
Citation: Palmer, C.; Sprake, A.;

Hughes, C. Managing the

Expectations of Doctoral Students

and Their Supervisors: A UK

Perspective. Encyclopedia 2023, 3,

1474–1488. https://doi.org/10.3390/

encyclopedia3040105

Academic Editors:

Elena-Mădălina Vătămănescu,

Fulvio Mazzocchi and

Raffaele Barretta

Received: 23 July 2023

Revised: 6 November 2023

Accepted: 20 November 2023

Published: 28 November 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Entry

Managing the Expectations of Doctoral Students and Their
Supervisors: A UK Perspective
Clive Palmer 1,* , Andrew Sprake 2 and Chris Hughes 3

1 Graduate Research School, University of Central Lancashire, Preston PR1 2HE, UK
2 School of Sport and Health, University of Central Lancashire, Preston PR1 2HE, UK; asprake@uclan.ac.uk
3 Graduate School, Edge Hill University, Lancashire L39 4QP, UK; hugheschr@edgehill.ac.uk
* Correspondence: capalmer@uclan.ac.uk

Definition: The management of expectations in doctoral education relates to the negotiation and
agreement of a learning contract denoting actions and initiatives between a student and a supervisor.
A learning contract is a set of understandings of what things, actions and initiatives might reasonably
be expected from whom, in the course of learning, where there is a natural power imbalance. This is
important so that both scholarly and material progress can be made along all points of the doctoral
learning experience, i.e., that learning is personalised, professional and productive towards an
original contribution of knowledge. It is the evidencing of this continual learning process through
research that is deemed to be doctoral at the final examination stage. A doctoral student is a learner
on the highest degree pathway that is available at all UK universities. This typically results in a thesis,
marking the end point of being supervised whereupon an assessment or examination takes place,
which, in UK universities, is called a viva voce (Latin: the living voice). This is a verbal account or
defence of the thesis document by the student, made to two or three examiners who comprise the
examination team. In the UK, the viva examination is a private event, while elsewhere, for example,
across Europe and North America, the examination can be a public event. A student on a doctoral
programme usually has a period of registration that is 3 years full-time or 6 years part-time. Other
terms that can be used interchangeably around doctoral supervision are candidate (for the student)
and candidature, which is their period of registration. Supervisors also have roles denoted as the
Director of Studies (DoS) or Principal Investigator (PI). The supervision team is led by a Director
of Studies (or PI) who is often the most experienced scholar who teaches, guides and mentors their
student’s learning through the research they conduct. There are usually at least two supervisors in
a supervision team in the UK, but there can be more as required depending upon the specialisms
and topics being researched. Expectations formed by either the student or the supervisor(s) can
be about physical resources to embark upon a passage of learning through a doctoral programme,
or more typically, the discussion of expectations relates to managing the behaviours of students
and supervisors in their respective roles. Managed expectations help to achieve a balance between
the intellectual sharing of expertise by the supervisor with the self-directed initiatives for learning,
which are taken by the student. The aim of managing expectations is to help a student move from
dependence in their learning at the start of their programme to becoming an independent doctoral-
level scholar who, once graduated as doctor, can act autonomously to conduct their own research, or
even embark upon supervising others’ research in the future.

Keywords: expectations; doctoral student; postgraduate research supervision; learning

1. Introduction

To explain some strategies and offer the best advice for managing the expectations
of doctoral students and their supervisors, this entry paper is structured around three
core domains for effective, ongoing doctoral supervision. That is, this paper focuses on
managing expectations around the following:
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1. Topic selection: A discussion about methodological choices and intellectual freedoms;
2. Contact and involvement: Degrees of contact in the learning relationship;
3. Thesis/dissertation: Producing a thesis that is worthy of examination.

The case for managing the expectations of both doctoral students and supervisors dur-
ing the course of research is well established as being institutionally good practice [1–3], as
it relates to the flow and openness of communication in learning and therefore affects the
quality of experience of being either (a) a doctoral student or (b) the supervisor of doctoral
students. Managing the expectations of learners is not a new concept [4–7], nor is that of
professionalising supervision practice to enhance the quality of the student experience [8];
however, since the 2000s, there has been an increasing return to Higher Education from
the undergraduate ranks to postgraduate [9], and in particular, postgraduate research and
doctoral studies [10,11]. This increase in returning student numbers has brought with it raised
expectations from learners about the kind of student experience they might have upon recon-
necting with Higher Education in doctoral studies. This has generated ongoing research into
student satisfaction [12], differentiated learning [13] and learning contracts [14] and especially
in managing expectations around doctoral learning [15–18]. This educational research has
informed doctoral training for academic colleagues becoming involved in supervision [19–21],
as well as for students at the start of their programmes at induction [22,23]. For example,
the research conducted by George Brown and Madeleine Atkins in 1988 [24], with their Role
Perception Scale for doctoral learning, is as relevant today as it was 35 years ago. It is still
being recommended by the UK Council for Graduate Education [25] (UKCGE) to all of the
research funding councils across the United Kingdom through the UKRI [26] (UK Research
and Innovation) as a means to improve the quality of student learning experience in the
doctoral programmes that UKRI supports in their formal partnerships [27].

