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Effective Supervision — Experience To Be Shared

The School of Graduate Studies
invited a panel of academic staff

members to take part in a Sharing
Session on Effective Supervision on 10
March 1999. Prof W F Fong,
Associate Dean (SGS), facilitated the
Session, which was attended by Prof
K S Chiang (EE), Dr K B Chuah
(MEEM), Prof Ferdinand A Gul (AC),
Dr Angel Lin (EN), Dr D K Srivastava
(SLW), Dr Lilian Vrijmoed (BCH), Dr
Linda Wong (SA), and Dr Anming
Zhang (EF).

Prof Fong prefaced the discussion by
telling members that several studies
have been carried out in overseas
universities about the role of
supervisors and what postgraduate
students expect from their supervisors.

However, this is the first time such a
discussion has been held at CityU and
our conclusions may be very different.

Prof Fong proposed that the
participants answer two questions:
What supervisors worry most about
their job; and, what aspect of
supervision causes the most concern.
In response to the first question,
participants were asked to list three
topics for discussion.

From the answers, and the lively
debate that followed, it seems that
supervisors the world over share
similar concerns, although there are
some areas, particularly language
skills, that are of specific concern to
CityU supervisors.

One of the points which was of
interest was how much work
supervisors should put into helping
students present their work, especially
in the area of English writing skills. Dr
Srivastava pointed out that theses and
papers in his school must be
presented in a certain way and
students are often unaware of how to
fulfil this requirement. The School of
Law is considering introducing a
course which will teach students

presentation skills.

Dr Vrijmoed
observed that it is
difficult to maintain
a balance between
how much help
should be given and
the need to train
students to be
independent.
Monitoring progress
and regular
meetings help
students achieve
effective time
management. Her

department also encourages research
group meetings, where students give
papers, comment on them, interact
and improve their presentation skills.

Professor Gul said that the underlying
objective of any postgraduate
programme is to produce quality, and
that the acid test of quality is that a
thesis is published in a top journal. To
help students achieve this objective,

the Faculty of Business has introduced
course work, using the top journals as
a guide to stimulate students and
familiarize them with the critical
areas.

The panel agreed that this is an
excellent model. However, it could
not be applied to all faculties, as
academic development differs
between faculties and the University
does not want to impose a single
pattern.

As a result of this preliminary
meeting, the panel identified the
following three major areas of
concern:

1. Supervisors and students:
• progress monitoring
• differences in expectation
• professional relationship
• amount of help and information

which should be given

2. Role of the University:
• providing resources for research

support
• effective recruitment of

postgraduate students

3. Students:
• English language skills
• paper/thesis presentation skills

At the end of the Session, Prof Fong
thanked the participants and said that
the results of the preliminary meeting
will form the basis for further
discussion and the eventual
publication of a list of guidelines for
supervisors.

The School wishes to thank the panel
members for giving up their time to
take part in the Session and is very
grateful for their valuable input.

— Theresa Fox

(from left) Dr Linda Wong, Dr Angel Lin, Dr Lilian Vrijmoed, Dr K B
Chuah, Prof W F Fong, Prof Ferdinand A Gul, Dr Anming Zhang,
Prof K S Chiang, and Dr D K Srivastava
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(from left) Prof M J A Cooray, Miss Teresa Ng, Prof Ron Hui,
Mr Craig Simpson, Dr Julia Tao, Prof Stephen Cheung and Prof
W F Fong

About 80 research degree students
and staff attended an open forum

on “Effective Supervision: Mutual
Expectations” on 19 April. The forum,
held in the Amenities Building Multi-
purpose rooms, was organized by the
School of Graduate Studies.

Five faculty members and two PhD
students shared with the audience their
ideas for achieving a successful
supervisory relationship. The facilitator,
Prof W F Fong (SGS), explained that the
purpose of the forum was to share the
points of view of both students and
supervisors. He listed a number of
possible relationships, ranging from
director – follower to friend – friend, and
also listed the different expectations
h e l d  b y  s t u d e n t s  a n d
supervisors. “It is very important
that we understand from the
beginning of the relationship
what doing research and
supervising is all about,” Prof
Fong said.

