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ABSTRACT 

The paper presents an overview of the Ph.D process. This includes a review of the role and 

responsibilities of both the Ph.D. supervisor and researcher. The supervisor should be a 

guide, ‘critical friend,’ advisor and source of encouragement and knowledge to the 

researcher. Often flexibility and patience are helpful personal attributes. The attributes of the 

Ph.D. researcher should include interest in their chosen topic, commitment and dedication. 

The important roles of participating in an active research community, proof-reading of draft 

thesis text and a ‘mock viva’ are discussed.    
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INTRODUCTION 

I would like to share some perspectives relating to my experience of supervising Ph.D. 

students. This is based on being on the supervisory team of 30 completed Ph.D. theses, 

supervisor to 13 Post-Doctoral Researchers and having been examiner for 34 Ph.D. theses. I 

do not claim to have all the answers, but there are some experiences which some readers may 

find helpful. Certainly, it is an extremely rewarding process, seeing a researcher mature, 

usually from a rather uncertain postgraduate to a Ph.D. graduate. However, the process is full 

of challenges, difficulties and obstacles. At the same time, it can be highly enjoyable, 

informative and contributes to the learning and development of all concerned (Plate 1).  

 

 

ROLE AS A Ph.D. SUPERVISOR 

 

“Learn extensively, expound in detail and explain the cardinal principles briefly on the basis 

of mastery of knowledge” (The Chinese Sage Mencius (Meng Tzu), 372-289 BC). 

 

The Researcher 

To succeed, the research student needs certain characteristics. These include the intellectual 

capacity to complete the Ph.D. programme and a genuine interest and commitment to their 

research topic. The researcher must be a genuine seeker of scientific truth. There are some 

common misconceptions. Many researchers start with the belief they must revolutionize 

science. As I explain to them, they are not required to add a new element to the Periodic 

Table or discover a new planet! The common thread in most Ph.D. awards is that they should 

“make a significant and identifiable contribution to human knowledge.” That is, they must be 

able to identify some ‘little gem’ of knowledge they are adding to the corpus of human 

intelligence (Plate 2). Another misconception is that for the results to be worthy of a 

doctorate, outcomes from all experiments must be highly informative and statistically 
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significant. However, it is equally valid to find an experiment does not work, or to reject a 

hypothesis. Such findings are valuable in guiding others in their future research.   

 
 

 
 

Plate 1. ‘School of Athens’ by Raffaello Sanzio (1509) shows Pythagoras (circa 570-circa 

495 BC) with his students in Athens. 
 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Sanzio_01_Pythagoras.jpg (accessed 03/11/18). 
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The researcher then embarks on his/her research project. Of course, it is important to provide 

much support at this stage. There are many practical issues to deal with besides academic 

matters. On the academic front, the researcher needs to engage in much reading, develop 

research hypotheses and acquire practical skills. Developing a clear, focused and identifiable 

topic is essential. A common danger is to become confused and thus lack clarity and focus. A 

clear one-sentence working hypothesis is advisable. At this stage, a weekly meeting seems 

appropriate. 

 

Once the working hypothesis is defined, a good method of progressing is to define the most 

suitable topic for a literature review. Of course, a ‘state-of-the-art’ literature review is 

essential in any Ph.D. thesis and there could be the laudable aim to evolve the review into a 

published literature review. Since such a review could be completed within a year of starting 

research, there is the distinct possibility of inserting the published paper into the final thesis. 

This step is guaranteed to impress any thesis examiner! There are several publications which 

are extremely helpful in terms of preparing papers for publication, including Olson (2014) 

and Hengl and Gould (2012). 

 

The researcher will increasingly take ownership of the research project and progressively and 

seamlessly the role of the supervisor in project development will decrease, while the role of 

the researcher will correspondingly increase. A meeting every two or three weeks is 

advisable. We find a one-hour meeting particularly helpful. Shorter meetings give insufficient 

time to develop and debate concepts and plans. In longer meetings, the focus begins to 

progressively wane after about one-hour. I find it useful to write notes on project meetings in 

a hard-back book, with a separate book for each researcher. The notes progressively develop 

into a valuable log and archive of information detailing project progress and development. 

Such a book is likely to be retained, while loose sheets of notes are often lost! It is important 

for both supervisor and supervisee to have a clear notion of the tasks and milestones to be 

achieved by the next meeting.   

 

The researcher is then on a long, uphill and often lonely journey (Plate 3). The researcher will 

encounter several challenges and difficulties. A recurrent problem is that the researcher often 

perceives their problems as unique; that no other researcher has had to overcome their 

obstacles to progress. This issue is best tackled by encouraging the researcher to be part of a 

research community; the more vibrant and dynamic the better. This can be partially achieved 

within an institution, with active participation in a postgraduate society and a regular and 

interesting programme of seminars and guest lectures. The researcher should also be 

encouraged to join and engage in relevant learned societies and professional organizations 

and attend selected conferences. 

