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Introduction 

Effective supervision for doctoral studies is a complex and multifaceted process that 

encompasses the development of multiple skills at different levels. Traditionally, the 

primary objective of a doctorate was creating original knowledge and extending the 

subject of inquiry presented through high-quality scholarly research (Muller, 2009). In 

addition, doctoral studies were limited to ‘the development of epistemological and meth- 

odological expertise only’ (Fillery-Travis et al., 2017, p. 10) as an entry route into acade- 

mia. However, doctoral education is more complex and often viewed as a training ground 

for a diverse range of careers. It also involves acquiring sophisticated employability skills 

such as problem-solving, researching and writing and communication, which could be 

transferred to other work contexts, as well as personal transformation emanating from 

intellectual curiosity (Fillery-Travis et al., 2017). As a result of these multifaceted and 
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complex expectations and diversified roles for supervisors, researchers have criticised the 

traditional doctoral education as being too narrow to facilitate knowledge transfer 

towards the knowledge economy (Lee, 2018). 

This changing landscape has provided an impetus for supervisor development pro- 

grammes across the world (Lee, 2018) to empower supervisors with diversified skills. For 

example, Lee (2018) summarised that supervisors should provide (1) functional support 

for performativity (2) enculturation support to nurture a sense of direction and 

belonging to the research (3) emphasis on critical thinking for innovation, intellec- tual 

rigour and creation of transdisciplinary knowledge, (4) emancipation for personal 

transformation to develop a research identity and become autonomous and (5) related- 

ness for social and intellectual skills to become an agent of change by managing bound- 

aries and conflicts. These approaches are indicative of doctoral education, which is more 

closely a process rather than a product. This transformational process should be intense, 

rich and experiential, as well as encourage critical reflection and leave a lasting change in 

candidates (Pugh, 2011). 

Fillery-Travis et al. (2017) stated that despite a scarcity of investigations of such trans- 

formative learning experiences in doctoral education, the pedagogical links to supervi- 

sory practices reinstate that appropriate pedagogy  can  facilitate  transformative learning 

experiences ‘as an  intentional  or  unintentional  outcome  of  their  studies’ (p. 13). 

Therefore, the following question surfaces: How do doctoral supervisors create 

opportunities or learning environments for students to engage in meaningful experiences 

that extend beyond traditional learning outcomes? 

Doctoral students’ engagement with peer support groups has demonstrated that such 

learning environments can be created by students (Stracke & Kumar, 2014). However, 

students also reported that, on occasion, they prefer to engage with experienced aca- 

demics to achieve meaningful experiences. This study aimed to strengthen traditional 

supervision practices and overcome the disadvantages of peer support groups. By 

using the student–faculty partnership framework (Cook-Sather et al., 2014) and transfor- 

mative outcomes, this study investigates the experiences of doctoral students through a 

pedagogical approach that engages senior doctoral students to partner with their super- 

visors (faculty) to mentor junior students. 

The next section describes how transformative learning concepts and student–faculty 
partnerships offer a conceptual underpinning for this pedagogical approach to promote 

meaningful experiences for doctoral students. 

 

Supervision transformative learning – student–faculty partnership 

Doctoral supervision is a formal arrangement between the supervisor and supervisee in 

which the supervisor guides and supports the supervisee in undertaking research and 

accomplishing the thesis. This developmental relationship is often described by using the 

interchangeable terms mentoring and advising. Various scholars describe mentoring as 

‘personal, intimate, pastoral relations’ through shared interest and cooperation, and 

advising is limited to ‘questions concerning research tasks’ in structured and formal ways 

(Lindén et al., 2013, p. 640). 

The modern doctorate seeks a richer approach that leaves a lasting effect by going 

beyond the monograph and basic functions of the research supervisor and traditional 



 

learning outcomes. Pugh (2011) explicitly described such transformative experience as a 

learning episode, which is characterised by three elements: (a) motivated use, (b) expan- 

sion of perception and (c) experiential value. Motivated use is grounded by the principles 

of transfer learning and behavioural engagement. In addition, it explains how to apply 

understanding and knowledge in a new context to improve or seek solutions to problems 

that are of personal interest and value. Expansion of perception regards the cognitive 

dimension of transformative experience and indicates a conceptual change in which lear- 

ners view objects and issues through a new lens. Experiential value emphasises the 

emotional dimension of transformative learning, which occurs when students develop 

a deeper value for their learning that enriches their experiences. Transformation through 

identity construction and development is central to the doctoral  journey, which ranges 

from being a student to becoming a scholar and expert in the field (Baker & Lattuca, 

2010). The literature suggests that the degree of ease experienced in enacting new 

identities significantly determines the success of doctoral studies outcomes (Baker & Pifer, 

2011). Nevertheless, for such a transition to occur, developing a sense of self, through 

social interaction, is fundamental (Strawson, 1997). 