The research conducted by Hopwood et al. [28] into The Hidden Realities of Life as
a Doctoral Student reveals how coming to know a student’s pressures in life and their
preferences for learning is as important as it is for students coming to appreciate their
supervisor’s needs and timescales, so that each can be the most effective for each other
in the doctoral journey. Hopwood and colleagues [28] show us that ‘nothing is normal’
in student life and that therefore, it is good advice for a supervisor not to make any
assumptions or stereotypical expectations about what ‘a normal’ doctoral student may be
able to do. Hopwood et al.’s [28] conclusions (p. 229) clearly point to why establishing
common ground for expectations is important for each and every doctoral student. They
found the following:

“i. The everyday lives of doctoral students vary greatly from individual to individual—
there is no ‘normal’ student;

ii. For particular students, working patterns and time spent on other activities vary from
week to week: there is no ‘normal’ week;

iii. Although often rumoured to be isolating, doctoral experiences can involve interactions
with a wide range of people. These are not guaranteed and reflect institutional
provisions and students’ own agency in making them happen. There is no ‘normal’
pattern for interacting with others—interactions vary from person to person and
from week to week;

iv. While it is ‘normal’ to experience challenges or difficulties on a regular basis during the
doctorate, particularly in relation to time and emotions, responses to these challenges
vary between students from week to week for particular individuals—there is no
‘normal’ response.”

2. Topic Selection: A Discussion about Methodological Choices and Intellectual Freedoms

The ‘no normal’ position from Hopwood et al. [28] is a useful prompt for the supervisor
to consider what kinds of practical help they may need to develop this critical part of the
student’s undertaking in research. Thus far, our paper signposts the reader to sources of
information to help colleagues supervise students within this unpredictable, ‘no normal’
context. However, ‘no normal’ does not entail ’no sense’, and it also does not entail
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‘anything goes’, either. Our attention will now be paid to two crucial aspects of research
design: topic selection and methodology. Our discussion will revolve around the notions
of freedom and responsibility, piloted by three guiding questions.

2.1. A Question of Selecting a Promising Topic to Research—Who Decides?

To help us tackle this question, and the two that follow, a little scene setting and context
will be necessary. Imagine that there is a doctoral examination—a verbal defence—and the
candidate is asked to outline how and why they selected the topic that they chose. Please
hold that picture in mind and let it play out in different ways as we proceed.

Barnett [29] evokes Heidegger [30] to describe the intellectual condition of 19th-century
Europe, where both the professor and student were ‘pedagogically, both in a state of ignorance’
(p. 92). Such a conception, or indeed, an admission, leaves this delicate relationship as one
of joint inquiry. Let us cut to our candidate for a second, who said, ‘well, together, me and
my supervisors, we decided to choose this topic because. . .’ Might the examiners be worried
here on a point of integrity as to whose work they are assessing? Nevertheless, it is clearly
the case that research supervision is person-centred as well as project-centred; supervisors
supervise the people conducting research, and not just the research being conducted by those
people [31]. In fact, there are more people conducting such research and, inevitably, more
colleagues supervising than ever before. Mass Higher Education and ‘cognitive capitalism’ [32]
breathe literate in one sense, yet in another, they breathe constraint. Such instrumentalism
and economic imperatives mean that the freedom to choose topics looks different for the
self-funding student compared to the funded scientist.

Research topics do not just appear; they come about by recognising what we already
have. ‘So, we know lots about X, and Y has been researched in depth, nothing new has
emerged here for a while and so we decided to investigate Z’, replies our fictional candidate.
If there is evidence of critical thinking here, that being a genuine and reflective disposition
of critical thinking, and that our fictional examiners can identify such, then it could well
be the case that the supervisor (behind, or upfront) could have nudged, ca-joled, and
provoked in the student the taking up of a particular topic in a particular way, to develop
a ‘disposition’ [32] of critical thinking towards the matter in hand. After all, absolutist
notions of freedom and responsibility would be of no use in our ‘no normal’ context, in
which a genuine learning relationship, one that brings about ontological rather than mere
epistemological development, is, and should be, encouraged [29].

