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A B S T R A C T

The pressure to increase the number of postgraduate qualifications in South Africa has intensified the need for 
quality supervision within universities. Supervisors often engage with their students based on their own prior 
experiences as postgraduate students. This has the potential of enabling and validating postgraduate students’ 
learning and success or could constrain and subdue it. This study acknowledges the supervisor-student nexus in 
contributing to a new generation of academics as key agents in the development of a knowledge economy. Using 
an autoethnographic inquiry approach we reflect on our supervisory experiences at two universities of tech
nology in South Africa, unpack power relations in the supervision process and critique the models and styles of 
supervision. We use reflective narratives to unpack the complexities of the student-supervisor journey that can be 
dark, rough, and lonely. The principles of participatory learning environments and the tenets laid down by the 
Freirean notion of a Humanising Pedagogy is adopted as a framework underpinning this paper. The findings 
show that postgraduate supervision should be viewed as a facilitative process that provides supportive and in
clusive spaces for student participation in academic practice.

Introduction

As a result of historical events, the South African higher education 
sector was previously fragmented, elite, and uneven. Institutions had to 
go through mergers to address past inequalities. Higher education in
stitutions were reserved for different racial groups prior to 1994 and 
discriminated against Blacks, Indians and Coloureds. Institutions were 
known as historically (white) advantaged institutions (HAIs) and his
torically (black) disadvantaged institutions (HDIs). Before the dawn of 
democracy there were 21 public universities, 15 technikons and 120 
colleges of education all with varied levels of state funding and support. 
The advent of democracy in 1994 and the White Paper 3: A programme 
for the transformation of higher education by the Department of Edu
cation (DOE) (1997) overhauled the unequal higher education system 
with the aim of introducing a ‘single national co-ordinated system’. In 
the 90s, the DoE was focused on ensuring “diversity in its organisational 
form and the institutional landscape, and institutional missions and 
programmes commensurate with regional and national needs in social, 
cultural and economic development” (DoE 1997, 2.3). By 2001 the 36 
HEIs in the country were unbundled giving rise to traditional (research) 
universities and universities of technology (UoT). It was hoped that the 

post 1994 shift in the education landscape would create a higher edu
cation system that was aligned to the country’s knowledge and devel
opment needs and its aim of achieving transformation and social justice. 
However, as highlighted by Higher Education South Africa (HESA) and 
the DoE, this has not been the case as it has not adequately addressed the 
inequalities of the past. Therefore, higher education in South Africa has 
undergone significant changes since the end of apartheid, with an 
emphasis on improving access and equity. This includes expanding 
postgraduate education and improving the quality of supervision. The 
Badsha & Cloete (2011, p. 319) set a target of doubling postgraduate 
students within a 20-year period and producing more than 100 doctoral 
graduates per million per year by 2030 (National Planning Commission 
2012).

South Africa has a diverse student body with varying educational 
backgrounds, which can influence supervisory dynamics and practices. 
Oparinde (2021, 243) asserts that “Often, there is a misconception that 
postgraduate supervision deals solely with knowledge transfer where 
the supervisor gives knowledge to students. This in several ways, un
dermines the importance of higher education as a domain for exchange 
of ideas.” Supervisor competence is a contributing factor to student 
attrition. Research shows that graduate supervision capacity and 
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competence and care continues to be a serious impediment for many 
higher education institutions in South Africa (Manyike 2017; Teferra 
2015; Thaver and Holtman 2015; Waghid 2005).

