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ABSTRACT The paper presents the findings from a qualitative study on a range of relationship challenges
experienced by postgraduate supervisors and students. The objective of this paper is to enhance quality research
through positive relationship experiences. The researcher explored the experiences of postgraduate students and
supervisors of postgraduate students at an open distance learning institution through one-on-one interviews with
postgraduate students and supervisors. The students and supervisors responded both positively and negatively
regarding their relationship experiences with postgraduate supervision. The oral and written submissions of the
students and supervisors were descriptively analysed. The researcher concludes with recommendations to enhance
open distance postgraduate supervision.

INTRODUCTION

Although universities are doing a great deal
to improve the quality of supervision and expe-
riences of students through workshops, semi-
nars and technological advances, there are still
many relationship challenges for postgraduate
students and supervisors at open distance learn-
ing institutions (Horn 2016).

Dye (1994) states:
In its broadest sense the term “relationship”

refers merely to the manner in which the super-
visor and student are connected as they work
together to meet their goals, some of which are
common and some of which are idiosyncratic.
Within the context of particular supervisory ori-
entations, however, the nature and function of
the relationship must be defined in specific terms.

For purposes of postgraduate supervision,
three dimensions of relationships: the relative
importance of the relationship within the total
supervision process, variables which influence
the relationship and how the relationship differs
when working with experienced versus inexperi-
enced supervisors (Dye 1994). When something
happens to a supervisor or a student, when he
or she personally sees or experiences something,
it is accepted as a true reflection of their rela-
tionship experience. Personal experience has a
strong impact and is a powerful source of knowl-

edge. It can also mislead people through propa-
ganda or stereotyping, and can lead to over-
generalisation. This typically happens when a
person has some evidence that can be believed
and then assumes that it applies to all or many
other situations (Neuman 2003).

Open distance learning (ODL) institutions
have to supervise a diverse group of postgrad-
uate students with different learning styles. This
poses challenges to both postgraduate students
and supervisors at these institutions. One of
the main problems is that most students are per-
manently employed, with work commitments.
For supervisors, completion rates are statistics
which are used to measure their performance.
Although it is a prerequisite to pass Research
Methodology prior to doing a master’s disser-
tation, very few master’s students seem to ap-
ply this knowledge of methodology when do-
ing their dissertation. Consequently, lecturers
have to supervise a large number of postgradu-
ate students who are unable to conduct inde-
pendent research. In distance education, regu-
lar meetings between supervisors and students
become a problem due to work commitments and
students living far away from the ODL institu-
tion where the supervisor is based. It is unfor-
tunate that although the popularity of the inter-
net has grown worldwide, online supervision
and teaching of master’s and doctoral students
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has not been fully implemented at the same pace
at many ODL institutions. Student and supervi-
sor responses in this study offer valuable infor-
mation about their expectations and the extent
to which these expectations are being met. This
research focuses on some aspects of the pro-
motion of responsible research conduct within
an African research context and also highlights
some of the challenges encountered in this con-
text. Universities and institutions of higher edu-
cation that are funded by Higher Education in
South Africa are becoming more aware of the
need to have systems in place to detect breach
of research ethics and research integrity. Al-
though workshops and seminars are presented
by universities on the mentoring of students,
scientific writing of research proposals and re-
search reports, research methodology and the
avoidance of plagiarism, the quality of research
still poses a problem (Horn 2016).

Objectives

This research was aimed at exploring the ex-
periences of postgraduate students and super-
visors at an ODL institution. The objective of
this paper is to enhance quality research through
positive relationship experiences.

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this paper is to enhance ODL
postgraduate supervision. The researcher ex-
plored the relationship experiences of both stu-
dents and supervisors by asking two research
questions. In the first question the researcher
explored the positive and negative postgradu-
ate supervisory experiences of students and
supervisors. In a follow-up question, the re-
searcher explored the understanding the respon-
dents formed about these experiences.

