more to the initial stages of the 

students’ research projects when homing in on suitable problems or methods to solve 

the identified problems is important.  

 

Other metaphors, seen in the case stories, included the master and the apprentice 

(Chen, 4B) and the concept of discipleship and the master teaching his art (Kar Hong, 

4A).  The latter is an interesting example and a caution about assuming generally 

accepted meanings of the ways metaphors are used by others.  The only participants 

using this metaphor were those holding the most sophisticated orientation to 

supervision, a situation at odds with much of the literature on supervision (see §2.6).  

Another metaphor related to teaching swimming.  Kar Hong used this one to describe 

the balance he believes is optimum, between guiding students and giving 
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independence.  I think supervision should be letting the student be independent [but] I 

think there must be some guidance also.  It’s like you’re teaching somebody to swim, 

you can’t just throw him into the water, and let him learn by himself.  You have to 

teach him the strokes.  Riki (4B) describes PhD candidature as being thrown into the 

swimming pool and having to learn to swim by yourself.  This difference in the way 

the same metaphor is used illustrates how Riki’s inclinations are more guiding and 

enabling than Kar Hong’s and why they have been placed in different sub-categories.  

Apropos this statement, reflection on Riki’s transcript indicated that the metaphor is 

perhaps an exaggeration of the independence he actually believed appropriate and 

enacted.  

 

Perhaps the most colourful of all was the metaphor of the back seat driver.  Ben (2D) 

used several rich metaphors but I will share the details of just two here.  This first one 

includes both relationship and journey elements (Clegg & Gall, 1998).  He used a 

back seat driver metaphor to explain his beliefs about how a supervisor should 

function.  It indicates beliefs that tend to be controlling in nature.  Ben believes that 

students should consult their supervisors before proceeding, and whenever they come 

to an impasse or are presented with alternative options.  A section of the interview in 

which Ben used this metaphor, edited for conciseness, follows.  

Ben, Supervisor (second PhD candidate) - Orientation 1D 

Interviewer: What does supervision mean to you, in general?  

Ben: Supervision, well I always tell my students, well if you are a PhD 

[candidate], you are supposed to know how to drive the car.  I’m supervisor.  I’m 

sitting in the back seat of the car, watching over your shoulder.  You’re driving so 

make sure you don’t go crazy.  This is one thing.  First of all, I make sure you go 

in the right directions then I watch over your shoulder so you don’t go crazy at 

the very beginning or after a while, or even you don’t do anything.   

Then when I feel comfortable I will fall asleep on the back seat.  You drive until 

you hit the crossroad.  You don’t know whether you should go left, go right or 

straight ahead.  Then you wake me up.  Then we discuss the problem and we 

analyse which solution is supposed to be better.  I tell you, in my opinion, in my 
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experience, turn left.  Then if you do that and you keep on going, everything looks 

fine, then I fall into sleep again.  

Interviewer: What happens if the student turns right without waking you up?  

Ben: Well I try to tell them that this is a crossroad.  I told them you’re supposed 

to tell me, in this kind of cases.  If you don’t tell me, you run your risk.  You may 

be right; you may be wrong.  But if you’re wrong I kind of feel sorry. I wish you 

could turn back the clock and talk to me so you don’t waste your effort and time.  

So that’s the point.   

 

Utilising a strong relationship metaphor, Ben also talked about his postgraduate 

students as my academic kids.  This fits the source metaphor of the supervisor as a 

parent (Clegg & Gall, 1998) and with the mothering model (Bartlett & Mercer, 1997).  

The use of the academic kids metaphor emphasises Ben’s belief that a very important 

aspect of supervision is to nurture students to enhance their personal and professional 

development.  Here is another excerpt from our interview. 

 

Ben: My students, my academic kids, they’re all my children, academic-wise.  

This is the way I see it.  I think my students see that, so they respect me.  The 

prefaces to their theses really reflect what I have been endeavouring to do in 

putting my efforts into them in the past.  So we get along pretty well.  But I 

learned tough lessons too.  You see students come from all over the world, 

very diverse people.  I have to say some are bad and some are good.  The bad 

ones really give me some hard time, heartbreaking at the end.  I say, “I treat 

you like my kid, now this is what I get.”  But I have to admit, this is life.  

Interviewer: How do you treat your ‘academic kids’? 

Ben: I nurture them like my kids.  It’s purely from your heart.  Like I say.  If 

you treat them as your children you will do better.  I don’t talk to them as 

children in a sense of being children.  The reason I use academic kids is only 

trying to characterize, to say I really care about my students.  

 

Ben’s other metaphors included seeing his students as gladiators and research as 

extending the forest.  Jai (3A) expressed the teaching-fishing metaphor: I think good 

teaching is such as the fishing. A good teacher will tell the people how to fish and the 
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bad teacher will give the people a fish.  Another metaphor sees the supervisor as a 

sounding board (Kumar, 3C; Nirmal, 2B).  Participants’ use of metaphor to reveal 

their beliefs is not the focus of my research so I will not record all those evoked, and 

nor is it my intention to comment in depth on their use.  But before I finish, I would 

like to mention the one used by a supervisor, Tiang (4C), whom we have already met 

(§6.5).  It relates to harvesting crops.   

 

Tiang: I believe that most people, especially the local students, and the 

Chinese nationals and the Indian scholars as well, they have really, they have 

really spent a lot of work during their school days and they have not, what I 

would say, they have not harvested their crops.  They’ve sort of grown and 

worked hard and right at the end, not realised it’s time to harvest their crops.  

As their supervisor I’m here to tell them, “Let me show you how to harvest 

the crops.”  To put it in a funny sense, to show them how they worked so hard 

[and how their previous efforts and hard work will now benefit them at the 

peak of their education]. 

 

It is interesting, that apart from the common metaphor of the track and path, which 

many respondents used and which appears to be part of the language of engineering 

supervision in this context, most of the other metaphors were offered by participants 

holding the more person-focussed beliefs (Orientations 2 and 4).  I have no 

explanation for this except to pose a possibility that engineers and engineering 

students holding person-oriented beliefs may be more inclined to think around issues 

in a less technical way, to look at them from various, different perspectives.  It is an 

intriguing line of enquiry to follow up.   

7.7 Summary 

This chapter has advanced our understandings of how individuals think about the 

whole process of supervision by exploring further the nature and characteristics of the 

beliefs they expressed and their impact on the supervisory process.   

 

My investigation into the beliefs/action nexus related to postgraduate supervision 

generally supports the existing literature, which describes the nexus in undergraduate 
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and school settings. I offered interesting additional insights concerning a) the 

consistency of beliefs across contexts, b) beliefs and their role in pedagogic continuity 

during supervision, c) the importance of individuals’ more generic educational beliefs 

in shaping disciplinary attitudes and behaviour and d) supervisor influence in the 

development of their students’ beliefs.  I suggested that candidates’ age and study-

status sometimes seemed linked to the kinds of beliefs they held but observed that 

there was no evidence that supervisors’ experience with supervision related to the 

sophistication of their beliefs.  

 

The following chapter engages the reader in a process of rethinking RHD supervision, 

highlights the contributions made by the study and makes pertinent recommendations 

for further research.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

RETHINKING RESEARCH HIGHER DEGREE SUPERVISION 

 

With this chapter, the thesis has come full circle.  I began in Chapter Two with a 

discussion focussing on the practice of supervision and end here, in Chapter Eight, by 

looking at ways in which the research is useful for rethinking the whole spectrum of 

supervision to better understand that practice and enhance its effectiveness.  

 

Belief clusters about teaching, learning, research and supervision are, I have claimed, 

strongly interconnected and present coherent belief systems that form the basis of the 

orientations.  I begin this chapter by bringing together the arguments that strengthen the 

status of the supervision plexus and explicate its significance in researching and 

understanding supervision.  The framework that this research presents articulates 

insights into the theory of supervision through the four orientations, which summarise 

individuals’ thinking and practice in relation to the whole enterprise.  Suggestions of 

ways in which knowledge of the plexus and the orientations might be useful are 

offered.  Also discussed are differences between supervisors’ and candidates’ 

orientations and the influence of context.   

 

The chapter ends by summarising contributions this study has made to our current 

understandings of RHD supervision and suggesting ways in which the research can be 

meaningfully extended.  Figure 8.1 shows the organization of the chapter. 

8.1 A Supervision Plexus 

Supervision is a complex phenomenon.  And herein lies a dilemma at the core of my 

thesis.  We cannot, in truth, regard supervision as a single activity.  In a practical sense, 

it is a collection of activities, and in a perspective-centred theoretical sense, it is a 

network of interconnected beliefs about related phenomena.  Research has tended to 

focus on aspects of administration and practice and associated problems and has not 
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presented a framework that both describes and accounts for different kinds of academic 

supervision.  The need is for a framework that acknowledges its complexity, at the 

same time maintaining the integrity of its collective ‘whole’, and which looks at 

difference from practitioners’ frames of reference, to offer a better understanding of 

why supervisors and candidates engage with supervision as they do.  

 

Scrutiny of the interview transcripts showed that for these participants too, supervision 

is, as the literature suggests (§2.2), a multifunctional enterprise demanding expertise in 

many different roles.  The activities, grouped generally as educational, managerial and 

relational, are carried out in different combinations and in different ways, reflecting the 

understandings that people have about supervision (§6.4).  Research, teaching, learning 

and supervision, selected as integral and primary components of the plexus (§3.1), were 

evidenced in the transcripts as practical components of supervision (§6.4).  But the 

findings not only ascertain them as things that happen during supervisory experiences – 

they have long been recognised as such – but also establish that individuals’ beliefs 

about these phenomena are critical components of their definitions of it.  Their 

extended definitions, really their belief profiles and orientation webs, frame the ways 

decisions are made about tasks and domain knowledge – which aspects are thought 

necessary and how best to accomplish them.   

 

My claims to the framework of RHD supervision presented in this thesis rest on the 

concept of a plexus of co-dependent components.  The notion of two or even three of 

the four components in symbiosis has previously been suggested (§3.1; e.g., Brew, 

1999; Brew & Boud, 1995; Conrad, 1996; Kyvic & Smeby, 1994; Neumann, 1992; 

Wisker, 2000) but conceiving of all four as a web in the context of postgraduate 

education is a novel view.  The plexus concept is a two-fold contribution to current 

knowledge.  It makes describing different ways that individuals comprehend the whole 

supervisory enterprise possible, and it offers an improved way of investigating it.   