The supervisor-student nexus is central in contributing to a new 
generation of academics as key agents in the development of a knowl
edge economy and the advancement of technology, and innovation 
(Shamida et al. 2021; Van Rensburg et al. 2016). Our intention is to 
contribute to this much needed debate which highlights tensions in the 
South African postgraduate sector. This paper asked a fundamental 
question about supervisory capacity and approaches and what is most 
valuable in a transforming academic environment. Recent studies on 
postgraduate research supervision in Africa reported that there is a 
fundamental need for enhancing research mentoring strategies in higher 
education institutions (Bob et al. 2021; Manyike 2017; Oparinde and 
Govender 2019). Quality supervision is needed to develop the next 
generation of critical thinkers who will be able to enter society and 
contribute to their communities. Supervisors need to provide supportive 
and engaged supervision that enables students to thrive and respond to 
challenges they experience as postgraduate students.

Paulo Freire’s concept of Humanizing Pedagogy, primarily detailed 
in his seminal work Pedagogy of the Freire (1970), underlines the value 
of dialogical, participatory approaches in education. Freire highlights 
the valuing of the humanity of both educators, supervisors and students. 
Applying Freire’s ideologies to the student-supervisor relationship in 
South African universities can offer a transformative approach to 
supervision.

Research on postgraduate supervision includes the various ap
proaches to supervision, effective support practices (Deuchar 2008; 
Stevens et al. 2016; Wisker & Robinson 2009; Wisker 2012), the peda
gogy of supervision (Kumar & Lee 2011) and the complexity of post
graduate supervision (Kumar & Lee 2011; Manathunga & Goozée 2007). 
Researchers have also noted forms of supervisory relationships that 
emphasise diversity, empowerment, developing critical analysis and 
independence ( Bartlett and Mercer 2000; Manathunga & Goozée 2007). 
The complex nature of supervision in higher education has been widely 
researched in the South African context (Backhouse 2010; Knowles 
2015; Nkoane 2014; Pillay & Balfour 2011). However, the traditional 
apprenticeship supervision model remains dominant (Backhouse 2010; 
Pillay & Balfour 2011), despite critique (McKenna 2016; Nkoane 2014). 
Recently, scholars have studied alternative approaches to supervision 
(Bitzer & Albertyn 2011; Nkoane 2014), such as small group supervision, 
cohorts, and creating communities of scholars (McKenna 2016; O’Neil 
et al. 2016).

Using an autoethnographic inquiry approach we reflect on our su
pervisory experiences and approaches at two universities of technology 
in South Africa. We explore the complexities of the student-supervisor 
journey and provide an account of principles that have guided us in 
improving our practice. The principles of participatory learning envi
ronments and the tenets laid down by the Freirean notion of a 
Humanising Pedagogy (Paulo Freire 1970) is adopted as a framework 
underpinning this research. In this paper, we share our lived experiences 
as academics supervising postgraduate students in the South African 
context. Autoethnography under the qualitative research paradigm 
enabled us to recount our experiences as supervisors. Autoethnography 
is a research approach for effectively narrating qualitative experiences 
that “contain the personal story of the author as well as the larger cul
tural meaning for the individual’s story” (Creswell 2013, 73). Autoeth
nography enables reflexivity, allowing us to embed our perspectives and 
reflect on how these perspectives are influenced by the wider behav
iours, habits and processes as an insider within higher education (Adams 
et al. 2017; Ellis et al. 2011).

To strengthen trustworthiness in this research we engaged in peer 
review and critical dialogue with our academic colleagues. We reques
ted feedback from colleagues who were qualitative researchers and su
pervisors. This enabled us to refine our experiences and the analysis. 
While we focused on our own lived experiences of supervising students 

we used student perspectives as a form of triangulation. We used 
anonymous feedback from students we have supervised in our re
flections and this added depth to our findings and analysis.

In the following section, through reflective narratives we unpack our 
experiences, discuss and critique power relations in the supervision 
process, styles of supervision and offer examples of good supervision 
practice. Using a reflective lens, we offer an autoethnographic account 
of our emerging postgraduate research supervision practice. Autoeth
nography enabled reflexivity and allowed us to embed our perspectives 
and reflect on how these perspectives are influenced by the wider be
haviours, habits and processes as an insider within higher education 
(Adams, et al. 2017; Ellis et al. 2011). Through this approach, we tell our 
stories of how navigate our way in the academy and negotiate our su
pervisory roles.