During 2014, qualitative data was purposive-
ly collected in person from ten postgraduate stu-
dents and five supervisors using one-on-one
interviews at a postgraduate supervision work-
shop held at University ‘U’ in Pretoria, Gauteng,
South Africa. During 2015, three doctoral stu-
dents who were also supervisors of master’s stu-
dents were purposively invited to participate in
this study from University ‘K’ in KwaZulu-Na-
tal, South Africa, and two doctoral  students
who were also supervisors of master’s students
were purposively invited to participate in this

study from University ‘P’ in Pretoria, Gauteng,
South Africa. Another five students were ran-
domly selected from a list of second- and third-
year postgraduate students registered for their
master’s and doctoral studies from University
‘U’ in Pretoria, with the help of the postgraduate
coordinator. The participants showed an inter-
est in participating in the research. They gave
permission for their data to be published, with
confidentiality and anonymity. The one-on-one
interviews were used to gain an understanding
of the participants’ lived experiences of supervi-
sion (Henderson 2010; Fouché and Schurink
2011). The students and supervisors were inter-
viewed face-to-face. The ages of the research
participants ranged from 25 to 65 years. Most
had completed their studies and were involved
in supervision at the time of the study; others
were in different years of study. All aspects of
the research design are consistent with the eth-
ical guidelines of the researcher’s university.

RESULTS

The qualitative data was descriptively pro-
cessed. Interviews were transcribed and the data
was interpreted to reveal the participants’ su-
pervisory experiences. The interpreted informa-
tion was coded and clustered under the specific
research questions and by identifying patterns
in the text. The themes identified from the pat-
terns were confirmed and sorted into main themes
and sub-themes. The themes were further clus-
tered into storylines common to the majority, if
not all, of the interviews. This also helped to iden-
tify variations within themes. The participants’
storylines revealed three main understandings:

The role of the supervisor should be to
guide and advise the students.
Learning styles of students should be con-
sidered during supervision.
Master’s and doctoral supervision should
be part of teaching and learning.

The Role of the Supervisor Should be to Guide
and Advise the Students

Part of the supervisor’s plan should be to
initiate a discussion with the candidate on a re-
search plan, requirements in respect of ethical
clearance for the research, appropriate deadlines
and timetables and other relevant matters con-
cerning the research, so that the research can be
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completed successfully. The supervisor should
provide prompt feedback on work submitted for
assessment by the student and indicate such
feedback on the learning management system
(LMS). The supervisor must treat the student
with courtesy and fairness at all times and should
suggest appropriate developmental goals and
provide assistance towards achieving those
goals by directing the student to workshops or
lectures designed for this purpose. This includes
training in the use of data analysis software and
techniques such as SPSS, ATLAS.ti and others
(University of South Africa 2014).

Students felt that many supervisors did not
have the knowledge and experience to super-
vise their topics, as they did not understand
their area of research. This often resulted in too
little guidance and harsh criticism. Many super-
visors were not available to provide guidance
as required by students. Students mainly want-
ed supervisors to provide support and guidance
and give comments without criticism. The feel-
ing was that supervisors should provide guid-
ance in the form of regular consultation meet-
ings. They felt that supervisors should give ad-
vice and guidance in the selection of an appro-
priate research topic. Some respondents found
that the comments given by the supervisors pro-
vided cognitive development. Supervisors gen-
erally felt that students did not read books but
mainly accessed Wikipedia or social media sourc-
es of reference for their research proposal and
chapters. Both students and supervisors expe-
rienced a sense of excitement when a disserta-
tion/thesis was completed successfully. Some
of the main responses are as follows:

Student’s response: “supervisor assisted
with content, by providing his own knowledge.”

Student’s response: “supervisors on re-
search leave, overseas visits, they are sometimes
too busy with other work and take too long to
provide feedback on chapters.”

Student’s response: “Turnaround times were
not always met. Conflicting messages are re-
ceived when both the supervisor and co-super-
visor send their respective comments to me
(without prior consultation among the two
supervisors).”

Supervisor’s response: “It is difficult to work
with students who are the know-it-all types,
those who want you to do things their way.”

Supervisor’s response: “I experience diffi-
culty if the topic is not in my field of expertise.