2.2. A Question of Freedom to Select Theoretical Frameworks—How Free Are We?

With our established scene of the student accounting for decisions and directions
in their doctoral research, it becomes clearer how the supervisor has a responsibility to
help shape and guide this underpinning theoretical thinking. However, it is the student’s
responsibility to defend and justify their research; they obtain or do not obtain the doctorate,
after all. The reasons provided by our fictional candidate for using a certain theory, for
example, must be reasonable, that is, there needs to be reasoning. This is an important
distinction, as Bakhurst suggests [33], as we might see a university as a space for reasons.
This ties in with our fictional examination. There, the candidate cannot just provide any
reason; their reasons would have to be tied up with other reasons, a line of reasoning, a
connection between the theories selected and the questions being pursued. Not any theory
will count as a good fit for the job in hand; the key is knowing the job that the theory needs
to help with. For Bakhurst [33], this is what is implied by a ‘mode of intelligibility’.

On a relevant but amplified scale, affecting the student’s and supervisor’s decisions
directly, is their propensity to select or reject certain models or frameworks for tackling a re-
search problem, influenced by the (sometimes pejorative) prevailing knowledge embodied
in Western thinking [28]. Challenges to the traditional or normal way of carrying things
out in research should ideally be welcomed by the doctoral community, given that that
community inhabits cultural spaces in universities that proliferate across many countries
globally [28]. For the student’s (and the supervisor’s) work, now in the hands of examiners,
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there is the constraint and risk of acceptance for new theorising or sensible but creative
reasoning that may be trialled in a doctoral study. Barnett [29] helpfully warns of the nega-
tive undertones of unitary reasoning—the idea that using a single theory to cover disparate
ground obscures more than it clarifies and is therefore a worry that we need to preserve
space for different types of reasoning for different academic disciplines at universities.

One line in Barnett’s [29] thinking is a fear of a ‘thoughtless university’ and the erosion
of the right to think. One of these is a principle to be upheld, and the former is a concern
we also share. Nevertheless, our examination team will be seeking to ascertain the extent
to which our candidate outlines their line of reasoning. Let us rewind to a supervisory
meeting two years ago, where our fictional supervisor and student are discussing theory
selection. Our supervisor says, ‘well, in one sense you can select any number of the theories
available, look, there are plenty to choose from’. Our candidate, overwhelmed by the
options, responds, ‘but how do I know which one fits’? ‘I suggest you try X theory first
and then Y theory, but ultimately you have to choose, I can help explain certain elements to
help’, replies the supervisor. It would be that kind of encounter that helps bring about the
kind of disposition to think critically that would be identified and challenged but rewarded
at the examination [32]. This keeps our ‘no normal’ context intact but preserves a space for
sound reasoning. It must be stressed that not anything can count as a reason; disciplinary
boundaries and research topics stretch thinly in places, but the awarding of a doctorate will
only be made if ‘sense’ is spoken.

2.3. A Question of Direction: To Be Led or Find Your Own Way?

Research degrees have a different character to taught degrees. Taught degrees typically
comprise a highly structured set of modules/units and assignments with subject-specific
programmes and learning outcomes, prescribed content and formative and summative
assessments. In contrast, a programme of doctoral research and a programme of develop-
ment through the research is about becoming a fully trained researcher. The disposition
to think critically, as we have touched upon, shares more in common with understand-
ing rather than merely obtaining or possessing knowledge [32]. Barnett [29] considers
whether we might be able to abandon the notion of curriculum in Higher Education, and
it would be fair to say that research degrees just do not have curricula (yes, there will
usually be programmes of activities, training, etc., but the term ‘curricula’ does not seem
appropriate here). Being a doctoral student, for Barnett [29], is a ‘committed uncertainty’,
and if teaching/supervising is a provocative matter, there is the likelihood (necessity?) for
disruption. Barnett [29] is keen to preserve such a healthy disruption and unsettling as
being productive, if not essential for good thinking.

One helpful way to navigate this third guiding question is through an object of
comparison. For instance, should the road sign direct the driver? Yes, in one sense, as it
would not be a road sign otherwise. The road sign and supervisor have jobs to perform;
their jobs are to direct. But critically, the road sign and the supervisor cannot stipulate.
The driver can take a different route should they wish, and they might even ignore the
sign and follow their SatNav. Similarly, our fictional student does not have to follow
the directions and suggestions of the supervisor, but to be a supervisor, the supervisor
must at least provide some. Does that mean that the supervisor is a mere sounding
board? [15,19] Whilst there might be space and time for such an activity, it is hard to see
how that could ever be all and everything that supervision is or was. Our student writes in
their thesis acknowledgements that ‘Professor P was a great sounding board’; is this the
sum account of being a doctoral supervisor? Or does this comment point to the deeper
educational influences of the supervisor to nurture doctoral-level learning through research
conducted in the hands of their student? [34]. The position advocated by Heidegger [29,30]
that learning is a joint undertaking between the student and supervisor leaves useful
space for both to learn from their methodological choices and intellectual freedoms, or
more broadly, their mistakes and their successes, in the student’s ascent to becoming an
autonomous researcher.
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3. Contact and Involvement: Degrees of Contact in the Learning Relationship

Having considered two crucial aspects of research design, which are topic selection and
methodology, our attention will now turn to the second core domain of interest for doctoral
supervision: degrees of contact and levels of involvement in the learning relationship.

