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ABSTRACT Doctoral supervision is one of the primary factors affecting doctoral degree completion 
and attrition rates. Basing their work on the concept of cognitive apprenticeship, the authors 
investigated the role that doctoral supervisors should adopt in supporting their students, in light of 
feedback from the latter. A total of 533 doctoral students completed an online survey, in which they 
were asked to describe their experience using a metaphor. Although the issue of support is rarely 
referred to directly in the resulting metaphors, the latter do seem to suggest that supervisors should 
adopt a coaching role. 

Introduction 

The doctoral attrition rate is high throughout the industrialised world (Sinclair, 2004; Jutras et al, 
2007). Research into doctoral degree completion and attrition has attempted to identify the factors 
likely to affect graduation rates and the time to qualification. Bair and Haworth (1999) identified 
the involvement of the supervisor and the quality of the student/supervisor relationship as being 
among the most important factors. Undeland (2006) and Deuchar (2008) also report that students 
benefit most from supervision when it is both active and directive, and when they feel that their 
supervisors are available but not necessarily always present. 

Research into the student/supervisor relationship has adopted various approaches. Some of 
this research has focused primarily on evaluating the satisfaction of students with the supervision 
style, based on surveys completed by large groups of doctoral students (Haksever & Manisali, 2000; 
Heath, 2002). Some others preferred interviews with smaller groups of students, aiming to provide 
a deeper insight into the doctoral experience (Golde, 2000; Zuber-Skerritt & Roche, 2004). Other 
research addresses the same subject, but from the supervisor’s point of view (Undeland, 2006; 
Deuchar, 2008). Nevertheless, none of this research pinpoints the role that supervisors should be 
playing in doctoral training, other than by prescribing specific actions or tasks which often translate 
into recommendations of ‘best practices’ proposed in supervision guides or handbooks (Delamont 
et al, 1997; Sinclair, 2004). 

Little research has been conducted into the roles supervisors must play toward their 
supervisee based on the experience of current doctoral students. According to Pearson and Brew 
(2002) and Manathunga (2005), the supervisor’s role should be addressed from a perspective that 
encompasses the specific demands of doctoral study. In their opinion, the purpose of a doctoral 
degree is to train competent researchers who will fit adequately into a working environment. In a 
context of confrontation between institutional pressures and labour market requirements, 
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supervisors should be helping students to ‘navigate a viable pathway suited to their individual 
learning needs and career goals’ (Pearson & Brew, 2002, p. 138). 

Analysing the Supervisor’s Role by Asking  
Doctoral Students about their Experiences 

A recent approach consists of analysing the supervisor’s role using models deriving from socio-
constructivist learning theory (Manathunga, 2005; Austin et al, 2009). In this approach, the 
supervisor is regarded as an expert who helps doctoral students to develop the range of skills that 
they will need to become research specialists and future professionals, able to adapt to different 
situations within their specific area of expertise. 

The specific context of doctoral training and the relationship between the supervisor and the 
student are very similar to the situations considered in socio-constructivist learning models. 
Dennen (2002) specifies that in those models learning should be based on authentic tasks and 
situations – that is, on complex tasks and situations which are very similar to real situations. 
Learning research skills by performing research tasks as part of a doctoral degree programme can 
easily be described as an authentic situation. Such approaches integrate the concept of cognitive 
apprenticeship, developed by Collins et al (1989). Cognitive apprenticeship is seen as a model of 
instruction in which an expert explicitly describes the strategies and thought processes behind what 
he is doing, so that a novice can more easily figure out the rationale of actions and use it to adopt 
those behaviours more efficiently. 

According to Collins et al (1989), cognitive apprenticeship involves three stages, which the 
expert must undertake in order to gradually help to develop the required skills in the novice. The 
first stage or strategy is called modelling, in which the expert clearly explains and demonstrates the 
thought processes that go through his mind while performing skilled tasks. When applied to a 
doctoral setting, this means that the expert would clearly explain the analysis and thought 
processes needed to solve the problem or to manage information, the situation or the task at hand. 
The second stage involves observing how the doctoral student works and then offering relevant 
advice and feedback. This is, in fact, what we would expect from a coach. In the third and final 
stage, the expert withdraws gradually as the doctoral student becomes more able to work 
independently. This means encouraging the student to make his or her own choices and decisions, 
while being ready to help if they seem to be out of their depth. 

The terms mentoring, coaching and facilitating have been suggested many times to describe the 
nature of such supervision in different contexts. For example, D’Abate et al (2003) and Gibson 
(2005) have attempted to better define and differentiate the specific features of each of these three 
methods. The terms mentor and coach seem to be the most widely used in the literature. The main 
difference between the two lies in the fact that the mentor plays a broader role, helping the mentee 
to integrate or to adapt to a specific area of expertise, while the coach is involved mainly in helping 
the coachee to complete more specific tasks within a given time frame (Roberts, 2000; Dennen, 
2002). 