My co-supervisor and I were personally at-
tacked by a student for our comments that we
made on a student’s work. The student said that
we did not know what we were talking about.”

Supervisor’s response: “Comments are ig-
nored, and feedback is not attended to by stu-
dent. Advice is not taken. Student wants to rush
to complete the study. This results in not ad-
dressing the supervisor’s comments correctly
and not reading additional literature to ad-
dress the supervisor’s comments.”

Student’s response: “My supervisor had an
open door policy; he was always available and
provided good feedback. My co-supervisor also
played a big role in the supervision process
and provided a lot of guidance.”

Student’s response: “My supervisor was a
professional with a good reputation in supervi-
sion; he provided contextual in-depth comments
and assisted in editing my work. We also co-pub-
lished an article from my master’s dissertation.”

Supervisor’s response: “I found that many
doctoral students already have a greater depth
of knowledge on the subject they are research-
ing. Working with doctoral students is much
easier than working with master’s students.”

Supervisor’s response: “I find that many stu-
dents who can work independently appreciate
their supervisor’s perspectives and comments,
and take time to address them before they re-
spond to the supervisor.”

The experience and skills level of the super-
visor was another factor that was seen by stu-
dents as contributing negatively to their rela-
tionship. Some of the respondents questioned
the training of the supervisors as they believed
that this had a negative impact on their supervi-
sion experience. They felt that new supervisors
should be allowed to co-supervise before being
given an opportunity to supervise students on
their own.

Respondents varied in their explanations as
to why they had positive and negative supervi-
sion relationship experiences. Some of the stu-
dents described their supervisors as “autocrat-
ic with one-way communication”; some found
supervisors to be “very relaxed, friendly and
strong”; others found that particular supervi-
sors were “very friendly, good listeners and were
good at engaging with their students”.

One student related power play in supervi-
sion to cultural value system authority. The stu-
dent believed that her first supervision relation-
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ship was poor not only due to unclear expecta-
tions and understanding of supervision, but
also because of cultural dynamics.

Learning Styles of Students Should be
Considered during Supervision

The key to quality supervision is in under-
standing the student. Several students spoke
about their lack of knowledge of what supervi-
sion was or how to use supervision to their ad-
vantage. Many master’s students admitted that
they did not have a good understanding of what
supervision was when they first started their
master’s qualification. Some of the supervisors
also admitted that they lacked experience and
knowledge when they first started to supervise
students. They were also afraid to provide guid-
ance in specialised disciplines in which they
lacked experience and knowledge.

Student’s response: “I did not have a grasp
of what supervision really meant. It became frus-
trating when I was given comments on work
that I produced. I did not understand my super-
visor’s teaching style and my supervisor did not
understand my learning style. I also did not
know what I wanted from my supervisor. There
was a clear misunderstanding of each other’s
role.”

There is no teaching provided on supervi-
sion, on what supervision is, how it will take
place and expectations of the supervisor and
the student. Some students stated that they
might have attended a workshop on supervi-
sion but could not recall any teaching on how
this supervision would take place. It was only
when they experienced supervision that they
began to understand the concept and its appli-
cation more clearly. A comment made by one
student was also highlighted by several other
students regarding their inability to understand
the concept of supervision.

Student’s response: “Initially, I was curi-
ous to know how is this supervision going to
take place in distance education, when I am so
far away from my supervisor, ‘what is this su-
pervision?’ and ‘are we expected to be at the
university every day?’ and ‘what we actually
supposed to be doing here?’ It took some time
before my supervisor learnt who I was, my learn-
ing style and I got to know her teaching style
and what distance education supervision
included.”

This reinforces the need for preparation of
both the supervisor and the student and the
need for experience-based learning about su-
pervision and the learning styles of the students
being supervised.

Student’s response: “I think more time should
be spent preparing students for supervision. I
am not aware if it was only me, or others as well,
but I feel that I was not well prepared to meet
with the challenges of supervision.”

In essence, these comments capture the feel-
ing of respondents and their readiness for
supervision.

The following comment from one supervisor
corroborates the need for an understanding of
learning styles:

Supervisor’s response: “I find that postgrad-
uate students’ learning styles differ from per-
son to person. We as supervisors need to be-
come aware of their learning styles.”