3.1. A Question of Involvement: Personal or Professional

The student–supervisor relationship in doctoral education has long been understood
as a duality, that is, ‘the co-existence of intimacy, care and personal commitment on the one
hand, and commitment to specific academic goals on the other’ [35]. Doctoral supervision
is no longer viewed as a ‘secret garden’, or an activity that takes place behind closed
doors between consenting adults, but rather as an increasingly transparent and more
consistent process that reflects contemporary notions of what the doctorate represents and
how it should be undertaken [36]. This undoubtably has implications for good supervisory
practice in terms of how student–supervisor interaction is conducted.

Extending the premise that ‘nothing is normal’ [28] in doctoral supervision, and that
supervision is invariably person- and project-centred, a crucial ingredient of the ‘learning
contract’ involves a mutually established balance between formality and informality in
doctoral supervision [37]. Too much formality might cause the student to struggle to de-
velop a sense of belonging and shape their academic voice, whereas too much informality
could obscure the professional requirements of the doctoral learning experience. Some
fundamental questions remain, however; for instance, what are the hallmarks of a profes-
sional (or unprofessional) student–supervisor relationship? And what degree of personal
involvement is acceptable (or unacceptable) in the student–supervisor relationship? Who
decides the answers to these questions? You? A professional body? Again, these are issues
to which the supervisor must pay close attention [38,39].

It is nevertheless important for supervisors to develop a better, and more holistic,
understanding of their students, particularly if doctoral supervision aims to provide per-
sonalised, professional and productive learning experiences. One way to achieve this
holistic understanding is to try and ensure that both the candidate and supervisor are
‘matched’, both academically, meaning both parties have intersecting research interests,
and personally, meaning that a strong sense of rapport and trust is established early on [19].
In addition to aligning with discipline-specific norms, supervisors should also develop an
appreciation of students’ varied academic competencies, i.e., their limitations, strengths
and hidden talents and their wide-ranging psychosocial differences [40]. If supervisors
were to treat all doctoral students in exactly the same way, e.g., by adopting a purely
project-centred approach, then they could run the risk of overlooking or devaluing the
idiosyncratic and socially nuanced aspects of doctoral supervision, through which some
students can flourish.

At times, however, students and supervisors can experience a ‘mismatch’ in their
expectations, and it is vital that, when this occurs, both parties are able to manage any
conflict that arises. Each relationship will be different depending upon the supervisor’s
style and the characteristics of the candidate [1]. When these are matched, then there is
a basis for a successful relationship; where they are not matched, the relationship can be
marred by problems and difficulties, or even break down completely. Cardilini et al. [41]
offer four suggestions for both supervisors and students to promote positive outcomes and
reduce conflict:

(1) Supervisors and students should seek to establish their mutual expectations early on
in the learning contract.

(2) Supervisors and students should mutually agree achievable goals to work towards.
(3) Supervisors should nurture students’ academic independence and collaboration skills.
(4) Supervisors and students should maintain effective communication and dialogue

throughout the process.

It is also vital that supervisors maintain an awareness of the ethical responsibility that
comes with the inevitable power imbalance of doctoral supervision [42]. The supervisor–
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student relationship can be fragile, unbalanced and unequal because of the perceived
dependency of students upon their supervisors to conduct their research [43]. Whilst
the development of personal relationships, or rapport, between supervisors and students
can be a healthy aspect of the doctoral learning experience, these relationships must
have clearly demarcated boundaries so as to avoid the blurred lines between social and
professional relations [14]. As a matter of safeguarding, therefore, supervisors might adopt
the following dictum: friendly but not a friend. In addition, supervisors must be mindful
that doctoral students each have different cultural backgrounds, values and expectations
regarding their studies [44], so it is best to recommend a personalised and culturally
sensitive supervisory practice.

3.2. A Question of Control: Supervisory Direction versus Student Discovery

At the heart of this question lies a tension and a balance to be found between two
opposing supervisory paradigms; on the one hand, some supervisors might assume total
responsibility for the doctoral student’s academic work and, as a result, could exert a
sense of control and surveillance, whereas other supervisors might grant the student with
absolute freedom and autonomy to conduct their research. The traditional view of doctoral
supervision has been informed by expert–disciple or master–apprentice models [45], but more
recently, there has been a shift from the ‘grey-beard expert’ model [37] to more collaborative
supervisory styles [46] in which the students are viewed as learning partners. Key questions
for any supervisor might include the following: ‘which approach is most appropriate, and
for whom?’, ‘why would I adopt one approach over another?’ and ‘at which point on the
student’s developmental pathway might I need to adapt my approach, and why?’