 

Foremost in substantiating the existence of the plexus is my finding that individuals’ 

beliefs about all four components are interconnected in co-dependent, logical and 

associative ways and that the interconnectedness is a theoretical perspective-centred 

one, made apparent through exemplifying individuals’ belief profiles and belief clusters 
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and showing how the beliefs interlink to form the orientation webs (§6.3).  Previous 

research supports this interweaving of beliefs within and among belief clusters about 

sets of closely related elements to form cohesive belief systems (Green, 1971; Kember, 

2001; Rokeach, 1968; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002). 

 

Helping to justify the plexus concept are the findings about beliefs and context, which 

reveal the consistency of beliefs across different circumstances, (§7.2).  Important 

observations here were that beliefs about supervision were defined in situ, and beliefs 

about research and learning were explicitly consistent across different contexts 

mentioned.  The situation concerning beliefs about teaching was more complex, partly 

because of individuals’ traditional understandings of the terminology, and partly 

because of confusion between beliefs and their strategic enactment.  As the researcher, 

I observed consistency in all participants’ beliefs about teaching across different 

situations, although a number of participants did not initially see this for themselves, 

and four candidates did not ever appear to make that connection.  

 

The argument for the plexus is further strengthened by applying Gadamer’s (1985) 

theory of the circular and reciprocal relationships between a whole and its parts, as a 

means of understanding complex matters (§3.1).  Conceiving of supervision as a mono-

functional enterprise can hide its complexity, while discussion that singles out a 

particular skill or process, such as doing research, teaching research skills or becoming 

expert in domain knowledge, leads to oversimplification.  Both can neglect aspects that 

may be deemed critical by others and the latter tends to fragment the process.  Viewing 

supervision in terms of its hermeneutic relationships provides a way of acknowledging 

that both views are important, not separately, but together (Figure 8.2).  Thinking about 

the whole process of supervision can best be achieved through understanding its 

components, which are integral parts of the whole and at the same time discrete 

entities.  In a reciprocal way, the manner in which the whole is comprehended provides 

insights into a fuller understanding of its parts.   

 

The meaning of supervision, for individuals here, is a composite of the way their 

beliefs about supervision, research, teaching and learning interweave to form the 

whole, not just as a collection of beliefs but in a way that every belief “has significance 
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for the whole” (Gadamer, 1985:197).  This feature is realised in the co-dependent and 

logical nature of relationships among the beliefs – although this observation remained 

implicit to some participants.  According to Gadamer, we, as researchers, can only 

begin to interpret or understand human experience through this part/whole/part 

reciprocity, which gives a “structure to the totality of relationships that [does] not 

depend on a temporal or causal succession, but on internal connections” (1985:197).  

Having established co-dependent interconnections among important beliefs, the plexus 

concept accommodates the part/whole/part hermeneutic and facilitates new ways of 

theory building to incorporate people’s pedagogical insights, which appeared lacking in 

our prior understanding of supervision.   

 

For example, we now know that the academics and candidates in Orientation 1, who 

hold controlling/task-focussed kinds of beliefs about teaching, learning and research, 

take these beliefs with them into their overall comprehension of supervision1.  Their 

teaching belief cluster, as does each of the other clusters, reflects these controlling/task-

focussed beliefs and dispositions, and individuals’ core tendencies in relation to the 

whole complex of supervision are controlling and task-focussed.  But it was only 

through researching the ‘parts’ of the plexus that I had access to the different belief 

clusters and to individuals’ characteristic tendencies in relation to supervision.  

 

The case stories present composite and integrated views of individuals’ belief systems 

and reinforce the status of the plexus (§6.4).  They present contextualised images of 

individuals, expressing, through articulation of their beliefs and reported behaviour, a 

high level of cohesion among their beliefs about the plexus components.  

 

Understanding that the supervision plexus exists helps to reduce the “chasm” between 

different aspects of postgraduate education (Brew, 1999:298), while at the same time 

recognising its multifunctional nature.  The plexus brings together many different 

beliefs and provides the basis for the orientations to supervision. 

                                                 
1 Had I found that beliefs are context- or subject-specific, this conclusion would not be possible. 
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A Plexus of Beliefs 

Much of the previous research that has established frameworks of supervision has done 

so from a first-order perspective, in which the focus has been on understanding aspects 

of administration and practice.  The structural frameworks highlight various aspects, 

such as infrastructure, completion rates, staffing and administration, and inputs, goals 

and outputs for review and evaluation (§2.2.1; Holdaway, 1994; 1997a; 1997b; 

Holdaway et al., 1994; Phillips, 1993).  Supervisor-candidate relationships and 

candidate experience, relevant to ways of practising supervision and to student 

progress, are critical components in the frameworks presented by Laske & Zuber-

Skerritt (§2.3.4; 1996).  Although the frameworks include some elements of a second-

order perspective, the need exists for a more in-depth study from participant’s frames 

of reference. 

 

A second, related area of need is to rethink RHD supervision in terms of its pedagogy, 

to better understand how it is conceived as an educational activity (§2.7; Andresen, 

1999; Clegg, 1997; Green & Lee, 1998; Lee & Green, 1998; Pearson, 1999; Smith, 

2001).  This would extend current knowledge beyond description of practice to finding 

out why individuals practice as they do.  Combining the notion of a supervision plexus, 

in which teaching and learning are co-components with research and supervision, with 

the beliefs approach was a method for satisfying both lacunae. 

 

Use of a plexus as a critical feature of the research design gave access to the kinds of 

information required to achieve the major aims of the project – finding out how 

individuals think about the whole, complex process and as a way of explaining the 

different kinds of supervision offered.  Studies by Bond (1999), Samuelowicz (1999) 

and Samuelowicz and Bain (2002), about learning, teaching and assessment, are similar 

in intent.  Beliefs research fits well with the notion of a plexus, facilitating exploration 

of the interconnectedness among beliefs about the components.  In addition, the method 

is able to capture individuals’ typical ways of thinking and the interdependence 

between that thinking and ways of acting (e.g., Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Rokeach, 

1968).  

 



Chapter Eight: Rethinking Research Higher Degree Supervision    

287 

Phenomenographic investigations in higher education, however, have concentrated on 

finding ranges of possible conceptions and when interrelationships among phenomena 

have been considered, the preferred method has been to compare separate 

investigations (§3.2).  The theory of the structure of awareness and the relational nature 

of conceptions (Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Pang, 1999; Trigwell et al., 2002) 

reduces the likelihood of individuals’ characteristic views being revealed.  And using 

phenomenography may have put at risk disclosure of the plexus, which relied on co-

relational analysis of beliefs about the four plexus components, making entire 

transcripts the units of analysis. With my interview questions ranging across the 

components and cross-linkages among them, participants were given opportunities to 

make connections among and between several aspects of supervision.  From this, the 

constancy and co-dependency of their beliefs across situations and components 

emerged, and the typicality and consistency of beliefs was confirmed.   

 

Belief studies in higher education support my finding of integrated belief systems 

influencing related behaviour (e.g., Kember, 2001; Quinlan, 1999; 2002; Samuelowicz 

& Bain, 2002).  As I did, Quinlan, Samuelowicz and Bain questioned participants about 

their beliefs concerning a set or ‘field’ of related elements and analysed them co-

relationally, not separately, in their efforts to understand complex phenomena.  An 

important contribution of this study is to take the beliefs approach and the notion of a 

plexus of beliefs into the postgraduate arena and confirm that what has partly been 

shown at undergraduate levels, methodologically and conceptually, exists also at the 

postgraduate level.   

 

Previous conception studies in postgraduate education have focussed on research 

(Brew, 1998; 2001; Kiley & Mullins, 2001; Meyer, 2001; Meyer et al., 2002), although 

learning (Cliff, 1998) and literature reviews (Bruce, 1994; 1997) have been included.  

They have provided insights into the range of qualitatively different ways academics 

and students think about research, and students think about learning and literature 

reviews in this context.  However, researching discrete parts of postgraduate education 

implies an artificial separation of its components and with the possibility of 

marginalising other critical aspects of the process, crucial associations among them 
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Table 8.1: Framework of Supervision: Global Orientations and Subcategories  

 

Controlling  
Close Direction 
Task-focussed 
Focus on Completion of 
Task 

A 

Controlling  
Requiring Permission 
Task-focussed 
Focus on Completion of 
Task 
 B 

Guiding  
Monitoring Progress  
Task-focussed 
Focus on Completion of 
Task 

A 

Guiding  
Collaboration  
Task-focussed 
Focus on Completion of 
Task  

B 
C 

Controlling 
Close Direction 
Task-focussed 
Focus on Training, Learning 
to do Research 
 

 D 
Controlling 
Requiring Permission 
Task-focussed 
Focus on Training, Learning 
to do Research 

C 
Guiding 
Monitoring Progress  
Task-focussed 
Focus on Training, Learning 
to do Research 

D 
Guiding 
Collaboration  
Task-focussed 
Focus on Training,  
Learning to do Research 

Controlling 
Close Direction 
Person-focussed  
Focus on Person as a 
Researcher 

A 

Controlling 
Requiring Permission 
Person-focussed 
Focus on Person as a 
Researcher 
    B 

Guiding 
Monitoring Progress Person-
focussed 
Focus on Person as a 
Researcher 

A           

Guiding  
Collaboration Person-
focussed 
Focus on Person as a 
Researcher 
    B 

C 
Controlling 
Close Direction 
Person-focussed 
Focus on Person Beyond a 
Researcher 
 

  D 
Controlling 
Requiring Permission 
Person-focussed 
Focus on Person Beyond a 
Researcher 

C   
Guiding 
Monitoring Progress Person-
focussed 
Focus on Person Beyond a 
Researcher 

 D 
Guiding 
Collaboration  
Person-focussed 
Focus on Person Beyond a 
Researcher 

 

1 3 

2 4 
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may be missed.  Wisker’s (2000) study on research-as-learning was a way of 

combining two important aspects of postgraduate study. 

 

Researchers (not necessarily in the postgraduate field) have recognised this gulf among 

different aspects of education (Brew, 1999).  Attempts to rectify it by combining 

findings from diverse research sources often result in relationships being posited at the 

collective level (e.g., Brew, 1999; Brew & Boud, 1995; Neumann 1992; Pearson & 

Brew, 2000; 2002; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Prosser et al., 1997).  An advantage of 

probing beliefs about plexus components and analysing data in a way that retains the 

integrity of the whole endeavour is that interconnectedness among the parts can be 

discerned at the level of the individual.  

