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Abstract  This paper recollects the experiences of
co-supervision of 8 Masters (M.), 3 Doctoral students and 4
promoters and supervisors at the Faculty of Humanities.
The aim of the study was to establish a sound
understanding of co-postgraduate promotion and
supervision at one Faculty at the University of Technology
in South Africa. Co-postgraduate student supervision
implies more than one supervisor, at times two and in rare
cases three. This multifaceted supervision approach is
referred to as a safety net. On the one hand,
co-postgraduate students’ supervision could be framed as
multi-voiced dialogue process with the aim to enhance the
quality of research done by the postgraduate student. At
times, this approach is said to bring along a negative
dimension for the student and supervisors. A qualitative
research case study using an interpretivist approach was
used. For both the promoters/supervisors and postgraduate
students, an open-ended questionnaire was used. A
thematic data analysis was used. The findings of this study
both from the students and supervisors’ experiences
unearthed an understanding that underpins past and present
practices of co-post-graduate supervision for future
practices.

Keywords Co-supervision, Post-graduate Student,
Disciplines, University of Technology, Interpretivist

1. Introduction

In this study, a framework of co-post-graduate
supervision of Master and Doctoral students is explored.
The process of post-graduate student supervision is tedious
and a lengthy one involving the aspiration and expectation
of the student, the research study and supervisors
respectively. As such, a post-graduate supervision of
post-graduate students at university is one of the most
salient tasks of the study leaders. Its purpose is either to
prepare the student for Doctoral studies in Masters and a
licentia in Doctoral studies. Another task of student
postgraduate supervision is to enable an environment of
independence for the student to become a professional
researcher and a scholar in the domain or field of his /her
research focus [1]. The process of student supervision
involves interaction of the study supervisor with the
student which at time could be emotive if the roles and
responsibilities of all the stakeholders are not transparently
addressed [1] [2]. [3] Support this statement by stating that
communication between the supervisor/s and the student is
a key which identifies important issues that should be
addressed before the study could commence.

In view of the foregoing argument, [4] augment that the
supervisor/s plays a critical role in the socialization
(academic culture) of the student. This academic
acculturation might involve one supervisor model or dual
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model supervision. Dual student supervision model in the
context of this study refers to a situation where the research
study of the student is supervised by more than one
supervisor/s. These secondary supervisors are referred to as
co-supervisors or co-promoters of the student. [5] Further
offers a managerial model of post-graduate student
supervision which encompasses the supervisor as a
knowledge expert and as the manager of the student
research process. This postulation of [5] assumes that both
the lead student supervisor and the co-supervisor must be
equally knowledgeable and have the managerial acumen to
lead the research process.

2. Co-supervision of Postgraduate
Students

Co-supervision of post-graduate students is referred to
synonymously as joint-supervision or team supervision [6].
Co-postgraduate student supervision presupposes that in
the context of post-graduate supervision there will be the
main or lead supervisor and other supporting supervisors
selected on their fields of specialty and technical skills [6].
Co-post-graduate supervision departs from one traditional
model where there is only one supervisor where it is the
sole responsibility of the research leader to induct, guide
and socialize the post-graduate in the scholarly community
[17][8]. [9] have conceptualized post-graduate supervision
as a professional work which cut across different
disciplines and comprises five facets which are the learning
alliance, habits of the mind, scholarly expertise, techne and
contextual expertise. These are five facets of student
post-graduate supervision which assumes what a
supervisor should have. It will thus seem daunting to
assume that one supervisor will exhibit all the five
competencies, henceforth the conceptualization of a
co-post-graduate supervision.

The composition of the research team might follow an
experienced supervisor with a novice supervisor model
[10]. Based on this model, it could be implied that the bulk
of the supervisory work will be done by the experienced
supervisor. On the other hand, the role of the novice
researcher will be that of learning. It is the assumption of
this research that this model might be risky especially if the
novice researcher is co-supervising at a doctoral level.

Studies conducted in co-post-graduate indicate the
discrepancies in social sciences in relation to other
disciplines such as natural sciences and engineering [8].
Irrespective of the discipline, [11] indicate that there are
vast advantages of co- supervision for both the lead
supervisor and the post-graduate student. For; example, in
a co-post-graduate supervision milieu the student is
exposed to a variety of intellectual perspectives and
expertise across a variety of professional discipline
[12][13]. Likewise, co-post-graduate supervision could
expose the student to tension and confusion when roles and

661

responsibilities of all the stakeholders are not clearly
communicated [14]. It is therefore important for the lead
supervisor; the co-supervisor and the student understand
what roles would be played by each other in the research
process [15][16].