According to critical perspectives in education (Freire, 1996), for such a transforma- 

tive process to occur, educators should direct learners towards achieving more in-depth 

and critical consciousness of the world around them and being an agent of change. Scho- 

lars grounded in Foucault’s conception of governmentality have argued that traditional 

supervision practices exhibit ‘deeper paternalistic mechanisms’ through ‘institutionalised 

surveillance mechanisms’ (Lindén et al., 2013, p. 640). It has been argued that these tra- 

ditional practices leave candidates feeling ‘excluded from the secret garden of academia 

in their need for an accessible common language and understanding of the power 

dynamic and in the co-creation and exchange of knowledge transfer’ (Fillery-Travis 

et al., 2017, p. 16). A student–faculty partnership could potentially address this issue 

because it is a threshold concept that disrupts traditional hierarchies and power issues 

in higher education teaching and learning by inviting students to be co-creators of 

knowledge for transformative experiences (Cook-Sather, 2014). 

Cook-Sather et al. (2014) defined partnership as ‘a collaborative, reciprocal process 

through which all participants have the  opportunity to  contribute equally,  although not 

necessarily in the same ways, to curricular or pedagogical conceptualisation, decision 

making, implementation, investigation, or analysis’ (pp. 6–7). 

The literature has suggested that partnerships can manifest in a variety of ways with 

different objectives. For example, students could become co-researchers (Dunne & Zand- 

stra, 2011), pedagogical consultants (Cook-Sather, 2014; Kaur & Yong Bing, 2020), 

course designers (Kaur et al., 2019; Rock et al., 2015) and co-creators of assessments 

(Kaur et al., 2017) and collaborate for administrative purposes such as research, govern- 

ance, quality assurance, and community engagement (Luescher-Mamashela, 2013). 

This growing body of scholarship has reported several positive experiences and learn- 

ing gains for both students and faculty supervisors concerning enhanced engagement, 

self-efficacy beliefs, self-regulation, active participation, development of metacognitive 

awareness and improved academic outcomes and soft skills acquisition (Mercer-Map- 

stone et al., 2017). Most importantly, Cook-Sather and Luz (2015) stated that such col- 

laborations could create transformative experiences for both students and staff because 

they yield a stronger sense of identity, connectedness and increased understanding of 
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each other’s experience, as well as enhanced trust, respect and reciprocity among 

participants. 

However, these collaborations are not without their challenges; the effectiveness of 

this practice could be undermined by issues such as lacking institutional support in 

establishing such partnerships, negotiating power and voice in co-creation, ambiguity 

in supervisor and student roles and accessibility and inclusions (Bovill et al., 2016; 

Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Nevertheless, Cook-Sather (2014) identified that collab- 

orations are a messy and troublesome practice that can involve moments of resistance 

or disagreement among collaborators; however, once resolved, promise transformative 

learning experiences. Moreover, effective communication, assurance and the use of 

accessible language  can  help  overcome  challenges  relative  to  collaboration  (Marie 

et al., 2017). 

To this end, in this study, the researchers in the role of ‘faculty’, partnered with five 

senior doctoral students to supervise ten junior research students in collaboration, to 

provide doctoral students with a transformative learning opportunity. This approach 

relies on the assumption that supervision is an intricate craft formed by several tech- 

niques; therefore, it is thought that a mindfully designed pedagogy could facilitate mean- 

ingful learning experiences. It is relatively common to partner with students in research 

collaboration (Bovill & Felten, 2016; Werder et al., 2012); however, partnering with stu- 

dents in research supervision is a novel inquiry in student–faculty partnership literature. 

Therefore, this article aims to explore the following question from a faculty perspective: 

What are the opportunities and challenges of partnering with doctoral students in 

research supervision? 

 

The current approach 

Supervision literature is frequented by mentor–protégé studies that usually assume men- 

toring as a support ‘given by a more experienced person to a less experienced person’ 

(Robertson, 2017, p. 2). Additionally, ‘the conventional view of mentorship as a one- 

sided hierarchical relationship’ is heavily criticised and ‘instead, it is suggested that men- 

torship should be approached as a reciprocal learning relationship’ (Lindén et al., 2013, 

p. 641). Therefore, to nurture power-sharing relationships through dialogue, reflection, 

collective planning and action, such a reciprocal partnership was enacted for the trans- 

formational learning experiences of doctoral students (Matthews, 2017). The following 

approach was designed following guidelines from Cook-Sather et al. (2019) and Mat- 

thews (2018): 

 

(1) The idea was established. Initially, three faculty supervisors – one an expert in doc- 

toral supervision and the others significantly experienced in student–faculty partner- 

ships – discussed the possibility of integrating doctoral supervision with students as 

partners. We envisioned the collaboration and strategised the initial steps. The over- 

arching aim for establishing this collaboration was to provide doctoral students with 

rich, meaningful and transformative experiences. 

(2) Student partners were selected and invited. A question of who would participate has 

previously involved consideration in regard to equity, access and inclusion in this 

practice (Bryson et al., 2016). All senior doctoral students under our supervision 



 

were personally contacted with a brief introduction to this collaboration and invited 

to participate in mitigating this limitation. 

(3) Partnerships were framed. This step is central to establishing effective partnerships. 

Cook-Sather et al. (2019) emphasised that affirmation is an effective way to frame the 

partnerships and its enactment throughout the collaborations. Student partners were 

informed that each partner possesses knowledge and skills (expertise) and that their 

insight as a student is valuable. This study’s underpinning values and boundaries 

were also discussed, as were the motivation and learning opportunities surrounding 

this study. At this, we also shared a broad outline of our proposal, conducted short 

training on mentoring, and sought student partners’ advice to enhance the outcome 

of this collaboration. 