 

Inductive analysis and coding of beliefs was a sound, though time consuming, way of 

generating the orientations, belief profiles and webs.  Co-relational analysis of 

components was important in ensuring, in the hermeneutic sense, that the whole-part-

whole interrelationships among the components were kept intact and individuals’ 

characteristic tendencies could be discerned.  The result was that the emergent 

orientations, their constituent beliefs and the orientation webs describe well the themes 

of the orientations.  The richness of participants’ thinking is preserved in the belief 

profiles that describe the orientations.   

8.2 Orientations to Supervision 

The four orientations and sub-categories, shown in Table 8.1, encapsulate different 

ways individuals think about the whole process of supervision (§6.2; Tables 6.4, 6.7).  

Each orientation is a system of powerfully interconnected beliefs, which, on the one 

hand, presents categories found in this research of individuals’ beliefs about 

components of the plexus, and on the other, shows several different ways in which 

supervision is likely to be understood by a wider field of practitioners.  The framework 

advances our understandings chiefly by acknowledging that individuals’ beliefs about 

research, teaching, learning and supervision interweave to present a composite global 

orientation to supervision.  
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Table 8.2: Perspective-Centred Investigations of Supervision 
 

Studies Participants/Aims/Methods 
 

Findings Contrast with Current Study 

Salmon, 1992 
 

10 students  
In depth interviews to probe candidates’ 
experience of supervision 
 

Most important quality of supervision is personal support for 
candidates - in relational as well as educative and managerial 
aspects of supervision 

Students’ experiences presented as different stories 
No attempt to categorise into orientations 

Clegg, 1997  
Sutcliffe, 1999  
 
 

Supervisors in accreditation course 
Build personal scholarships of research pedagogy 
through self-reflection, keeping reflective journals  
 

Critical self-reflection (in reflective journals) on practitioners 
own supervisory experience useful in understanding personal 
pedagogies of supervision 
 

Towards a scholarship of research pedagogy Individual 
perspectives of supervision not published 
No orientations 

Pearson & Brew, 
2002 
 

Academic researchers 
Supervisor development through, in part, self-
reflection on conceptions of research and 
scholarship  
 

Theoretical supervisor development programme presented Conceptions of research and scholarship used  
No orientations of supervision 
§2.7 

Haggis, 2002  
 

Candidates,  
Probe graduate writing experiences for evidence of 
adult education principles 
 

Principles that candidates used were not distinctly adult 
education 

No orientations 
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In the small but growing body of literature on academic supervision that has 

investigated the hard sciences, it has been found that both candidates and supervisors 

tend to be ‘pedagogic’ in their approach (after Knowles, 1990), while those from the 

humanities or social sciences tend to be more ‘andragogic’ (e.g., Macauley, 2001b; 

Whittle, 1992).  Smeby (2000:53) noted that the fields of hard science are 

“characterised by a directed supervision model”.  My own findings – that just over half 

(19 out of the 34) in this group expressed more guiding than controlling views about 

supervision – seem at odds with this earlier research.  But direct comparison is difficult 

because of the use of qualitative descriptors and the earlier studies were not focussed 

on teasing out actual beliefs held by individuals.  The contrast offered here may help to 

dispel the prevailing assumptions about disciplines like engineering, or instigate further 

investigation.  

 

Perspective-centred research on supervision has tended towards searching its 

‘pedagogy’ and has involved arguments for a shift in the way supervision and 

postgraduate education were thought about within the university (§2.7; Table 2.4).  

Ryan (1994), Elton and Pope (1989), Styles and Radloff (2001) and Johnson et al. 

(2000), for example, argued that more cognisance be given to adult learning theory and 

the development of student autonomy.  Pearson (1996; 1999) suggested that doctoral 

education be understood as professional education with emphasis on issues of process 

and purpose that are common across disciplines, and Lee and Green (e.g., 1998) 

thought it more appropriate to conceptualise supervision as a teaching and learning 

enterprise, rather than predominantly as a research matter.  Andresen (1999) argued 

that because supervision of postgraduate students is instrumental in maintaining the 

scholarship standards of the university, supervision itself ought to be understood as a 

form of scholarship.  
 
Others have approached the research from a staff development position in which self-

reflection on practice and understandings is a means of participants’ making their own 

perspectives explicit, although the personal pedagogies themselves were not part of the 

research findings (§2.7; Clegg, 1997; Pearson & Brew, 2002; Sutcliffe, 1999).  My own 

study could be seen to be a prequel to these two investigations, by presenting the kinds 

of ways that supervisors in these programmes might think about supervision.  Table 8.2 
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summarises some perspective-centred studies and indicates differences from the current 

inquiry. 

 

Closer to my own research are the investigations that explored supervisors’ and/or 

candidates’ personal understandings or theories of supervision, explicitly categorised 

their ways of thinking, and presented them as orientations (Burns et al., 1999) or 

pedagogies (Smith, 2001) (Table 8.3a).  Table 8.3b summarises pertinent aspects (see 

§2.7 for details) and ways these two studies differ from the current study. 

 

The three orientations proposed by Burns et al. (1999), based on participants’ 

expectations and experiences with graduate study, exist within the current framework.  

The thesis and person orientations match, quite closely, polar positions on the task-

focussed/person-focussed macro criterion used here.  The third orientation, 

professional development, relevant only to supervisors and ‘professional’ candidates, is 

associated with the same macro criterion and is found in my Orientations 2 and 4.  

Table 8.3c shows their three orientations as part characteristics only, of the current 

orientations.  The difference is that current orientations have two defining descriptors 

and Burns et al. refer only to the focus of individuals’ endeavours.  The other macro 

descriptor of my orientations, which more overtly calls attention to supervisory 

practice, is not explicit in their proposed orientations.  By virtue of having two macro 

descriptors for each of the four orientations, the current study offers a fuller 

understanding of individuals’ perspectives.  

 

Although Smith’s (2001) study was a very small, personal one, it is close to my 

research in identifying personal pedagogies that impact on the kinds of supervision 

offered.  But instead of dealing with teaching and learning, per se, as I did, Smith coded 

three pedagogies by focussing on aspects of the dyadic relationship during meetings 

with his students.  Interestingly, in contrast to Burns et al. (1999), Smith’s pedagogies 

align with my macro descriptor associated with supervisory behaviour.  Conformity and 

risk-taking, identified during his interactions with one student, are included in the 

supervision process belief cluster of appropriate orientations, and dispassionate 

control, identified during interactions with the second student, is in the teaching belief 

cluster of Orientation 1 (refer Table 8.3c).   
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Table 8.3a: Orientations and Pedagogies of Supervision 
 

Burns et al., 1999 Smith, 2001 Present study 
Three Orientations Three Pedagogies Four Orientations 
Thesis orientation 
Professional development 
orientation 
Person orientation 

Pedagogy of conformity  
Pedagogy of risk-taking.   
Pedagogy of dispassionate control 
 

Controlling/Task-focussed orientation 
Controlling/Person-focussed orientation 
Guiding/Task-focussed orientation 
Guiding/Person-focussed orientation 

 
 

 
Table 8.3b: Details of Studies Closely Linked with the Current Investigation 
 

Studies Participants/Aims/Methods Findings Contrast with Current Study 
Burns et 
al., 1999  

Supervisors and candidates  
Questionnaires and interviews 
focus on expectations, 
experiences and satisfaction 
with graduate study  

Three Orientations 
(i) thesis orientation 
(ii) professional development 
orientation 
(iii) person orientation 
Limited overlap between supervisor 
and student perspectives 

Orientations ‘derived’ from 
perspectives on expectations 
and satisfaction  
Framework does not claim to 
reveal how participants’ 
theories of education might 
influence their orientation or 
impact on behaviour. 

Smith, 
2001  
 

Researcher as supervisor 
2 candidates (A & B) 
Supervision as a pedagogy  
Analysed transcripts of 
meetings with students to 
identify theories of education 
that influence supervisory 
relationships.   
Focus on: 
(i) power characteristics of 
interactions  
(ii) kinds of interactions and 
outcomes  
(iii) whose interests being 
promoted  

A) dichotomy between pedagogies 
of conformity and risk-taking.   
B) pedagogy of dispassionate 
control 
Pedagogy of teaching affects kinds 
of supervision 
A pedagogy of supervision ought to 
include: (i) transfer of knowledge, (ii) 
relations among teaching, learning & 
knowledge production, (iii) power 
relations that influence meaning-
making, (iv) values & assumptions of 
teaching that inform practice, (v) 
organisational cultures of 
supervision 

Very small sample - one 
supervisor, two students 
Pedagogies presented based 
on self-reflection of aspects of 
dyadic relationships  
Method of deriving pedagogies 
not explicit 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Table 8.3c:  Orientations and Pedagogies Identified by Burns et al. (1999) and Smith (2001) Fit within the 

Orientations to Supervision Identified in this Thesis  
 

Present 
Study  
 

Orientation 1 
Controlling/Task-
focussed 

Orientation 2 
Controlling/Person-
focussed 

Orientation 3 
Guiding/Task-
focussed 

Orientation 4 
Guiding/Person-
focussed 

Burns et al., 
1999 
 

Thesis orientation Person orientation 
Professional 
development 
orientation 

Thesis orientation 
Professional 
development 
orientation 

Person orientation 
Professional 
development 
orientation 

Smith, 2001 Pedagogy of conformity  
Pedagogy of 
dispassionate control 

Pedagogy of 
conformity 

Pedagogy of risk-
taking  

Pedagogy of risk-
taking 
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Smith draws conclusions that are similar to mine by suggesting that supervisors’ 

pedagogies of supervision, even though they may be implicit, are important in 

influencing their supervisory behaviour, and further, that to better understand their 

supervisory behaviour, supervisors need to be aware of their own pedagogies.  His 

recommendations are that a critical pedagogy of supervision ought to go beyond the 

transmission of knowledge (cf. Clegg & Green, 1995) and consider relationships 

among teaching, learning and knowledge production, the kinds of power relations that 

influence meaning-making, the assumptions and values of teaching that inform practice 

and the organisational cultures of supervision.  However, the relationship between 

these conclusions, the study and the three pedagogies is not always made explicit.  

 

The framework presented in this thesis (see Table 8.1) expands on other perspective-

centred frameworks by identifying two macro descriptors, which together describe the 

global theme of each orientation.  The nature of the orientations, described by 

control/guiding beliefs and task/person-focussed beliefs, reinforces the beliefs-action 

nexus by the one descriptor identifying co-dependent and logical interconnections 

among the kinds of practice thought appropriate and individuals’ beliefs about their 

focus and goals of supervision.  An important outcome of coding the orientations is the 

primacy of teaching beliefs in individuals’ ways of thinking.  It is this to which I now 

turn my attention.   