The Supervisor/Student Alignment Model [47] illustrates how, over time, it is desirable for
the supervisor to adopt a ‘hands-off’ approach in order to decrease students’ dependency
on the supervisor, but exhibiting this benign neglect too early in the student’s development
might result in adverse effects. Therefore, it is advisable to strike a balance between these
ways of thinking, and to carry this out in a student-centred manner. Assume for a moment
that you are supervising two doctoral students: Student A clearly demonstrates that they
are ‘competently autonomous’ very early on and that they are able to navigate the key
milestones with minimal intervention on your part; Student B, on the other hand, has an
over-inflated sense of competence and requires constant prompting and repeated guidance
to progress. Would your supervision of these students be identical? Hopefully not. Whilst
the supervisor has a duty to nurture students’ autonomy and research self-efficacy [48], they
also have a duty of care to the student in becoming ‘unstuck’ in their studies [49]. These
issues highlight the importance of establishing a set of mutual expectations early on in the
student–supervisor relationship, spanning the entire spectrum of their doctoral programme,
from deciding who is responsible for the initiation of meetings and the provision of research
updates to meeting key deadlines and milestones.

3.3. A Question of Progress: Dedication or Termination

The basis of this question is concerned with the ability of the student to learn pro-
gressively, or not, which has ethical consequences. If their application for doctoral study
was successful, i.e., the project proposal and the student researcher have the potential to
complete/be worthy of the award, then the student has a right to doctoral supervision [50].
With equal importance, however, the doctoral supervisor has a right to agree (or disagree)
to supervise based on their satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) about the applicant’s prospect for
a successful completion, and in a reasonable timeframe [1]. After all, by committing to doc-
toral supervision, the supervisor is aligning part of their professional reputation with the
project [51]. Additional reasons why a supervisor may not take on the doctoral supervision
of a particular applicant are concerns over their discipline expertise [52], methodological
expertise [53], workload capacity [54], incompatibility and personal tensions [55].

Following a successful application to commence with a doctoral programme, and once
the supervisory team has been confirmed, assessments of progress and queries about the
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student’s ability to complete the programme may become more complicated. The supervisors
at this point have a professional and ethical obligation to support the student’s learning
development [56], and while the academic quality of the work must reflect the student’s
capabilities, the supervisory input will also be reflected in the thesis [57]. The present-day
doctoral student needs to be skilled in information literacy [58], and at various stages of their
candidature, students will be assessed through formal institutional processes such as Annual
Reviews of Progress. Each is an assessment point to continue the doctoral programme. These
annual milestones are the crucial ‘touch points’ for supervisors to have open and honest
conversations with their students about their progress. If the supervisor has serious concerns
about the permissibility of the student’s work, then these are important opportunities to advise
the student of their concerns; they can provide early warnings that avoid setting the student
up for failure at the examination time. Furthermore, in more extreme cases, if a student
displays ongoing under-performance, then the best course of action may be to terminate
the doctorate [59]. This, of course, should be avoided where possible and demonstrates the
value of an ongoing (annual) assessment of progress. A careful consideration of this path to
termination is necessary as the student’s view may be that the supervisors are wrong and can
challenge their judgements. And what if the student proves to be right? A good tactic to use if
a supervision relationship is failing may not be to terminate the research project completely,
but rather, to seek to appoint a different supervision team on a monitored timeframe to
evaluate progress under the new supervisory conditions.

Some issues relating to a student’s withdrawing from doctoral education include
random and infrequent meetings between the student and supervisor, thesis goals being
unclearly set and too much academic freedom for the student and for the supervisor
regarding the research processes [60]. These issues can stem from expectations not being
well managed for a given type of learner, when students recount in complaints that they
‘were not warned’, ‘poorly advised’ or ‘ill-prepared’ for their next stages of their doctoral
programme [61]. Consequently, establishing shared expectations about the supervisory
processes (e.g., the frequency of meetings, clear goal setting and some clarity on the
methodological flexibilities and limitations) is of paramount importance.

