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Monitoring PhD Supervision Quality. The Dutch way.
Abstract

In this introduction I will offer an impression of how standards for supervision of PhD students are monitored here and there in the Netherlands. ‘Good practices’ have arisen at various institutions. No systematic policy exists in the Netherlands in this area. I will argue that different methods of material collection are necessary to monitor supervision quality, so that findings may be cross-checked. ‘Triangulation’ is needed. In addition to comparing data, the weaknesses inherent in each of the methods may be offset this way. The strengths and weaknesses of each monitoring method will be indicated. The need to address the strengths and weaknesses of each method relates to the special features of this supervisor – PhD student relationship and the circumstances under which they operate. Supervisors of PhD students consistently lack the time to provide proper supervision and can expect neither proper preparation for their first supervision assignment nor support through intervision. PhD students need to evolve within a hierarchical relationship into independent scholars. The relationship between PhD students and supervisors entails aspects of exercising power, as well as of mutual dependence. This makes mutual discussions about supervision quality very challenging. The introduction opens with a presentation of three small cases and a concise review of what we know about the most important quality problems associated with supervision. This brief description teaches us how complex assessing supervision quality is.
The operating hypothesis is: the number of poorly performing supervisors is minimal; rather than mentioning poor supervisors, the analysis should address ‘supervision accidents’ and explore ways to prevent them.

The main qualitative issues concerning PhD supervision
Before we address the different ways of monitoring supervision quality, we should have an impression of what the main problems are. We need to seek a focus. Only once we grasp the nature of the main problems can we decide what type of monitoring is the most opportune in a concrete situation. This automatically leads to a debate about whether specific types of satisfaction or dissatisfaction may be labelled as unjustified or are highly productive and structural. I advise against starting ‘from scratch’ and instead recommend seeking supervision from academic knowledge already available about supervision quality. I ask myself: what are the critical issues in each case? Let us consider the points about which PhD students have expressed the harshest criticism. Do they reflect a pattern? Comparing studies from England, Australia and the Netherlands reveals that the most critical issues in supervision quality are:
· Good guidance in literature search

· Good guidance in topic selection & refinement

· Support in making plans for the future (‘the bigger picture of the dissertation project’)
· Integration in the academic community.
This reveals immediately how complex the definition of supervision quality is. Who determines that? Which quality standards do we apply? Do differences of opinion between PhD students not characterize their relationship? Should quality requirements not differ for each stage in the PhD process? Do PhD students not keep requesting additional supervision, and are supervisors not right to become irritated in all cases? And how do we avert a one-dimensional mindset about the quality of a supervisor? Supervisors may score very well on one aspect of supervision (e.g. ‘availability’ or ‘topic expertise’) but very poorly on another (‘support in career preparation’).
Another issue immediately comes to mind: which aspects of supervision do we entrust to supervisors, and which ones to we also attribute to the responsibilities of the institute, the graduate school?
These interesting and complicated questions reveal that approaching supervision from the ‘carrot and stick’ perspective makes little sense.
Micro sociology of the relationship between PhD students and supervisors
Assessing the policy of a graduate school based exclusively on the satisfaction of PhD students or on the rewards presented or penalties meted out to supervisors does not do justice to structural features of the relationship between supervisors and PhD students. The thesis I am challenging here is that a few ‘essential tensions’ appear here and may be both productive and cause temporary dissatisfaction among PhD students. The first methodological consequence is that we need to ask PhD students repeatedly for their opinion of the supervision quality, and in all cases after they have completed the PhD programme. This is often the point at which PhD students are able to share their overall impression of supervision quality. The second possible consequence is that people in the community of supervisors and PhD students are aware that these ‘essential tensions’ are part of the process and the subject of mutual discussions. The tensions are not the problem; rather, silencing them is. 
Back to the micro-sociology of the relationship between PhD students and supervisors and the matter of the ‘essential tensions’.

The relationship comprises the following structural features:

· Compensation for the time associated with supervision is a serious problem nearly everywhere in the world.

· Except for a few countries, supervisors receive very little training indeed in how to perform their supervision duties.
· Rarely are supervisors offered intervision opportunities in which they are able to discuss their approach and impressions with experienced colleagues.
· Although we are unable to make quantitative statements about this occurrence, we imagine that supervisors are regularly assigned to supervise PhD students that they have not personally selected. In fact, they supervise PhD students without being fully convinced of their abilities. 

· The other side to this story is that in several countries PhD students embark on their PhD journey without proper preparation in previous stages of their education. In some cases supervisors therefore wind up as ‘remedial teachers’.