Primacy of Teaching Beliefs 

Academics’ practice has traditionally been defined in terms of their research and 

teaching (e.g., Brew, 1999; Jones, 1992, Neumann, 1992).  In professional disciplines 

such as engineering, where academics think of themselves as members of their 

profession (Becher, 1989, Quinlan, 1997; 2002), and of their roles in academia as 

researchers within that profession, before they see themselves as teachers (Light & 

Cox, 2001), the balance has been typically towards research.  When Kyvic and Smeby 

(1994) and Neumann (1992) suggested that teaching and research activities tended to 

merge at the postgraduate level, they contended that the influence of research on the 

practice of teaching was stronger than the reverse.  
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In recent years there has been an increasing focus on universities as learning 

institutions (e.g., Bowden & Marton, 1998; Light & Cox, 2001; Ramsden, 1992).  With 

the link between student learning and academics’ approaches to teaching established, 

sometimes through perspective-centred research using beliefs (e.g., Gow & Kember, 

1993; Kember & Gow, 1994; Kember & Wong, 2000; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002) and 

phenomenography (e.g., Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Prosser et al., 1999; Trigwell et al., 

2002), interest in the teaching role of the university has evolved from one focussed on 

practical aspects to one that includes relationships with student learning outcomes.  But 

this interest has been, and still is, largely confined to undergraduate levels.  Although 

mooted by Connell almost 20 years ago, in 1985, and latterly by others (e.g., Conrad, 

1996; Green & Lee, 1998; 1999; Jones, 1992; Smith, 2001; Wisker, 2003), this kind of 

thinking has yet to become a reality in the postgraduate education sector, where the 

emphasis of inquiry has tended to be on the research component of student study.  

Given this situation, the teacher-centredness of the orientations to supervision found in 

this enquiry is somewhat surprising. 

 

Including teaching, and also learning, as part of the supervision plexus, and 

consequently as specific interview topics, was a way of probing individuals’ 

educational beliefs and exploring the typical ways they approach relevant tasks.  From 

this researcher’s point of view, as described in Section 6.1, when listening to 

participants and reading their interview transcripts, it was their views and attitudes 

concerning teaching and the ways these beliefs pervaded their thinking about learning, 

supervision and research that I became acutely aware of.  They were instrumental in 

building the themes of the orientations and in deciding the placements of individuals2.  

 

The pivotal role that beliefs about teaching appear to play in forming participants’ 

global orientations may be related to their probable status as the longest standing of the 

clusters identified in this research, having been developed, refined and strengthened, 

for most, during school and undergraduate study (§7.4).  Individuals’ existing beliefs 

influence the ways they perceive new information (e.g., Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; 

                                                 
2 This was despite the fact that some interviewees remained unaware of the co-dependency of their own 

beliefs about teaching and supervision. 
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Posner et al., 1982), affecting the development of other belief clusters.  Here, 

practitioners’ existing teaching beliefs appear to have been instrumental in shaping 

other belief clusters to build cohesive, well-integrated belief systems about supervision 

(§6.3.2; §7.4).  In addition to the evident shaping role of teaching beliefs, is the insight 

they offer into ways of thinking.  Even prior to the interviews, 24 of the 34 participants 

(70%) stated or implied that, for them, research supervision was a teaching activity.  

After the self-reflection that was an inevitable part of the interview process, the number 

climbed to 30 (88%).  Only four candidates did not see supervision as teaching and did 

not recognise that the activities they reported their supervisors engaged in, or believed 

they ought to engage in, are, in fact, generally recognised as forms of teaching enacted 

in particular ways.  

 

Individuals’ personal theories about teaching act as the lynchpins of their orientations 

to the whole process of supervision.  Briefly, this means that those who hold 

controlling/task-focussed types of beliefs about teaching (Orientation 1) hold these 

same kinds of beliefs about the other components of the plexus, as shown in the web 

map for this orientation (Fig. 6.2).  They value outcomes associated with obtaining the 

degree or learning the skills of research and believe the optimum way to achieve these 

goals is through close and directive ways of supervising.  The importance of teaching 

beliefs on the ways individuals think about supervision suggests that the global 

orientations are, in effect, personal pedagogies of supervision. 

Pedagogical Beliefs and Goals  

Desired outcomes of supervision are summarised by beliefs about the focus sub-

attribute and can be discussed in terms of task-focussed or person-focussed beliefs, 

ranging from completing tasks to overall student development.  In each orientation, this 

outcome focus is co-dependently intertwined with and forms part of the teaching belief 

cluster (supervisor-perceived student needs to complete tasks to responding to student-

initiated needs for overall student development).  These teaching beliefs have parallel 

and consequential beliefs in the supervision outcome belief cluster (focussing on task to 

focussing on the person) indicating reciprocal inter-linkages between teaching beliefs 

and the goals of supervision.   
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But also, teaching beliefs have counterparts in the learning (applying knowledge to 

tasks to learning to achieve expertise), research (goal-oriented to becoming a 

researcher/benefit community), supervision relationship (supervisor dominant to 

supervisor sharing) and supervision process belief clusters (completing the research to 

personal interest/candidate development) (Table 8.4a).  It would appear that people’s 

beliefs about teaching shape their other beliefs.  This interconnectedness is detailed in 

Section 6.3 and recognised in the web maps (Figures 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5).  

 

However, beliefs about individuals’ preferred ways of acting, indicated strongly in the 

control sub-attribute, affect beliefs about the kinds of outcomes that individuals desire.  

Related beliefs are evident in the teaching belief cluster and have co-equivalents in all 

other clusters, as shown in Table 8.4b.  The important point here is not just that beliefs 

about each of the macro descriptors are interrelated amongst themselves, but that 

parallel and logical inter-linkages extend between the two, linking beliefs about the 

aims and focus of supervision with those about optimal kinds of practice.  Sometimes, 

interconnections are so tight that it is not easy to separate the beliefs according to the 

macro descriptors.  This is suggested in Tables 8.4a and 8.4b, where some beliefs 

appear in both tables and where beliefs in one table could have justifiably been placed 

in the other.  

 

For example, goals associated with Orientation 1 are task-focussed.  Achieving the 

degree, completing associated tasks and learning the skills and domain knowledge 

necessary to complete those tasks are critical beliefs.  The intent here is to supervise in 

controlling, prescriptive ways so those aims are achieved.  Similar kinds of aims, task-

focussed, also describe Orientation 3 but because the intent here is to supervise in ways 

that are less prescriptive and more enabling, there is a difference in beliefs about the 

outcomes of supervision.  Those in Orientation 3 believe that by the end of the paired 

supervisory involvement – by which time candidates have completed the tasks and 

learnt the skills of research – candidates ought to be capable of greater independence of 

thought and action and more able to initiate research and related learning activities than 

those in Orientation 1, precisely because this is the way these students have acted or 

been supervised.  The power of the approach, controlling or guiding, alters the aims 
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Table 8.4a:  Examples of Parallel and Logical Beliefs on the Task-focussed/Person-focussed Macro 

Descriptor for Each Orientation 
 
Belief Cluster Orientation 1 Orientation 2 Orientation 3 Orientation 4 

 
Teaching Focussed on 

supervisor-perceived 
student needs to 
complete tasks 

Focussed on 
supervisor-perceived 
student needs to 
succeed overall 

Responding to student 
needs to complete 
tasks 

Responding to student 
initiatives for 
development of the 
person 

Supervision - 
outcome 

Focus on 
task/degree/results  

Focus on 
professional/personal 
development 

Focus on results Focus on 
personal/professional  
development  

Learning Applying knowledge to 
immediate tasks 

Learning skills, abilities 
related to task & future 

Applying knowledge to 
task & future 

Achieving expertise for 
future 

Research Goal-oriented - 
completion 

Learning to be a 
researcher 
Benefit community 

Results oriented - 
completion 

Becoming a researcher  
Benefit community 

Supervision - 
relationship 

Supervisor 
Dominant 

Supervisor 
Encouraging 

Supervisor as 
Checker 

Supervisor 
Sharing 

Supervision - 
process 

Completing the 
research 
Project director 

Candidate development 
Project director 

Finding results 
Co-researcher 

Personal interest 
Candidate development  
Co-researcher 

 

 
Table 8.4b:  Examples of Parallel and Logical Beliefs on the Controlling/Guiding Macro Descriptor for Each 

Orientation 
 
Belief cluster Orientation 1 Orientation 2 Orientation 3 Orientation 4 
teaching  Prescriptive  

supervisor-perceived 
needs 

Prescriptive  
supervisor-perceived 
needs 

Facilitate learning 
guiding  
student-initiated needs 

Facilitating, enabling  
student-initiatives  

learning Learn through 
prescribed tasks 

Learn through 
application of 
prescribed knowledge 

Much self initiated learn 
through exploring 

Much independent 
learning 
student initiatives  
learn through exploring 

supervision - 
outcome 

Knowledge, 
professional skills 
related to task  
get a job  
 

Professional, personal 
development 
know how to apply skill 
to research  
disciplinary inculcation 

Professional skills to 
achieve research 
results and later use 
able to do research 
independently 
disciplinary 
enculturation 

Researcher, expert 
Professional, personal 
development 
disciplinary 
enculturation 

supervision - 
process 

Controlled supervisor-
directed process 

Controlled supervisor-
directed process 

Guiding, checking, 
monitoring progress 

Enabling, sharing 
process 

supervision  - 
process 

Supervisor’s frame of 
reference predominant 

Supervisor’s frame of 
reference predominant 

Joint Integrated frame of 
reference 

supervision  - 
relationship 

Supervisor dominant Supervisor, dominant 
encouraging 

Supervisor as 
checker 

Research collaborators 

research Being taught how Being taught how Learning how Becoming a researcher 
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and outcomes.  A different position on the controlling/guiding beliefs’ scale would be 

evident in correspondingly different beliefs about goals and outcomes. 

 

So in a reciprocal way, pedagogical beliefs – determining ways of behaviour that are 

personally seen as optimal – influence individuals’ goals and outcomes of supervision, 

as beliefs about the goals themselves influence the actions people initiate to attain them 

(cf. Kember, 2001).  This amalgam of endorsed, personally preferred ways of acting to 

reach desired goals and outcomes models individuals’ underlying pedagogies of 

supervision and frames their orientations, as shown in Figure 8.3.  This offers a novel 

way of viewing supervision by: 

• recognising the primacy of teaching beliefs in building individuals’ orientations 

• highlighting and explaining the interconnectedness between individuals’ beliefs 

and actions in this context, and 

• confirming the existence of the plexus. 

