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Section 2: Supervision and Mentoring
A combined approach
Broadly defined, the role of a "supervisor" is to oversee an individual (or group)
engaged in a particular task with the express goal of ensuring that they
perform it correctly. In the context of graduate studies, a supervisor's role is to
successfully guide a student through the requirements of their academic
program.
Mentorship also plays an important role in the student-supervisor relationship.
Generally speaking, a "mentor" is someone who is more experienced in a
particular field and agrees to advise or counsel a less experienced mentee. In
most cases, this relationship tends to be focused on broader scholarly and
career development. However, it can also lead to the formation of a more
personal relationship.

SUPERVISION tends to
be task-oriented
MENTORSHIP tends to
be focused on broader
scholarly and career
development

The difference between supervision and mentorship is not always clearly
defined and good supervisors often adopt both roles, although the focus may
differ depending on the stage the student is in their program.1

Effectively combining the role of mentor and supervisor can have a
positive impact on the overall graduate student experience.2
In these guidelines, we have opted to continue using the term "supervisor"
primarily because the term is widely used across the University of Toronto and
is embedded in many policy and procedural documents. However, it should be
understood that good supervision should combine both the supervisor and
mentor role.
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General characteristics of good supervisory practice
Good graduate supervision can be identified by a number
of characteristics. A good supervisor should:
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

•
•

Aim to inspire and guide their student to reach
their full scholarly potential.
Guide a student through the various
requirements of the doctoral program
Help the student navigate the relevant policies
and procedures established by the graduate
unit, the faculty and the University.
Seek to provide a work environment that is
supportive yet stimulating, enabling students to
learn the essential methodologies, concepts, and
culture of their disciplines.
Provide a student with clear, fair and honest
feedback on their progress through the program.
Allow the student the opportunity to conduct
research of high quality and significance, and
receive appropriate recognition in publications,
presentations, etc.
Introduce the student to the wider context of
the discipline and the relevant communities of
scholars and professionals, positioning them for
successful careers within or outside of academia
(or both).
Foster a sense of academic integrity.
Handle any emerging or unanticipated problems
in a timely fashion with both compassion and
clarity.3

Graduate supervision as a shared responsibility

Good supervision is a shared
responsibility between the
supervisor and student.

Good supervision depends on communicating well,
being tolerant and understanding, and each holding the
other to high standards. The graduate unit (department,
centre, or institute) also plays an important role,
providing clarity and consistency of expectations,
upholding academic standards, administering the
program fairly, effectively, and intervening where
necessary to help resolve problems.

SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES | University of Toronto 2017

Page 3 of 7

The need for mutual respect
Regardless of their respective roles or positions, all parties
(student, supervisor, members of the supervisory committee)
should treat each other with dignity and respect and make
every effort possible to manage conflicts in a respectful
manner. The Human Resources Guideline on Civil Conduct
published by the University of Toronto, available online,
provides a useful guide to appropriate behaviour and
respectful responses.4

What is my role as a supervisor?
As the supervisor of a graduate student, a faculty member's
role is to guide a student through the requirements of their
academic program, set out expectations, provide evaluations
and assessments of their work, and generally assist their
students in meeting and completing in a timely manner the
various milestones and tasks that are part of the degree
program. The student-supervisor relationship is critical to a
student's success in graduate school and should be
established early in a student's program and, barring
graduate unit policies or unanticipated circumstances, remain
intact until the student has successfully submitted and
defended their thesis.

As a supervisor, the faculty member should provide
support to their graduate students at every stage of
their degree. Such support includes the following:
Planning
A supervisor should assist their students with the selection
and planning of a meaningful and appropriate research topic
that can be successfully completed within the normal time
limit for the degree program. This includes helping develop a
realistic timeline for completion of the student's program,
preferably including a number of milestones to measure the
student's progress along the way.

SUPERVISORS . . .
•

Provide guidance

•

Clearly set out
expectations

•

Provide feedback

•

Are accessible

•

Assist with setting up a
supervisory committee

•

Help students
understand policies and
regulations

•

Promote academic
integrity

•

Provide supportive
environment

•

Avoid conflict of interest
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Offering Guidance
A supervisor should provide their graduate students with support and resources throughout their
program to help them contemplate relevant theories, knowledge, and background literature, as well
as the methodological and technical skills necessary for the research. A supervisor should also
provide adequate opportunity and a positive environment for discussion and constructive criticism
of ideas, research plans, research results, and a timely review of thesis drafts as the research
progresses. This includes being accessible to the student for consultation throughout the research
process, as well as helping the student establish a supervisory committee that will meet on at least
an annual basis (see section Establishing a supervisory committee below as well as Section 4 of
these guidelines for further information about committees).