(4) Roles were enacted. Each student partner was assigned at least two junior students 

for personalised mentoring and support; however, other group activities (e.g., work- 

shops and colloquiums) were conducted collectively. A conscious effort was made to 

create collegial rapport between the student partners and junior students through 

open dialogue, assurance and affirmation. It was agreed that all supervision activities 

would be completed collectively, including brainstorming or refining the inquiry 

topic, performing the literature review and critique, making methodological 

decisions, reading and critiquing the chapters, attending monthly colloquiums and 

conducting workshops. A tentative timetable for group activities was prepared. 

Ethical concerns, transparency, trust and respect were established between all 

members through verbal commitments and open communication channels. Fre- 

quently used communication methods were online video calls, face-to-face meetings 

and emails. 

(5) Discussion and reflection were performed. A regular exchange of dialogue between 

faculty supervisors and their student partners was established in the form of sharing 

information and seeking solutions and clarifications of each other’s stance regarding 

junior students’ work. 

 

 
Methodology 

This study utilised a qualitative exploratory research design to investigate participants’ 

experiences of a student–faculty partnership in jointly supervising research students. This 

research design is flexible and allows more profound insights into novel and complex 

issues (Creswell, 2012) instead of providing conclusive evidence of a phenomenon. 

 

Participants 

Three faculty supervisors, five senior doctoral students and 10 junior research students 

from two universities in Malaysia and another in New Zealand participated in this ethics-

board approved study. All participants were from the social sciences discipline. 

Purposive sampling was employed to recruit student partners. A personal invitation to 

participate was sent by the faculty to their doctoral students who were in advanced stages 

of their study. An open invitation with collaboration details was sent out to the master 
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dissertation and new doctoral students. Out of 10 junior students’ who volunteered to 

participate, four were enrolled in the master’s program and six in the doctoral program. 

 
 

Data collection 

The supervision partnership lasted for more than a year. Despite having a fixed schedule 

for activities, the three faculty and their partners functioned at individual levels following 

the collectively agreed guidelines. 

The data sources included reflective journals written by the student partners immedi- 

ately after each meeting and in depth-interviews with the student partners within a week 

of the meeting being conducted. Student partners were encouraged to write reflective 

journals focused on questions such as – what happened, what were you feeling and think- 

ing, what was good or bad about the experience, what could you make out of it, what else 

could you have done, what would you do next (Gibbs, 1988). 

We conducted one in-depth face-to-face interview with each student partner for 60– 

90 min. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

 
 

Data analysis 

The three researchers individually analysed 10 reflective journals and five interview tran- 

scripts from student partners and coded the data using ATLAS.ti version 8. The data was 

analysed inductively using thematic analysis techniques (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first 

round generated 130 open codes altogether for a variety of experiences. The researchers 

later came together to compare those codes and through discussions reduced those codes 

into the final 25 categories. Those categories were then further refined and assigned in 

two major categories – opportunities and challenges. In all, there were three themes 

under opportunities and two under challenges. Data from the two different sources 

helped us triangulate the findings to establish trustworthiness (Creswell, 2012). 

 

Findings 

Our findings provide insights into the opportunities and challenges of partnership with 

students for research supervision. 

 
 

Opportunities 

Role and identity construction 

Significant experiences shared by the student partners indicated a sense of transform- 

ation into self-perception in terms of ‘who am I?’ and ‘what I can do?’ The student part- 

ners began to identify as researchers rather than merely research students – they could 

efficiently function outside their set roles, make valuable contributions and be effective 

and agentic. The student partners perceived that this collaboration was an opportunity 

to cross boundaries into roles usually associated with doctoral students; for example, one 

student said: 



 

 

In the doctoral journey, there is rarely any occasion to review or provide feedback on 

someone else’s research work that is outside our discipline. This collaboration allowed us 
to contribute beyond our discipline knowledge through our perspectives and our experience 
of being students. 

The student partners’ transformed sense of self was attributed to their new roles and 

associated emotions. In their new role, students were able to reaffirm their identity as 

capable researchers with a broad set of skills. For example, one student said ‘I felt valued 

and respected to work collaboratively and co-supervise. My voice as a doctoral student 

had value and meaning’. Further, another student said ‘I do engage in online forums on 

discussions and advice but in this collaboration, when I saw master’s students building 

their work successfully on some of my fundamental suggestions, I felt extremely 

competent as a researcher’. 

Students also discussed their experience of ‘otherness’ during the collaboration, which 

was said to expand their perspective from a student to that of a researcher (i.e., they pro- 

gressed from not knowing the answers to being in a better position to find answers). For 

example, a student said 

during the colloquium, we got to hear junior research students  and  their  dilemmas related 

to their research inquiry  and  we  also  heard  our  supervisor  showing  them  a way to 

solve those problems. I found myself in-between and could identify with both ends in 

that situation. 

Overall, student partners gained an empowered identity in that they no longer con- 

sidered themselves receivers of knowledge but rather as creators of knowledge. 

 
 

Co-construction of research knowledge 

Among the several constructive outcomes of student–faculty partnership, student part- 

ners’ expressions regarding how they constructed knowledge were the most powerful. 

