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Abstract

Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education
institutions have been concerned about their Master and doctoral
students, in particular how and when they would be able to
continue and complete their research activities and dissertations.
Scholars have noted the potential deterioration in the quality of
research projects for a variety of reasons (transformation and/
or abandoning of approved research methods, anxiety-related
lowered performance rates, altered modes of supervision and
delays in completion times). In this article, | discuss the findings
of a small-scale study, undertaken in July 2020, on whether there
has been a significant change in the supervision of Master’s and
doctoral students in Africa due to the outbreak and impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic. | used a Google Form online survey
to obtain participants’ opinion on the frequency of interactions
between supervisors and supervisees, the medium of interaction
as well as the Master's and doctoral candidates’ general
progress. The study participants were all instructors in higher
education who supervise Master and PhD students. There has
been a change in frequency and means of supervision, that there
is more reliance on videoconferencing tools and interaction “at
a distance”. However, the data cannot conclusively confirm that
there has been a significant transformation in the way students
are supervised because many study participants indicated
their wish to return to the way things were done pre-pandemic.
Nevertheless, there will probably be more reliance on social
media, email and other online tools such as Zoom and Skype
post-pandemic. In the words of the study participants, “online
supervision is developing” and “the pandemic has also given us
more tools of engagement, which is good”.

Keywords: doctoral supervision; Master’s supervision; Africa;
COVID-19 pandemic; online supervision; transformation.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has had many consequences,
both positive and negative. Since its onset, universities have
been worried about their Master’s and doctoral students.
The concerns are related to the students’ wellbeing and the
study-related progress they were able to make during these
trying times. Higher education institutions’ worries included
finding out how and when Master’s and doctoral students
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continued and completed their research activities and dissertations (for a general overview of
doctoral supervision in Africa, see Jowi, 2021). Motala and Menon (2020), talking about what
happened during the lockdown, noted the possible decline in the quality of research projects
due to, among others, the modification and/or discarding of accepted research methods,
reduced performance rates due to pandemic-related stress and anxiety, changed supervision
modes and longer completion times.

My main research goal was to discover whether there had been a noteworthy change in
Master and doctoral supervision due to the outbreak and impact of COVID-19. Below, | first
describe the study context and background.

2. Background and study context

After the initial outbreak of COVID-19 in December 2019 (World Health Organization, 2020a:
1), the virus started spreading rapidly all over the world in the early months of 2020. The
outbreak was declared a pandemic on 11 March 2020 (WHO, 2020b: 1), and, from then on,
the cases and related deaths increased daily. Soon after the global onset of the pandemic,
sanitary measures were imposed in most countries. These consisted of social/physical
distancing, lockdowns, isolating (the impact of isolation on Master’s and doctoral students
before COVID-19 was already significant, see Mason [2012], for example — we can only
imagine how much more this effect will be on students and supervisors during the pandemic),
quarantining and working from home. Schools and universities were closed, which meant that
physical access to the school or campus was no longer possible.

With working from home and studying away from the “normal” academic environments
(classrooms, laboratories, libraries, etc.) came an expanded use of digital technologies to
counteract the far-reaching interruptions of higher education and related research activities
(Motala & Menon, 2020). In many places worldwide this is ongoing. For example, in the
kingdom of Eswatini, universities opened again in August 2020 but with limited access: final-
year students came to write examinations, and, as the new academic year started, only first-
year students were allowed on campus for limited face-to-face sessions combined with online
course delivery modes.

These drastic changes foreseeably affected the relationship between supervisor and
supervisee, as well as impacting the duration and frequency of interaction, and the means of
communication between the parties involved in doctoral studies, seeing that communication
between both parties is essential (Ives & Rowley, 2005; Koen, 2007, cited in Prinsloo, 2016;
Carpenter, Makhadmeh. & Thornton, 2015). Alternative educational and supervisory activities
were actively researched in order to minimise any possible adverse impact on the continuity
of academic life and research.