4. Thesis/Dissertation: Producing a Thesis Worthy of Examination

The production of a thesis document that is completed on time and worthy of doctoral-
level examination is the focus of this section. To this end, the student and supervisors must
work as a team, setting goals and standards to meet progressive deadlines until the final
submission deadline [62]. This is important as there will likely be funding implications for over-
running [63,64], or issues concerning the currency of the research itself over a prolonged period
of registration [65,66]. However, the students’ and supervisors’ roles and responsibilities are
very different to meet this common end goal of producing a thesis in a timely fashion.
Chiefly, this involves supervisors managing the research activities of a student so that the
student can write their own thesis. To achieve this, the activities and interests of the student
must shift from conducting practical research ‘in the field’ or in a laboratory about a topic
towards communicating what activities they completed to conduct that research and what
their findings or critiques are. In short, ‘authoring’ becomes the focus of scholarship for the
student [67]; they communicate in the written word to present what will become a public
document—open to public scrutiny [68]. A challenge for both the student and supervisor(s) is
finding ways in which the often acknowledged ‘messiness’ of conducting research [69–71]
can be converted into a formal document that logically represents a convincing, original
contribution to knowledge. This process is what Pierre Bourdieu used to refer to as ‘finding
order from the chaos’ [72] (see also [73–75] towards finding order and logic through applied
social research). Common advice is that practicing writing should not be left to the end of the
doctoral programme when the thesis is due [76]. That would likely be too late for the candidate
to meet the standards and clarity of explanation required in a doctoral thesis, especially if a
timely completion is desired. Therefore, early writing practice is a key expectation to become
a doctoral researcher [77,78]. For example, has the student asked for (or do they need) the
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structure of progressive deadlines to keep their writing on track, or should supervisors just
give the student as much time and freedom they need to complete the work? This is a useful
area to discuss in supervision meetings when the doctoral activities are shifting towards the
thesis production phase.

i. A question of responsibilities. An important area to establish expectations on, with
regard to thesis content, construction and quality, is who takes responsibility for the overall
standard of the work? Is it the supervisor’s direct responsibility, or should supervisors
leave all content, format and presentation decisions to the student? Two tensions come into
play when considering this balance of responsibility towards content and quality:

(a) Is the research sponsored or funded by a third party, such as a research council or
funding bid, or even a private company? If the research is funded or sponsored in some
way, there may be a vested interest by the funder that the research is ‘successful’ in their
eyes and yields worthwhile results. This may not diminish the quality of the research
presented in a doctoral thesis, but raises the question of learner integrity and integrity in the
process of learning at the doctorate level [79,80], which should be discussed in supervision
meetings. Third-party or sponsoring interests are usually declared to examiners and within
the doctoral thesis itself. This is the case in the UK [81] and, for example, in the USA [82].

(b) It must be remembered that a doctorate is an academic award where the educational
scope for failure through examination is preserved. While it is clear who takes responsibility
for the success of a doctoral award when it is conferred, it is often less clear who takes
responsibility for its failure. The failure of a doctoral award can, in some cases, lead
to formal complaints and appeals for a range of ‘outcomes’ that were not envisaged or
anticipated at the outset of a doctoral programme, but can come to define the end of one
for some candidates. For example, there are increasingly reported instances of inadequate
supervision [83] or due process not being adhered to in examinations [84] (leading to
re-examinations if upheld), loss of earnings [85], damaged reputation [86], emotional
stress [87] and compensation [88]. Therefore, it is good practice in the course of supervision
to explain what the outcomes are from the examination and discuss some strategies towards
achieving the highest level of outcome [89,90]. (NB: different universities and different
countries where the doctorate is registered will differ in this regard [91,92].)

ii. A question of feedback and personal criticism. In the process of the candidate
writing their thesis and offering incremental drafts of chapters to supervisors for comment,
channels of communication are opened for the delivery of praise and criticism. With this
comes the pressures, privileges, opportunities and tactics for good practice, to be demon-
strated by both the student and supervisors, that reveals the natural power imbalance
between the doctoral learning relationship [93]. Inevitably, judgements are being made,
vulnerabilities are being shared and initiatives (or duties) to request and/or give feedback are
required to be taken, all of which require some thoughtful consideration and management
to keep channels of communication open and productive. More critically, and resulting
from ‘expert’ supervisory feedback and critique, are the incumbent decisions and actions
resulting from it—whether the student agrees with it, follows it, ignores it or even if the
feedback exposes that the supervisors have different views on a given matter. Either way,
decisions about progress still have to be made.

Resulting from formative, ongoing feedback during a doctoral programme are conse-
quences yet to be played out through the sharing of the ‘best advice’ at the examination
time [94], which is the final judgement of how good the work is. However, in mid-project
supervisory exchanges, it is important to appreciate that the judgements being made are a
two-way exchange and not just about the details or technical content in a draft chapter or
final thesis. The student is judging the supervisor on how well they give feedback as much
as the supervisor is judging the student on how well they receive it [95]. From the start, a
learning relationship is building, and feelings of acceptance, trust and approval are major
considerations for the supervisors to take account of when composing their feedback and
critique to the student ‘personally’, all offered through the lens of the student’s written
work [96,97]. While being honest about a student’s work, a supervisor should allow for
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space and time for the student to ‘grow into’ their research [98]. In most cases, a doctoral
student is their own harshest critic, so personal feelings of rejection are possible through
not being ‘on the right track’ in their thinking, which can become frustrating, if not demor-
alising for them, especially when they are trying to shape their ‘academic identity’ [99].
Consequently, it is important that supervisors are sympathetic to and supportive of their
student, who is showing their vulnerabilities as a learner [100], towards which there is a
professional duty of care expected from the supervisors [101–103].