In a South African context co-supervision in
postgraduate programmes could be justified as the aim of
the Department of Higher Education is to increase
throughputs rate [17][18][19]. Therefore, the importance of
redressing and creating a just society based on democratic
values such as equality, non-racialism, and improvement of
the quality of life cannot be overemphasized. The advent of
historical mergers of universities in South Africa adds to a
skewed research output. Studies show that former White
universities continue to lead in research as compared to the
historically Black universities. As such, the transformation
of higher education landscape as pronounced in the White
Paper 3 on higher education in South Africa might remain a
mirage [20].

3. Materials and Methods

The aim of this study was to comprehend the
institutional practices of co-supervision of post-graduate
student at the Faculty of Humanities at a University of
Technology (UoT) in a South African context. Therefore,
the objective of the research study was to explore the
current institutional practices of post-graduate supervision
across faculties,

The research question that underpinned this research
was whether there was a need to have a common approach
to co-supervision of post-graduate students at a university
of technology in South Africa or not.

An interpretative, qualitative research design was
selected in this study as it was fit for the purpose of
embracing the subjective perspectives views held by
participants and their conscious thoughts [21][22][23]. As
the study investigated the ontological reality of
co-postgraduate  supervision at one university of
technology in South Africa, the intention was not to
generalize but to understand what co-postgraduate
supervision practices existed at the faculty of Humanities at
one UoT in South Africa [24][25]. The interpretivist
approach employed in this research study embraces the
epistemic notions which allows co-postgraduate student’
supervisors to converse naturally and subjectively, without
prejudice [26].

A purposive sample of 4 post-graduate supervisors with
varying supervision experience was conducted in one
faculty of the Humanities. A further purposive sample of 8
graduated Masters and 3 doctoral students was followed. In
both cases an open-ended questionnaire was employed to
illicit institutional and personal experiences of
co-supervisory models that are used across different
faculties and postgraduate experiences of co-supervisory
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teams [27].

The ethical stance in the context of this research study
was informed by [22] when referring to qualitative data
gathering as a construction site for knowledge which
should be viewed as a moral inquiry. Furthermore, [23]
further stress ethics as the ability of the researcher to
predict the consequences of actions, with rightness or
wrongness being dependent on the consequences of the act.
As aresult of these notions, ethical clearance was requested
and granted by the University Ethical Committee;
henceforth, participation in this research was voluntary and
the participants were anonymous.

[27] posits that the focal point of qualitative research
data analysis is to describe what is happening, and that the
description should be detailed and should contribute to an
understanding of the setting being studied. This guidance
of [28] was used to provide a thorough description of what
postgraduate supervisors and postgraduate students relate
to, in the case of co-student postgraduate supervision as a
pedagogical practice. A thematic data analysis was used to
identify patterns and categorize the main themes emerging
from both supervisors and students [29]. The use of a
thematic data analysis was used to bring forth a narrative
reporting on the expressions of the participants and was
triangulated through the literature review.

4. Results and Discussion

The findings discussed in this paper are centred on the
experiences of co-post-graduate supervision of supervisors
and graduated master and doctoral students at one
university of technology in South Africa. Post-graduate
supervisors responded to the institutional culture and
practice on co-post-graduate supervision. On the other
hand, the master and doctoral students responded to the
question on how they perceived and experienced
co-supervision.

Themes that emerged from the open-ended
questionnaire with the supervisors were analysed as
follows:

Themel: Institutional policy on co-supervision

The response below belongs to a supervisor from the
faculty of Humanities. His response affirms that there was
no institutional policy in place to regulate post-graduate
co-research supervision.

“There is no policy. It could be used to indicate
procedure that should be followed in co-supervisor. It
would indicate it the following:

® The roles of the co-supervisors

® Communication channels between the supervisors
and the student

® All research protocols that should be followed during
Co-supervision”

This response of the supervisor resonated with the
responses of other supervisors that there was no
institutional policy on co-supervision. This evidence
suggests that research supervisors in their own faculties
assume what the roles and responsibilities could be.
Evidence further suggests that there are no common
institutional practices of co-supervision in place.

Theme2: Choice of a co-supervisory team

The choice of co-supervisor is supposedly informed by
the five facets model as conceptualized by [4][12].
Contrarily, there are many factors that contribute to the
choice of a co-supervisor. Lead supervisors seem not to
have a choice in deciding that a co-supervisor could be as
the staff capacity in each faculty could determine who a
co-supervisor could be. This is captured in the reflection of
the female supervisor in the faculty of Health and
Environmental Sciences

“We have a small capacity for supervision in the
department. We decide at programme meetings who
supervisor and co-supervisors will be based on
workload ad supervision capacity”

This view was different from the view of the supervisor
in Humanities who contrasted:

“Yes, I have a role. For an internal co-supervisor, |
complete the necessary form and indicate the name of
the preferred co-supervisor. | give reasons why I
propose the person to co-supervise. For an external
co-supervisor, | also complete the corresponding
form and indicate the name of the preferred
co-supervisor. | give reasons why | propose the
person to co-supervise. | also attached a cv of the
proposed co-supervisor for final decision by the
HOD”

It would seem justifiable for the lead supervisor to have
a choice in choosing a co-supervisor in the study of the
student in order to avoid misunderstandings and
impositions that could be detrimental to the supervisory
milieu for the student.