The data suggested a two-way dialogue. It was both agreed and disagreed by both faculty 

and student partners’ that this partnership offered a collaborative construction of 

research knowledge. 

A regular feature of doctoral research is the co-creation of knowledge. However, the 

notion of expert and novice in this arrangement further aggravated the traditional power 

hierarchies between student and faculty and limited opportunities for open, informal and 

bidirectional dialogues. Participants believed that this collaboration granted individuals 

the ability to operate beyond the confines of their predefined roles and enabled individ- 

uals the opportunity to relate to each other through new means and interact to discuss 

various issues. For example, one student said that ‘normally, we seek appointments to 

discuss things with our supervisors; those meetings are tight, structured and scheduled. 

There is hardly any room for discussion on any topic outside of our research topic’. The 

students valued the reciprocal nature of interactions that occurred during the collabor- 

ation. For example, another student said: 

This arrangement was open and informal and we felt competent as well as free to share our 

opinion on critical aspects of research. We had an open platform to offer our advice to 
novice students while we heard supervisors give their share of advice on the same issues. 
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Further, another student said, ‘We tend to reserve our opinions while working on our 

thesis and hear more from our supervisors … on the contrary, during this collaboration, 

everyone involved in supervision was involved and their voices were heard’. 

Students significantly valued the discussion that provoked agreements and disagree- 

ments between the student partners and faculty supervisors. A student recalled: 

Our discussion on determining sample sizes for one student’s study got us involved in a long 

discussion to decide which formula is better. I was convinced of my stand and did my best to 

explain to my supervisor and other students by providing relevant evidence. 

Another student informed that ‘when I had finished commenting on the draft of chapter 

one, the supervisor removed some of the requirements that I thought were important to 

address. Those contradictions made me uncomfortable until we discussed, and they were 

resolved’. 

Conversely, students’ competence was reinforced when they realised that their sugges- 

tions were valuable and in sync with their supervisors’ perspectives. For example, ‘It’s a 

great feeling when you know you have given valuable advice or have said something that 

didn’t occur to others’. Those moments proved to be affirmative and promoted active 

participation. One student said, ‘At one point in time I had the confidence of an 

expert and I thought I could make a greater impact’. It is understood that students felt 

uncomfortable with disagreements, which promoted them to read and research before 

expanding or revising their perspectives. In contrast, agreements led to strengthened 

opinions and self-beliefs. 

 

 
Enactive and vicarious learning 

Students also reported vicarious learning, which occurs by observing others perform a 

task, and enactive learning, which refers to learning by doing (Bandura, 1986). Students 

reported acquiring soft skills by observing their supervisors during these collaborations, 

including communicating, using language appropriately, developing a critical eye and 

thinking differently. Interestingly, one student termed this the development of ‘supervi- 

sion literacy’: 

I have been working with my supervisor for more than three years now, I know her style of 

giving feedback, I clearly understand the component she looks for and I also understand her 

standards to judge those components, so I have sort of developed a sense what a good work 

look like in research thesis. 

Another student expressed, ‘My supervisor’s feedback on my draft had always made me 

wonder why did I not think about those questions or when will I be able to think like 

that?’. Further, the same student reported that ‘while we collectively read other students’ 

work and discussed what was missing in it or how can it be improved, it helped me 

understand how to walk through the drafts and look for critical points and make sense’. 

Most students explicitly stated that the co-supervising experience taught them how to 

think and communicate clearly. One student shared her experience of colloquiums, 

‘While you are listening or reading someone’s research, sometimes meaningless ideas 

tend to irritate you. But, by observing our supervisor talk to junior students, I learned 

how to articulate my perspective regarding master’s students’ work without being 



 

mean’. Another student said that ‘working along with my supervisor has benefitted me to 

expand my language for supervision. I have become careful in the choice of my words for 

feedback as I know they can affect their performance and motivation immensely’. 

Further, there was sufficient evidence of enactive learning. For example, a student said, 

‘I have a better understanding of many components of research such as effective aca- 

demic writing, topic strings, how to make my writing more readable, how to read not just 

like a writer but also like a reader’. Another student said, ‘To teach what one has learned 

is a powerful way to reinforce  your own  learning by articulating it to others and seeing 

how others value it and use it’. 

 

Challenges 

Despite the valuable opportunities that this collaboration offered, it was not without chal- 

lenges. Two significant challenges that emerged from the analysis were lack of structure 

and power and trust issues. 

 

Lack of structure 

Students emphasised the need for more structure and ‘officialness’. They noted that they 

would have benefitted from a short and formal induction session in regard to adopting 

new roles with clear guidelines. For example, a student said, ‘I think without a clear struc- 

ture and training, it would be difficult to execute this without issues or challenges. Thus, 

training and evaluation need to be provided for such a practice to eventuate’. 

The student partners’ concerns regarding the lack of structure were also related to 

issues that might prevent their motivation for participating in such collaborations. 

One student suggested that ‘as long as it is in a good structure with specific objectives 

like mentoring in cohesion, mentoring in writing research questions and mentoring in 

a conference presentation, it would generate interest’. Students also noted that official 

recognition or reward was crucial for sustained participation. For example, a student said, 

‘Also, without providing or showing the social value, work-related value and some 

form of formal recognition value, it would be hard to get sustained participation’. 