Reflections, discussions and findings

As academics from two UoTs in South Africa, we constantly face the 
pressure to increase the throughput rate of our postgraduate students. 
This pressure intensifies the need for quality supervision in the higher 
educator sector in South Africa.

These are our stories…

The social sciences supervisor
I am a social sciences researcher and supervisor, and I have been in 

higher education for 15 years. The work in my current student support 
role has guided my approach to postgraduate supervision. I have found 
that listening empowers me and the postgraduate student and is an 
important aspect in gaining respect and trust in the student-supervisor 
relationship. Students need enabling spaces in which they can learn 
and grow into critical citizens that will contribute to society. They need 
to feel confident in their roles as young researchers, and as supervisors 
we have a valuable role in contributing to a students’ research journey. 
Paulo Freire (1970) highlights the importance of respect and trust in the 
teaching and learning process; and suggests that building trust is central 
for a productive supervisory relationship. This is aligned to Wood and 
Louw’s (2018) view of postgraduate development highlighting that the 
supervisory role is not just to develop a research dissertation but to make 
a difference in the students’ lives by supporting and guiding them in 
their career development.

University’s need to open up spaces to allow room for students’ 
voices to get into the discipline as these are the voices that will redefine 
the respective fields. As supervisors we tend to make assumptions about 
our students’ capabilities and the way they think. Each student needs to 
be afforded the opportunity to be guided, nurtured, critiqued while at 
the same time developing the confidence to think and work indepen
dently. Mentoring represents a reciprocal relationship where we both 
give and receive from our engagement. As supervisors we need to be 
able to constantly diagnose areas for improvement and provide students 
with an enabling space to learn and grow and to contribute to making 
the university research space more inclusive, welcoming, safe and pro
ductive. This is aligned to Freire’s idea of a humanising pedagogy (1970) 
that empowers learners to take ownership of their learning and devel
opment. As supervisors it is imperative that we develop student agency 
and promote autonomy that will help build confidence and ownership in 
their research. In my relationship with students, I support self-directed 
learning - encouraging students to set their own goals for their 
research activities, but also simultaneously providing guidance and 
support.

My interactions have taught me that it is not a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach with students and that research and academic writing is a 
process that requires one to persevere in order to attain the desired 
result. This is true in my supervisory role and my work in a student 
support department and has contributed to my understanding of the 
types of students’ needs at my institution. As a supervisor, I 
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acknowledge that I need to mentor and coach postgraduate students to 
feel confident in their new role and research journey. There are many 
overlapping roles of the student-supervisor relationship and over the 
course of a student’s research journey supervisors take on the role of 
mentor, trainer, supporter, critic, and fellow researcher. A clear under
standing of the relationship will provide a foundation for building an 
effective working relationship (Pather 2022).

Manathunga and Goozée (2007, 309) explain that “There is a strong 
but unspoken tradition in postgraduate supervision that intelligent un
dergraduate students are able to transform themselves into independent 
researchers with minimal explicit pedagogical input from their super
visors.” The reality is that it is important to scaffold students into the 
discipline by imparting knowledge, skills and critical analysis needed in 
postgraduate studies. Supervision is more than simply guiding a student 
through their postgraduate journey – it is a form of pedagogy and 
providing epistemological access to students. I acknowledge that I need 
to be able to diagnose students’ competence level in order to assist them. 
This requires me preparing myself that not all students are autonomous 
workers or thinkers. As a supervisor, I am very aware that students enter 
the university space, but it is not a guarantee that they will be successful. 
Based on this, it is important to understand that students enter university 
with varying gaps and therefore need to understand the norms and 
values of their discipline. In this supervisory journey, I have quickly 
learnt that as a supervisor I am required to scaffold and induct students 
and be able to respond to students’ needs and situations.

