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Final Report of the World-Class Research Supervision Task and Finish Group for the 

Student Supervisor Partnership 
 
 

1. Introduction and background 

1.1 One of the strategic aims set out in the College’s Education and Student Strategy document, 
published in autumn 2013 and now incorporated within the Strategy 2015-20, is for the College to 
achieve international recognition for a distinctive education.  The led to the Doctoral Proposition, 
a document developed and refined through extensive consultation, which outlines what 
postgraduate research students can expect of their education and wider student experience at 
Imperial.  In response to the Doctoral Proposition the Working Party for World-Class Research 
Supervision, which reported to the Vice Provost’s Advisory Group for Education (VPAGE) and the 
Vice Provost’s Advisory Group for Research (VPAGR) was established by the Graduate School to 
develop this part of the proposition.   

 
1.2 During 2014-15, the Working Party for World Class Research Supervision carried out a number of 

activities and there was substantial consultation across College and with other HEIs. As a result, 
the Working Party for World Class Supervision made 40 recommendations which were approved 
by the Postgraduate Research Quality Committee (PRQC) and endorsed by VPAGR, VPAGE and the 
Provost’s Board.   Six World-Class Research Supervision Task and Finish Groups were established 
to develop the recommendations, these were: 

 
• PhD Milestones 
• Doctoral Students Wellbeing 
• Interruptions of Studies 
• Prospective Student Information 
• Research Culture 
• Student Supervision Partnerships 

 
1.3 The task and finish group for the student supervisor partnership met seven times to develop the 

recommendations of the Working Party.  This is its final report. 
 
 
 
2. Recommendations  

 
2.1 Of the 40 recommendations made by the Working Party for World-Class Research Supervision, 7 

fell within the remit of the task and finish group for the student supervisor partnership.   
 
 
 
2.2 Recommendation one:  To review and strengthen the role of Head of Department, Director of 

Postgraduate Studies, Postgraduate Tutor and Academic Mentor with respect to supporting the 
student-supervisor partnership. 

 
To address this recommendation, the following actions have been taken: 

 
2.2.1 A new continuing professional development framework for supervisors has been 

established which includes mandatory training for all new supervisors and mandatory 

http://www.imperial.ac.uk/study/pg/graduate-school/supervisors-guidebook/cpd/main-and-co-supervisors/
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continuing professional development training in the form of Focus on Best Practice in 
Supervision Workshops.   

 
2.2.2 All Departments should appoint a Senior Tutor (PGR) whose primary role is to lead the 

department’s PGR Pastoral care support. 
 
2.2.3 Senior Tutors (PGR) should continue to lead  discussions about the pastoral care and 

welfare of research students in their department.  These individuals will play a key 
role in Focus on Best Practice in Supervision Workshops and will attend, where 
appropriate, Faculty PG Staff Student Committees. 

 
2.2.4 Research students will continue to have access to the Director of Postgraduate 

Studies, Postgraduate Student Academic Representatives and the Union. 
 
2.2.5 At a Faculty level, all research students have access to a Faculty Senior Tutor, whose 

role is to ensure the delivery of consistent, high quality support for students in their 
personal, general academic and professional development. 

 
2.2.6 In addition to their supervisor(s) whose roles are primarily academic, all research 

students should have access to a departmental support network.  Departments are 
free to decide which support network/model they would like to adopt.  Departments 
will be asked to comment on the management of their networks via Precept and 
Periodic Review. 

 
 
 
 

2.3 Recommendation two:  To review the Educational Development Unit’s support for the student-
supervisor partnership 

 
To address this recommendation, the following actions have been taken: 

 
2.3.1 A new continuing professional development framework for supervisors has been 

established which includes mandatory training for all new supervisors and mandatory 
continuing professional development training in the form of Focus on Best Practice in 
Supervision Workshops.   

 
2.3.2 The framework also includes a new optional online course, “Supporting the Mental 

Health and Wellbeing of Imperial College London Doctoral Students.”  
 
2.3.3 In light of this new framework, the research degree precepts have been updated and 

Departments will be asked to provide evidence of their compliance with the 
framework. 

 
2.3.4 HR have also updated the College’s induction templates and probation guidelines for 

new lecturers to incorporate the new CPD requirements.    
 
2.3.5 A brand new online Supervisors’ Guidebook to support supervisors in their role has 

been developed.   
 
 

http://www.imperial.ac.uk/study/pg/graduate-school/supervisors-guidebook/cpd/main-and-co-supervisors/
http://www.imperial.ac.uk/human-resources/procedures/guidance/probation/
http://www.imperial.ac.uk/study/pg/graduate-school/supervisors-guidebook/cpd/main-and-co-supervisors/
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2.4 Recommendation three:  To review the student supervisor codes of practice documents to 
promote mutual respect and successful collaboration. 

 
To address this recommendation, the following actions have been taken: 

 
 

2.4.1 The College recognises and has considered the variety of different student supervisor 
partnerships which exist in College.  Whilst the vast majority work extremely well, there 
are cases where partnerships are not working as well as they could.  Quite often, this is 
because there is a break-down in communication between students and their supervisors 
or because there are inconsistent messages about the roles of staff within supervisory 
teams, leaving students and supervisors feeling confused about their roles and 
responsibilities.  In light of this, the PRQC agreed that every research student is appointed 
a Main Supervisor and that single terminology for this role is adopted.  This means that 
the term Principal or Lead Supervisor or any other iteration will cease to exist.  It also 
means that, in the case of Joint Supervisors, a Main Supervisor will always be appointed 
and the other supervisor referred to as a Co-Supervisor even though in practice the 
supervisory split may be 50/50.  Reference to Joint or Secondary Supervisors will also 
therefore cease to exist, with those individuals being referred to as Co-Supervisors.   