 

As the thesis progresses, both researcher and supervisor(s) need to constantly question if the 

research programme is adopting a logical and defendable structure. Asking the correct 

questions is more important than the answers, as “it is not the answer that enlightens, but the 

question” (Eugène Ionescu, 1907). Eventually, the candidate will need to defend his/her 

Ph.D. thesis and must be able to convince the examiners that the thesis follows a coherent and 

justifiable line of argument. I have never encountered the criticism that the candidate has not 

completed sufficient work! However, the logic and coherence of a thesis is often questioned 

by examiners. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 2. Truth (1905) by the Lithuanian artist Mikalojus Konstantinas  Čiurlionis 

(1875-1911). Source: http://ciurlionis.eu/en/painting/gallery/ (accessed 05/11/18). 

 
Another recurrent problem is the arduous nature of research. Experiments tend to be highly 

time-consuming and, to merit publication in international refereed journals, they require 

proper replication. This often involves repeating quite dull and repetitive tasks many times. 

The researcher needs to understand this less enviable part of the research process and have 

the personality and determination to see these repetitive tasks through to completion. 

 

A combination of feelings of isolation and boredom can lead to researchers becoming quite 

depressed. This can occur at various times in their Ph.D. research career, but seems most 

frequent at the end of the first year of study. In personal development counselling, this phase 

is sometimes referred to as ‘the pit.’ It is a time for patient and considered advice and 

reflection. Some gentle encouragement is needed. However, it should be recognized that a 

research career may not be the best option for the student and it may be best for the 

researcher to stop their programme and search for something more suited to them. Most 

university regulations have a ‘let-out’ system here and the researcher can often at least 

receive a Master’s degree for their work.  

 

If the researcher can get through this difficult phase and climb out of the ‘pit,’ then usually it 

is a clear track to project completion. A combination of regular meetings and encouragement 

usually provide a good supervisory platform to completion, as the supervisor progressively 
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develops his/her role as a ‘critical friend.’ In fact, the supervisor-research student affinity can 

evolve to a higher relationship. This is akin to the ‘samaya’ bond; that is the special 

relationship that develops between a teacher of Buddhism and his student (Pema Chödrön, 

1997). 

  

A recurrent problem in the latter phases of the programme is a nagging worry by the 

researcher that they have insufficient research material for a Ph.D. I usually find this concern 

to be unfounded. There is a belief that the thesis work must be an absolutely complete 

package, with all hypotheses fully tested and answered. However, to a large extent, the 

doctoral programme is a research training exercise, equipping the researcher for future 

professional work. This uncertainty is often reflected in an unwillingness to stop experiments 

and to start writing up their thesis. 

 

The writing up phase requires careful planning and forethought. The crucial issue is to allow 

sufficient time. As the Greek Stoic philosopher Epictetus (341-271 BC), said: 

 

“Nothing great is suddenly created, any more than a bunch of grapes or a fig. 

If you tell me that you desire a fig, 

I answer there must be time. 

Let it first blossom, then bear fruit, then ripen.” 

 

In developing a time-map to completion, I believe the last six months of the programme 

should be devoted exclusively to the drafting and preparation of the thesis. Often the 

researcher tries to postpone writing up. After all, it is a massive and daunting undertaking! A 

useful step is to advise the researcher to construct a detailed thesis plan at the beginning of 

their final year of study. This should consist of a series of chapter headings and sub-headings. 

Then, the supervisory team and researcher can work together to develop an agreed thesis 

plan. However, this plan will inevitably change as the researcher embarks on writing their 

thesis and all involved should maintain reasonable flexibility. 

 

In the six-month writing up phase, it is recommended that the student write a chapter at a 

time and then hand this to their supervisor(s) for review. Generally, the ‘Materials and 

Methods’ chapter is a good place to start, as it usually consists of a fairly mechanical review 

of field and/or laboratory protocols and statistical procedures. An analogy is starting to write 

a research paper on a blank sheet of paper, described as the “tyranny of the blank page” in an 

episode of the US sit-com ‘Frasier.’ Just getting started is the most difficult task! As Plato 

(427-347 BC) observed “the beginning is the most important part of the work.”  

Often the researcher experiences some ‘writer’s block.’ I then recommend the ‘give it one 

hour’ technique. That is to focus on writing for one hour, with absolutely no distractions (e.g. 

no telephone conversations or e-mail). It does not matter if the researcher only manages to 

write one sentence: that is the most difficult sentence he/she will write! Usually, the 

researcher is happily surprised how much writing can be achieved in one-hour of total focus 

on writing! Once the researcher has overcome the initial hurdle of their first chapter, they 

tend to get into the rhythm of the process and can then proceed quite quickly and efficiently.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Plate 2. Funeral Symphony (1903) by M.K. Ciurlionis. 
 