I have also found that keeping communication channels open and 
maintaining regular contact helps build the student-supervisor rela
tionship. This is supported by researchers Yousefi et al. (2015) who 
affirm that good communication either through email or face-to-face 
verbal communication influences the effectiveness of supervisory rela
tionship (Pather 2022). I value engaging in conversations with post
graduate students; this allows me to establish students’ ways of thinking 
and gain trust. The theme of power relations in the student-supervisor 
nexus has been widely discussed (Bartlett and Mercer, 2000) and in
fluences the complexity of the supervision process. Considering the 
colonial past of South African universities, supervision practices need to 
challenge hierarchical power relations and give voice to postgraduate 
students (Nkoane 2014). I support Rugg and Petre’s (2004) view that 
supervision should be understood and embodied as a ‘relationship’ and 
not a service.

When students enter the higher education system, they face several 
challenges ranging from supervisor allocation, bureaucracy in terms of 
lengthy administrative processes; access to resources; academic pressure 
and isolation; lack of peer support and networking opportunities all of 
which create fear and frustration for students. This is aligned to a study 
conducted by Ngibe & Lekhanya (2016) titled “Perceptions of research 
structures and service quality within various faculties at Durban Uni
versity of Technology: staff and students’ perspective: staff and students 
perspective” which highlighted issues such as responsiveness and poor 
administration of the research office which contributed to the 
throughput and dropout rates of students.

In addition, they may face social and economic challenges whilst on 
their postgraduate research journey. As a supervisor it is important to be 
aware of the challenges or limitations that students navigate. Engaging 
with literature on supervision particularly Wisker (2012) and Wisker 
and Robinson (2012) work allowed me to reflect on the challenges that 
my very first Masters student experienced as a result of having her su
pervisor changed twice before she was allocated to me. Wisker and 
Robinsons (2013, 141) explain “in the worst-case scenarios of hierar
chical relationships, students may find themselves marginalised, 
silenced or ignored, much of which could contribute towards the kind of 
supervisor neglect which underpins some of the stories of “orphans” 
recounted to us by either students or the supervisors who effectively 
adopted them.” This echoes the complexities of the research journey that 
many postgraduate students face. I realised from my first encounter with 
the student that the institutional administrative changes and processes 

left her feeling anxious and frustrated and immediately realised that I 
needed to provide a supportive and nurturing environment. I also knew 
that I needed to make the best of this difficult situation by encouraging 
the student to use the situation as an opportunity to reflect on her work 
and engage with me with a fresh outlook. Our first meeting was very 
casual, and we used the time to informally discuss her ideas. This 
allowed her to re-own the research and to start to feel excited about the 
project that she was about to embark on. At this first meeting with the 
student, I had a sense of where she was in terms of her strengths, current 
learning requirements, her independence and the gaps. Providing the 
student with the platform to dialogue with me about her research, her 
reasons for conducting the study, and her goals, allowed me to listen to 
her and carefully assess her needs and thereby start to think about 
strategies I could implement to develop our relationship and facilitate 
teaching and learning. Freire’s work encourages dialogical relationships 
where knowledge is co-constructed through conversation rather than a 
hierarchical approach where it is transferred from supervisor to student. 
In the context of higher education supervision, reciprocal communica
tion and open dialogue can contribute to a collaborative atmosphere 
where students feel respected. This further enables mutual learning 
where through students’ perspectives supervisors can learn, unlearn and 
relearn to improve their practice (Oparinde 2021).

Mackinnon’s (2004) view is that a paternalistic style of supervision is 
counterproductive as it prolongs the dependence of the student on the 
supervisor. Students needs to be inducted and guided in the research 
journey, however, they are also required to own their work and direct 
their writing. Bitzer and Albertyn (2011) further indicate that there is a 
need for mutual power relations and flexible communication styles be
tween the supervisor and student. They affirm that although “traditional 
or dyadic” approaches are often criticised, what cannot be ignored is the 
value of the interpersonal approach. These authors also explain that one 
of the reasons that supervisors stick to this supervisory style is because 
they may lack knowledge and exposure to other approaches.