Master’s and Doctoral Supervision Should be
Part of Teaching and Learning

Lessing and Lessing (2004) write as follows:
Postgraduate supervision in South Africa

currently takes place in a much more problem-
atic context than a decade ago. This context
includes the following: (1) South African high-
er institutions are engaged in rapid transfor-
mation processes. (2) An increasing propor-
tion of the postgraduate student body is from
previously disadvantaged backgrounds with
limited experience of library facilities and in-
dependent research work. (3) Most lecturers
are grappling with the demands of increased
student numbers as well as rapidly changing
curricula and modes of delivery.

The value of open educational resources in
distance education centres on content delivery
(Butcher 2011). The importance of teaching and
learning in supervision is a consistent theme in
the literature studied. According to Robinson
(1978), a seminal author on social work educa-
tion in America, supervision needed to be seen
“as a unique teaching process, which has grown
up inside of case work, indigenous to it, but
different in important ways … a distinct and
unique educational process”.

Supervisor’s response: “Inherent in litera-
ture study are the notions of reflective practice
and critical thinking. Students can be made
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aware of specific models and theories and new
developments through online teaching and
learning, rather than supervisors going
through the process of explaining developments
through email and making comments on the
specific chapter under assessment. Supervisors
may link specific websites to the additional re-
sources link and open discussion forums for
specific topics under supervision. Announce-
ments may also be added on the learning man-
agement system.”

Student’s response: “If you are a working
class student, one cannot attend workshops at
the University. It is important to have web links
to these workshops on the learning manage-
ment system.”

A response by a postgraduate supervisor
from University ‘U’ was: “I supervised students
from the United States of America, University of
Atlanta and from parts of Africa. If the learning
management system at University ‘U’ provided
for online teaching of master’s and doctorate
students I would have interacted more frequent-
ly with the students.”

DISCUSSION

There has to be quality supervision for stu-
dents as well as greater support for the prepara-
tion of students embarking on their fieldwork
and those busy with their report writing (Moor-
house et al. 2014). Students often struggle with
their fieldwork and writing their research reports
when doing dissertations and theses. When stu-
dents find that their supervisors are unable to
assist them in doing their fieldwork and doing
the academic report for them, they look for ways
of outsourcing and paying for these tasks. This
happens mainly among students who receive
continuous comments on academic writing from
their supervisors and those who are not accom-
plished academic writers, and whose arguments
are difficult to understand (Singh and Remenyi
2016).

The supervisor and the student must trust
each other. Obtaining each other’s trust is an
integral part of developing that trust. The su-
pervisor should be a transformational leader who
creates a favourable environment to build on
collegiality with the student and gives recogni-
tion for work done by the student (Yin-king Lee
and Kok-long Lee 2015). The ODL postgraduate
supervisory relationship is subject to the influ-

ence of personal characteristics of the partici-
pants and by a great many demographic factors
such as gender, race, supervisor’s style, age,
ethnicity and personality characteristics. The
personality of the supervisor and student, who
must trust each other, is an integral part of de-
veloping that trust (Sicora 2014). Relationship
dynamics are those which may exist at only cer-
tain stages of the relationship or which are al-
ways present but in varying degrees or forms,
for example resistance, power, intimacy, and the
like (Borders et al. 1991). Ronnestad and Skovholt
(1993) present an extensive description of effec-
tive supervision of master’s and doctoral stu-
dents. They conclude, “There is reasonable va-
lidity to the perspective that what is good su-
pervision depends on the developmental level
of the candidate.”

Dye (1994) writes:
Conflict, the nature and magnitude of which

is likely to change across time, can have a sig-
nificant influence upon the relationship. In
1992, Bernard and Goodyear pointed out that
conflict occurs in all relationships, and in the
supervisory relationship, specifically, some
common origins are the power differential be-
tween the parties, differences relative to the
appropriateness of technique, the amount of
direction and praise, and willingness to resolve
differences. These influences can be moderated
to some extent by mutual respect. Because of
the greater power inherent in the role, the su-
pervisor should take the lead in modeling this
attitude if it is to be attained by both parties.