 

 

Plate 2. Funeral Symphony (1903) by M.K. Ciurlionis. 
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Plate 3. The Funeral Symphony (1903) by M.K. Čiurlionis. 

 

A recurrent problem is the quality of the thesis text. In reviewing the drafts of my Ph.D. 

researchers and in examining Ph.D. theses, I am often struck by the poor quality of the 

presentation, in terms of spelling, grammar and punctuation. Some theses have had over 

5,000 errors! A succinct, well-written, erudite and well-presented thesis is essential. The 

researcher needs to be mindful that their thesis will become a permanent record of their 

investigation. A further impetus is that most Ph.D. theses are now lodged on university e-

libraries. For instance, the e-Library of the University of Wolverhampton is WIRE 

(Wolverhampton Intellectual Repository and E-theses):  
https://wlv.openrepository.com/wlv/ (accessed 05/11/18).  

Therefore, at an advanced stage of thesis preparation, proof-reading is essential. Proof-

reading one’s own work is only partially effective, as we often cannot fully see our own 

errors. Therefore, inviting a colleague to proof-read text is advisable. Here, researchers can 

help each other by proof-reading the text of their colleague. As Charles F. Haanel (1916) 

advised “accuracy in building words and sentences is the highest form of architecture in 

civilization.”  

 

At about the same time as the initiation of the writing up process, it is necessary to make 

practical arrangements for thesis examination. It is often surprising how many colleagues 

activate the necessary administrative procedures quite late, which can lead to major and 

unnecessary delays in thesis examination. I usually initiate the exam procedures six-months 

before the anticipated date of thesis examination. Examination procedures vary 

internationally. For instance, in the UK the examination is usually by two examiners. One is 
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an External Examiner, who is an invited authority on the thesis subject matter from another 

institution. The other is the Internal Examiner, someone from the home institution who is 

knowledgeable about the thesis topic, but who is not necessarily an expert on it. In 

continental Europe, an Examination Panel of experts, usually both internal and external, are 

appointed.   

 

After several drafts and supervisory meetings, a completed thesis evolves. This is often a 

trying time for both the supervisory team and the researcher. In particular, the researcher is 

under considerable stress, probably heightened by their constant search for new employment 

and the associated uncertainty. Often the researcher is not at their emotional best and the 

supervisor(s) needs to understand this and, perhaps, be more forgiving and tolerant than 

usual! 

 

The day for thesis examination arrives. I believe an essential procedure is to have a practise 

rehearsal of the examination process. This usually consists of the supervisory team 

pretending to be the examiners and asking appropriate questions and developing an informed 

discussion on the thesis. The examination should simulate the examination scenario as much 

as realistically possible. For instance, in the UK a typical verbal examination (viva voce, or 

viva for short) is about two hours (although it does vary considerably) and so a practise viva 

should be about one to two hours. I recommend this about one-week before the actual exam. 

After a longer time, the candidate may have forgotten much of the discussed material. 

However, a shorter time may be insufficient for the candidate to think through and reflect on 

their responses to the questions and issues raised in the ‘mock viva’.  

 

There are several different examination formats. In Continental Europe, the candidate makes 

a public presentation to an audience, which can have a large number of attendees. This 

audience includes an invited panel of usually four or five Examiners, who have already 

studied and evaluated the thesis. After the presentation by the candidate, the Examiners 

usually ask their series of questions. After that, the general audience can ask questions. Most 

people find public speaking rather daunting. However, much of the examination process has 

been completed before the Public Defence. Examiners would have already forwarded critical 

evaluations to the candidate and his/her supervisory team, along with detailed advice on 

corrections to the text.  

 

In the UK, the examination procedure is very different. An External and Internal Examiner 

hold a closed examination session with the candidate. Usually, a Chair is present to see the 

process is fair, impartial and conducted in accordance with the regulations of the specific 

university. However, a Chair is not always present, depending on the specific university 

regulations. The examination usually revolves around a critical evaluation and discussion of 

the thesis. Invariably, the candidate will be invited to clearly identify the significant and 

unique contribution of their thesis to knowledge. A recurrent theme is for the Examiners to 

invite the candidate to discuss the relative merits and limitations of their research and to 

critically evaluate alternative approaches. Certainly, the ‘closed door’ approach is not as 

stressful as the Public Defence. On the other hand, usually the candidate has received no prior 

critical comments on the thesis and therefore cannot foretell the outcome.  