 

Power and credibility issues 

The challenges in regard to a lack of structure also contributed to power- and trust- 

related challenges. Students highlighted the importance of formal recognition for these 

roles so that they could enact the responsibilities in an efficient and assuring way. For 

example, a student said, ‘You don’t really have an official role established in the depart- 

ment. Because of this lack of “officialness”, it is sometimes difficult to enact your role and 

break through the power structure to support the mentee’. 

Further, students highlighted the issue of establishing their credibility so that junior 

students would seriously consider their advice. For example, a student said: 

The potential drawback of this practice could be the issue of confidence. As a junior, I would 

rather get the information from my supervisor and not the senior student but on the other 

hand, if the senior student has proven experience record in terms of publications or confer- 

ence presentations, I might trust him. 
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Students shared their hesitation for being an ‘impostor’ in their role through making 

embarrassing errors that could damage junior students’ work. For example, a student 

noted that ‘you are on the same journey and there is the fear of being an impostor or 

perhaps contradicting for target mentee’s supervisor’s advice. Because of all this, one 

could hesitate when and what one should share’. Similarly, another student stated: 

The potential drawback, in my opinion, would be someone delivering a piece of invalid 

information just for the sake of answering a question … Moreover, personal judgement might 

affect someone else’s potential of doing work differently. So, the senior might affect junior 

students’ creativity considering it not very likable [likely], which might not be true. 

Further, student partners also feared to exceed the limits or be perceived as threatening 

or interfering with junior students. For example: 

I had to be very careful and make sure that I suggest and don’t force people to agree to every- 

thing. I gave them options to choose. It is up to them to take the advice or not. After all, we 

are dealing with adults. I need to show respect. 

 
 

Discussion 

The three themes regarding opportunities – role and identity construction, co-construc- 

tion of research knowledge and enactive and vicarious learning – and the two themes 

regarding challenges – lack of structure and power and credibility issues – provide 

useful insights in regard to considering the student–faculty partnership approach for 

doctoral education. The first theme – the role and identity construction of doctoral stu- 

dents – is a critical developmental outcome of doctoral education. Similarly, Green 

(2009) stated, ‘Doctoral pedagogy is as much about the production of identity, then, as 

it is the production of knowledge’ (p. 162). Mishler (1999) stated that the development 

of a researcher’s identity is heavily dependent on the context in which it is constructed. 

Accordingly, it is ‘defined and expressed through the ways we position ourselves vis-à-vis 

others along the several dimensions that constitute our networks and relationships’ 

(Mishler, 1999, p. 16). Therefore, in regard to supervising junior students, a student– 

faculty partnership is a structured approach to mindfully foster identity by exposing stu- 

dents to complex and rich experiences of the research process through expert guidance. 

A shift in doctoral students’ identity and ability beliefs were both intellectual as well as 

emotional; it redefined the conceptualisation of the self, personal capacities and pos- 

itions. These findings regarding identity and role resonate with the reported benefits 

of such partnerships in the literature. For example, after engaging in partnership, stu- 

dents have reconceptualised themselves (Cook-Sather & Luz, 2015) and have experienced 

a transformed sense of self and self-awareness (Cook-Sather, 2014). 

The second theme – co-construction of research knowledge – highlighted the oppor- 

tunity of co-constructing research knowledge throughout this collaboration in various 

ways. Given the role expectations in doctoral supervision, both supervisor and supervisee 

function from two different platforms (i.e., expert and novice), which elevates power dis- 

tances and hampers student agency. Pyhältö and Keskinen (2012) surveyed 669 doctoral 

students in a Finnish university and reported that 70% perceived themselves as passive 

objects in their scholarly community and lacked relational agency. Student–faculty part- 

nership in supervising junior students is one approach to instil agency among senior 



 

doctoral students, through inviting them to co-construct knowledge collaboratively. The 

value of co-construction of knowledge is prominently recognised in the literature regard- 

ing student–faculty partnerships. 

The student–faculty partnership is built on the assumption that students bring their 

own perspectives and world views through their position as a student. While these stu- 

dents ‘speak and act alongside credentialed educators as critics and creators of edu- 

cational practice’ (Cook-Sather, 2018, p. 17), they undergo deep reflective thinking 

and develop new methods of knowing. In the current study, doctoral students used their 

own experiences as a lens for investigating issues and faculty supervisors  used their 

subject and supervision expertise, which assisted both in construing rich and mean- ingful 

research knowledge. Additionally, this approach provided an opportunity for close and 

meaningful interactions between faculty supervisors and their student partners, which is 

considered important factors in facilitating students’ development and engage- ment in 

education, including doctoral education (Kumar & Kaur, 2019). 

During the collaboration, students reported situations in which their assumptions and 

knowledge were challenged or disagreements occurred. Such instances are common in 

partnership literature (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017) and are known to be productive. 

Abbot and Cook-Sather (2020) stated that through resolving disagreements, students and 

faculty supervisors gain a clearer understanding of the issue from another perspec- tive. 