For many authors, the type of relationship between the expert and the novice is determined 
by the recognition of each party and by the type of support needed by the novice (Dennen, 2002). It 
is therefore useful to know how the doctoral student feels about his or her own doctoral training 
and the thesis production process, in order to determine which particular role the doctoral 
supervisor should adopt and how the student should respond to such feedback. 

We will begin by looking at how students perceive their doctoral experience in general and 
their thesis in particular – that is, how they feel about their doctoral studies. This will inform us 
about the nature of their experiences and give us the indications to suggest the kind of supervisor’s 
role they could benefit from. 

Methodology 

The Metaphor as a Methodological Tool 

We decided to use the metaphor as a means of collecting feedback from students on their doctoral 
experience. In the literal definition of the term, a metaphor is ‘a figure of speech in which a word or 
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a phrase that ordinarily means one thing is used of another thing, in order to suggest a likeness 
between the two things’ (Collins, 2006). On a more pragmatic level, the use of metaphorical 
language is regarded as an effective means of representing and understanding objects (Ortony, 
1993). In addition, because it creates or is based on vivid imagery (Boulaire, 2004), it helps us to 
express our experiences and perceptions of new concepts through the use of familiar expressions or 
concepts (Boulaire & Balloffet, 1999). Many authors already use metaphors to describe the role of 
the supervisor or the relationship between the supervisor and the doctoral student (Bartlett & 
Mercer, 1999; Grant, 1999; Balatti & Whitehouse, 2001). They use the metaphor as a means of 
understanding or explaining this special one-to-one relationship, which is different from the 
conventional student/teacher relationship as experienced by the doctoral student in previous years. 

Presentation of the Tool 

In June 2010, we conducted an exploratory survey based on a questionnaire (Giroux & Tremblay, 
2002). The subject of the questionnaire was doctoral supervision, and it was aimed at doctoral 
students in all disciplines and from all over France. It consisted of four questions only, as we 
wanted it to be as short as possible so that it would attract a maximum number of respondents 
(Dillman, 2000). 

In this article, we will focus exclusively on the survey question relating to metaphors: ‘If you 
had to use a metaphor to describe how you feel about your thesis or about your doctoral studies as 
a whole, what would it be?’ We decided to use an online questionnaire in order to reach as many 
doctoral students as possible and to reduce the costs and the time involved in posting and 
processing questionnaires (Dillman, 2000). The link to the online questionnaire was emailed to the 
students via 81 doctoral student associations and 14 doctoral schools. We are aware that online 
questionnaires introduce some degree of bias. For example, research has shown that they attract 
fewer respondents than paper questionnaires (Sax et al, 2003), and that the most likely respondents 
are young males (Palmquist & Stueve, 1996). In addition, there is always a possibility that the 
respondents will falsify their socio-demographic details. 

Presentation of the Group Studied 

A total of 533 doctoral students completed the questionnaire (41 respondents did not enter their 
sex, discipline and/or year of study). Table I provides information on the discipline, sex and year of 
study of the respondents. 

The figures are representative of the population of doctoral students in French universities 
(MESR, 2010). Only medical and pharmacy students are over-represented. They account for 11% of 
the sample group, but for only 3% of doctoral students in universities. 

Data Analysis 

Of the 533 respondents, 76 did not reply to the metaphor question. Therefore, their questionnaires 
could not be used and only 457 were collated and analysed. 

The metaphors were analysed in two stages, using emergent coding (Mucchielli, 1993). First 
of all, each author categorised the metaphors manually, according to the meaning they interpreted 
and from the explanations added by the respondents.[1] For some metaphors, such as ‘a thesis is 
like an apple’, no further explanation or details were provided. Expressions like these can be 
interpreted in many different ways, depending on the symbolic sense attributed to the word 
‘apple’. To avoid possible misinterpretations, such statements were discarded. 