Providing Feedback
A supervisor is responsible for providing sufficient and appropriate guidance and commentary on
the student's progress to support successful completion of the program. The supervisor should keep
track of progress and investigate any concerns; and be open, honest, and fair with the student about
their academic performance. This includes providing positive feedback on successful achievements
and contributions; when appropriate, fairly recognizing a student's contributions in written
materials, teaching, presentations, publication, etc.; being clear with students when they are not
making sufficient progress; and indicating what is required for them to get back on track. Please
refer to Section 8 of these guidelines for more tips about dealing with conflict.

Being Accessible
A supervisor should establish regular meeting times for discussion and review of progress with their
graduate students; be reasonably accessible for unscheduled meetings; and make arrangements to
ensure continuity of supervision during leaves or extended periods of absence.

Establishing a supervisory committee (for doctoral students)
In addition, a supervisor should also assist students in establishing a supervisory committee
with a minimum of three members for the duration of their degree. This should be done as
early as possible in the program, and no later than the end of the second year. Supervisors
should ensure that there is an annual meeting held with all members of the committee
involved, the results of which should be included in a written report that is added to the
student's academic file. The student should be given the opportunity to add comments to
the report. Supervisors must be aware of all relevant departmental and University-wide
policies and requirements for the student's academic program and research.5
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What is my role as a mentor?
As a mentor, a supervisor should be focused on the student's
long-term development and on providing personal support,
not just with regard to the academic requirements of the
program, but also regarding their development as a
researcher and a scholar. The supervisor should provide
support in all aspects relevant to the academic process,
including but not limited to time management, conflict
resolution, gaining familiarity with the scholarly or research
culture in the particular discipline, exploring career options,
and providing advice on how to prepare for a future career.
In many ways, the mentorship relationship often is more
personal than a supervisory one.

Some positive impacts of this approach to graduate
student supervision include: raising student
achievement, lowering attrition rates, reducing
stress on all parties involved, and making it more
likely that both students and supervisors will be
satisfied with their progress both during and after
the completion of their degrees.6

MENTORS . . .
•

Allow students to
develop a new set of
knowledge and skills
related to their field of
study

•

Provide students with
the opportunity to
hone their
collaborative skills

•

Give students the tools
necessary to deal
confidently with
intellectual challenges

•

Allow students to
become contributing
members of a wider
community of scholars7

Multiple Mentors
There are many different kinds of mentors and it is important
to recognize that each faculty member may have different
areas of expertise, a somewhat unique interpersonal style,
and pedagogical methods. For this reason, while a research
student must have one primary supervisor, it may be
beneficial for some students to have multiple mentors.
Different mentors can offer different kinds of expertise and
support as a student progresses through their graduate
degree. For instance, while all supervisors are very familiar
with the academic world, some mentors may have additional
expertise in other employment areas such as industry, nonprofit organizations, etc. In some cases, additional mentors
may be found among the members on the student's
supervisory committee, but mentors may also consist of
alumni, or others not associated with the student's program.8
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Effective supervision and mentorship strategies
To be an effective supervisor/mentor, faculty members should strive to achieve the following in
their relationships with their graduate students:
•

•

•

•

•

Effective communication: Be sure to communicate and discuss your expectations with
your students in advance. Putting expectations on the table from the outset ensures that
there is little room for misunderstandings.
Lead by example: As a mentor, you should aim to set a good example for your student in
all activities related to your field, including research, collaborating, teaching, writing, and
presenting.
Inspire confidence: By providing constructive feedback in a timely manner, as a mentor
you can help your student acquire the tools necessary to engage within their field with
greater confidence.
Respect diversity: Be aware of differences in ability, gender, culture, or life circumstances
that may require special accommodations. It is also important in your role as a supervisor
to be aware of campus and local support groups that can help your student in varying
situations, as well as being aware of your own limits in dealing with such issues.
Be accessible: Be willing to take the time to get to know your student and to build a strong
mentoring relationship with them. This includes establishing a mutual respect where both
parties respect each other's time, effort, and qualifications.
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