Further, compromise in response to solving disagreements often leads to a revised and 

improved understanding of the subject (Abbot & Cook-Sather, 2020). Studies in learning 

sciences also highlights the value of complexity, conflict, disagreement and chal- lenge in 

learning environments because they promote curiosity and use of learning tech- niques 

(Baranes et al., 2014). 

The third theme – enactive and vicarious learning – highlights the value of modelling 

and experiential learning for deep and meaningful learning experiences. A common 

outcome of doctoral education is learning from experienced supervisors (Guerin & 

Green, 2015). However, when students adopt a colleague role and work closely with 

supervisors, they not only acquire essential soft skills but also develop a more critical per- 

spective and expand their world view by discerning and analysing their supervisors’ ped- 

agogical intentions (Cook-Sather, 2014). According to the findings, the abovementioned 

encounters resulted in an increased understanding of quality research procedures and 

outcomes. A student partner developing ‘supervision literacy’ is highly meaningful and 

can be interpreted alongside the concept of students’ assessment literacy, which is gained 

through student–faculty collaboration. 

The studies have reported that students’ engagement in creating rubrics, marking 

others’ work and participating in making complex judgements in collaboration with 

experienced faculty enhances their understanding of quality, completeness and accuracy 

of their work (Kaur et al., 2017). Overall, when students adopt the new role of partner in 

supervising junior students and the new role of supervisor, they master their learning by 

continuously assessing and reflecting on their progress. 

In regard to the challenges reported by student partners, previous literature has dis- 

cussed issues of official recognition or institutionalising student–faculty partnerships. 

Bovill et al. (2016) shared examples of co-creation in diverse institutional contexts and 

a variety of challenges associated with various contexts. It is recognised that the role of 

institutional support in funding and the provision of other forms of structural support 
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can facilitate in establishing successful partnerships. Additionally, ‘how-to’ guides and 

guiding principles for creating such partnerships can be valuable (Cook-Sather et al., 

2019; Matthews, 2018). 

The second theme – power and credibility issues – is also common in regular partner- 

ships (Cook-Sather & Luz, 2015). The student–faculty partnership had yet another level 

of collaboration (not necessarily partnership) – the relationship between senior students 

and junior students. Therefore, it is not surprising that power and trust issues occurred in 

this collaboration. Supervisors have a crucial role to play in designing such collaborations 

and managing relationships between senior students and junior students. It is important 

to establish a rapport and inspire mutual trust and greater openness not only among 

themselves but also between senior and junior students. 

 
Conclusion 

The supervision approaches for a modern doctorate – functionality, enculturation, criti- 

cal thinking, emancipation and relationship (Lee, 2018) – demonstrate potential in deli- 

vering transformative learning experiences for doctoral students through pedagogical 

intervention. Pedagogical interventions do not need to be provided by supervisors but 

could be propagated to include students with the notion of co-constructing learning. The 

current study’s outcomes were measured by analysing student partners’ experiences of 

opportunities and challenges regarding the student–faculty supervision of junior research 

students. The results indicated that this collaboration enabled student partners to forge 

an identity while navigating a new role; it provided an opportunity to co-con- struct 

research knowledge through stimulating methods. According to the student part- ners, 

this collaboration also presented an opportunity for enactive and vicarious learning while 

shadowing the supervisors. Nonetheless, the challenges of this approach included a lack of 

structure and power and credibility issues. 

The study indicated that student–faculty partnerships are equally significant and valu- 

able for doctoral supervision practices as for other higher education areas (Mercer-Map- 

stone et al., 2017). It provides insights that pedagogical practices in doctoral education 

could potentially create opportunities or learning environments for doctoral students 

to engage in meaningful experiences that extend beyond traditional learning outcomes. 

In addition, supervisors could delegate tasks to provide students with rich research 

experiences and equip them with skills beyond the familiar supervisory realms, which 

would facilitate developing new attitudes and values. Therefore, the findings are indica- 

tive of transformational learning experiences among student partners (Pugh, 2011). Simi- 

larly, Clark (1993) stated that ‘transformative learning shapes people. They are different 

afterward, in ways both they and others can recognise’ (p. 47). 

Another significant outcome was the development of a trusting relationship between 

the doctoral student and supervisor, which enabled democratic and dialogic supervision. 

The student–faculty relationship plays a crucial role in successful outcomes of doctoral 

education, in which the quality of this relationship can either mitigate or exacerbate 

the challenges of the doctoral journey (Shadforth & Harvey, 2004). A recent study by 

Taylor et al. (2018) reported that desirable qualities of modern doctorate advisors 

included honest dialogue, being a critical friend and trust. Taylor et al.’s (2018) study also 

highlighted the provision of environment and conditions that facilitate growth in 



 

both academic and professional journeys. We propose that offering student–faculty part- 

nership opportunities will assist supervisors in enacting the abovementioned qualities. 

Despite valuable findings, the study has its limitations. Student–faculty partnerships 

are mutually beneficial and report learning gains both for faculty and students alike. 

However, this study limits its reporting to doctoral students gains only. A study reporting 

supervisors’ gain would further contribute insights for enhancing doctoral practices. 

Nevertheless, the current study adds meaningful insights to pedagogical approaches in 

doctoral education. It reinstates that mindfully designed pedagogical approaches like 

partnership between supervisor and supervisee would not only foster deeper engagement 

and motivation for their respective roles but will be transformative for doctoral students. 