The first speaker, Prof Stephen
Cheung (EF), talked about the
complicated relat ionship
between students and their
supervisors. There are three
groups involved in the process:
the university, the supervisor,
and the student,  al l  with
different expectations. The relationship
can be a love/hate affair, a “marriage”,
or a nightmare, he said, and he
emphasized the importance of regular
meetings, mutual understanding and
encouragement. Drawing on personal
exper ience ,  P ro f  Cheung  sa id
pos tg radua te  s tudy  shou ld  be
memorable and enjoyable. “Make the
most of your time – it flies,” he advised.

Dr Julia Tao (SA) spoke about the value
of disagreeing. This means three things
in a supervisory relationship, she said:
you are putting forward a different point
of view; you are trying to raise a different
perspective; and you are suggesting that
wha t  has  become es tab l i shed
knowledge should be cri t ically
examined. There must be ground rules
for disagreeing, so that it does not turn
into a personal conflict. The many
bene f i t s  de r ived  f rom f ru i t fu l

disagreement include a deepening of
the relationship and stimulation of the
imagination. Dr Tao concluded by
advising supervisors to “Teach – and be
taught!”

Mr Craig Simpson (PhD student, BCH)
talked about the importance of
developing the student – supervisor
relationship and how the relationship
will inevitably change over the years.
To the students, their work is the first
priority but they should recognize that
their supervisors have many priorities,
he said. “Share responsibility for the
relationship, respect the relationship,
see the supervisor’s point of view and,
above all, ensure communications stay
open,” Mr Simpson stressed.

Prof Ron Hui (EE) said he believed
supervisors should use their experience
and research insight to point students
in the right direction and stressed the
importance of understanding their
students’ experience and background.
Students, he said, should be enthusiastic
about their work, to make it stimulating
for both student and supervisor.
Management, of both time and literature
search, is also very important. “Have the
courage to take up new challenges,” he
said, “And don’t be afraid to dream the
dreams!”

Miss Teresa Ng (PhD student, SS) said
she felt that the majority of students felt
that their supervisors were responsible
for their research progress and only a
minority of students reflected on their
own role in the relationship. She
believes that although supervisors
should guide their students, students

themselves should play a more active
part in developing and maintaining
good supervisory practice. Perhaps
students could be responsible for their
own progress and participate in
arranging a work schedule, be open in
telling their supervisors about the
di f f icul t ies  and problems they
encounter, be explicit about the
provision of feedback from the
supervisor, and challenge any other
supervisor’s ideas which they do not
agree with, she suggested.

Prof M J A Cooray (SLW) had the task of
summing up. There is no model
supervisor-researcher relationship, he
said. “The tasks of the supervisor will
vary from field to field, person to
person.” To make the most of their time
at graduate school, students should ask
themselves three things: how best to do
their work using their expertise, time
and commitment; how best to make use
of their supervisors; and how best to
learn and acquire effective research
skills.

The role of the supervisor is to give
students support and direction, not to
provide them with ideas. When it comes
to defending the thesis it is the student
who will be on stage: the supervisor will
be behind the scenes. “This is why,
when we talk about the relationship, we
think of it as not supervisor-centred, but
s tudent -cen t red ,”  P ro f  Cooray
concluded.

In the discussion that followed, Prof
Fong and Prof Cheung stressed the
importance of asking questions and
speaking up. Both agreed that it is alien
to Asian culture to regard supervisors
as colleagues but that is what the
relationship should be. “Ask more
questions!” Prof Cheung advised.

One speaker said it was important to
get value from supervisors and
supervisors should show their students
how to do this. Dr Tao ended the session
by saying that students should be active,
not just because it is their “act” but also
their “script”. “If you are a dreamer,
don’t just dream about acting, dream
about writing your own script,” she
challenged.

— Theresa Fox

Open Forum on Effective Supervision