 
To develop this principle further, the Roles and Responsibilities document for the 
Research Degree Main Supervisor was updated.   

 
2.4.2 Mutual Expectations for the Student Supervisor Partnership, which replaces the College’s 

original Code of Practice for Research Degree Supervisors and Code of Practice for 
Research Degree Students was also developed to support effective partnerships.  It is 
hoped that Main Supervisors and their new students will take the opportunity to discuss 
this document at their first meeting in order to agree mutual expectations for how the 
partnership will work, right from the start.   

 
2.4.3 To further support the development of effective partnerships, provide clarity of 

information to students and supervisors about the roles of staff within supervisory teams, 
another document called, Defining the Roles within Supervisor Teams was also 
developed.  The purpose of this new document is to facilitate conversations within the 
supervisory team about who is responsible for what so that a clear and consistent 
message can be given to students right from the start.   

 
 

 
 
 
2.5 Recommendation four:  To review the role and valuable contribution postdocs make to 

supervision and to implement means of recognition 
 

To address this recommendation, the following actions have been taken: 
 
 

2.5.1 In order to recognise the valuable contribution that postdocs make to the student 
supervisor partnership and more broadly, to the supervision of research degree students, 
several new documents have been developed.    A new roles and responsibilities for 
Assistant supervisors has been created together with a new Assistant Supervisor CPD 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/qa/public/good-practice/roles-and-responsibilities/Roles-and-Responsibilities---Main-Research-Degree-Supervisor.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/qa/public/good-practice/roles-and-responsibilities/Roles-and-Responsibilities---Main-Research-Degree-Supervisor.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/academic-governance/public/academic-policy/codes-of-practice-for-research-degrees/Mutual-Expectations-for-the-Research-Degree--Student-Supervisor-Partnership.pdf
http://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/academic-governance/public/academic-policy/codes-of-practice-for-research-degrees/Code-of-Practice-for-Research-Supervisors.pdf
http://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/academic-governance/public/academic-policy/codes-of-practice-for-research-degrees/Code-of-Practice-for-Research-Students.pdf
http://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/academic-governance/public/academic-policy/codes-of-practice-for-research-degrees/Code-of-Practice-for-Research-Students.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/qa/public/good-practice/guides-for-programme-leaders/Defining-the-Roles-within-Research-Degree-Supervisory-Teams.pdf
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framework.  Additionally, a new process has been agreed with HR which will enable 
Departments to make requests for the College to formally recognise postdocs as Assistant 
Supervisors and in exceptional cases as Co-Supervisors.    

 
2.5.2 To further strengthen and recognise the important role that Assistant Supervisors 

contribute to the supervision of research degree students, the Early Stage Assessment 
and Late Stage Review Forms have also been amended to include reference to Assistant 
Supervisors. 

 
 
 
 
2.6 Recommendation five:  To share broadly examples of excellent student-supervisor partnerships 
 

To address this recommendation, the following actions have been taken: 
 
 

2.6.1 All good practice answers which are submitted by supervisors when completing the 
online course, Introduction to Supervision at Imperial College London, will be collated 
and stored online as part of the course.  Subsequent supervisors who complete the 
course will be able to access these good practice examples.  Examples will also be 
highlighted, where appropriate, in the online Supervisors’ Guidebook.    

 
2.6.2 The online Supervisors’ Guidebook also features top-tips and recommendations from the 

College’s award-winning supervisors. 
 
 
 
 
 
2.7 Recommendation six:  To recognise and celebrate the diversity of outstanding student-

supervisor partnerships. 
 

To address this recommendation, the following actions have been taken: 
 
 

2.7.1 Recipients of President’s Awards and Medals for Excellence in Research Degree 
Supervision will be invited to share their experiences at the EDU’s Education Away Day 
and as part of the Educational Development Unit’s Perspective Series.   

 
2.7.2 Further, the Graduate School will lead the College’s submission for Times Higher 

Education Awards which recognise excellence in supervision.     
 
2.7.3 Although previously mentioned, the online Supervisors’ Guidebook also features a range 

of diverse and successful partnerships.  Departments are invited to share any other 
examples they have with the Graduate School in order to feature these as case studies 
within the Supervisors’ Guidebook.   
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2.8 Recommendation seven:  To ensure the EPSRC and MRC Doctoral Prize Fellowships are the MRC 
Academic Clinical Lectureships are promoted more widely and that the College considers 
approaching donors to extend these models. 

 
To address this recommendation, the following actions have been taken: 

 
2.8.1 These Fellowships provide funding to support the student to continue to carry out the 

research after the thesis has been submitted.  This is important not only for the supervisor 
and College who/which will benefit from extended research and collaboration but also 
releases some of the pressure on the student to complete and finish all the research prior 
to submission.   

 
2.8.2 The Graduate School has worked with the Vice Provost (Research) Office and students to 

develop case study examples of how these grants have benefitted both individuals and 
the College.  These case studies have been shared with the Scholarships Office and will 
also be shared with the Vice Provost (Advancement).  It is hoped that Advancement will 
be able to use the case study examples to secure funding from donors wishing to support 
such extensions to research.       

 
 
2.9 Finally, in light of all the changes described above, a new College Policy on Research Degree 

Supervision has been developed, replacing the original Eligibility for Research Degree Supervision 
document.   

 
 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/academic-governance/public/academic-policy/research-degree-examinations/Policy-on-Research-Degree-Supervision.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-services/registry/academic-governance/public/academic-policy/research-degree-examinations/Policy-on-Research-Degree-Supervision.pdf