All this means that many PhD students and supervisors experience the PhD project as ‘learning by discovery’. What can my PhD student accomplish, what are the objectives of my PhD student, what is the best form of supervision, why does he keep giving me that helpless look, why does she always seem like she is not paying attention to what I am saying? What does my supervisor expect, why doesn’t he provide more ‘supervision’, why doesn’t he give me an inch of freedom? 

They need to figure out how to interact in a relationship comprising a few ‘essential tensions’. The most important ones are:

· Power and reciprocal dependence (consider the publications by PhD students claimed by supervisors as well!)
· A secret mission: acquiring and granting independence 

· Silencing worries, problems encountered, mutual irritations. The conspiracy of silence is one of the major problems we have to solve in evaluating supervision quality. 

Necessary requirements of supervision quality assessments
An unadulterated assessment of the quality of supervision is possible:

· If we can be certain that everything possible has been done to prevent the admission of insufficiently qualified candidates. Supervisors should be assigned an important role in this effort.
· If we have a clear impression of how supervision arrangements come about. No ‘arranged marriages’.

· If we know how PhD students are intellectually equipped when they embark on their journey.
· If we can be certain that working conditions for supervisors and PhD students are optimal, for example with respect to the time available and the ratio of staff to PhD students.

Once the above bases have been covered, we can form an impression of the specific attributes of the supervisors. 

Gathering the information we need to this end should involve more than one method. 

Two methodical courses are available:  

· gathering information individually from PhD students and supervisors – yielding data that are individualized by their nature and therefore not anonymous
· gathering data among groups of PhD students and supervisors – yielding data – if one appreciates a high response rate – that are arranged by group and are anonymous.

Generally speaking, individual material collection is suitable for individual interventions but provides little foundation for ‘policy interventions’. Quantitative material collection offers interesting policy opportunities but is not conducive to evaluative conversations about and with individual supervisors. 

An integral policy on supervision quality therefore requires a triangulation of evaluation methods that visualize individual and general supervision qualities. 

In the Netherlands we have seen the following methods emerge. Starting nationally and at the meso level of universities and graduate schools:

· monitoring of supervision quality policy of graduate and research school by the accreditation committee of the Royal Academy
· monitoring of training provided to supervisors and supervision quality assessment as part of the criteria for receiving PhD grants from the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO)
· the national questionnaire (the Dutch PhD Labour  Market Survey, currently under way, comprising questions about supervision quality)

· the questionnaire at the local university level (at Groningen university, for example organized by the PhD students)

· the questionnaire at the level of a national research school (ARCHON)
· the questionnaire at the level of the local research institute

· the discussion about supervision quality between accreditation committees of international advisory boards with representatives of PhD students.
All but one of the questionnaire approaches derive largely from Australian and English experiences with PhD questionnaires. I expect to conduct a new study at Utrecht University’s Graduate School of Life Sciences. To facilitate international comparisons, I have been asked to incorporate the English and Australian questionnaires in a new questionnaire intended to remedy selected weaknesses in the English and Australian questionnaires.

Individually, the following methods are used for gathering material in the Netherlands:

· focus interviews with small groups of PhD students and supervisors
· Exit or midterm interviews by PhD coordinators with individual PhD students
· Midterm collection of written evaluations by PhD students of the supervision received
· Discussion of supervision quality in the context of annual evaluations conducted here and there of progress by PhD students 
· Discussion of supervision quality in the context of the Educational and Supervision Plans to be elaborated by PhD students (in some cases annually).

Rarely is the information acquired via this individual approach generalized to produce anonymous reports through which PhD students, directors, supervisors, and graduate school managers become aware of supervision issues that merit rewards or require intervention. 

Strengths and weaknesses of the different methods of material collection
	Type of data collection


	Strength
	Weakness

	Discussion of supervision quality by PhD students with PhD co-ordinators as part of Educational and Supervision Plan

	Specific information about individual supervisors
Possibility for steering communication agenda between PhD students and supervisors
Anticipation of problems
	Limited space for receiver of information to take action
Minimal use of information to reach conclusions about general supervision policy



	Discussion of supervision quality as part of annual progress meeting with PhD student and supervisor 

	Getting a sense of the qualities of PhD student – supervisor relationships
Anticipation of problems
	Limited opportunities to speak out freely

	Focus group interviews
	Detailed information about specific topics
	Tendency towards forgetting the positive

	Midterm discussion of supervision quality, based on a confidential written report by PhD students
	Specific information about individual supervisors

Possibility for steering communication agenda between PhD student and supervisor

Anticipation of problems
	Limited leeway for receiver of information (for example PhD coordinator) in individual cases

Minimal use of information to reach conclusions about general supervision policy

	Questionnaires (end term, midterm) at departmental level

	Anonymity

Insight into scope of problems 
Useful for policy conclusions
	Information not useful for intervening in individual cases

	Discussion about supervision quality by International Advisory Boards, Royal Academy Accreditation Committee, with PhD student representatives, etc.