The present study was undertaken during the researcher’s participation in the DIES/
CREST Online Course for Doctoral Supervisors at African Universities (July—October 2020).
This is normally organised once a year, face-to-face, in South Africa and brings together young
and more experienced doctoral supervisors from African universities for extensive training. In
2020, due to the pandemic, the course was held online for the first time. The final assignment
in this course is a research report of a study on any aspect of doctoral supervision. | chose to
look into the transition from face-to-face to blended/online doctoral supervision.
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3. Problem statement, aim and objectives

The research discussed in this article was designed with the overall purpose of exploring
whether Master and doctoral supervision had undergone transformation due to the pandemic.
The particular focus was to explore doctoral supervision. What happened before the onset of
the pandemic? What is going on now during the pandemic? These were the main questions
| wanted to investigate.

According to Gardner (2007), supervisors of doctoral candidates need to be “accessible”,
they should provide regular positive criticism and feedback (Botha, 2010; Nurie, 2018;
Neupane Bastola & Hu, 2021) on the work undertaken by the candidates, they should show
empathy towards their students while also treating them as colleagues or peers (also echoed
by Turner, 2015). Finally, supervisors should support their students in their research (Lee,
2008). The question arises what accessibility and frequency of interaction mean. In the case
of doctoral supervision, appointed supervisors often have no real idea of what constitutes
acceptable supervision (Dietz, Jansen & Wadee, 2006).

Therefore, the current study’s major research question was whether the pandemic brought
about a transformation in the way doctoral students are supervised.

This translated into many related questions, namely:
1. How often did supervisors see their doctoral students face-to-face before COVID-19?

2. What was the main means of communication between supervisor and supervisee before
COVID-19?

3. What are the main means of communication between supervisor and supervisee during
COVID-19?

4. Which videoconferencing tools were used to interact during COVID-19?

5. Has there been a change in frequency of supervisor-supervisee interaction between
“before” and “during” COVID-197?

6. How was the viva/oral thesis defence undertaken since the start of the pandemic?

4. Literature review

While there is some fairly recent literature on doctoral supervision in sub-Saharan Africa
(Manderson et al., 2017; Jili & Masuku, 2017; Ndayambaje, 2018; Isike, 2018; Assimwe, 2019;
Cekiso et al., 2019; Mothiba et al., 2019; Ngulube & Ukwoma, 2019; Nsereko, 2019; Gohar
& Qouta, 2021), there is little research currently available on the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on doctoral supervision methods and practices in the same region of the world.

Even though published before the pandemic, Gray and Crosta (2019) did a systematic
literature review to ascertain the best practices of high-quality online support to students
during the thesis stage of an Online Doctorate in Higher Education programme. They provide
useful information and make recommendations that apply during the pandemic too. In their
section on frequency of meetings between doctoral students and supervisors, they note the
following: timing and frequency of meetings is important to scaffold student progress, to build
persistence and completion (Pyhaltd, Vekkaila & Keskinen, 2015, cited by Gray & Crosta,
2019). Frequency goes hand in hand with communication (Erichsen, Bolliger & Halupa, 2014).
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Spanning three continents, including Africa, Stevens et al.’s 2021 study entitled “Doctoral
supervision and COVID-19: Autoethnographies from four faculty across three continents”
gave four faculty members the opportunity to write an auto-ethnography of their experience
as doctoral student supervisors. Even though their basic advising philosophies and contexts
were quite different, their findings regarding the possibility and power of resilience, empathy
and mentoring online, indicate that monitoring of new online practices is essential because
some of these should be kept after the pandemic to expand the reach, depth and impact of
doctoral education.

Authors such as Phillips, Logan and Mather (2021) as well as Suparman (2021) looked
at the COVID-19-induced need for online doctoral supervision and specialised training for
doctoral supervisors. Paula (2020) investigated how lockdowns due to COVID-19 affected
doctoral studies, while Mullen’s 2020 research focused on online doctoral mentoring.
Tatnell (2020) is one of the few researchers noting the use of videoconferencing as part
of good online research supervision relationships. Earlier on, Lim et al. (2019) highlighted
videoconferencing as one of the possible strategies to assist distance doctoral students in
completing their dissertations.