 

For the candidate, the examination session is stressful, whatever the format. It is important 

the candidate tries to remain calm, cool and collected. They should speak clearly and at a 

proper pace. A temptation is to speak too quickly, when under pressure. If the candidate does 

not understand a question, then he/she should politely ask for the question to be repeated. It is 



useful for the candidate to have a notepad, so he/she can immediately write down ideas as 

they emerge. The candidate should not be a passive receiver of critical comments. Sometimes 

Examiners are deliberately provocative, in an attempt to encourage debate. The candidate 

should engage in genuine dialogue and discussion and give their honest views on the issues 

discussed. Therefore, a ‘middle path’ is advisable, being neither extremely defensive nor 

easily conceding all points to the Examiners. Rather, the candidate needs to engage in a calm, 

reasoned, logical, professional and well-focused discussion and debate.     

 

Hopefully, the thesis examination will be a success. This is a time to congratulate and 

celebrate the achievements of the new doctoral graduate. Inevitably, the new doctor will feel 

a glow of satisfaction (Plate 4). It is also be time for the supervisory team to congratulate 

themselves. They have contributed to the progress of the next generation of scientists. 

Potentially, they will also have a new postdoctoral colleague who they can work with for long 

into the future. In commenting on why he preferred advising researchers rather than focusing 

on his own research, the geologist Professor William W. Watts FRS (1860-1947) observed “it 

is more profitable to produce tools than goods, and thus by producing researchers, one was 

putting one’s talents out at compound interest.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 4. The Thought (1905) by M.K. Čiurlionis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Supervisor 

 

“You can’t make the grass grow by pulling at it” (Ancient Chinese proverb). 

 

The supervisor plays a crucial role in the whole Ph.D. process. Of course, the supervisor must 

be active in the research field and have a genuine interest in the subject matter. However, the 

supervisor must also be a guide, advisor and source of encouragement and knowledge to the 

researcher. In effect, the supervisor is nurturing a new researcher and must take a positive 

role. Regretfully, I have witnessed cases of outright negative (and sometimes even 

aggressive) criticism of researchers, with concomitant negative impacts. Such a counter-

productive approach can damage the confidence of the Ph.D. student and lead to 

despondency and a poor personal relationship between the supervisor and the student. This 

can lead to a spiral of negativity, which is damaging to all involved.    

 

In the early stages of the research programme, the researcher often expects a series of 

instructions. That is, they often perceive research as a series of tasks allocated to them by 

their supervisor(s). It is important to develop the ethos that the research project is mainly the 

responsibility of the researcher. It is imperative that the student gives his/her input and views 

on how the project should progress and develop. This approach encourages confidence and 

growing maturity in the researcher and can lay an important foundation for their research 

career. Of course, debate, discussion and, in some cases, disagreement, are all integral 

components of the whole process. What is important is that such discussions should be 

friendly and professional and take place in the context of a genuine interest in optimizing the 

performance of both the researcher and the research project.  

 

There are decisions to be made regarding the nature and composition of any potential 

supervisory team. Some prefer to be the sole supervisor. Others prefer to supervise within a 

team framework. Personally, I prefer the latter strategy. No one individual is the source of all 

knowledge, wisdom and information; we can all learn from each other. Increasingly, projects 

are multidisciplinary and so the perspectives of colleagues with different specialisms may be 

essential. I have found this approach extremely informative, learning much from colleagues 

with different expertise. This should be a ‘win-win’ strategy for all involved. It is advisable 

that one supervisor takes the lead role, often described as the ‘Director of Studies.’  However, 

too many supervisors will be confusing. I recall one researcher with a relatively large number 

of supervisors complaining of being “gang supervised!” The optimum number of supervisors 

seems to be two or three.   

 

The words of the great Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu, written some 2,500 years ago, express 

many relevant concepts in the relationship between supervisor and supervisee (Fullen, 2009). 

Verse 17 of the Dao De Jing comments on the nature of leadership and can be transposed to 

many roles in life. In this context, “the leader” is the supervisor(s) and “the people” the 

researcher. 

 

“With the greatest leader above them, 

people barely know one exists. 

Next comes one who they love and praise. 

Next comes one whom they fear. 

Next comes one whom they despise and defy. 

 

When a leader trusts no one, 



No one trusts him. 

 

The great leader speaks little. 

He never speaks carelessly. 

He works without self-interest 

and leaves no trace. 

When all is finished, the people say, 

“We did it ourselves.”  

 

In conclusion, the words of Theodore Rooseveldt accurately portray the challenges and 

triumphs of the entire Ph.D. experience:  

 

“It is not the critic who counts: not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or 

where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is 

actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood: who strives 

valiantly; who errs, and comes short again and again, but there is no effort without error and 

shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows the great enthusiasms, 

the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at best knows in the end the 

triumph of high achievement; and who at worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, 

so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory or 

defeat” (speech delivered on 23 April 1910 at the University of the Sorbonne, Paris). 
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