Theme3: Communication model with the student

Communication model where the lead supervisor
co-supervisor and the student decode at the onset of the
research study plays an important role in establishing a
conducive environment to initiate the research process.
Evidence emanating from the open-ended questionnaire
suggests that a lead supervisor will initiate the process until
such time the proposal has been completed that the co-
supervisor is involved in the study.

“No. I do not. I usually complete the research
proposal with the students. Thereafter, the student
submits the research proposal to the co-supervisor
who works with the student to finalize it”
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It will seem appropriate to have the lead supervisor and
the co-supervisor working together from the onset. [32]
attest that a sound communication model can address
issues of power and authority between the lead supervisor
and the co-supervisor. This process will assist in drawing
the parameters and roles, responsibilities, and expectations
of al the stakeholders involved. [33] state that common
understanding is important in co-supervision as it
delineates responsibilities among decision makers, that is
the lead supervisor and the co-supervisor.

Theme4: Reporting back strategies to the student

Studies on postgraduate supervision in South Africa
show that there is no uniform practice when supervisor and
co-supervisor must report to the student [20] [9]. Each
supervisor and co- supervisor device their own way of
handling the report processes as indicated by one lead
supervisor by stating the following:

“There is no strategy, this process is done separately.
The co-supervisor and | usually do not meet in order
to minimize academic conflicts. “I involve the
co-supervisor when | am satisfied that the research
proposal makes sense. Thereafter, the student submits
chapters to the co-supervisor and me. The students
will receive inputs from the co-supervisor and me. The
student will integrate the inputs and resubmit the
chapter to each one of us. Where there are different
opinions, the student selects what is best for his/her
study”

The above-mentioned statement could have negative
implications for the post-graduate student as the student
might not know whose comments should be accepted.[33]
say that misunderstanding and conflicts among supervisor
and the co-supervisor are unavoidable due to different
personalities, cultures as well as different levels of
experiences.

Theme5: Post-graduate students’ experiences on
co-supervision

The following findings of the research study are that of
the experiences of the Master and Doctoral students who

have since graduated in the last three years from the faculty.

Their insight and experiences were assumed to be critical
to the study. From a client’s perspective, it would suggest
that the participation of the student in deciding who the
supervisor or co-supervisor of the study is crucial.
Evidence suggests that students are not made aware of their
rights to choose who their study leaders would be. At times
the students surrender their right to participate in bona fide
hoping that it is the right thing. On the one hand, students,
out of ignorance or lack of knowledge, do not do their
background research on the expertise and technical skills of
their study leaders [30]. Most of the advice given on the
research project was done by the main supervisor. The
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co-supervisor mainly focused on administrative issues that
leads to the completion of the study. A Master of Education
student mentioned the following when asked about the
efficacy of feedback from the co-supervisor:
“The feedback received from the supervisor was
effective, constructive and helpful. My supervisor also
arranged one-on-one meetings which took place after
each chapter was submitted. The supervisor always
recommended changes to the submitted work”

The excerpt in the above lines suggests that postgraduate
students felt comfortable with the main supervisor. When
asked which mode of supervision a Doctoral student is
likely to prefer, one person or two promoting or
supervising his studies, the student elaborated:

“Based on my experience, I would prefer only the
main supervisor. The views from the supervisor are
very important, because they improve the quality of
the research being done. He/she can identify mistakes
that one should take note of and improve on”

The findings from the postgraduate students imply that
they prefer a one-supervisor model of student supervision.
Again, [32] agree that co-supervision can be
time-consuming as it seems to delay the progress of the
student. Again, postgraduate students seem to be not aware
of their choices when deciding on the supervision of their
studies.

5. Conclusions

It is safe to suggest that based on the evidence arising
from the open-ended questionnaire with both the
supervisors and the post-graduate students it seems that
there is no common ground regarding the decisions on
co-supervision. As indicated earlier in the findings, lack of
institutional policy on co-supervision might lead to a point
where disjuncture between the student and the research
environment is created. It would seem proper to suggest
that the research student is properly oriented about how the
scholarly community functions to enable him to fully
participate in the different roles that he/she is supposed to
play. Reporting guidelines between the lead supervisor and
the co-supervisor to the student should be outlined in order
to minimize misunderstandings for the student.
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