Research on Swedish graduate students by Boérgeson et al. (2021) noted particular
challenges in PhD education due to COVID-19-disrupted supervision. The few studies
highlighted above are an indication of the need for additional studies on different aspects of
doctoral study supervision before, during and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.

5. Research design, methodology and sampling

This study used a descriptive research design in view of generating useful data to answer the
main research question. A qualitative case study design was selected because it allowed for
the generation of in-depth data that emerged from the participants’ opinions, thoughts and
feelings (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This design was chosen to explore the respondents’ real-
world experiences of Master and doctoral study supervision before and during the COVID-19
lockdown/pandemic. The survey tool | implemented was an online Google Form self-
designed questionnaire that provided data about participants’ demographics (such as age)
and their opinions regarding the main points discussed below. The questionnaire consisted of
11 multiple choice and 2 open-ended questions.

There was no ethical clearance sought. Informed consent was obtained by explaining
that the generated data would be used for a study that was part of the requirements for the
completion of an online course and would possibly be used additionally in a published article.
Respondents participated on a voluntary basis and could opt out at any time. Their responses
were anonymised at data analysis stage.

Sampling was purposive in nature. The purposive sampling technique (Klar & Leeper,
2019), also known as non-random sampling, relies mainly on the researcher’s ability to select
elements for a sample. On the negative side of this choice is that the outcome of the sampling
might be biased and make it difficult for all the elements of the population to be part of the
sample equally. | selected possible participants based on the aim of the study, namely, to get
the opinion of a particular group of higher education stakeholders, MA and PhD supervisors.
It can also be described as convenience sampling. As | did not receive sufficient quality
responses the first time | sent out the questionnaire (Cohort 1), | sent it again, but for Cohort
2, | specifically targeted my fellow DIES/CREST Online Course participants.
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6. Participants and their profile

Yin (2015) explained that purposive sampling involves the selection of participants based on
their identified relevance and rich experience that can contribute towards answering a study’s
research questions. In the current study, the respondents were chosen because of the rich
information they could provide related to their experience as supervisors. The first cohort
(survey undertaken in July 2020) consisted of 168 of the researcher’s colleagues worldwide,
known to me for being/having been doctoral supervisors. Of these, 27 responded to the
questionnaire; this gives a response rate of 16,1%. As | was not satisfied with the number of
responses, | then requested fellow participants in the DIES/CREST Online Course for Doctoral
Supervisors at African Universities to also fill in the online survey. The second cohort (survey
sent out at the end of July 2020) then consisted of 143 colleagues, all working at African
universities. From this group, 37 responses were obtained, which corresponds to a response
rate of 25,9%. In total, 64 responses were collected out of 311 possible respondents. This
brings the overall response rate to 20.6%.

In a large-scale Danish study on response rate differences between paper-based and
online surveys, Ebert et al. (2018) found that the overall response rate in the digital group was
36.31% (1303/3588), almost 10 percentage points lower than in the paper group (45.99%,
1653/3594). We can thus suppose that a better response rate might have been achieved if we
had been able to use paper-based instruments (which was not possible due to the COVID-19
pandemic in our particular case). In addition, we know that study participants are increasingly
resistant to responding to surveys (Kohut et al., 2012). General stress and anxiety related to
the pandemic might also have been a factor for the relatively low response rate in this study.

The following demographic information relating to age, qualification and country of
residence was gathered. Table 1 indicates that most supervisors were between the ages of 41
and 50 (Cohort 2; supervisors solely from Africa) and 51 and 60 (Cohort 1; supervisors from
all over the world, including Africa: 9 respondents from this Cohort were based outside Africa).
In Cohort 2 all study participants were PhD holders (in Cohort 1 a few respondents were MA
holders, but they only supervised MA students).

