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Increasingly, students completing undergraduate dissertations in Australia are expected by their supervisors to produce publishable research. Despite this, limited resources are available for supervisors of undergraduate dissertation students on how best to supervise students toward this aim. Building on our previous research on the perspectives of supervisors and dissertation coordinators of what constitutes good undergraduate dissertation supervision, we present here the findings on student perspectives of good supervision. Twenty-five students (seventeen students who were currently completing an undergraduate dissertation and eight who had recently completed an undergraduate dissertation) were interviewed about their experiences in being supervised. A critical incident methodology was used to invite students to reflect on times when supervision had gone well, and times when it had not. Interviews were recorded and transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis. Key themes to emerge were that students viewed “good” supervisors as those that were supportive and empowering, directed learning, and whose style and interests aligned with those of the students. Challenges in supervision related to lack of clarity and inconsistencies, perceived power imbalances between students and supervisors, and perceived inequities in the amount of supervision provided across students. Whilst the publication of undergraduate research is a worthy aim, the pressure to publish for some students resulted in feelings of inadequacy and perceptions of supervisors losing interest when findings were not deemed publishable.
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INTRODUCTION

Undergraduate dissertations are capstone experiences that provide students with an opportunity to answer a research question within a disciplinary framework under supervision (Ashwin et al., 2017). They form an essential component of many undergraduate degrees, provide a transition between course work and independent research, and may result in publishable research. Publication of findings can benefit both student and supervisor in the “publish or perish” culture of neoliberal universities (Besley and Peters, 2009) which function on a market-driven corporate governance model (Enright et al., 2017). However, this drive to publish also potentially positions students as research assistants completing research tasks proscribed by the supervisor to further their own research rather than learners developing independence in designing and conducting research (Kiley et al., 2011). Despite these tensions, limited research has examined supervisory practices or the experiences of undergraduate dissertation students. The plethora of research on doctoral students (see Bastalich, 2017 for a review) cannot be readily applied to undergraduate dissertation students as undergraduate students have no or limited previous independent research experience (Cook, 1980), may have lower interest in conducting research (Cook, 1980) and need to complete their research in a shorter timeframe (Rowley and Slack, 2004).

Research conducted with supervisors of undergraduate dissertation students indicates that supervisors perceive they contribute to good supervision through providing directed and clear advice, supporting and instilling confidence in students and fostering student independence and growth (Roberts and Seaman, 2018). However, in this and previous studies examining supervisors' perspectives (e.g., Todd et al., 2006; Wiggins et al., 2016), the paucity of training and resource materials available for supervisors of dissertations at this level has been noted.

Previous research with students indicates that while they valued the increased autonomy, support of supervisors, and authenticity of completing an undergraduate dissertation, they faced uncertainty and challenges in collecting data and managing time (Todd et al., 2004). A recent quantitative exploration of students' experiences of undergraduate dissertation supervision (Vera and Briones, 2015) suggests that upwards of a third of students may not be satisfied with the supervision they receive. In the research presented here we further explore students' perceptions of undergraduate dissertation supervision.

The current research is situated in a large university that is repositioning as a research-intensive university within the Australian higher education sector, where government financial assistance to universities increases with research output (Heffernan, 2017). Reflecting the increasing emphasis on research outputs, the format of honors dissertations in some disciplines has changed from a traditional dissertation to a journal article format1, a strategy intended to increase the number of publications resulting from honors research projects.

METHODS

Participants

Twenty-five students from health science disciplines (including psychology and speech pathology) within one Australian university were interviewed for this research. At the time of the interview, 17 students were currently completing an undergraduate dissertation and eight had recently completed an undergraduate dissertation (five within the last year; not all within the same university) and were now enrolled in a masters or PhD program. Seventeen students discussed their experiences in undertaking an honors dissertation (ten current and 6 completed), while 8 students discussed completing an undergraduate dissertation in the pass stream (non-honors) of a program (7 current and 1 completed). The majority of students (56%) were aged between 20 and 29 years, and all but three of the honors students were female.