I had many assumptions about supervision and postgraduate stu
dents, but I have found that to be able to make a positive difference in 
the lives of students one has to be flexible and often this calls for a 
‘shifting of roles’. I have learnt and I am still learning the value of 
providing detailed or constructive verbal or written feedback to students 
– students benefit from probing questions or being directed to relevant 
literature. A significant element in the supervisory relationship is 
communication, and more specifically, feedback on submitted work 
related to the research project (Van Rensburg et al. 2016). Maistry 
(2015, 85) asserts that “A heightened sensitivity to the debilitating and 
demeaning effects of careless feedback commentary and embracing 
research supervision as humanising pedagogy have significant implica
tions for helping students to negotiate the liminal space in which they 
must master the threshold competences needed for success in advanced 
higher education research.” A Zambian study showed that among the 
many challenges to postgraduate supervision is the aspect of unavail
ability of supervisors and negative or harsh feedback from supervisors 
(Manchishi, et al. 2015).

I have found that sharing resources on how to read academic texts 
critically (Flake 2017) are valuable to students, asking them probing 
questions such as: What are the main points of this text – what is the 
author suggesting; can you put them in your own words? As I engage 
with postgraduate students, I realise that being a supervisor requires me 
to provide an enabling environment that allows for knowledge con
struction and knowledge generation. This proves to be challenging as 
students lack a reading culture in South Africa (Nel & Adam, 2014) and 
it is important for supervisors to encourage students to read and set 
reading and writing tasks within the supervisory process (Shamida et al. 
2021). Setting short reading and writing tasks positively challenges 
students and enables them to critically engage with academic texts. I 
have observed that when students engage with short readings and offer 
their arguments, they often feel a sense of accomplishment of being able 
to critically analyse literature and this motivates them in their research 
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journey. I have realised that students struggle with the conventions of 
academic writing. One of the reasons for this difficulty in academic 
writing is that students rarely read beyond their required textbooks (Nel 
and Adam 2014; Sana 2013; Van Vuren 2011). Supervisors need to 
encourage students to read widely in the field and become the knowers 
in their chosen research area. These views are emphasised by many 
researchers including (Jeyaraj 2018) who found that postgraduate stu
dents experience major difficulties with academic language and writing.

Using a personal reflective lens, my critique sought to highlight the 
importance of knowing the boundaries of power; how to avoid super
visor dominant relationships and create spaces for engagement and 
development; the value of constructive feedback; listening and gaining 
trust in the mentoring process; enabling regular communication and that 
simple pragmatic strategies can support and address what is often 
considered by the student to be an area of complexity.

The engineering supervisor

My story….
I am a professor and supervisor in the engineering faculty at a uni

versity of technology. I have been lecturing and supervising for the past 
15 years. I joined academics after successfully completing my doctorate 
programme which was an incredibly daunting experience, but one that 
has informed my current role as a supervisor. I have come to understand 
that there are many pitfalls that can be avoided for successful post
graduate supervision. I have seen that students are often thrown into the 
deep end with a research topic they know little or nothing about. In 
some cases, supervisors recruit students based on funding received and 
force students to align to their interests whether they understand it or 
not. As advised by Gatfield (2005), the desire to show one’s power and 
academic prowess should be eschewed and instead support, guidance 
and structure needs to be provided and encouraged. Manathunga (2007)
also argued that supervisors need to be conscious of the operations of 
power dynamics in postgraduate supervision. Power relations in 
student-supervisor relationships are shaped by epistemic authority 
particularly in the South African context where supervisors influence 
what is considered as knowledge through their gatekeeper tendencies. In 
support of transformation, I believe we need to push for decolonised 
approaches to research.