iii. A question of doctoral examinations. The culmination of a doctoral programme
is signalled by anticipating and planning for the examination phase, which includes the
thesis, plus an oral defence of the thesis called the viva voce or ‘living voice’ [104]. Up to this
point, it is only the student and the supervisor(s) who have been largely accountable to each
other while conducting the research project. That is, they have been in a relatively protected
bubble of learning, exchanging perspectives and concerned mainly with practical research
matters. However, upon the examination time, the number of interests, expectations and
judgements being made increases from being between these two entities to between five
entities. As far as managing expectations is concerned, there are suddenly more variables
at play as the learning landscape moves from the practical conducting of research to the
academic examination of the research (as reported in the thesis) and the assessment of
the candidate as a doctoral researcher [105]. It is essential that the supervisors are clear
and knowledgeable of the examination process as a whole and of the regulations at their
institution to guide their student through this end of the doctoral experience. They also
have to be confident that the research product being put forward for examination is of a
doctoral standard [106]—given that the best possible outcomes are wished for or expected.
The breadth of new constraints or expectations around the examination time include
the following:

1. For the student to be ready, i.e., ‘prepared’, to defend their thesis to examiners, does
the student ‘really know their stuff’?

2. The supervisor(s) may also feel judged by the examiners for the quality of work they
have collectively presented for a doctoral award; reputations are on the line.

3. Then, there is the thesis itself, which is a body of work that obviously did not exist at
the start of the programme, but has now been created and has suddenly become the
means by which the examiners will make a first impression of the researcher (and the
supervisors) and the research project itself—‘is this thesis and candidate worthy of a
doctoral award in terms of its presentation, structure, methodological rigour, findings
etc¿(NB: Upon completion, the thesis, as a public document, becomes the first point
of reference for others as to what that student, supervisor and research activities were,
long after the programme has been completed.)

4. Then, there is the viva voce performance by the student to give an account of their ac-
tions as a researcher and respond to probing questions from the examining
team—the examiners may be thinking, ‘was the candidate nervous, unprepared
and stressed, or were they calm, collected and confident to think on their feet and
have an academic discussion about their research?’

5. Finally, there are the various examiners’ expectations of what counts as doctoral-level
work, and their assessments of the thesis as it is presented to them—do the student
and supervisor assume that all of the invited examiners are ‘on the same page’ in their
own research attitudes, experiences and perspectives about doctoral work?

In a viva voce in the UK, there are usually two examiners for the doctoral thesis, including
an internal examiner from the institution where the project is registered, and an external
examiner who is independent of the project but may be a specialist in a related area of study.
The potential examiners, when they are approached for the role, are required to declare
any conflicts of interest with the supervisors and the defending candidate [107]. In the case
for members of the academic staff whose research is registered at that institution, they will
have two external examiners and one internal examiner. The student must be prepared, i.e.,
coached, to engage with this unique event, called the viva voce, to explain their research to a
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panel of selected experts. The panel will usually convene in-person for the viva voce, but since
the COVID-19 pandemic, examinations are increasingly held online [108].

On the day of the viva voce, the number of staff present may also increase further to
include an Independent Chair, who is there to support the examiners and the student and
to ensure the examination is conducted in accordance with the institutional regulations.
It is also possible for the student to invite their Director of Studies (or PI) into the viva
voce as a silent observer, and additionally, if required, other personnel such as technicians,
interpreters or designated support workers, all approved through prior arrangements with
the university. The point is that a room for a viva voce in the UK, that is staged as a closed
or private examination, can sometimes feel quite crowded. The student should be primed
and counselled not to feel overwhelmed by the situation, but to feel supported for the best
possible outcomes from the examination [109].

In the lead up to the examination, the student will be able to attend training sessions at
their institution to prepare for the viva voce, and the supervisors and student have the option
of staging their own ‘mock viva’, or practice viva, to role play the possible discussions
and rehearse explaining various points of the research in an examination setting. Research
shows that mock vivas are generally helpful to doctoral students, but supervisors must be
aware not to mis-represent the examination process or establish expectations that transpire
to be misplaced [110]. For example, it is advised that supervisors resist the temptation of
predicting the outcomes of doctoral examinations before the actual viva voce has taken
place [111,112].