Table 1: Age of respondents
Age Cohort 1 (n=27) Cohort 2 (n=37)
30—40 3 11
41-50 8 16
51-60 15 8
61 and above 1 2
Total 27 37

Interestingly, the participating supervisors in the second cohort were generally younger
than those in the first one. Does this mean supervisors in Africa start to supervise at a younger
age? Or is it related to the fact that there is a limited pool of supervisors? Further research is
needed to answer these questions.

7. Findings and discussion

In this section, | note the main study findings and discuss them in relation to international
research. | start with the number of doctoral students per supervisor and then go into the
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themes identified at the start of the study, namely frequency of interaction, use of digital tools
for online interaction between supervisor and supervisee and student progress during the
pandemic. A few selected responses then guide a discussion leading to the recommendations
and conclusion.

This section is organised according to the research sub-questions: frequency and change
of frequency in supervisor-supervisee interactions, digital tools and means of supervisor-
supervisee interactions, variety of videoconferencing tools and oral thesis defence.

In addition to information directly answering these questions, | also obtained information
regarding the number of doctoral students currently under a participant’s supervision. This can
be seen in Table 2.

Table 2: Number of doctoral students currently under the participants’ supervision

Number of students supervised | Cohort 1 (n=27) Cohort 2 (n=37)
0 8 6

1-3 10 26

4-6 9 2

7-10 0 3

In Cohort 1, 38,5% of the respondents supervised between 1 and 3 doctoral candidates,
and 34,6% between 4 and 6. In Cohort 2, the vast majority (70,3%) supervised between 1
and 3 doctoral students. The remaining respondents in both cohorts (8 in Cohort 1 and 6 in
Cohort 2; some of the Cohort 1 participants were supervising MA students) were not currently
supervising doctoral students.

In Cohort 2, a significant number of participants supervised between 7 and 10 doctoral
candidates. This is an indication of possible work overload. Research undertaken in east
and southeast Asia on the number of doctoral students per supervisor in the field of nursing
education shows that 45% of the participating institutions had between 1 and 5 students, while
one third had between 6 and 10 supervisors and a quarter had no upper limit of students/
supervisor (Molassiotis et al., 2020).

8. Frequency and change of frequency of supervisor-supervisee
interactions

In general, supervisors interact with their own students as they were supervised, and/or they
learn by doing (Halse, 2011, cited in Manderson et al., 2017). Because there is no prescribed
frequency of interaction and the frequency means of interaction varies from country to
country, from university to university, from department to department even, | have not included
any benchmark questions for frequency or means of interaction. However, what could be
measured was the change of frequency starting from what happened before the pandemic
and what occurred during the pandemic.

In response to the questions — How often did supervisors see their students face-to-face
before COVID-19? — and — Has there been a change in frequency of supervisor-supervisee
interaction between “before” and “during” COVID-19? — the following was noted: before the
pandemic, 95,2% (Cohort 1) and 67,7% (Cohort 2) of the supervisors only interacted face-
to-face with their students once a month. Since the start of the pandemic, the frequency of
interactions has changed as can be seen in Table 3 below.
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Table 3: Change in frequency of interaction between supervisor and student

Frequency of interaction Cohort 1 (n=22) Cohort 2 (n=34)
Less frequent 8 13
More frequent 4 9
Equally frequent 10 12

Cohort 1 respondents noted slightly more instances where the frequency of interaction
with the supervised students did not change. As countries outside Africa were included
here, it could be possible that the dependency on online interactions were already higher
there before the pandemic. Nevertheless, it is important to note that for 26,5% of Cohort 2
respondents, the interactions became more frequent during the pandemic. This might be an
indication of a heightened need for communication and interaction, even if occurring online
only (face-to-face was impossible during the lockdown periods), in “difficult” periods such as
the COVID-19 pandemic.