A supervisor must be mindful of the relevant
policies and associated documents governing
postgraduate supervision at an ODL institution.
The primary responsibility of the supervisor is
to prepare a postgraduate student for a research
or academic career by assisting the student in
building knowledge and research skills that make
it possible for the student to start developing a
publication record; by introducing the student
to the relevant academic and professional net-
works through conferences, seminars and
events; and lastly by leading by example and
communicating appropriately through both
words and actions (University of Pretoria 2012).

The relationship cannot be built on one-way
communication and will require the students to
accept full responsibility for their own learning
and development, and the successful and time-
ly completion of their qualification. Effective
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communication between postgraduate students
and the supervisor is a key element of success-
ful postgraduate study. While supervisors have
specialised knowledge and experience in the
field of study, they also offer invaluable guid-
ance on how to approach the study. Postgradu-
ate students, in turn, need to remain available
for discussion and open to guidance (Universi-
ty of Pretoria 2012). They must treat the supervi-
sor with courtesy and fairness and communi-
cate with the supervisor about any specific needs
or circumstances likely to affect the postgradu-
ate study. They must undertake research with
commitment, develop initiative and indepen-
dence and keep a thorough record of all data,
research findings and relevant research meet-
ings/discussions. They should keep copies of
all submitted work and comments by the super-
visor and keep backups of all electronic data
and documents. They must adhere to the princi-
ple of academic integrity and ethical standards
in research. They must critically engage with all
relevant information as pointed out by the su-
pervisor. They should investigate and attend
relevant workshops or lectures, including train-
ing in the use of data analysis software and tech-
niques such as SPSS, ATLAS.ti and others (Uni-
versity of South Africa 2014).

According to Ferreira and Venter (2011), the
introduction of ODL “has changed the face of
higher education worldwide. The Learning Man-
agement System (LMS) at ODL Institutions pro-
vides the opportunity to undergraduate and
postgraduate students, excluding masters and
doctoral students, to communicate easily with
their lecturers and tutors.  It has overcome many
barriers to learning that were experienced with
traditional distance education, as it is more prac-
tical, flexible and effective, especially in an age
of easy multimedia access”. The first generation
of distance education began with the develop-
ment of printed correspondence as the mode of
communication and the mail system as a deliv-
ery option. The second generation of distance
education introduced a number of new multime-
dia technologies. The third generation intro-
duced a flexible learning model that incorporat-
ed audio and video conferencing. The fourth
generation introduced interactive multimedia
online, internet-based access to www resources
and computer-mediated communication. The
fifth generation introduced automated response
systems and campus portal access to institu-

tional processes and resources. These technol-
ogies enable content to be delivered to students
wherever satellite coverage is available, while at
the same time requiring minimal equipment (Hey-
denrych and Prinsloo 2006). The incorporation
of information and communication technology
into teaching and learning is one way to com-
bine distance and proximity, and has become
part and parcel of ODL in many countries. How-
ever, learning has gone through various genera-
tions as indicated above. The effective evolu-
tion from one generation to another is crucial to
the success of a particular delivery system.

The researcher was concerned mainly with
the positive and negative relationship experi-
ences of postgraduate master’s and doctoral stu-
dents. It was found that communication is key
in supervisory relationship experiences. In su-
pervision there is sharing of information, knowl-
edge, values and skills, and it is necessary to
communicate in such a way that any misunder-
standing is avoided at all costs. In postgraduate
supervision the real challenge is to know how to
communicate with students effectively, especial-
ly with students at a distance (Ferreira and Ven-
ter 2011). Although ODL institutions make nu-
merous efforts to improve the student through-
put rates, many master’s and doctoral students
still do not complete their studies, possibly be-
cause they cannot cope with the workload. Qual-
ity supervision results in quality research. It is
important for supervisors to have the knowl-
edge and skills to supervise postgraduate stu-
dents and produce high quality graduates for
the job market (Lessing and Lessing 2004; Hus-
sin and Ismail 2009; Lues and Lategan 2004). A
memorandum of understanding (MOU) on
consultative meetings, progress reports and
periods for submitting chapters should be de-
veloped in consultation with the student (Mou-
ton 2001; Dillon and Malott 1981). Web-based
tools for postgraduate supervision of master’s
and doctoral students should be part of the
LMSs at ODL institutions so that teaching and
learning can be made easier for both the super-
visor and the student (Govender and Govender
2014).