Students experienced a range of supervisory arrangements. Honors students received individual supervision (although for some this occurred in a group setting) while pass stream students worked together in groups and received group supervision. Six of the female students had one female supervisor, five had one male supervisor, and ten had two supervisors (six had two female supervisors, 1 had two male supervisor and three had one female and one male supervisor). One male student had a female supervisor and two had male supervisors. Supervision arrangements changed for some students over time with supervisors leaving or being added, or in one case being replaced altogether.

Measures

A semi-structured interview guide was developed based on critical incident methodology (Flanagan, 1954; Butterfield et al., 2005). Preliminary questions asked the student to describe their dissertation project, the supervisory arrangements for their project and their relationship with their supervisors. Critical incident methodology questions asked students to identify and describe times when from their perspective supervision had gone well, and not so well. Prompts invited students to reflect on contributing factors to these situations. The final question invited students to make any further comments about their supervisory experiences.

Procedure

This research was approved by Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (Approval No. PSYCH SP 2013-13). Interviews were conducted by the first author, audio-recorded, transcribed and entered into NVivo (v.10), a qualitative data analysis computer software package, for analysis. An inductive thematic analysis was conducted, following the procedures outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Both authors read all transcripts as part of the familiarization phase. The first author conducted a preliminary analysis. As a form of respondent validation, a summary of findings from the preliminary analysis was returned to participating students and comments invited. This was followed by the second author coding all transcripts independently and developing themes. Good concordance was found between themes developed in the two analyses.

RESULTS

From students' discussions of good supervisory practice, three key themes emerged: supportive supervisory relationships, directing learning to empower students, and an alignment of student-supervisor interests and approaches. Each of these themes, along with definitions and example quotes is presented in Table 1. While each of these themes places the emphasis on the role of the supervisor, students acknowledged that good supervisory experiences also required effort on their part. Good supervision was enabled by students taking ownership of the research project and preparing for supervisory meetings. Where supervision meetings went well, students reported feeling re-motivated, with increased focus and clarity about the project.


Table 1. Themes underlying students' perceptions of good supervision.
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Whilst most students reported positive supervisory experiences, some experienced difficulties in the relationship. From students' discussions of times when supervision did not go well, five themes emerged: lack of clarity, inconsistencies, power imbalances, inequities and overworked supervisors who are under pressure to publish. Each of these themes, along with definitions and example quotes is presented in Table 2. Underlying these themes are differences in expectations between students and supervisors.


Table 2. Themes relating to students' perceptions of supervisory challenges.
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The key differences emerging between honors and pass stream students related to the group composition. Honors students choose their own supervisor(s) and topics (at least to some degree) while pass stream students were assigned to groups and had limited choice of supervisor or topic. Overall, pass stream students expressed less passion about their topics (at least in the early stages) and sometimes experienced conflict with other group members (e.g., social loafing, dominant group members).

DISCUSSION

This research aimed to explore students' conception of good supervision of undergraduate dissertations. Encouragingly, all but one student were able to highlight a time when supervision had gone well, with students able to identify both the supervisors and their own contribution to positive experiences. In accordance with previous research in this area (Todd et al., 2004) students valued the support of supervisors and their increasing autonomy.

Most students were also able to describe a time when supervision had not gone so well, and these experiences were characterized by differences in expectations between students and supervisors. Consistent with Todd's (2004) finding of students experiencing uncertainty, lack of clarity and inconsistences were key themes to emerge in this research. However, unlike Vera and Briones (2015) finding of upwards of a third of students not being satisfied with their students, a more nuanced picture emerged in this study with students able to identify both times when supervision was going well, and times when it did not.

Of concern, the findings indicate that the pressure to publish experienced by academics within a neoliberal university setting is in some cases being transmitted to students and has the potential to impact upon supervisory experiences for undergraduate students. While only a minority of students interviewed referred to this tension, the findings highlight the need for supervisors to not let their own disappointment translate into poorer supervision when students' research is not publishable. One participant reported “fishing” for significant results, aligning with recent research reporting that supervisors shape students' attitudes toward questionable research practices (Krishna and Peter, 2018). Student engagement in questionable research practices has also been documented earlier in the undergraduate degree (Rajah-Kanagasabai and Roberts, 2015), further highlighting the need for supervisors to clearly articulate best practices and demonstrate these in their own research. The primary purpose of the undergraduate dissertation is the research learning experience for the student, and potential publication needs to be viewed as a bonus rather than an expectation. Whilst publication in high impact peer-reviewed journals may be a priority for supervisors, students can also benefit from other avenues of dissemination, such as presenting findings at conferences or publishing in student research journals.