In many Master’s and doctoral programmes, two phases can be distinguished: the taught
course phase and the research phase. In the research phase, supervision of doctoral research
has four dimensions: “the advisory role, the quality control role, the supporting relationship
nurtured by the supervisor and the guidance of the student by the supervisor” (Mouton, 2001:
17, cited by Beer and Mason, 2009). None of these roles or dimensions can be undertaken
without regular interaction.

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, supervisors and researchers were debating the
differences and possible advantages of on- or offline supervision practices (e.g. Gumbo, 2019)
for all postgraduate research students but also more particularly for international students
(e.g. Herman & Meki Kombe, 2019). In a study undertaken in Portuguese universities, “almost
all supervisors (90,2%) agree that regular contact (by email, Skype, in-person) with doctoral
students, is the key to monitoring and guiding student research work. Regular meetings
in person with students has an agreement of 76,8%. Almost sixty-one per cent (60,7%) of
supervisors agree with joint monitoring (PhD student-supervisor) of the proposal development
while more than half (56,3%) of supervisors agree with the statement “Supervisor’s failure to
monitor student work may lead to non-completion of the doctorate” and that 31.3% partially
agree with this statement (Ribau, 2020: 1585).

The frequency of supervisory meetings may also affect doctoral candidates’ emotional
exhaustion and intentions to dropout. Supervisory interaction and meetings are also a critical
consideration in the advisory relationship. The frequency and quality of meetings are important
(Li & Seale, 2007). Although the quality and frequency of meetings likely varies with the
individual advisor, it may also depend on the academic discipline. Gardner (2007) reported that
doctoral students emphasised the importance of their supervisory interaction, but she noted
that expectations regarding contact time with their supervisor varied by academic department.
Regardless, the frequency of interaction seems to affect doctoral students’ wellbeing and
progress. For example, Stubb, Pyhalté and Lonka (2011) found that weak and infrequent
advising hindered the emotional wellbeing of doctoral students. Furthermore, students who
have access to regular meetings with advisors, where they can receive guidance and discuss
expectations, are more likely to complete their degrees (Bair & Haworth, 2005).
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9. Digital tools and means of supervisor-supervisee interaction

The second theme of this study relates to the use of digital tools for online supervision of doctoral
students and the main means of interaction between both stakeholders. This theme provides
answers to the following questions: What was the main means of communication between
supervisor and supervisee before COVID-19? What are the main means of communication
between supervisor and supervisee during COVID-19? And which videoconferencing tools
were used to interact during COVID-19?

Both cohorts used face-to-face interaction as the main means of communication before the
pandemic started. Noteworthy is the much higher percentage (70,6%) of Cohort 2 participants
compared to that of Cohort 1 respondents (54,5%). This could confirm what was noted above,
namely that the use of technology-mediated communication was already more significant
outside Africa than it was on the continent.

During the pandemic, there was a definite shift from face-to-face to email and Skype or
similar platforms, as Figures 1 and 2 below indicate.

Question 7: since the start of the pandemic, our supervisor-student interactions are mainly:
22 responses

@ face-to-face
@ via email
via Skype or similar platforms

Figure 1: Cohort 1 interaction types

For Cohort 1, 59,1% of the interactions between the supervisor and the doctoral student
happened via email during this period of the COVID-19 pandemic (March 2020-August 2020),
36,4% of the interactions via Skype or other videoconferencing tools and only 4,5% took place
in a face-to-face setting.

For Cohort 2, as indicated in Figure 2 below, the numbers indicate that more interactions
took place via videoconferencing (45,7%) compared to what occurred in Cohort 1. A little
more than half (51,4%) of the interactions were undertaken via email, while only 2,9% of the
supervisor-supervisee interactions happened face-to-face.
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Question 7: since the start of the pandemic, our supervisor-student interactions are mainly:

35 responses

@ face-to-face
@ via email
via Skype or similar platforms

Figure 2: Cohort 2 interaction types

Supervision using videoconferencing tools, also called remote supervision, tele-
supervision or even e-supervision (Ghani, 2020: 38) is slowly appearing as a research topic
under the broad category of doctoral study supervision. While no significant research has
been done in Africa in this regard, a few pre-COVID-19 studies outside the continent called
for the intensified use in the near future (Frederick, 2020; Flaherty, 2020, both cited in
Ghani, 2020).