In terms of power asymmetries in student-supervisor relationships 
many postgraduate students experience imposter syndrome as a result of 
systemic barriers and supervisors need to create safe and inclusive re
lationships that will contribute to postgraduate success. I have learnt 
that postgraduate students need to be guided to find their niche areas 
based on their background and capabilities. This will enable them to 
own their research and become experts in their area of discipline. Our 
South African higher education system is entrenched with structural 
inequalities due to apartheid policies that imbedded disparities in not 
just access to higher education but also resources, quality supervision 
and research opportunities. These inequalities have further led to un
equal funding of postgraduate opportunities particularly for disadvan
tage students. Sadly, supervisor-student relations are often entrenched 
in these wide-ranging systemic inequities.

Engaging with readings or literature on supervision has enabled me 
to reflect on my supervisory style and practice and has provided me with 
ideas on how I can make the supervisory journey more productive. In 
this process, I have reconstructed, rethought, and renegotiated my 
identity as an academic. I firmly believe that at the core of the super
vision role in higher education is ensuring social justice in the supervi
sory process. What is required is the alignment of the higher education 
system to social justice in order to provide an accessible, transformative 
teaching and learning experience that provides students with episte
mological access (Morrow 2007). This is further supported by Freire 
(1970) who asserts that education should be aligned to transformative 
approaches that foregrounds human rights and social justice. Freire 
(1970) advocates humanism in education and the valuing of student 

voice which can “transform existing power and privilege in the service of 
greater social justice and human freedom” (McLaren 1997, 46). I 
acknowledge the need to allow students the opportunity to express 
themselves, share their rich experiences and ideas, engage in healthy 
dialogue and debate and foster criticality during their research journeys. 
This is affirmed by Sonn’s (2016) study of a South African university 
where students attributed their struggles to inadequate, supervisory 
practices. This study reported that delayed responses from supervisors 
severely affected students’ completion of research and devalued their 
sense of achievement.

As a supervisor, I also know that I must keep my temperamental 
tendencies aside and engage with students with compassion; support 
them financially, emotionally, socially; and not focus on academic 
achievements alone. I have observed that there is also a tendency of 
supervisors wanting to compete with postgraduate students in terms of 
what they know. This could create tension especially when there is the 
slightest dissent coming from the student. The supervisor needs to be 
adaptable, flexible, and open to new ideas and willing to learn, unlearn 
and relearn from postgraduate students.

The role of the supervisor is to facilitate new knowledge creation and 
not to teach or impose already learned ideas. I have also learnt that 
supervisors need to be open to collaborate especially in the era of the 
fourth industrial revolution where interconnectedness in teaching, 
learning and research is required. Green (2005) maintains that the 
research and supervisory process is as important as the final product and 
that both student and supervisor are ‘transformed’ during this cognitive 
and affective research journey. These views highlight the importance of 
planning, having clear routines and guidelines all of which will help 
maintain accountability during the research process. As a supervisor, I 
acknowledge that I need to set the pace, lead by example and ensure a 
good working relationship with postgraduate students ( Eley & Jennings 
2005). According to Buirski (2021), it is the ‘ways of being’ of super
visors that develop highly valued supervisory relationships. These ways 
of being refer to one’s beliefs, values, and attitudes in the relationship. It 
is important for the supervisor to be deliberate in building relationships 
that are not inimical to the entire research journey but for lifelong 
learning beyond the qualification.

In my supervisory role, I encourage students to attend courses or 
workshops offered to postgraduate students as these can positively 
contribute to their growth and development as emerging researchers. 
Bitzer and Albertyn (2011) highlight the value of research seminars and 
knowledge sharing during the supervision period. This can be beneficial 
to a postgraduate student as this type of environment will offer them the 
opportunity to interact with other postgraduate students and possibly 
learn and grow from the experience. These views are aligned to a study 
that revealed that 91 % of postgraduate students at a Nigerian university 
sought a need for training on proposal development and 56 % expressed 
the need for training on accessing information for research (Desmennu 
& Owoaje 2018).