 

Appreciating the impact of teaching beliefs on supervisory behaviour gives legitimacy 

to the notion of supervision as a teaching endeavour and was an important finding of 

this research.  Although others (e.g., Atkins, 1988; Connell, 1985; Conrad, 1996; 

Whisker, 2003) have previously recognised supervision as a form of teaching, this 

explanation substantiates their claim.  The ‘discovery’ was that most participants in this 

study actually understood RHD supervision as a specific form of teaching activity 

within the university.  While researchers have been arguing that supervision and 

graduate education be reconceptualized as teaching and learning activities, many 

practitioners, it seems, already have that understanding, tacit for some perhaps but quite 

explicit for others.  

 

The paradox is, that while participants indicated they understand supervision as a 

teaching activity, many also acknowledged that teaching – and learning, research and 

supervision – are aspects of their working life that they had given little systematic 

thought to, other than to associated practicalities.  Only one had had any formal training 

in teaching and none had had any in supervision.  They did not, they confessed, know 

very much about it.   
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Figure 8.3: Reciprocity of Beliefs about Behaviour and Goals in Association with the Four Orientations to   

Supervision 
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Within the university, responsibility for the management of postgraduate education is 

normally placed under the Deputy Vice Chancellor (DVC) (Research).  In NTU, it is 

placed under the Vice Dean (Research) in each faculty and overall, under the Dean of 

Graduate Studies who is responsible to the Deputy President (Research).  Because of 

links with research funding, this may be an appropriate place for it.  But the centrality 

of teaching in the structure of supervision suggests that a ‘joint portfolio’ approach may 

be needed at university level.  Positioning postgraduate education jointly under the 

Deputy Vice Chancellor/Deputy President (Teaching and Learning) with their Research 

counterparts would openly acknowledge supervision as a form of teaching, albeit a 

specialised one, in which faculty engage, and postgraduate study as an advanced form 

of learning in which candidates engage.  Currently, emphasis given to postgraduate 

education as teaching and learning at the university level is tenuous and often 

negligible.  The emphasis tends to be on accountability issues, including completion 

rates.  The exception is in the provision of professional development activities for staff 

and sometimes for candidates.  But these can be infrequent, ad hoc or absent (§2.4). 

Pedagogies and Quality Supervision  

Having presented a framework of orientations that establishes the pedagogies of 

supervision, an important question concerns the use of this research for achieving better 

practice.  Does any one orientation have greater value for achieving the ‘preferred’ 

outcomes of supervision and doctoral education, as suggested in the literature (§2.5), or 

does the quality of supervision (and its outcomes) depend more on how well 

individuals put their own orientation into effect?  One way of tackling this question is 

to refer to other beliefs-based research in higher education and consider the 

observations made about qualitatively different belief systems and their relationships 

with the goals of higher education.   

 

The role of beliefs in describing, determining and explaining actions and behaviour in 

higher educational situations has been acknowledged by several researchers (e.g., Gow 

& Kember, 1993; Kember & Gow, 1994; Quinlan, 2002; Samuelowicz, 1999; 

Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002).  And academics engaged in beliefs-based research have 

indicated that some belief systems underpin dispositions to teach or learn in ways that 

are considered more effective in achieving certain educational aims than others are seen 
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to be (e.g., Kember, 1997; Kember & Gow, 1994).  For example, in the undergraduate 

situation, beliefs researchers have suggested that desirable beliefs about teaching and 

learning – ones that are instrumental in determining more effective teaching and 

learning outcomes – are those that are the more sophisticated growing theories (Fox, 

1983), facilitating student learning (Kember & Gow, 1994) or learner-centred 

orientations (Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001).  Phenomenographic researchers corroborate 

these findings (e.g., Entwistle et al., 2000; Marton, 1981; Marton & Booth, 1997; 

Prosser & Trigwell, 1997), sometimes by referring to them as more sophisticated 

conceptions. 

 

The orientation to supervision that best equates with these kinds of beliefs is 

Orientation 4, the guiding/person-focussed orientation.  Examination of its constituent 

beliefs reveals that this belief system underpins a developed, sophisticated ‘adult’ 

pedagogy (cf. Knowles, 1990) in which the focus is on the development of the 

candidate, optimally achieved through candidate self-actualisation and collaboration 

with the supervisor.   

 

However, the postgraduate situation is complicated by unresolved questions about the 

goals of supervision (§2.5), by disciplinary differences (§4.2) and by varying 

perceptions of quality in process and outcome (§2.2, §2.6).  Other considerations are 

the influence of the knowledge economy model of the university (McWilliam et al., 

2002; Usher, 2002) and the need to improve doctoral completion rates in all disciplines 

(Ainley, 2001; Mullins & Kiley, 1998; West, 1998), as well as the need for candidates 

to learn skills that make them employable in careers beyond academia (Cryer, 1998c; 

Pearson & Ford, 1997).  All this means that supervision that is deemed to be effective 

in one situation may be seen as inadequate or overbearing in another (Connell, 1985; 

Kam, 1997), so that quality “supervision becomes a matter of providing a high-quality 

research learning environment for the student … to assist [the student] in navigating a 

viable pathway suited to their individual learning needs and career goals” (Pearson & 

Brew, 2002:138).  

 

From this perspective, suggesting that one orientation is more effective or more 

desirable than another and ought to be adopted by all supervisors may be counter-
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productive to developing quality supervision.  A more desirable alternative, perhaps, 

would be to encourage supervisors to consider, in the first instance, their own 

understandings and approaches to supervision.  Optimising individuals’ practices by 

working through their own orientations has the advantage of making participants’ 

perspectives central to their practice and to the improvement of supervision.   

8.3 Developing Quality Supervision 

The interview responses support a commonly held perception that competence in 

supervision is established by virtue of having been a postgraduate student and 

appointed as a university lecturer, the only ‘training’ for supervisory responsibilities 

having been their own postgraduate experience augmented by ‘on the job’ learning 

(e.g., Hill et al., 1994; Phillips & Pugh, 1994).  There is the possibility that this 

perception leaves a large void in many academics’ preparation for their supervisory 

tasks.  For some participants, the interview was the first time they had considered or 

put into words their own beliefs, attitudes and values about the whole spectrum of 

supervision, their approach and behaviour hitherto having been determined by tacit 

beliefs.  Though tacit beliefs may be ‘adequate’ at times, questions to consider are 

whether practice might be more effective were beliefs and their relationship to practice 

to be made explicit and whether a tacit belief system is a sufficient basis for self-

development.   

 

Research in higher education situations confirms a close relationship between beliefs 

and practice (e.g., Bain, 2000; Quinlan, 1999; 2002; Samuelowicz, 1999; Samuelowicz 

& Bain, 2001; 2002).  Yet professional development programmes aimed at improving 

supervision often ignore individuals’ beliefs, and focus instead on changing practice 

itself (Bowden, 1988; Kember 1997).  If supervisors (and candidates) were assisted to 

become explicitly aware of their own orientations to supervision, practice might 

become more deliberative and change more open to self-control (Bain, Ballantyne, 

Mills & Lester, 2002; Kember, 2001; Quinlan, 2002; Pratt, 1997; Prosser et al., 1997).  

 

Enhancing the quality of supervisory practice through professional development 

initiatives might be a matter of raising self-awareness and making explicit, individuals’ 

personal pedagogies that drive their practice.  Changing practice through raising self-
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awareness of different beliefs about educational phenomena, identifying which beliefs 

are associated with more appropriate practice, and changing inappropriate beliefs, as a 

precursor to adopting more suitable behaviour may be important – but it is not easily 

achieved (§3.3.3).  

 

Research describing and evaluating the beliefs change process (e.g. Hativa, 2002; 

Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Kember, 1997; Radloff, 2002; Richardson et al., 1991) or 

conceptual change (e.g., Ho et al., 2001; Pearson & Brew, 2002; Posner et al., 1982) 

associated with professional development initiatives in educational environments 

suggests that effective scenarios for changing practitioners’ orientations depend on 

initially providing the means for self-recognition of currently held beliefs or 

conceptions (see §3.4.3, §3.7).  The complex and difficult process of changing 

individuals’ beliefs means that merely presenting people with a new belief or new idea 

is insufficient to create and sustain any change in either the belief or the practice 

(Gardner, 2003a; Guskey, 1986; Nespor, 1987).  The power and importance of beliefs 

are revealed only when the beliefs-practice nexus is recognized.  Reflection on personal 

beliefs and experience would then provide a strong base for further development.   

 

But perceiving the need for change hinges on individuals’ having a strong sense that 

what they currently do is inadequate and needs to be altered and also that there exists 

an appropriate and ‘doable’ alternative (e.g., Posner et al., 1982).  Making other 

possibilities known empowers members of the learning group with the means of 

making their own decisions regarding the need for and the kinds of change to be 

undertaken.  Such a situation is more likely to provoke change that will be 

implemented and maintained.  Sustainability of ways of practising depends on 

individuals understanding their own beliefs and how those beliefs underpin their 

practice.  Externally mandated change, researchers have suggested, is unlikely to be 

successful (e.g., Kember, 1997; Radloff, 2002; Richardson, 1994). 

 

This research has established the primacy of teaching beliefs in each of the orientations 

and it has indicated how they inter-link with beliefs about supervisory foci and 

outcomes.  With this in mind, an appropriate beginning for a professional development 

plan might be for individuals to reflect first on their beliefs about teaching, then, 



Chapter Eight: Rethinking Research Higher Degree Supervision    

300 

attending to their beliefs about the goals of doctoral study and supervision and 

appraising interrelationships (or mismatches) that possibly exist between the two sets 

of beliefs.  The choice of these two clusters of beliefs (which describe a disposition to 

act in particular ways to achieve certain aims) is embedded in the findings and 

discussed in Section 8.2.  These belief clusters were important in forming and defining 

orientations to supervision (control/guiding and task/people-focussed beliefs).  Dealing 

also with beliefs about learning, research and supervision, co-components of the 

supervision plexus, would promote self-understanding of personal pedagogies of 

supervision.  Together, these insights should help individuals unravel their beliefs and 

orientations to supervision and encourage the process of capturing not only its plurality 

and complexity but also its hermeneutic wholeness.  