	Outsiders’ view on supervision quality

	Superficiality of information provided 

	Special committee for hearing complaints by PhD students
	Clear procedure in case of serious problems (preferably in hands of experts with no interests)
	Last resort; relationship is in the process of disintegrating.
Not useful for ‘regular’ or ‘natural’ problems

Minimal use of information to reach conclusions about general supervision policy


No carrots, no stick today. Time, objectified trust and prevention, that’s the issue. 
Supervision quality assessment should serve primarily to verify whether supervision quality policy is effective and to prevent dysfunctioning and ad-hoc policy. The keywords are ‘prevention’, ‘objectified trust in good practice’ and ‘social engineering’. 
Prevention

Prevention entails the following as far as the supervisors are concerned:
· Time for the supervisors to provide supervision. Designate time as teaching time (at least in the first year of the PhD curriculum)

· A maximum number of PhD students per regular supervisor. My recommendation would be: four PhD students
· Ensure that supervisors receive adequate preparation for their supervision duties
· Intervision opportunities to discuss experiences with colleagues
· De-individualize decisions about ‘go – no go’ at the end of the first year of the PhD curriculum.
Prevention is also an important factor in admitting PhD candidates:
· Select the best in terms of 

· Topic knowledge

· Research experience

· Topic affinity (‘fire in the belly”)
· Ensure that prospective PhD students and prospective supervisors have opportunities to become acquainted before starting the PhD program, for example during the Research Master or MPhil stage.  

· Recognize that pursuing a PhD degree successfully is a personally demanding experience for PhD students. Consult professionals to verify whether students possess such personal attributes.

Social engineering

PhD students and supervisors may both be excellent individually but not work as a combination. Since they will be working together for four years, they will need to be a good match, for example with respect to cognitive style. Accommodate ‘social engineering’, space to devise optimal combinations of supervisors and PhD students. Three courses of action are possible:
· A period of ‘flirtation’ before the PhD curriculum officially begins
· Opportunities for ‘rotation’ with different research groups and supervisors before commencing the PhD program (cf. the experiment presently being launched in the Netherlands at the initiative of the minister of Education and the National Scientific Organization NWO)

· Leeway within the PhD program. Compare this with the American practice, in which PhD students start by working with a supervision committee, until it gradually becomes clear who would be best as the supervisor.

Trust in good practice

No self-respecting graduate school can escape periodic monitoring of supervision quality, which exists in three main varieties:

1. Permanent monitoring of individual situations (and anonymous reports about them)
2. Complaint procedures for serious problems (and anonymous reports about them)

3. Widespread periodic evaluations of the strengths and weaknesses in how candidates are selected, their preparation, supervision, and the context in which supervision occurs. This means that the views of PhD students and supervisors alike need to figure in the evaluations. 
The challenge lies in devising a system that rewards ‘good supervision practices’. The ultimate reward we can offer scholars is autonomy and exoneration from bureaucratization or over-standardization of and control over supervision. 

Such supervision should be based on ‘objectified trust’.  Good supervisors reap admiration and trust from their colleagues and superiors. The philosophy is as follows:

· Follow up on professional knowledge and practice
· Respect the Black Box in supervision
· Emphasize output over rules and procedures

· Increase follow-up reviews
· Reward: greater autonomy.
Such autonomy may be reclaimed as follows:
· Experience with successful supervision of a PhD student
· A successful track record of PhDs (high output, reasonable duration and quality dissertations). The stronger the track record, the less we need to interfere with the supervisor
· For newcomers:

· Thorough preparation for supervising PhD students
· Participation in an intervision arrangement organized by the graduate school 

· Access to a well-considered ‘literature and experience-driven’ written statement about personal supervision philosophy 

· Willingness to communicate openly and unsolicited with the administration of the graduate school regarding supervision experiences (e.g. via periodic self-reports).
Countering the trend of bureaucratized control by leaving good supervisors and PhD students alone would be an immense relief. If we feel an increasing inner urge to check whether supervisors and PhD students are on track, we have basically failed to avert the problems. Rather than individualizing supervision problems by blaming individual supervisors or PhD students, we will achieve a true breakthrough, if we ask ourselves:  why has our graduate school been unable to avert the problems? 
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