Students must be able to select the correct
topic, understand and use appropriate research
techniques and present their findings accurate-
ly. It is not the task of the supervisor to write the
dissertation or thesis, edit the language, or find
solutions to research problems (Lessing and
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Schulze 2002). Supervisors should assist stu-
dents in acquiring technical competence, anal-
ysing data, managing time and personal respon-
sibilities and accessing a network of peers and
academics and the correct literature from the li-
brary (Pearson 1996; Sayed et al. 1998). The suc-
cessful completion of a dissertation/thesis is just
as much a function of a student as that of a
supervisor (Lessing and Schulze 2002).

Postgraduate master’s and doctoral students
should be assisted in overcoming intellectual
and psychological barriers such as internal and
external conflicts which have an influence on
the study. Students also need determination and
perseverance to complete their research (Binns
and Potter 1989; Lessing and Schulze 2002). A
master’s dissertation should demonstrate the
student’s ability to work independently, and a
doctoral thesis should show evidence of origi-
nal work and constitute a decided contribution
to the knowledge of and insight into the sub-
ject. Particular attention should be paid to the
scientific and academic quality of the research
by ensuring the use of correct research proce-
dures and techniques, methodology, demarca-
tion and scope of research, with theoretical sub-
stantiation, exploration of relevant literature and
a grasp of the field of research. More important-
ly, emphasis should be on the scientific and ac-
ademic quality of the processing, presentation
and analysis of data, structure and logical de-
velopment/arrangement of content (internal co-
herence and classification), critical findings and
recommendations. Last, but not least, the lan-
guage and editing, technical presentation and
layout to be done on the dissertation/thesis
should be proficient so that a reader may have a
clear understanding of what the author intends
to convey (University of South Africa 2014).

According to Beddoe (2000), “the supervi-
sory relationship is at the heart of fieldwork ed-
ucation. The field educator requires skills and
personal attributes - warmth, genuineness, sen-
sitivity, the ability to facilitate another’s learning
and the capacity to model good practice.” These
observations on fieldwork education apply equal-
ly to postgraduate supervision in general.

ODL institutions need to provide students
with the knowledge to enable them to identify
positive and negative supervision and to han-
dle unsatisfactory supervision relationship ex-
periences positively. Students ought to know
how to negotiate an MOU with their supervi-

sors that will help in the supervisory relation-
ship. Supervisors are the key person in their stu-
dents’ achievement of their qualifications and
as such have considerable influence in helping
them achieve their full potential academically,
intellectually and professionally. To be an effec-
tive master’s and doctoral supervisor, the su-
pervisor must first recognise the responsibili-
ties that come with this role, and ensure that
these are met to the best of their abilities with
each student (University of British Columbia n.d).

The relationship a postgraduate master’s or
doctoral student has with the supervisor is one
of the most important factors in the success of
their qualification, and the most positive out-
comes for supervisors depend on mutually open,
committed and respectful relationships with their
students. According to Ronnestad and Skovholt
(1993), “supervisors of new students should
provide high levels of encouragement, support,
feedback, and structure ... the relationship with
advanced students is typically more complex
because students at this stage tend to vacillate
between feeling professionally insecure and pro-
fessionally competent. The supervisor should
take responsibility for creating, maintaining, and
monitoring the relationship which serves to pro-
vide structure and a mediating role while stu-
dents are in turmoil.”

Whether the type of relationship experience
is positive or negative will determine the confi-
dence of the student and supervisor in each oth-
er. The supervisory relationship may be influ-
enced by incompatibility between the student and
supervisor regarding their level of communica-
tion and practical experience and their different
world views on the topic under supervision.