 

My research project provides understandings that may be critical in several phases of a 

beliefs awareness or change process proceeding in this way.  In the identification of 

beliefs about, and therefore orientations to, supervision, the framework offers a pattern, 

beginning with teaching beliefs, that may help self-recognition.  It may be particularly 

useful at this stage in helping individuals for whom these notions may be new.  In 

raising awareness about other kinds of pedagogies, the orientation profiles and webs 

provide a wealth of rich data.  In a mixed disciplinary group, discussing beliefs and 

supervisory practice would be expected also to heighten ideas about disciplinary 

differences and present other possibilities, especially when provided with evidence of 

the variety of workable pedagogies in particular contexts (e.g., engineering).  The 

scheme offers insights about sophisticated orientations that individuals may desire to 

work towards adopting.  The detail in the belief profile, which elaborates each 

orientation, offers ideas for enhancing existing supervisory behaviour, perhaps by 

expanding, refining or strengthening currently held beliefs.  Or this detail can serve as 

significant input if current beliefs and practice are felt by the individual to be 

inadequate – when current beliefs are examined and compared with other beliefs and a 

different orientation is considered – and change is self-initiated.  

 

Given the consistency and tenacity of beliefs, as presented earlier in this thesis, and the 

nature of the belief change process, time and informed intervention would be needed, 

along with a personal conviction of the necessity for change, if existing beliefs are to be 
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replaced or even adapted to any degree.  A professional development programme based 

on critical self-reflection upon beliefs and actions is unlikely to be easy and may be 

personally demanding in other ways (Bain et al., 2002).  For some, self-reflection and 

expressing beliefs may be an unfamiliar and uncomfortable procedure.  Individuals 

may experience episodes of conflict or self-doubt as they realise their own orientation 

may differ from those of others in the group or they may not be the most appropriate 

for achieving the types of outcome they believe ought to result from supervisory 

practice.  Juxtaposing espoused beliefs with beliefs-in-action, should they prove to 

differ (cf. Argyris & Schön, 1978), may be stressful.   

 

For these reasons, successful personal development must be stimulated and sustained 

by a climate of enquiry and a sense of personal empowerment in which these issues can 

be explored.  Meetings ought to be non-threatening and with a group of similar learners 

(Prawat, 1992; Radloff, 2002).  It may be worthwhile holding some separate meetings 

for supervisors and candidates so that an environment conducive to honest reflection is 

created (Johnston, 1998).  But it may also be beneficial for supervisors to meet with 

candidates to enable each to gain a deeper understanding of and respect for the views of 

the other.  Combined meetings may provide the venue for discussing compromise when 

different orientations become obvious or in extreme cases dissolving the dyad in favour 

of a more compatible pairing.  

 

Any such programme is envisaged as being learner-centred, with flexibility and 

manoeuvrability for adaptation to the needs of individual participants and in relation to 

their different environments.  The approach is a collaborative, democratic one which 

“assumes that reflection and change are ongoing processes of assessing beliefs, goals, 

and results,” not stimulated solely from a position of normative deficit (Richardson & 

Anders, 1994:163).  The goals of such a programme are not that orientation 

enhancement or change should reach a particular level at the formal end of the course, 

and then remain static.  A significant outcome ought to be participants’ heightened 

awareness of, and ongoing reflection on, their own beliefs and views about supervision 

and of their practices associated with those views.  
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The Supervision Plexus and Supervision Development 

The point of departure for this scheme from other supervisor development programmes 

is my centring on individuals’ beliefs.  The scheme deals with supervision from 

participants’ frames of reference.  Pearson and Brew (2002) point out that managing 

others in a supervisory capacity requires, in the first place, management of self and this 

demands an awareness of why we behave as we do.  The beliefs construct is a sound 

means of providing for this.  The orientations themselves are built on individuals’ 

beliefs about teaching, learning, research and supervision and the programme outlined 

above requires those taking part to become conscious of their own beliefs about these 

aspects of supervision.  Using the supervision plexus for professional development in 

this way highlights the multifunctional, plural nature of supervision and the inclusive 

way beliefs about different aspects fit an overall orientation.  The reciprocal 

hermeneutic relationships of the whole and its components are an important concept.   

 

Additionally, the plexus of beliefs may be a way of enabling supervision to be 

understood as a teaching activity (Connell, 1985), that practice depends on the 

pedagogy of supervision one endorses, and that beliefs about teaching are probably the 

most powerful in influencing individuals’ global orientations to RHD supervision.  To 

gain this high level of awareness, it may be necessary to spend a considerable amount 

of time identifying beliefs about teaching, becoming aware of other belief clusters, and 

the complex way they interrelate, as well as recognising their powerful relationship 

with practice.  In this research, six people indicated that they came to understand 

supervision as a teaching activity during the interviews.  It may be that for others, too, 

the concept became explicit at that time, but the recency of apprehension was not 

conveyed to the researcher.  Opportunities for critical self-reflection, as in professional 

development that focuses on individuals’ beliefs, would provide the venue for others to 

make this connection explicit. 

 

The framework provides knowledge input as the basis for critical self-reflection, and 

for comparison and contrast between current beliefs and practice and other, perhaps 

more appropriate orientations and behaviour.  Constituent beliefs about the dimensions 

of the orientations provide details to help course participants gain more in-depth 
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insights into their own beliefs about components of the supervision plexus as well as a 

thorough understanding of beliefs associated with any new orientation and pedagogy.   

 

Pearson and Brew (2002) have suggested a course outline for supervisor development 

based on conceptual understandings, which also highlights self-reflection and self-

awareness.  While they focus on phenomenographic conceptions of research and 

scholarship, my programme includes the components of the supervision plexus and 

establishes the primacy of teaching beliefs.  

 

An effective development initiative cannot only deal with perspective-centred aspects 

of supervision, though these are crucial.  A more thorough and helpful initiative might 

guide participants through spirals of becoming aware (and perhaps developing more 

appropriate orientations) to the point where the transition from reflecting on and 

discussing beliefs to practice becomes necessary.  The implicit aim is, however, that 

critical self-reflection on beliefs and practice should be ongoing.  

8.4 Supervisors and Candidates 

The nature of the research enterprise is often skewed towards finding problems and 

ways of solving them.  A large portion of the supervision literature, too, has taken this 

standpoint and a sizeable section of the review in this thesis, Chapter Two, focuses on 

the problems and dilemmas faced by candidates and supervisors and initiatives taken 

for their resolution (§2.3; §2.4).  Both have been seen, to date, chiefly from a practical 

viewpoint, but perspective-centred research offers understandings that may be of value 

in unravelling the specific nature of some of the problems and working towards solving 

them.   

 

For example, problems of inadequate or negligent supervision have been frequently 

cited (e.g., Brown & Atkins, 1988; Moses, 1985; Shannon, 1998; Yeatman, 1998; 

Zuber-Skerritt, 1992b).  But the problem may not be one of professional disregard 

(Johnson et al., 2000).  It may relate to supervisors’ expectations that candidates have 

competencies in areas in which they do not or it may concern a mismatch in 

supervisors’ and candidates’ beliefs about the aims of supervision and the kinds of 

behaviour thought appropriate in the context, so that what is interpreted as negligence 



Chapter Eight: Rethinking Research Higher Degree Supervision    

304 

by candidates may be a deliberate attempt by supervisors at student empowerment.  

Knowing the kinds of beliefs dyad members have about this and similar issues would 

be a first step in solving them.   

 

The perspective-centred study by Burns et al. (1999) found that supervisors and 

candidates have “clearly different” views (§2.7; §8.2).  Supervisors focussed on the 

efficient production of a thesis but students were most satisfied with supervisors who 

impart a combined concern, particularly for the individual, but also for the topic and the 

thesis.  “Supervisors think they are supervising a thesis while students think they are 

being supervised” (p. 72), a result, it seems, of a mismatch in beliefs about the purpose 

of supervision and about appropriate supervisory behaviour.  

 

Being aware of information such as this made a comparative examination of 

participants’ beliefs about supervision an interesting undertaking.  In contrast to the 

results outlined above, I found that, overall, candidates were more likely to hold 

orientations in which completion of the degree is the focal purpose of supervision, 

whereas supervisors were more likely to hold orientations in which development of the 

candidate in professional and personal ways is central.  Eleven of the 17 candidates 

held task-focussed beliefs, which feature completing the task at hand and/or learning 

the information and techniques necessary to do this, while 11 of the 17 supervisors held 

person-focussed beliefs, which figure the development of candidates into competent, 

professional researchers able to perform in academia or industry3 (Tables 6.10; 6.11; 

6.12).   

 

The disparity between the studies in candidate orientations may partly be due to 

differences in the participant cohorts.  ‘Students’ interviewed in the Burns et al. (1999) 

study included eight who were currently enrolled and eight who had recently graduated 

(within one to five years).  The majority of enrolled students were mature-age, part-

time candidates, established in their own professional fields.  In contrast, most 

candidates in my study were full-time, continuing on from masters’ or undergraduate 
                                                 
3  It should be noted that this tendency towards a relationship between participant (supervisor, candidate) 

and focus (task, person) is not statistically significant: χ � � � � � � � � , two-tailed. 
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study.  It may be that the younger students here, who have yet to enter their chosen 

profession, are eager to finish their degree in order that they may do so.  Of the five 

who had previously, or con-currently, been in full-time employment, only two held 

person-focussed beliefs, and both of these were very near completion.  But the numbers 

are too small to draw meaningful conclusions.  The point of agreement between the 

studies is that supervisors and candidates tend to hold different views.   

 

In the current study, a second disparity between candidate and supervisor beliefs 

related to their controlling or guiding beliefs.  Ten candidates held controlling kinds of 

beliefs, in which prescriptive and directing kinds of supervision were thought optimal 

to attaining their aims, and 12 supervisors held guiding beliefs (Tables 6.10; 6.11; 

6.12).  They believed in a more enabling and shared PhD experience to encourage 

student independence.  Knowledge of these broad disparities between supervisors and 

candidates’ beliefs provides information that is useful for our general understanding of 

RHD supervision and some of its related problems but it may also be important at the 

dyadic level where personal interactions and mutually understood objectives are 

crucial.  

 

Paradoxically and surprisingly, given this general lack of congruence, discord between 

orientations within particular dyads was less than expected (§6.6).  There were only 

two total and seven partial mismatches (Table 6.14).  However, the broad belief 

clusters defined are so crucially related to individuals’ aims and actions, disparity on 

just one of them, between a supervisor and candidate, may be enough to be a 

significant cause of problems.  Early recognition could be an important first step in 

preventing disastrous supervisory ‘relationships’ from forming or continuing.  

