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Outline for today 

• Introductions and agenda setting 

• Nature and purposes of dissertations /research projects 

in u/g and taught p/g programmes, disciplinary 

differences 

• Expectations: our own, our students, our courses 

• Roles and responsibilities 

• Timeline – challenges & priorities for each stage 

• How do we develop the knowledge, qualities and skills 

needed to be an effective supervisor? 

• Identifying key issues/ agenda for next week 

 

 



         
Small group discussion 1 

            Introductions and agenda setting  
 

Please introduce yourselves to your neighbours: 

 

 

 

 
 

 

• Followed by plenary discussion 

• Name 
• Subject area  
• Current supervisory role 

• What are your main 
priorities? 

• What do you hope to get 
out of these sessions? 



 

What is a dissertation/final year project? 
 

Quick round – what happens in your course? 

 
Usually: 

• Major culmination of programme of study 

• Requires students to build on learning from earlier levels 
of study, range of  activities 

• Carries 30-60 credits i.e. between 25%  and 50% of the 
final undergraduate year; 33% of Master’s degree 

• Assumes 300-600 hours of student time with minimal f2f 
tutorial time (typically 5-15 hours) 

 



         
Small group discussion 2 

     Good & bad experiences 
 

Thinking about your own experiences of supervision 
(at u/g and/or at p/g level) 

 

 

 
 

 

Followed by 
plenary discussion 

1. As a student:  What 
were the best and worst 
aspects? 

2. As a supervisor: what have 
you found the most positive and 
negative elements? 



Roles and responsibilities 
• Clarity of purpose may help students and supervisors 

negotiate their respective  roles and responsibilities – 
essential if they are to work effectively together BUT… 

“Individual supervisors can have very different perceptions of 
their roles and these perceptions are not necessarily shared with 
their students . . .   
“Students often have to guess their tutor’s assumptions as to 
how to proceed with the relationship. They seem to feel 
surprisingly powerless if problems arise” 
 (Thorley and Gregory, 1995, p93. See also: East et al., 2012; Strauss, 2012)  

 

See also HANDOUT 1 Student-supervisor relationship 



Types of project/dissertation 

 

 

 

Projects can vary widely in form: 
 

Open/Unstructured…………………Closed/Structured  

 

Student selects      Lecturer(s) selects 

 

Topic or Focus  

Problem or Question 

Methodology & methods 
 



Allocation and choice 

• Harland et al. (2005) talk about the ‘allocation’ and ‘choice’ models 

and suggest allocation may be an efficient way of using subject 

expertise  BUT  can result in the student carrying out the project the 

supervisors would do rather than their own 

 

 In the ‘choice’ model Todd et al (2004) argue that the production of a 

specific research question to form the basis of the dissertation is one 

of the most challenging aspects of dissertation study for 

undergraduates (and PGTs?) 

 

One theme to ponder is how the processes of studying and 

supervising differ depending on the type of project 

 



Types of project (continued) 

Ryder et al (1996) suggest that projects undertaken by science undergraduates vary on 
six important dimensions: 

 
• safe (i.e. likely to get data) ………………. ……speculative/risky 

 
• theoretically based …………………………………practically based 

 
• data collection ……………………………..….working with data already available 

 
• within an active research group………………….in relative isolation  

 
• fixed structure/goal ………………………..… ..flexible/adaptable/open  ended 

 
• teaching project ……………………………………….real research project 



         
Small group discussion 3 
 Educational purposes 

 
Please describe the purposes of the research project/ 
dissertation in your courses - in your own words: 

 

 

 
 

 

Followed by 
plenary discussion 

“ What’s the point of the 
research project or 
dissertation?” 

• How clear is this to students? 
• Do module handbooks  discuss 

“why” as well as “what”? 
• Are there disciplinary 

differences? 



Distinctive challenges 

• For many undergraduates this is their first experience of 
independent large-scale project work 

 

• Guidance may need to be ‘front-loaded’ to enable ‘research 
novices’ to get underway quickly and effectively (Rowley and Slack, 

2004)  

 

• Need to support students in a way that fosters autonomy but 
doesn’t throw them in at the deep-end (Todd, 2015) and achieve 
a balance between freedom and structure (Hughes, 2002) 

 

 



Level descriptors 

• Project module specs don’t always provide an explicit  
description of the knowledge and skills we 
hope/assume students bring to the project 
 

• Level descriptors can help BUT  
they  describe what we expect of  
students at the end of each level  
(see HANDOUT 2) 

 

• This leaves the supervisor with an ill-defined 
responsibility to support the student to reach the 
appropriate level (and limited time to do it in!)  

 

   

 



         
Small group discussion 4 

     Roles and responsibilities 
 

How would you describe the: 

 

 
 

 

 

In your own contexts, how clearly are these roles and 
responsibilities articulated?  

Please keep a note of responses 

Role and main responsibilities of the 
supervisor? 

Role and main responsibilities of 
the student? 



Key responsibilities 

Rowley and Slack (2004) suggest the key responsibilities of an undergraduate 
dissertation supervisor are to act as: 

 

• Provider of subject expertise, and ready access to the literature of the 
subject 

• Provider of access to research contexts (e.g. organizations) 

• Mentor, to support reflection on the process 

• Director or project management advisor to take the student through 
the steps in the process in a logical   order, and to a time scale 

• Advisor on research methodologies, both in relation to their selection, 
and appropriateness and in relation to specific design issues 

• Guide or teacher - assisting with access to the literature. 

• Editor - supporting structuring and writing of the dissertation.   

 



         
Small group discussion 5 

     Time constraints (!) 
 

In your course(s): 

 
 

 

 

How much supervision time in total 
are you allocated for each student?  

Roughly how much time is a supervisor 
expected to give to these tasks : 
• Tutorials?  
• Reading and feedback on draft work?  
• Assessing the dissertation?  
• Second marking and conferring with other 

assessors about the marks? 



         
Individual/Group activity 

Stages of the project 
 

HANDOUT 3 (individually) Based on experience &/or 
handbook, construct a timeline of the project process: 

• Key milestones, interim and final deadlines 

• Any prior or concurrent related support such as research 
preparation/methods modules, work in progress sessions  

• Your own supervisory tutorials (approx timings) 

Add in key priorities and common issues/problems for each 
stage, areas where you particularly need help.  

 

Discuss with others on your table:   

Is there a ‘typical’ timeline?  Any common issues? 

 

 

 



Stages of the project (continued) 

Whole group discussion of  

• Common problems and suggested solutions 

• Can we develop a ‘script’ or at least some 
appropriate prompt questions for each stage? 

• How do your stages relate to those on the handouts?  

• Anything you want to add? 
 

• Agenda for next week – writing development, 
effective feedback  + ??? 

 



Further resources 

• Slides and handouts are on the course area of 
studentcentral 

 

• My email p.ridley@brighton.ac.uk 

 

• Thank you – see you next week!  

 

mailto:p.ridley@brighton.ac.uk


‘Disengaged’ students 

Do we mean students who: 
• Don’t turn up to tutorials?  

– Is there a departmental policy/regulation? 

– Seek advice from module /course leader? 

– Email student (in a friendly unthreatening way!) to set out consequences of non-
attendance….. 

• Don’t do sufficient work between tutorials? 

– Allow time at the end of each tutorial to establish clear action points and/or get student 
to email you afterwards with their understanding of what has been agreed 

– Make space for them to freely discuss what the topic means to them, relationship to 
their other work and interests  - they may be ‘frozen’ by ideas about academic writing 

– + as above 

If nothing seems to work, record your actions/advice but then 
accept that in the end this is the student’s responsibility 