This research was conducted within one university that is repositioning as a research-intensive university. Supervisory practices may vary across universities according to the focus of the university (teaching vs. research) and the resources provided, and may also vary across disciplines. Given the range of supervisory arrangements (single vs. multiple supervisors, single vs. multiple students) and gender mixes within these arrangements, it was not possible to tease out potential differences in perceptions of supervision according to gender concordance/discordance between supervisors and students. This is an area that warrants further research.

Despite these limitations, the findings provide insight into what students' value and find challenging in their undergraduate dissertation supervisory relationships, and may have some transferability across different academic settings. The findings from this research, along with interviews with new supervisors and workshops with experienced supervisors (see Roberts and Seaman, 2018) informed the development of a range of supervisory resources. A guide for supervisors and a range of supervisory tools for use by supervisors are feely available from http://www.dissertationsupervision.org/, and provide advice on some of the issues raised here, such as the student-supervisor relationship, co-supervision and managing your supervisory workload. A guide for students is also freely available from https://www.researchgate.net/publication/286239145_Guide_for_Honors_and_Coursework_Dissertation_Students/download. This guide covers preparing for supervision, forms of supervision and getting the most from supervision, along with advice for specific stages of the project from the first supervision meeting through to data collection, analysis and interpretation, with a section on overcoming difficulties in managing a research project. We encourage readers to access and use these materials.
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FOOTNOTES

1 For example, the Australian psychology guidelines for undergraduate dissertations currently permit either a traditional dissertation or a journal article format (Australian Psychology Accreditation Standards for Psychology Courses, 2010).
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Supportive supervisory
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Directing learning to
empower students

Student-supervisor
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ion

Good supervisors were perceived by students
as approachable, available and a person they
may tum to for emotional support

Moving from explicit directions at the beginning
to challenging students’ thinking as they
progress instills confidence and empowers
students to become competent, independent
researchers

Compatibilty of interests and preferred
approaches to supervision

Example quotes

| always feel ike | can go to her for help and | never feel like I'm a burden.”
“She takes interest in my life outside of uni, so she’s like, ‘How are you going?” And
whatever, and she's always like, “If you have any other problems?” | don't know. |
know that if anything comes up, that door is open, that | can communicate with her
about that stuf.”

“She's always replying to e-mails at a drop of a hat.”

*...knowing that you can access a bit of emotional support as well, not therapy, but
just having that understanding and someone who's sort of compassionate and
floxible and understanding.”

“I've always fel ike she's made more than enough time for me to have my questions
answered or to have the support from her and stuff.”

“You have this ideology of what supervision should be, okay, and when you think
about what it is and who the people who are involved, you envisage a mentor. We are
students; we need to be shown”

“So really clear good direction and time really well spent because it directing us
exactly where we need to go”

| would bring it to him and then he would say, “No, that's good but perhaps you
should also think about this because this might also be impacting. So go back, have
aread into that and then come back and then we'll discuss.”

| do feel like a sheep. Not like a sheep, but I'm like this new fresh lamb and these are
my shepherds. <laughs> They're helping me along like, ‘Here's the best grass over
here." Without telling me what to do.”

*.she's really good at guiding the research and if we're ever at a loss, she'll be able to
il n the gaps but she would do it in a way which we do it ourselves. She just
faciltates it.”

“He was initally like, | guess, sort of a repository of experiential knowledge and
information and that. But he soon became a bit more of a mentor or a coach, and |
felt he would kind of faciltate my own learning rather than tell me what to do. Toward
the end, ... it took on, say, more of a supportive role. | feft like my supervisor knew |
was capable of completing the dissertation and was just there to sort of allay any
concerns | had, those sorts of things.”