 
Disclosure statement 

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s). 

 
ORCID 

Amrita Kaur http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6242-5483 

Vijay Kumar http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4016-0178 

Mohammad Noman  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8900-4993 
 

References 

Abbot, S., & Cook-Sather, A. (2020). The productive potential of pedagogical disagreements in 

classroom-focused student-staff partnerships. Higher Education Research & Development, 39 
(7), 1–14. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1735315 

Baker, V. L., & Lattuca, L. R. (2010). Developmental networks and learning: Toward an inter-dis- 
ciplinary perspective on identity development during doctoral study. Studies in Higher Education, 

35(7), 807–827. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070903501887 

Baker, V. L., & Pifer, M. J. (2011). The role of relationships in the transition from doctoral student 

to independent scholar. Studies in Continuing Education, 33(1), 5–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
0158037X.2010.515569 

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory. Prentice 
Hall. 

Baranes, A. F., Oudeyer, P. Y., & Gottlieb, J. (2014). The effects of task difficulty, novelty and the 
size of the search space on intrinsically motivated exploration. Frontiers in Neuroscience, 8(317), 

1–9. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2014.00317. 
Bovill, C., Cook-Sather, A., Felten, P., Millard, L., & Moore-Cherry, N. (2016). Addressing poten- 

tial challenges in co-creating learning and teaching: Overcoming resistance, navigating insti- tutional 

norms and ensuring inclusivity in student–staff partnerships. Higher Education, 71 (2), 195–

208. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9896-4 

Bovill, C., & Felten, P. (2016). Cultivating student–staff partnerships through research and prac- 

tice. International Journal for Academic Development, 21(1), 1–3. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
1360144X.2016.1124965 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 
Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Bryson, C., Furlonger, R., & Rinaldo-Langridge, F. (2016). A critical consideration of, and research 

agenda for, the approach of ‘students as partners’. Proceedings of 40th International conference 
on Improving University teaching, faculty of law, University of Ljubljana, Ljubljana, Slovenia, July 

15–17, 2015. http://www.iutconference.com/2016/01/a-critical-consideration-of-and- 
researchagenda-for-the-approach-of-students-as-partners/ 

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6242-5483
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4016-0178
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8900-4993
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1735315
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070903501887
https://doi.org/10.1080/0158037X.2010.515569
https://doi.org/10.1080/0158037X.2010.515569
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2014.00317
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9896-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2016.1124965
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2016.1124965
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://www.iutconference.com/2016/01/a-critical-consideration-of-and-researchagenda-for-the-approach-of-students-as-partners/
http://www.iutconference.com/2016/01/a-critical-consideration-of-and-researchagenda-for-the-approach-of-students-as-partners/


14 
 

 

Clark, M. C. (1993). Transformational learning. In S. Merriam (Ed.), An update on adult learning 
theory: New directions in adult and continuing education. Jossey-Bass. https://doi.org/10.1002/ 
ace.36719935707 

Cook-Sather, A. (2014). Student–faculty partnership in explorations of pedagogical practice: A 
threshold concept in academic development. International Journal for Academic Development, 
19(3), 186–198. https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2013.805694 

Cook-Sather, A. (2018). Tracing the evolution of student voice in educational research. In R. Bourke, 
& J. Loveridge (Eds.), Radical collegiality through student voice: Educational experience, policy and 
practice (pp. 2–17). Springer Singapore. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-1858-0_2 

Cook-Sather, A., Bahti, M., & Ntem, A. (2019). Pedagogical partnerships: A how-to guide for faculty, 
students, and academic developers in higher education. Elon University Centre for Engaged 
Learning. https://doi.org/10.36284/celelon.oa1 

Cook-Sather, A., Bovill, C., & Felten, P. (2014). Engaging students as partners in learning and teach- 
ing: A guide for faculty. Jossey-Bass. 

Cook-Sather, A., & Luz, A. (2015). Greater engagement in and responsibility for learning: What 

happens when students cross the threshold of student–faculty partnership. Higher Education 
Research & Development, 34(6), 1097–1109. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2014.911263 

Creswell, J. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting and evaluating quantitative and 
qualitative research. Pearson. 

Dunne, E., & Zandstra, R. (2011). Students as change agents: New ways of engaging with learning 
and teaching in higher education. ESCalate. 

Fillery-Travis, A., Maguire, K., Pizzolatti, N., Robinson, L., Lowley, A., Stel, N., … Vitale, T. (2017). 

Insights from practice: A handbook for supervisors of modern doctorate candidates.http://super- 
profdoc.eu/?page_id=71. 

Freire, P. (1996). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Penguin Books, (M. B. Ramos), https://doi.org/10. 
1007/978-1-349-25349-4_25 

Gibbs, G. (1988). Learning by doing: A guide to teaching and learning methods. Further Educational 
Unit. 

Green, B. (2009). Changing perspectives, changing practices: Doctoral education in transition. In 

D. Boud, & A. Lee (Eds.), Changing practices of doctoral education (pp. 239–248). Routledge. 

Guerin, C. (2015).  ‘They’re the bosses’: feedback in team supervision. Journal of Further and 
Higher Education, 39(3), 320–335. 