Supervisors, in the words of Moorhouse et
al. (2014),

need to understand: the purpose and pro-
cess of supervision, including the essentials of
positive supervision; the importance of rela-
tionship and of experiencing positive supervi-
sion and of students forming a positive mental
pattern of supervision …; how to appropriate-
ly manage power…; giving and receiving feed-
back … and; having expectations of supervi-
sees appropriate to their level of professional
development.

The researcher’s own experience as a mas-
ter’s and doctoral student and supervisor has
shown that students do not consider these qual-
ifications as being part of education and day-to-
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day teaching and learning. The relationship be-
tween the supervisor and student is not consid-
ered as an educational journey, but rather a for-
mal requirement towards completion of a specif-
ic educational qualification. There seems to be a
belief that on registration for a master’s or doc-
toral qualification, the candidate has to complete
it speedily with little or no consideration for
learning from the literature study, the empirical
study and from the experience, knowledge and
skills of the supervisor. There is little concern
for the quality assurance of the dissertation and
whether the specific outcome and assessment
criteria have been met for the specific National
Qualifications Framework (NQF) level.

Although many ODL institutions have im-
plemented their ODL policy, master’s and doc-
toral students still receive education based on
an asynchronous exchange of materials. The
student receives material in a written format and
responds in a written format. The supervisor
gives feedback in a written format. Email is used
as a vehicle for speedy communication of the
written feedback. Although synchronous forms
of education such as via the internet, social me-
dia, satellite broadcasting and video conferenc-
ing have opened doors for undergraduate and
certain postgraduate qualifications, this is not
the case for many master’s and doctoral stu-
dents at this stage. According to Davys and
Beddoe (2009), postgraduate master’s and doc-
toral supervision is a forum for learning and the
main vehicle for reflection on the learning.

A Myers-Briggs personality inventory test
should be undertaken by every new master’s
and doctoral student, so that supervisors un-
derstand the learning styles of each student they
will be supervising. The Myers and Briggs Foun-
dation (2015) elaborates as follows:

The essence of the theory is that much seem-
ingly random variation in the behaviour is ac-
tually quite orderly and consistent, being due
to basic differences in the ways individuals pre-
fer to use their perception and judgment. Per-
ception involves all the ways of becoming
aware of things, people, happenings, or ideas.
Judgment involves all the ways of coming to
conclusions about what has been perceived. If
people differ systematically in what they per-
ceive and in how they reach conclusions, then
it is only reasonable for them to differ corre-
spondingly in their interests, reactions, values,
motivations, and skills.

CONCLUSION

This paper presented the positive and nega-
tive research findings of ODL postgraduate su-
pervisory relationship experiences. It is evident
from the literature study and the experiences of
respondents that there are still many relation-
ship challenges that supervisors and postgrad-
uate students have to overcome. Negative su-
pervisory relationship experiences should be
dealt with positively and amicably. To improve
throughput rates, the expectations of students
and the supervisors as set out in a memorandum
of understanding should be followed and dead-
lines met in practice. The successful completion
of a dissertation/thesis brings joy to both su-
pervisor and student. In conclusion, this paper
highlights the importance of supervisors listen-
ing to students’ experiences of supervision, and
having the vision to understand and respond to
the students’ learning and development needs.

RECOMMENDATIONS

In summary three recommendations are made:
The role of the supervisor should be to
guide and advise the students, ensure sci-
entific quality and provide them with emo-
tional support. As experienced research-
ers, supervisors should assist students in
conducting independent research.
Development workshops should be held
for supervisors and postgraduate stu-
dents, which should take into consider-
ation relationship experiences and the
learning styles of both students and su-
pervisors. There is a definite need for su-
pervisors and students to be educated in
academic supervision. Teaching new post-
graduate master’s students about super-
vision should be encouraged.
ODL institutions should include a web link
on their LMS and have supervisors post
podcasts and other course material for
postgraduate students. Chapters should
also be sent online for assessment. Improv-
ing master’s and doctoral supervision
through the use of online learning would
lead to a more effective and enjoyable ed-
ucational experience that many students
and supervisors would want to repeat.
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