“And | think a good balance between giving suggestions without taking over and
saying, “Just do this.” So just giving enough sort of food for thought and feedback so
that | feltlie | sil had some sort of input into the changes and the corrections and
Whatever, but it wasn't just totally sort of placed on me.”

“She's so passionate about this area and so that makes it interesting and sort of fun
to work alongside her in”

“I think she has a better idea of who | am, therefore she knows how far she can throw
me in the deep end.”

“When | first approached one of the supervisors last year she was like, ‘'m not going
to hold your hand and f that's what you wanted in a supervisor then we won't work
welltogether” And | went, ‘No that's exactly what | want.” Like 'm a person that
works fairy independently.”

“I'm relatively independent and | Just like being able to touch base for important things
and just to check in that things are going okay and like, my supervisor now knows
that that's sort of how | work and probably has learned to trust that.”
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Lack of clarity

Inconsistencies

Power imbalances

Inequities

Overworked supervisors
who are under pressure to
publish

Definition

Lack of specific guidance on how to progress
with research projects impacting on speed of
progress

Inconsistencies in advice given by supervisors,
and between supervisors and marking guides

Percsived power imbalance between students
and supervisors results in students feeling
powerless to voice concerns

Students’ perceptions that the amount and
quality of supervision provided varies greatly

Students perceptions that supervisors are
overworked and under pressure to publish,
negatively impacting on the supervisory
experience

Example quotes

“Ii's challenging because sometimes he’s not directive in what he's saying. He's, “Well
You could do this,” and *You could do this,” and “You could do this,” and “You could
do this”.”

“They're [supervisors] still not a 100 percent and sometimes it takes chunks of time,
them going back to somebody else and then relaying the information back. Soin total
it's put s back about 2 or 3 weeks.”

“The only problem that I've been having is that with my analysis, it's been completely
mucked up. And that was on the level that my supervisors were confused by my
analysis, which means that | have only just run the correct analysis just now.”

“I's harder being two supervisors that think differently and give conficting advice.”
“On occasion | would get sometimes different feedback on like the same sort of |
quess draft”

“My supervisor said that, “yeah, those guidelines are just-if you want to get good
marks and stuff but I, personally, think you don't have to do all those things.”

“l wanted to satisfy the requirements of the dissertation and do the by-the-book
approach, but | didn't wanna offend my supervisor. | didn't wanna put his nose out of
joint.”

“The supervisor is perhaps not being familiar with the requirements for honors or not
perceiving them as very important to themselves.”

“| think there’s this power differential. You know, its an “us” and “them.” And as a
student I've always felt it.”

“But then | didn't have the courage to say to them, “Hang on a minute. This is not
tight.” So instead | would just stay quiet and mumble and grumble.”

*...one of my supervisors is hopefully my supervisor for a PhD. So | really felt like |
couldn't alienate myself in any way and being like, ‘You guys are wrong. You kind of
let me down.” And then have the potential for that to backfire on me in the future.”
“But the times that | have plucked up the courage to say something they've got
defensive at me. So then | retreat back again and then I'm fearing well if | take it any
further then what do | do about my future prospects?”

*...some students may get an hour, one student may only get half an hour, some will
get their resuts read three times, some will only get it once. There's alot of
differences”

“There's a ltle group that we share the same [supervisors], and my goodness their
supenvision is fabulous and they'll have  different perspective. But we see what they
get, its actualy really soul estroying.”

“On amore personal note, some of my colleagues and people that | know have not
had the same type of treatment or support and that's caused a lot of confict for me
personally.”

“Ithink they've got too many students. And they're forgetting, | think that's what is
happening. They're overloaded, big time. And they're overworked..”

“They're too tired, you see it, and they re exhausted. They keep saying, I'm tired, I'm
tired. | hear you, I see it, you can actually see how exhausted you are, you know, and
yeah.”

“Ithink that there's been acided pressure with supervisors having to publish more, we
feel it, its all about publish, publish, publish. | found non-significant results and | felt
inadequate almost”

“Fishing is soul-destroying, and you don't even know what you're locking for
anymore, and changing of hypotheses.”

“I think as well the pressure of publications because | didn't find anything, they seem
tolose alttle bit of interest.”
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