Kaur, A., Awang-Hashim, R., & Kaur, M. (2019). Students’ experiences of co-creating classroom 
instruction with faculty- A case study in eastern context. Teaching in Higher Education, 24(4), 

461–477. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1487930 

Kaur, A., Noman, M., & Nordin, H. (2017). Inclusive assessment for linguistically diverse learners 

in higher education. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 42(5), 756–771. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/02602938.2016.1187250 

Kaur, A., & Yong Bing, T. (2020). Untangling the power dynamics in forging student-faculty collab- 
oration. In A. Cook-Sather & C. Wilson (Eds.), Building courage, confidence, and capacity in 
learning and teaching through student-faculty partnership (pp. 61–70). Lexington Books. 

Kumar, V., & Kaur, A. (2019). Supervisory practices for intrinsic motivation of doctoral students: 

A self-determination theory perspective. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 14, 581–595. 
https://doi.org/10.28945/4415 

Lee, A. (2018). How can we develop supervisors for the modern doctorate? Studies in Higher 
Education, 43(5), 878–890. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1438116 

Lindén, J., Ohlin, M., & Brodin, E. (2013). Mentorship, supervision and learning experience in PhD 

education. Studies in Higher Education, 38(5), 639–662. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
03075079.2011.596526 

Luescher-Mamashela, T. M. (2013). Student representation in university decision making: Good 

reasons, a new lens? Studies in Higher Education, 38(10), 1442–1456. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
03075079.2011.625496 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.36719935707
https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.36719935707
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2013.805694
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-1858-0_2
https://doi.org/10.36284/celelon.oa1
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2014.911263
http://super-/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-25349-4_25
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-25349-4_25
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1487930
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2016.1187250
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2016.1187250
https://doi.org/10.28945/4415
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1438116
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.596526
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.596526
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.625496
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.625496


 

Marie, J., MacKenzie, S., Rowett, S., & Wright, M. (2017). Staff perceptions of ‘hard to reach’. Journal 
of Educational Innovation, Partnership and Change, 3(1). https://doi.org/10.21100/ 
jeipc.v3i1.586. 

Matthews, K. (2017). Five propositions for genuine students as partners practice. International 
Journal for Students as Partners, 1(2), 1–9. https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v1i2.3315. 

Matthews, K. (2018). Engaging students as participants and partners: An argument for partnership with 
students in higher education research on student success. International Journal of Chinese 
Education, 7(1), 42–64. https://doi.org/10.1163/22125868-12340089 

Mercer-Mapstone, L., Dvorakova, S. L., Matthews, K. E., Abbot, S., Cheng, B., Felten, P., Knorr, K., 
Marquis, E., Shammas, R., & Swaim, K. (2017). A systematic literature review of students as partners 

in higher education. International Journal for Students as Partners, 1(1), 1–23. 
https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v1i1.3119 

Mishler, E. G. (1999). Storylines: Craft artists’ narratives of identity. Harvard University Press. 

Muller, J. (2009). Forms of knowledge and curriculum coherence. Journal of Education and Work, 

22(3), 205–226. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080902957905 
Pugh, K. J. (2011). Transformative experience: An integrative construct in the spirit of Deweyan 

pragmatism. Educational Psychologist, 46(2), 107–121. https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2011. 

558817 

Pyhältö, K., & Keskinen, J. (2012). Doctoral students’ sense of relational agency in their scholarly 

communities. International Journal of Higher Education, 1(2), 136–149. https://doi.org/10.5430/ 
ijhe.v1n2p136 

Robertson, M. (2017). Aspects of mentorship in team supervision of doctoral students in Australia. 

The Australian Educational Researcher, 44(5), 409–424. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-017- 
0241-z 

Rock, R., Foster, E., & Lamb, S. (2015). Putting students at the heart of the curriculum change 
process. Higher Education Academy. 

Shadforth, T., & Harvey, B. (2004). The undergraduate dissertation: Subject-centred or student- 

centred? Electronic Journal of Business Research Methods, 2(2), 145–152. 
Stracke, E., & Kumar, V. (2014). Realising graduate attributes in the research degree: The role of 

peer support groups. Teaching in Higher Education, 19(6), 616–629. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
13562517.2014.901955 

Strawson, G. (1997). The self. Journal of Consciousness Studies, 5(5/6), 405–428. https://psycnet.a- 
pa.org/record/1998-00856-001. 

Taylor, R. T., Vitale, T., Tapoler, C., & Whaley, K. (2018). Desirable qualities of modern doctorate 
advisors in the USA: A view through the lenses of candidates, graduates, and academic advisors. 

Studies in Higher Education, 43(5), 854–866. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1438104 

Werder, C., Thibou, S., & Kaufer, B. (2012). Students as co-inquirers: A requisite theory in edu- 

cational development. Journal of Faculty Development, 26(3), 34–38. 

View publication statsView publication stats

https://doi.org/10.21100/jeipc.v3i1.586
https://doi.org/10.21100/jeipc.v3i1.586
https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v1i2.3315
https://doi.org/10.1163/22125868-12340089
https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v1i1.3119
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080902957905
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2011.558817
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2011.558817
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v1n2p136
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v1n2p136
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-017-0241-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-017-0241-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.901955
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.901955
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1438104
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/349426855



