SMARTER STUDY SKILLS

HOW TO
RESEARCH &
WRITE A

SUCCESSFUL
PuD

KATHLEEN McMILLAN & JONATHAN WEYERS

ALWAYE LEARMING PEARSDN


https://www.pearson.de/9780273774075

RESEARCH

SUCCESSFUL


https://www.pearson.de/9780273774075

This means you should make sure your notion of the amount of time
your supervisor can spend with you is realistic. After all, postgraduate
study is primarily about learning to work and think on your own.

That does not mean that your supervisor can ignore you. It might
mean, for example, that you will have to be patient in waiting for
feedback on drafts of your work. Normally, you will have a good idea
of the context in which your supervisor is working and can adjust your
expectations accordingly. Just before a lecture might not be a good
time to ask for a considered opinion on your work; in the run-up to an
important conference, all of your supervisor’s attention might be on
putting together his/her contribution; and in vacation periods, he/she
may go away from the lab or office for several weeks.

Time your approaches to your supervisor

Be sensitive to your supervisor’s working patterns and to any one-off
tasks they are doing. If possible, suggest diary dates in advance.

SUPERVISOR AND STUDENT PERSONALITIES

Although there may be times when you will doubt it, supervisors are
human beings and hence are fallible. They may be near-geniuses and
have heroic research achievements to their name but at the same time
they may have difficulty empathising with students or seem rather abrupt.
In the majority of cases, this simply requires adjustment on the part of the
postgraduate student. Table 10.1 lists some supervisor types, the sorts of
qualities they may display and some strategies for accommodating these.

While you will inevitably focus on your supervisor’s traits, he or she will
also have a view on your personality. The focus may be on qualities he
or she is pleased to see, such as being:

e hard working;

e punctual;

e focused;

e technically adept;

°

intellectually bright.
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What should you do if you do not feel your E
supervisor is giving you enough of their time?

1 Compare notes with others in your department to see whether you
are relatively disadvantaged in this way.

2 Try to be more proactive in setting up meetings, perhaps by helping
to set up diary dates or a regular meeting slot.

3 Raise the matter informally at your progress monitoring meetings.

4 As a last resort, you might wish to consult the chairperson of the
department’s research committee, the head of department or your
faculty dean. Many of these people will be quite happy to have
discussions on an informal basis and you can trust them to respect
confidentiality if agreed beforehand.

A supervisor will probably not want to deal with personal matters
extraneous to the research itself. Examples might include: lack

of motivation; being homesick; financial problems or issues with
relationships. Nevertheless, because these issues may have a direct
effect on your progress, you should explain your feelings frankly — but
don’t expect a lot more than sympathy in return. Your supervisor is not
a social worker and his or her attention will nearly always be directed
to the outcomes of your work. If you need further help, consult the
relevant student services unit directly.

There will inevitably be ups and downs in the student-supervisor
relationship (Ch 11). What is important is to recognise that you share a
common goal and may need to compromise a little to achieve it.

What should I do if | have more than one supervisor E
and they give me conflicting advice?

This is a difficult situation, and one that can only really be resolved by
discussion with all parties present. You should confront an issue of this
kind as soon as possible as it could lead to huge problems nearer to
submission. If things are not resolved easily, it might be a good idea

to have confidential chat with the head of department or postgraduate
dean (or equivalent).

10 Successful postgraduate-supervisor relationships 111
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THE SUPERVISOR’S ROLE IN WRITING UP YOUR WORK

Communicating your work in writing is a vital part of any postgraduate
study programme (Ch 25) and you can expect your supervisor to

take a keen interest in this. In all probability, you will gain mutually
from this writing by enhancing your respective CVs and reputations.
Perhaps because of the importance of placing your work on record,
the interactions that take place during this process often involve some
thorny discussions and it is important that you understand the reasons
for these.

How much will your supervisor help you in writing E
up?

Misunderstandings on this issue can act as a major source of
dissatisfaction. International students particularly, who may be paying

large fees for the postgraduate experience, might expect that this is

in part a payment for help with writing up. It isn’t, normally. Moreover,

most supervisors will be unable to have the time to help with putting

your ideas into scholarly English. For this, you may need to consult a
specialist writing centre in your university.

While you will be asked to sign a statement to the effect that your
thesis is all ‘your own work’, there is necessarily an element of
collaboration between student and supervisor. You will be expected
to write your thesis, taking into account feedback provided by your
supervisor. The viva voce exam is designed to ensure that the thesis
is your own work, and that you fully understand what has been
written. Despite the need for autonomy, you should have a legitimate
expectation of guidance and constructive criticism concerning your
efforts.

However, your supervisor may insist on including material you do

not agree with or insist on removing material you think is important.
Before getting too annoyed with this, do bear in mind your supervisor’s
experience and wisdom. He or she may well have good reasons for
adopting a particular stance — perhaps sensitivity to the ‘political’
aspects of your research, or knowledge of the key figures working
within your research area (that is, potential examiners or referees) and
how they might react to what you propose to write.
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