Many academics become supervisors by default upon graduating 
(Bitzer & Albertyn 2011; Lee 2009) and as a result employ methods used 
when they were supervised. Although supervision competence is a 
stipulated outcome of the doctoral graduate (HEQSF 2013), one is not 
going to be confident or efficient enough to take on the role of super
vision without core basic training and an understanding of supervisory 
pedagogy. The Council on Higher Education report (2022, 41) specifies 
that “there is a need for additional supervisory capacity across the na
tional system, and programmes for training supervisors are in place in 
most universities”. It is imperative for us as supervisors to be conscious 
of our personal responsibility to acquire the necessary knowledge, 
values and skills to succeed in our work with students. I acknowledge 
that essential to my productivity is my ability to work towards learning 
proactively and taking personal responsibility for monitoring my prog
ress, thinking deeply and critically about my educational practice and 
the changes I could implement to contribute to postgraduate student 
success.
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In supervising students, I find that I have to understand my identity 
as a supervisor in the context within which I supervise. Furthermore, it is 
important to understand the different needs of students and embrace 
flexible supervisory practices. Bitzer and Albertyn (2011) provide an 
overview of the alternative approaches to supervision that is required in 
the changing higher education context. They discuss how these alter
native approaches used within specific contexts, could ease the burden 
that supervisors face and explore how complimentary approaches can 
contribute to an enhanced supervisory process. Bitzer and Albertyn 
(2011) further describe the importance of flexible supervisory practices, 
and this is even more crucial in the South African higher education 
context as we have a diverse student body with varying educational 
backgrounds, which influences supervisory dynamics and practices. 
Upon reflection, I find that I initially started supervising the way I was 
supervised however, engaging in academic readings around supervisory 
pedagogy has equipped me with an understanding of various approaches 
and the importance of being flexible in the style and technique used to 
supervise students. Bitzer and Albertyn (2011) unpack the traditional 
dyadic approach to supervision and put forward some important points 
for consideration that enabled me to critically reflect on my practice. 
Pearson and Kayrooz (2004, 111) refer to the ‘Atlas complex’ where the 
supervisor is expected to be responsible for everything. Li and Searle 
(2007) note that within the traditional mode of supervision there may be 
issues of power. Engaging in readings has alerted me to the many ap
proaches of supervision and the importance of being a perceptive su
pervisor, one that is able to constantly diagnose areas for improvement. 
Bitzer and Albertyn (2011) also unpack group approaches to supervision 
and explore how it offers a more integrated approach to supervision, 
encourages social learning and breaks down power barriers and creates 
a strong sense of community for researchers. This can be seen as valu
able as many new researchers find themselves overwhelmed during the 
initial phases of the postgraduate research and these supporting envi
ronments can help them navigate through their challenges and find their 
research voice. The frameworks and structures we work within in higher 
education are often oppressive and as a supervisor I have realised that it 
is important to learn how to push against power, drum up support and 
lobby in order to succeed in academia.

Bitzer and Albertyn’s (2011) work also explores the team approach 
that could be made up of an interdisciplinary team that comprise of 
experts who will be best suited to guide and advise students and 
contribute towards high quality research. The advantage of a team 
approach to supervision is that there is a more holistic approach in 
dealing with research problems and advising students. McKenna (2016)
in her article “Crossing Conceptual Thresholds in Doctoral Commu
nities” discusses how many doctoral programmes are embracing the idea 
of working in a community of scholars and moving away from the in
dividual supervision model and promoting a collaborative learning 
model. Manathungaa and Goozée (2007) in their article “Challenging 
the dual assumption of the ‘always/already’ autonomous student and 
effective supervisor” discuss supervisor expectations and the different 
teaching and learning strategies used in supervision. These authors 
affirm how through working collaboratively, supervisors can contribute 
to developing an active pedagogical strategy that help students under
stand the importance of developing their critical analysis that is needed 
for postgraduate studies. Their views suggest that a socially construc
tivist approach allows students the opportunity to critically analyse 
literature and develop their academic writing. This could further 
encourage students to apply the critical skills in analysing other stu
dents’ work and this may result in productive peer review and 
contribute to increased independence and improved writing. This 
highlights how the blending of research approaches can enhance su
pervisory pedagogy and promote collegiality in a university community.