Cuban (1986) indicated that new technologies have succeeded each other since the 19th
century, in particular in the education sector. Thus, students and educators have had to adapt
themselves to new technologies, and today this includes digital ones (Khoza, 2017) as well
as social media usage for teaching and learning (Annamalai, 2019; Mpungose, 2020; Deng &
Tavares, 2013; Henry et al., 2016; Madge et al., 2009), which means we need to ensure that
users are informed about these rapidly changing digital technologies (Dlamini, 2015). While
lecturers and students have used Skype’s videoconferencing functionality professionally and
socially in the past, during the COVID-19 lockdown they seem to have switched to the more
flexible Zoom, which is easy to install and use, and allows more participants in the same “call”.

A variety of tools were used by the supervisors in this study: Zoom, Google Meet/Hangout,
Microsoft Teams, Adobe Connect, Skype, WebEx and WhatsApp. Zoom is by far the preferred
videoconferencing/virtual meeting tool (45,5% of the participants of Cohort 1 and 36,2% for
Cohort 2). This is followed by Google Meet/Hangout for Cohort 1 (31,8%) and Microsoft Teams
(23,5%). Researchers like Mullen (2020) discuss the importance of videoconferencing tools to
ensure continued interactions, in particular during extreme events such as pandemics.

Crawford et al.’s (2020) study explored universities’ responses, in the form of migration
to online environments, to the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to teaching, learning and
research, in Germany, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Jordan and South Africa. Universities started
hosting lectures and meetings through videoconferencing software such as Zoom, and file-
sharing applications such as Google Classroom. In addition, universities have expanded
their use of learning management or content management systems such as Moodle (Putri
et al., 2020).

In the narrative, open-ended part of the questionnaire, one participant had this to say:

Another positive is that | find that staff and students have been kind of forced to rely more
on technology and eventually find it useful for virtual meetings/interactions, etc, whereas
before many relied more on print and email. Some students have access challenges with
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regard to WiFi and this interferes with the new arrangement of holding virtual meetings
and slows down work and student/supervisor interactions (P5, Cohort 2).

This confirms the shift towards more use of digital interactions during the pandemic but
also points to multiple challenges regarding infrastructure and connectivity which, in turn,
point to access and inclusivity challenges.

Ribau’s study participants noted that “almost all supervisors (90,2%) agree that regular
contact (by email, Skype, in-person) with doctoral students, is the key to monitoring and
guiding student research work. Regular meetings in person with students has an agreement
of 76,8% (Ribau, 2020: 1585). The current study confirms this, except that because of the
pandemic much less face-to-face, in-person interaction is happening.

The pandemic has brought about a more diversified offering when it comes to
videoconferencing. While many of these products were available before March 2020, the fact
that supervisors and supervisees started using videoconferencing more as an alternative to
the now prohibited face-to-face interactions, also meant that stakeholders would start looking
for videoconferencing products that were better suited to their specific needs. In their research
on group research supervision, Kumar et al. note the following regarding the effectiveness of
videoconferencing tools during a pandemic: “Having a flexible structure for Zoom meetings,
a scheduled time to work with their mentor, a lengthy block of time to interact one-to-one,
and the mentor’s prepared responses to their files and questions, with attention on anything
arising while in session, proved motivating” (2021: 148).

10. Oral thesis defence/viva

The videoconferencing tools mentioned in the previous section were mainly used for regular
supervisor-supervisee meetings, but also at the level of oral thesis defence or viva. This is
normally something that happens in a face-to-face setting, even though before the onset of
the pandemic it was possible to hold a viva at a distance. This occurred in particular with
international students.