Professional development schemes that centre on ‘structured,’ critical self-reflection on 

orientations and practice would enable a co-focus on some of the significant problems 

and dilemmas mentioned earlier in this thesis, and which are directly associated with 

individuals’ beliefs.  Problems include scholarship versus training, producing 

independent original work versus collaboration, and student designation versus 

integration into the research community (Bowen & Rudinstine, 1992; Brown & Atkins, 

1988; Cryer, 1998a; Frankland, 1999; Moses, 1985).   
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This issue of differences between supervisor’ and candidate’ beliefs would benefit from 

further research on the development of students’ orientations to supervision and the 

part played in that development by their supervisors, as well as on the relative status of 

each macro descriptor in causing functional dissonance between supervisors and 

candidates.  Does disparity between controlling and guiding beliefs and associated 

behaviour cause greater levels of dissatisfaction than disparity between task-focussed 

and person-focussed beliefs? 

8.5 Orientations and Context: Disciplinary Paradigm and Asia 

In part, my intention in undertaking this research was to find out if participants in one 

particular postgraduate environment hold similar beliefs, bound by and passed on 

indissolubly from disciplinary characteristics, or whether there is evidence of a range of 

beliefs within this context.  I admit to an early concern that I might not find very much 

variety among beliefs held by the individuals in this study because of engineering’s 

strong paradigmatic characteristics (Becher, 1989; Donald, 1992; Kuhn, 1962).  This 

concern was reinforced by findings suggesting conformity of beliefs about teaching and 

learning activities by teachers of first year engineering students (van Driel et al., 1997).  

 

As well, the supervision literature generally supports the research confirming 

disciplinary differences, suggesting that supervision is carried out in different ways in 

different disciplines and that, within disciplines, there are many similarities (e.g., 

Becher et al., 1994; Moses, 1990; Parry et al., 1994; Parry & Hayden, 1994; Smeby, 

2000; Whittle, 1992).  Differences in the structure of knowledge and the organization 

of research mean that graduate behaviour in hard applied subjects is described as being 

very different from that in the hard pure, soft pure and soft applied paradigms.  Section 

4.2 discusses these disciplinary characteristics in relation to engineering education and 

illustrates the effect they can have on the organization of engineering doctoral 

education.  

 

Fewer studies, using the beliefs approach (Quinlan, 2002) and the phenomenographic 

approach (Marshall et al., 1999; Franz et al., 1997, Meyer, 1997), have found a variety 

of undergraduate engineering students’ beliefs or conceptions about learning.  By 

attending to “the lived experience and perceptions of supervisors and candidates in [a] 
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specific [engineering] research and learning environment” (Pearson, 1999:270, brackets 

added), as these studies did, my own research indicates a marked variation in beliefs 

within one engineering school.  This is an important finding of the study – that there is 

indeed a wide range of beliefs about supervision and closely related matters within this 

engineering school.  The framework of four orientations reveals educational beliefs 

ranging from highly directive and controlling to self-actualising and guiding views, 

with associated beliefs about goals and foci ranging from task-oriented to person-

oriented.  The problem I see is that previous literature has tended to present engineering 

postgraduate behaviour as much more homogeneous (with personal idiosyncrasies 

accounted for) than it has been shown to be here.   

 

There is evidence in my research that the previously discussed disciplinary 

characteristics typical of engineering postgraduate education are usually present, but 

that homogeneity within the discipline is diffused by differences in the beliefs 

individuals hold about goals of postgraduate education and the kinds of behaviour they 

believe are best to achieve those goals.  These differences are manifest in belief clusters 

about components of the supervision plexus, that is, in individuals’ beliefs about 

teaching, learning, research and supervision, and are reflected in their global orientation 

to supervision.  More specifically, differences in people’s beliefs about teaching, and 

about learning and research, mean that disciplinary domain and craft knowledge are 

interpreted differently and contribute to the variety of beliefs about supervision, and 

because of the beliefs-action nexus (§3.3; §7.1), to different kinds of supervision.   

 

This finding relates less to that of Cullen et al. (1994), who proposed that variations are 

due chiefly to the nature of research tasks and the methodology of the discipline, and 

more to Becher’s observation, that “individual and group behaviour can be seen to be 

affected by factors outside the field of [domain] knowledge itself” (1989:1, brackets 

added).  Similarly, Quinlan (2002) found that mechanical engineering academics hold a 

variety of scholarly beliefs associated with their teaching at undergraduate levels.  

Studies in less structured disciplines also have evidenced a range of beliefs about 

educational matters in particular disciplines (e.g., Murray & Macdonald, 1997, in 

business; Quinlan, 1999 in history).  

 



Chapter Eight: Rethinking Research Higher Degree Supervision    

308 

The laboratory setting, in which much postgraduate engineering education occurs, 

facilitates pedagogic continuity (Delamont et al., 1997b) because of the frequent 

interaction between candidates and more senior members of the faculty and the 

necessity to pass on the research skills of the subject.  Some candidates in all settings 

are vulnerable to the influence of their supervisors if, as I have suggested is possible, 

their beliefs about supervision (and teaching, learning and research) are susceptible to 

refinement or change (§7.4).  Supervisors are in a position to pass on their personal 

fundamental educational theories, cradled in the attitudes, norms and practices of their 

discipline.   

 

The process of continuing the traditions and norms of the faculty is largely an implicit 

one.  Not only may graduate students not be aware of how they are being enculturated, 

but supervisors may be unaware of their own influence.  Professional development use 

of the orientation framework may be a means for supervisors to reflect on their 

personal supervisory philosophies and intentions, and to take cognisance of what 

students may be learning from them.  For candidates, use of the scheme may provide 

more substantial input on which to make judgements as they develop or reinforce their 

own views about supervision (and its co-components of the plexus).  For supervisors, 

effectiveness of professional development can really only be judged in terms of how 

they think and act – and how their students might think and act.  

 

The way forward, towards a better understanding of the relative place of disciplinary 

norms and attitudes and educational beliefs in the practice of supervision, might be to 

include in a plexus used as a basis for further research, a component that targets 

disciplinary beliefs, and specifically probes inter-linkages among pedagogical beliefs 

and disciplinary beliefs.  But even in the present research – where no specific reference 

was made to disciplinary views, except perhaps through descriptions of related practice 

within the discipline – most (all but four) of the participants came to see supervision as 

a teaching activity.  But prior to the interviews, 10 had not made the connection.  By 

placing educational beliefs more deliberately with disciplinary beliefs in professional 

development programmes, attendees would have the opportunity to see or to reinforce 

their supervision as a teaching activity rather than as a discipline-specific research 

activity.   
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Although data for this research were collected exclusively from the electrical 

engineering sector of higher education, the study is not so heavily impregnated with 

electrical engineering concepts that the outcomes have no relevance elsewhere.  The 

research findings, expanded by the concept of making individuals’ personal pedagogies 

of supervision central to developing quality supervision, and a supervision 

development programme incorporating spirals of self-reflection, could very well be 

used across discipline areas.  Features of such a programme are not context-specific.  It 

works from the framework of a person-centred perspective and pedagogical insights of 

supervision presented in the belief profiles of the orientations, and it is based on a 

heightened self-awareness of individuals’ own orientations to the supervision plexus as 

well as, ideally, awareness of the orientation to supervision of dyadic partners.  Such a 

programme would offer the flexibility needed for academics, who generally identify 

strongly with their own subject matter (Becher, 1989; Jenkins, 1996; Moses, 1990; 

Quinlan, 2002), to contextualise discussions about approaches and strategies to their 

own context and subject or discipline area. 

 

This investigation was conducted in a large Asian university and participants were from 

various Asian backgrounds.  However, many of the supervisors involved had had a 

range of experiences outside Asia, as students, academics and professional researchers, 

in western countries (§2.1.1; §5.1).  They brought with them to NTU a range of 

attitudes, experiences and practices that lessen the geographical and cultural context-

specificity of the study and make the findings more universally applicable.  Benefits of 

the Asian character of this thesis are in raising awareness about higher education in 

Asia in general, and in contributing to the limited discussion of RHD supervision.  The 

study expands the current discussion in higher education from a more traditional focus 

on skills and development (e.g., Bray, 1998; Dainton, 1989; Ketudat, 1997; Tan, 1999; 

Yee, 1995) to development of professional researchers in a broader sense incorporating 

personal development.  I would argue that this broader sense of professional learning 

will enable graduates to better serve their developing nations and economies than will a 

narrower sense of discrete skill development in relation to a specific task.   
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8.6 Summary of Contributions 

Preceding sections of this chapter and the previous chapter have explored significant 

aspects of the investigation and highlighted findings that have enhanced current 

understandings of RHD supervision.  I have explained how these contributions have 

added to the understandings made by previous research.  This section serves as a 

summary of these major contributions.   

 

• The major contribution of this research is the framework of four orientations to 

supervision.  The orientations represent categories of the ways supervisors and 

candidates in this study typically think about supervision in relation to PhD 

study and in which others in the wider academic community might also see it.  

The four orientations and their belief profiles reveal a diversity of beliefs – from 

controlling to more guiding kinds and from task-focussed to person-focussed – 

which are reflected in different kinds of supervisory behaviour.  Critical features 

of the framework that add value to earlier research include the perspective-

centred theoretical understanding it presents, the notion of the supervisory 

plexus and the primacy of teaching beliefs in individuals’ global understanding 

of supervision.   

 

• Few investigations have offered a perspective-centred theoretical 

understanding of supervision.  The majority of studies, to date, have focussed 

on structural and procedural aspects relating particularly to policy, 

administration and practice.  It now seems probable that the variations in 

practice noted earlier in the thesis may derive from individuals’ previously 

undisclosed beliefs about supervision and closely related concerns.  By 

attending to these beliefs, the thesis presents a comprehensive overview of what 

individuals believe and value about the whole enterprise, advancing our 

understanding beyond descriptions of what happens during supervision, to an 

understanding of why individuals act as they do in supervisory situations.   

 

• The supervisory plexus concept enables beliefs about research, teaching, 

learning and supervision to be collected and analysed co-relationally.  The 

plexus, in which hermeneutic relationships link the components with the whole, 
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is a useful way of representing and dealing with supervision's plural yet 

inclusive nature.  It was demonstrated that individuals’ hold similar and 

consistent beliefs across the four components, the co-dependent and logical 

interconnections determined, indicating that each orientation is a coherent 

system of beliefs.  Importantly, the plexus concept allows a teaching and 

learning perspective of supervision to be explored and presented.  Earlier 

discussions and research of supervision have largely ignored the teaching and 

learning aspects.  