Using a personal reflective lens, my critique aims to highlight the 
need to embrace plurality in terms of modes of supervision; I addressed 
the power dynamics in the supervisor-student relationship; critiqued the 
various approaches to supervision and the blending of research 

approaches; and highlighted the value of working in a community of 
scholars and ensuring social justice and humanism in postgraduate su
pervision to grow postgraduate research in South Africa.

Conclusions and recommendations

Academics are often expected to take on a supervisory role imme
diately upon attaining their PhD; this is partly owing to the high 
numbers of postgraduate students and inadequate supervisory capacity 
in South Africa. This often results in supervisors using trial and error 
methods or supervising from their prior experience, perhaps perpetu
ating problems and inequalities in the South African higher education 
environment. Therefore, higher education institutions and academic 
developers have a key role in developing and supporting new and 
emerging supervisors. Aligned to developing and supporting new and 
emerging supervisors is the need to enhance supervisory methods and 
models. Supervisors need to be trained on flexible supervision models 
including group supervision, online or hybrid supervision. Leveraging 
technology for supervision such as facilitating on-line meetings and 
using project management tools can streamline the supervisory process.

A central factor in the student-supervisor relationship is communi
cation and relationship building. Supervisors should establish struc
tured, regular feedback strategies to improve the supervisory 
relationship and support students. Research capacity building work
shops should be encouraged, and supervisors need to communicate ex
pectations and timelines early in the supervision process to reduce 
misperceptions to improve research productivity. Supervision develop
ment needs to be prioritised at universities and despite efforts to 
implement programmes for training of supervisors, uptake of this is 
generally low as a result of heavy teaching loads. Continuous profes
sional development for supervisors in the form of training programmes 
and workshops on supervision best practices; and emerging trends and 
techniques are needed. Furthermore, experienced supervisors should be 
encouraged to mentor new and emerging supervisors as collaborative 
support networks can provide a space for the sharing of best practices. 
Sharing good practice, collaborating with peers and engaging on su
pervisory experiences will contribute to our academic development as 
supervisors. This includes equipping supervisors on how to work and 
engage with diverse student needs and challenges, particularly relevant 
due to the diverse socio-economic and cultural backgrounds of South 
African students. Supervisors have a significant role in addressing his
torical and social inequities and ensuring that students from marginal
ised backgrounds receive the support and resources they need to succeed 
in their research journeys. Applying a humanising pedagogy to the 
student-supervisor relationship, can provide a more equitable and 
collaborative learning environment that enhances the quality of super
vision in South Africa.

We recommend that universities consider enhancing their supervi
sory support by establishing dedicated supervision divisions which 
could benefit supervisors and students. In addition, the offices could 
streamline administrative processes to reduce bureaucratic barriers 
which pose challenges to students. Postgraduate supervision is a 
multifaceted and complex issue in South African higher education in
stitutions. This research suggests that postgraduate supervision should 
be viewed as a facilitative process that provides supportive and inclusive 
spaces for student participation in academic practice. Reflecting on our 
work as supervisors we acknowledge the supervisor-student nexus in 
contributing to a new generation of academics as key agents in the 
development of a knowledge economy in South Africa and beyond. We 
suggest that through providing supervisory practices that enhance stu
dent development, perseverance, tact, and grit, supervisors can suc
cessfully navigate students through the bumpy road of postgraduate 
research towards the finish line of their academic journey.
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