The possible outcomes of the examination should also be discussed with the student
and across the supervision team. The student needs to know the possibilities of assessment
that can be awarded from the examination process. They also need to know, in order to
manage their expectations, how long the examination phase can take and what stages it
comprises. In the UK (other countries and institutions may vary), the outcomes generally
range from passing with no corrections or modifications (no extra time required—the thesis
is good), to passing with minor modifications (up to 3 months to make good in the thesis),
to passing with major modifications (up to 6 months to make good in the thesis). In the
event of not passing on the day of the viva voce but still being allowed to make good with
more extensive modifications, the candidate can present their thesis up to 12 months later
for re-examination. This is the resubmission outcome, which can be provided with or
without another viva voce as the examiners decide. It is also possible for the examiners to
bypass the resubmission outcome and award an MPhil or another masters-level award as
they deem appropriate, or as the institution permits. It is also possible to fail the doctoral
examination outright.

Towards managing expectations around the examination phase of a doctoral pro-
gramme, there is a dynamic shift in whose expectations are to be met. Broadly speaking,
the spectre of ‘what the examiners may want’ will be featured in supervision meetings
when ideas for selecting and appointing examiners take place. This can be up to a year
part-time, or 6 months full-time, before the final thesis submission date. Then, there is the
moment of submitting the thesis, and effective judgements from that point forward are
firmly out of the supervisors’ hands. For the student and the supervisors, this is a period of
‘letting go’ of the work and preparing themselves for what may follow after the viva voce,
which usually takes places up to 2 or 3 months after submission. Something that students
and supervisors should prepare for is that the outcomes from the viva voce (minors, majors,
resubmissions, etc.) may or may not be what they were expecting. The dynamic shift is that
at this point, post viva voce, the examiners are ‘calling the shots’ by dictating their expecta-
tions in a list of modifications and corrections for the student under supervision to make
good in the thesis to be ready for re-assessment. In the process of making these corrections
for the examiners, the supervisors will once again have to manage the expectations of their
student in their collective endeavour to satisfy these new requirements. A challenge during
this episode of the examination phase is the ostensible shift in the ‘learning contract’, that
is, that the student has spent years working towards the expectations of their supervisors,
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and suddenly both the student and the supervisors are working towards the expectations
of the examiners. A question to consider is whether the student and supervisors actually
agree with the modifications and corrections being asked for. However, it should be borne
in mind that the examiners’ requirements at this stage are, to a large extent, non-negotiable.

One further aspect of managing expectations on the day of the student’s viva voce
defence is the important role of the Independent Chair (IC), mentioned above. The IC is, as
the name suggests, independent of the candidate, the supervisors and the examiners. An
IC will have the experience of conducting many doctoral examinations at their institution
to fulfil this quality assurance role [113]. They are not present at every viva voce; they
are usually appointed to support a new internal examiner, although there may be other
instances where ICs are present. They do not read the thesis and they do not have any
influence in determining the quality of research in the thesis. However, they can draw upon
their experiences to remind the examiners of the institutional expectations that inform their
decisions concerning outcome classifications and the extent of modifications they wish
to recommend. For an IC, a useful means of calibrating examiners’ expectations in their
moment of judgement is to remind them of Gerry Mullins’ and Margaret Kiley’s [114] take
on things, that ‘It’s a PhD, not a Nobel Prize’, which helps to bring sights back to the doctoral
learning endeavour they are judging. Another common point for an IC is to remind the
examiners that the examination is a two-part process whereby the thesis and the viva voce
performance should jointly inform their decisions about possible outcomes. That is, what
light the viva voce has shone on the understanding of the work that was not perhaps so
evident from reading the thesis alone. Modifications often stem from striving for clarity
on certain aspects that became clear during the viva voce. Whatever the outcome of the
examination phase of the doctoral programme, one thing is for sure—every viva voce is
different, and ‘nothing’s normal’. Therefore, managing the expectations of all parties will
improve the learning experience of the doctoral candidate and also improve the learning of
all colleagues involved in the doctoral study generally [115–117].

5. Conclusions

In this entry paper, we highlighted a range of possible and potential expectations
around doctoral supervision that relate to the management of learning through research. A
take-home message from our offering is to raise awareness of the variety of considerations,
judgements and expectations that is possible to have at different points within a doctoral
programme. If we return to our fictitious student, they might say, ‘I did not know that was
an expectation I was able to have’ on this matter or that. Equally, the same might be said for
the neophyte doctoral supervisor who may be relying on following the examples of ‘how to
supervise’ from other colleagues who, critically, may not have raised and discussed a range
of expectations in the same or similar manner as we have here. We hope to have equipped
the reader with some good reasons and best practice strategies to maximise learning and
increase the enjoyment obtained from the doctoral experience. We believe that the benefits
of managing expectations early, and throughout the doctoral programme, outweigh the
consequences of leaving these aspects of the ‘learning relationship’ entirely to chance.
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