This shift is also visible when it comes to thesis defence. More than half (56,5%) of the
respondents of Cohort 1 indicated that there have been thesis defences since the start of
the pandemic. This number is significantly lower for Cohort 2. While | have not been able
to ascertain why this is the case, one of the reasons might be that in Cohort 1 there are
participants based outside Africa who might have been better prepared to deal with online
thesis defences (they might have dealt with international students on a larger scale and
therefore might have had thesis defences “at a distance” even before the pandemic started).

Cohort 1 respondents noted that thesis defences were undertaken “virtual[ly] using Zoom”,
“via Google meeting”, “on Blackboard Collaborate” and “different[ly] from before because of
time management” (“the defence should not last more than 3 hours”). One of the respondents
noted that besides the “initial technical glitches”, doing the defence online was “in fact, (...) an
easier means to get all examiners to attend orals once we can all agree on dates. Previously
orals had to be waived because of the unavailability of examiners who were usually out of the

country. With online oral defence, attendance can be from any part of the world”.

Of the 13 responses received from Cohort 1, 6 indicated that the doctoral students’ thesis
defence or viva was held online, while 7 said it took place face-to-face. In one case the
chancellor of the university had given special authorisation to do so. In all cases precautionary
measures (presence of sanitiser or request to wash hands at the entrance of the venue,
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temperature checking prior to entering the venue, less than 20 people attending, social
distance of at least one metre, obligatory wearing of a facemask) were in place. Other changes
took place in how the defence was conducted. One of the study participants indicated that
students had to prepare a presentation with a voice-over and send it in. This allowed the
panel to go through it in their own time. Then there was a shorter synchronous presentation
and discussion on Blackboard Collaborate where people could, for instance, pose questions.

Nineteen Cohort 2 respondents shared their thoughts about online defences. Notably,
similar to Cohort 1, these were done over Zoom or other online platforms. For most respondents
this was new and brought with it challenges of connectivity, for example, or that the students
were not used to this (one respondent noted that a dry or trial run was undertaken before
the actual defence) or that the examination committee was not used to this (in one case,
the committee members received training on how to use Zoom before the actual defence
date). Such challenges were already noted in other parts of the world (see, for example,
Salihbegovic & Ribic, 2008). For some institutions this was already the case pre-pandemic as
using virtual platforms ensured the participation of international supervisors and/or examiners
in the examination process or even during the proposal presentations or progress reporting
(so, earlier in the doctoral students’ journey). One participant noted that “Zoom and other
virtual means are more effective than face-to-face” (unfortunately, the respondent did not
qualify that statement).

As Morley et al. (2002; cited in Watts, 2012: 376) noted, oral examinations are variable
in form and conduct, so there is nothing peculiar about a shift in mode of delivery (online
versus face-to-face). However, this should have an impact on the way supervisors prepare
their doctoral candidates for this part of the journey.

11. Student progress during the pandemic

Linked to the questions regarding frequency of interaction and tools used to supervise students,
an additional question sought to find out how supervisors viewed their students’ progress.
Overall, respondents had this to say about their students’ progress during the pandemic:
for Cohort 1, a large portion of the students, 40,9%, as reported by the study participants,
progressed at a slower pace during the pandemic, while for Cohort 2, interestingly, they
seemed to be more performant (their progress was more intense). For Cohort 2 almost one
third indicated that progress was faster, one third that progress was similar to what occurred
before the pandemic, and one third that progress was slower. Several Cohort 1 participants
indicated that the intensity of the progression varied from student to student.

It is thus difficult to generalise the data from this theme on student progress. The
responses to the open-ended questions (qualitative) are helpful when it comes to interpreting
the indecisive nature of the quantitative data. This is what one respondent had to say: “My
students had very different experiences and their progress showed it. Students with additional
work (for example moving from face-to-face to online teaching very quickly and without
sufficient support) or child care responsibilities had less time while others working from
home progressed quickly” (Cohort 2). The comment is noteworthy as it points to individual
differences, personal challenges and the need for individual and flexible learning paths in
postgraduate supervision. Thus, caution should be exercised in not approaching supervision
in a rigid manner. Many doctoral study programmes are already quite flexible in nature, but
probably more should be done to ensure that differing approaches and circumstances allow
more people to proceed with this type of studies.
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12. Recommendations