 

• Revealed through the concept of the plexus and the way beliefs interconnect, is 

the central, influential role that beliefs about teaching play in building the 

orientations and shaping supervisory behaviour.  The primacy of teaching 

beliefs, understood through their co-dependent and logical connections with 

learning, research and supervision, means that the orientations can be seen to 

represent individual pedagogies of supervision.  This means that, although 

completing the research is the main focus of doctoral supervision for some and 

educating the whole person is the focus for others, the way individuals attend to 

these foci depends on their teaching beliefs.  Prior research has included 

suggestions for supervision to be viewed as a teaching activity rather than 

primarily as a research activity but this research shows that many practitioners 

already have this understanding, whether in tacit or explicit form.  This finding 

tips the balance from a focus on the research activity in supervision and doctoral 

studies to one on the teaching activities involved. 
 

• The beliefs approach fits with the more recent trend of understanding 

phenomena concerned with teaching and learning in higher education from the 

viewpoint of individuals’ perspectives.  Although phenomenography drove this 

initiative, the beliefs approach has been shown to offer advantages, for the 

current research, in looking at complex phenomena and unravelling the 

interconnectedness among different aspects.  Here, it has enabled the notion of 

the supervisory plexus to be used in the research design, and then to be 

confirmed as an inclusive, hermeneutic way of understanding supervision.  

Emerging from the co-relational analysis and remaining grounded in the data 
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are the two bi-polar macro descriptors, controlling/guiding beliefs and task-

focussed/person-focussed beliefs, on which the orientations are constructed.  

Constituent beliefs of each orientation, the belief profiles, give a detailed 

depiction of the attitudes, values and intentions concerning supervision of those 

posited within that orientation.  The beliefs-actions nexus, established in this 

and previous research, allowed linkages to be made between individuals’ beliefs 

and their intentions to behave in particular ways.  The orientations offer 

perspective-centred theoretical understandings of supervision and explain why 

people offer different kinds of supervisory practice.  

 

• Important findings of this research – the orientations, the expanded framework 

and the personal pedagogies of supervision – can undergird professional 

development of supervisors in a way that has theoretical coherence so that there 

is a clear basis for thinking about the direction in which beliefs and practices 

might move and how such movement can be facilitated.  Basic to this kind of 

professional development are the primacy of beliefs about teaching in a 

personal pedagogy of supervision and the powerful nexus between beliefs and 

behaviour.  Iterative, self-reflective components are intended to help individuals 

become aware of their own and other orientations to and ways of practising 

supervision.  
 

• A portion of the research into supervision has looked at areas of dissatisfaction 

among students and supervisors.  Findings have tended to focus on structural 

aspects of the doctoral programme and dyadic relationships, with difficulties 

alluded to at a more ‘conceptual’ level.  The current research helps to clarify 

these difficulties by indicating a general disparity between the orientations held 

by supervisors and candidates, with supervisors favouring guiding/person-

focussed orientations and candidates controlling/task-focussed orientations.  It 

is unlikely that progress remains smooth when candidates and supervisors hold 

different beliefs about either the goals and foci of supervision or preferred ways 

of practice or of both.  The dissonance, however, appears less obvious (in this 

study) at the dyadic level.  Nevertheless, disparity on only one of the macro 
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descriptors may be significant enough to cause dissatisfaction and hamper 

progress.  
 

• The research shows a marked variety of orientations within an engineering 

discipline.  It dispels any notion of homogeneity of thought and action, that the 

literature might suggest, among members of this engineering discipline, and 

possibly of other disciplines.  The study indicates that individuals’ beliefs about 

teaching and learning, presumably being of longer duration, shape their 

disciplinary beliefs and attitudes and determine their approach to RHD 

supervision.   
 

• In more general terms, this research provides a response to the need to better 

understand the pedagogy of supervision and it augments the few RHD 

supervision investigations in engineering contexts.  With the social sciences and 

humanities marked as problem areas for doctoral success, the focus of much of 

the literature has been on these disciplines.  The beliefs approach has been used 

extensively in school and teacher education situations, frequently to understand 

why teachers practice in particular ways.  My research plays some part in 

alleviating the paucity of beliefs studies in higher education and in specific 

disciplines.  It makes headway in introducing academic supervision as a more 

frequent topic in the higher education research arena in Asia, taking the 

discussion beyond its relevance for training researchers in the skills and 

knowledge needed for nation building.  

8.7 Recommendations and Conclusions 

The research presented in this thesis has made several significant contributions to the 

literature of RHD supervision.  However, in some ways it is only the beginning of a 

novel way of understanding supervision and much remains to be achieved.  Having 

looked critically at the thesis, its findings and contributions, I now suggest several ways 

in which this study might be usefully extended to further explore and advance our 

understandings of this topic.  

• The findings, here, that teaching beliefs are instrumental in shaping orientations 

to supervision and in determining practice would benefit from additional 
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research that investigates whether particular beliefs are more powerful in this 

regard than others.  For example, it may be that teaching beliefs, in the first 

place, define the kind of practice thought appropriate and that goals are an 

outcome of that focus.  Or it might be that that teaching beliefs define the kinds 

of outcomes desired and practice works to achieve those goals.  Questioning 

supervisors and candidates, more directly than was done in this inquiry, about 

their beliefs about teaching and supervision and the links between the two may 

uncover these kinds of connections.  Additionally, research that investigates the 

status and role of tacit beliefs, as opposed to explicit beliefs, in shaping 

orientations and practice might be difficult to accomplish but it could prove 

useful in advancing knowledge about the beliefs/action nexus.  

 

• My finding concerning the relative importance of individuals’ generic, 

pedagogical beliefs (about teaching and learning) and beliefs defining 

disciplinary attitudes and norms contrasts with claims made by other 

researchers.  My assertion, that pedagogical beliefs, being longer standing and 

more central, frame the way disciplinary beliefs develop and give rise to the 

variety of beliefs found within a discipline, grew out of the data.  But it could be 

more explicitly researched and confirmed.  Longitudinal studies, which explore 

and record individuals’ beliefs about teaching and learning before their 

immersion into a disciplinary area and again, some time following that 

immersion, might be instrumental in tracking any changes in original beliefs.  

 

• Related to the previous point is the issue raised in the study about the influence 

of the supervisor in the development of candidates’ beliefs about supervision.  

Again, a longitudinal study charting adaptations, refinements or alterations of 

students’ beliefs during their doctoral studies, viewed in conjunction with a 

comprehensive understanding of their supervisors’ orientation, might be a way 

of looking at this issue.   

 

• A range of possibilities exists for making use of the findings of this research in 

constructing professional development programmes.  The orientations and the 

expanded framework can undergird professional development of supervisors in 
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a way that has theoretical coherence so that there is a clear basis for thinking of 

the direction in which beliefs and practices might move and how such 

movement can be facilitated.  Basic to this kind of professional development are 

the primacy of beliefs about teaching in a personal pedagogy of supervision and 

the powerful nexus between beliefs and behaviour. 

 

Professional development programmes aimed at improving the quality of 

supervision have traditionally concentrated on changing practice without 

explicitly attending to individuals’ underlying beliefs that influence their 

practice.  Programmes emphasising the identification of participants’ 

orientations through iterative, critical self-reflection upon beliefs about 

components of the supervisory plexus offer opportunities for making the 

concept of supervision-as-teaching explicit for all partakers.  Programmes might 

focus on optimising individuals’ orientations or – if future research reveals that 

a particular orientation underscores superior supervision in particular contexts – 

programmes might work towards changing individuals’ beliefs.  Using the 

beliefs approach allows development to begin with a personal understanding of 

one’s own orientation and developing that strength. 

 

• One line of research I have mentioned previously is to investigate whether 

discord on one of the two macro descriptors is more influential in causing 

dissonance between supervisor and candidate than discord on the other.  Are the 

controlling/guiding or the task-focussed/person-focussed beliefs more powerful 

in this regard? 

 

• Investigations situated in more disciplines are required to ascertain whether (a) 

the orientations and belief profiles evidenced here, in one engineering 

discipline, are found across a number disciplines; and (b) the same variety of 

orientations exists within other disciplines.  The amount of time required to 

conduct the kind of qualitative study I have attempted here places limits on the 

number of participants.  I was able to interview 34 practitioners individually and 

to personally transcribe the recordings of those interviews.  However, a 

collaborative research project, with several investigators should be able to 
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handle many more interviews and transcriptions and so accommodate input 

from supervisors and candidates representing a wider variety of faculties.  

 

• That many participants view supervision as a teaching activity suggests that it 

might be appropriate to place research supervision as a joint responsibility 

within the offices of the DVC Research and DVC Teaching and Learning or 

their equivalents.  Research appraising the feasibility of making such a change 

to legitimise and emphasise the view of supervision-as-teaching at university 

level might be considered.  

 

This thesis has taken me on a journey that began and ended with looking at the practice 

of research higher degree supervision.  Along the way I found out and presented 

important notions about supervision and beliefs and have advanced the scholarship of 

both.  Chiefly, the thesis has given voice to practitioners – supervisors and candidates – 

and we now have an understanding of supervision and a comprehension of its 

pedagogy from practitioners’ own frames of reference.  Looking at individuals’ 

orientations has taken the research beyond structural and material matters to finding out 

about people – what they think and what drives their behaviour in this circumstance.   

 

I have shown that there is a marked variety in the beliefs that academics and their 

candidates hold within this one engineering discipline, and with presentation of the 

perception-centred framework, I hope I have dispelled the commonly held 

(mis)conception that engineers, by nature and training, are alike in their love of 

machines and algorithms over their concern for people (Horschette, 1994).  I found a 

caring group of academics, all of whom wanted successful outcomes for their 

candidates, and a group of candidates who defined that success in different ways.  

Although those goals varied, indeed from a focus on the task to one on the person, the 

supervisors nevertheless set these goals in what they believed were the best interests of 

their students.  

 

These are positive attributes but they need honing.  Most supervisors in this study rely 

on their own experiences as students to guide them through the supervisory process.  

Many students have poorly informed expectations about doctoral study and supervision 
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of that study.  Bringing the two together sometimes results in very unsatisfactory, but 

often necessarily on-going, dyadic relationships.  Implications of this research include 

the need for a better grasp of the ways supervisors and candidates typically think about 

supervision, beginning with self-awareness.  Possibilities suggested for the 

development of quality supervision may, I hope, be of some use in helping individuals 

move towards enhancing the supervision experience for both the supervisors and their 

candidates.   

 

The thesis may have been completed but, for me, the journey has really only just 

begun.  The worlds of research and of people’s beliefs offer vast opportunities for 

exploration and for learning about what makes people act as they do in educational 

(and other) situations.  Like Riki, below, this doctoral experience has enabled me to see 

things differently.  I hope the results of it help others to do so too. 

 
After you’ve learned certain things it may enable you to see things from a different 

angle because of the new knowledge you have acquired.  

(Riki, Supervisor, 4B) 
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