Infrastructure, connectivity and access are all elements that need to be improved for staff and
students for postgraduate supervision to continue online during (and beyond) the pandemic.
Additional research is needed in the area of how supervisors can prepare their students for
online interactions and defences. Frequency and means of interaction have an impact on
doctoral student commitment and persistence (Jones, 2011; Lovitts, 2001; Kurtz-Costes et
al., 2006). Frequent interaction between supervisor and supervisee is important. Quality
assurance aspects need to be revised and/or implemented to address frequency and quality
of supervision. Creating a structured model to assist advisors in providing feedback, both in
terms of academic research and relationship management, may be helpful.

Research on how the quality of the supervisory relationship affects students’ anxiety, stress
and wellbeing (such as that undertaken by Stubb et al., 2011) should be envisaged, especially
during a pandemic such as the one brought about by COVID-19. According to Pyhalto et al.
(2012), doctoral students who experienced supervisory problems reported higher anxiety and
emotional exhaustion, while Rigg et al. (2013) found that advisor support significantly reduced
emotional exhaustion among American graduate students. Supervisors need to be trained
and supported to provide holistic support that goes beyond academic support and supports
student wellbeing. It has to be noted that with doctoral students experiencing psychological
distress six times higher than the general population (Barry et al., 2018) and one in three
being at risk for a common psychiatric disorder (Levecque et al., 2017) before the pandemic,
it is important to explore the impact of COVID-19 on their wellbeing and mental health, as well
as on that of their supervisors.

13. Study limitations

This small-scale study focused on the point of view of the supervisors. This meant that no
input was received from the supervised students. Further research, such as Sokhulu’s 2020
study entitled “Students’ experiences of using digital technologies to address their personal
research needs during the COVID-19 lockdown”, is necessary to complement the current
study. Additional follow-up studies looking at how students perceived the impact of the
pandemic on the way/frequency they were supervised during their doctoral studies would be
useful to provide a more balanced picture of the phenomenon and impact research output
(Halbert, 2015).

In addition, the study was undertaken soon after the start of the first lockdown (March
2020). Supervisors and supervisees had to improvise and rapidly implement ways and means
to deal with the changed environment for their interactions. It remains to be seen whether, close
to two years after the onset of the pandemic, the situation has further transformed, whether
other tools are now used and whether the frequency of interactions between supervisor and
supervisee has undergone additional shifts. In this area too, further research is required.

It would further be useful to study completion rates to compare what supervisors thought
their students’ progress was to what really occurred. It would be vital too to look at how pre-
COVID-19 distance education and online doctoral studies programmes assure their quality
when it comes to frequency of interaction between supervisor and supervisee. Heeralal’s
(2016) case study on improving postgraduate supervision in an Open and Distance Learning
(ODL) environment would be a good starting point.
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14. Conclusion

The current study’s major research questions were whether the pandemic brought about a
transformation in the way Master and doctoral students are supervised. The data collected
from the online survey administered to doctoral studies’ supervisors suggests that there
has been a change in frequency and means of supervision, that there is more reliance on
videoconferencing tools and interaction “at a distance”. However, the impact on student
progression is less clear and the data cannot conclusively confirm that there has been a
significant transformation in the way students are supervised because many participants
seem to indicate their wish to return to the way things were done pre-pandemic. Nevertheless,
there will probably be more reliance on social media, email and other online tools such as
Zoom and Skype post-pandemic. In the words of the study participants, “online supervision
is developing” and “the pandemic has also given us more tools of engagement, which is
good”. In addition to what Wu et al. (2020) describe as “organizational agility” which is the
basis for the success of the transition to online teaching and learning, supervisors and
supervisees require “personal agility” as COVID-19 is a global pandemic that might be with
us for a long time to come (and even if it ends, there will always be other pandemics as
history has shown us).
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