Second, the authors compared their categorisations and reached consensus about the 
categories that would best fit the metaphors. In all, 16 main categories emerged from the consensus 
(see Table II). Some metaphors have been placed into several categories. For example, the 
metaphor ‘felling a tree with an axe’ was placed in the ‘challenge/challenging’ and ‘lack 
of/inadequate tools or preparation’ categories. Here, the tool (i.e. ‘the axe’) seems inappropriate to 
the objective pursued (i.e. ‘felling a tree’), which makes the task extremely difficult and challenging. 
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 Year of study Total 
 1st 

year
2nd 
year

3rd 
year

4th 
year

5th 
year

6th year 
+ above 

Men Law, political science, 
economic science, management 

  7 10 10   3 4 2   36 

Humanities 12 12 12  9 5 4   54 
Science and technology 31 30 38  9 0 0 108 
Pharmacy  1  1  0  3 0 0     5 
Medicine  6  6  8  2 0 0   22 
Total 57 59 68 26 9 6 225 

Women Law, political science, 
economic science, management 

13 11 22 11 10   2   69 

Humanities 20 26 19 16 12  7 100 
Science and technology 20 18 22  9 1 1   71 
Pharmacy  0  1  2  0 0 0     3 
Medicine  3  4 10  6 0 1   24 
Total 56 60 75 42 23  11  267 

 
Table I. Breakdown of the group of doctoral students per discipline, sex and year of study. 

Results 

Recurrence of the Themes and Meanings of the Metaphors 

How do students feel about their doctoral studies? What do the results of the questionnaire tell us 
about the role that the supervisor could adopt or the actions that he or she could take to improve 
the doctoral student’s training? Table II shows the rate of recurrence of the main themes and 
meanings of the metaphors used by the doctoral students. 
 

Themes and meanings  Recurrence
Challenge/challenging 179  
Experience 153  
Journey 109  
Obstacles 85
Endurance/length 77
Uncertainty/the unknown 70
Positive experience/satisfaction 70
Ups and downs (ambivalence) 50
Development/learning/self-improvement 49
Negative experience 48
Support 43
Solitude/solitary 37
Work experience 21
Lack of preparation or tools/inadequate preparation or tools 15
Creation/construction 14
Exploitation/uncertainty/lack of recognition/pressure 14
Other 88

 
Table II. Recurrence of the main themes and meanings of the metaphors. 
 
What clearly emerges is that over half of the doctoral students (63%) [2] used metaphors or 
descriptions that portray their doctoral studies as a challenge or a journey: ‘a rite of passage that 
takes place in a sacred forest, with symbolic violence’ (subject 66). This strongly suggests that a 
doctoral degree is regarded as a process requiring a high level of commitment. These two themes 
also imply that action is taken by the doctoral student him or herself, which, given the notion of 
endurance that 63 respondents associated with it, requires a long-term effort: ‘It’s a marathon, you 
have to find the right pace (neither too fast or you would run out of steam after 6 months, nor too 
slow or it would take you 6 years to finish your thesis’ (subject 138). 
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Eighty doctoral students used a metaphor associating the idea of a journey or a challenge with 
that of negotiating obstacles: ‘Writing a thesis is like going into a virgin forest. You start to follow a 
path which very quickly disappears, forcing you to be both creative and cautious in order to reach 
your goal’ (subject 160). So the process is not without its difficulties. Of the 153 doctoral students 
who used a metaphor containing references to experience, 52 also mentioned endurance/length, 
and 20 made reference to uncertainty/the unknown. The unknown is an integral part of the 
doctoral experience, in terms of either the process in which the student is involved or the end 
result, which cannot be predicted with certainty: ‘It’s like your first parachute jump; you don’t 
know where you’re going or how you’re going to get there’ (subject 51). 

Another point worthy of mention is that 15 doctoral students described situations or used 
metaphors which explicitly underlined the fact that they felt they lacked the tools or were ill-
prepared to deal with events as they arose: ‘like embarking upon a round-the-world yacht race and 
realising that you suffer from seasickness ... but it’s so exciting that it’s worth the effort’ (subject 
186). On the one hand, they feel out of their depth; on the other hand, they have to fend for 
themselves. This perception is very clearly reflected in the references to solitude (or to working 
alone), which featured in 37 metaphors and their accompanying explanations: ‘like carrying on a 
monologue with your work’ (subject 294). Fifty doctoral students felt that the doctoral experience 
is rather variable, referring to the fact that there are a lot of ups and downs: ‘like the weather: there 
are anticyclones and depressions!!!’ (subject 181). Forty-nine doctoral students used a metaphor 
reflecting the notions of development, learning and self-improvement: ‘like a trickle of water that 
runs deep underground, picking up knowledge and experience of humanity and of itself as it goes 
along’ (subject 90). It is interesting to note that 70 doctoral students described the doctoral 
experience in explicitly appreciative terms, speaking of ‘continuous learning’ (subject 41) and 
‘heaven’ (subject 113), while 48 students used exclusively negative metaphors – for example, 
‘prison’ (subject 54), ‘hell’ (subject 152) or ‘bad smell’ (subject 43). 

This brings us to consider the supervisor’s role in this context. Only 43 students alluded to the 
provision of support. Of these 43 students, 26 stated explicitly that they intended their metaphor to 
express the idea of helpful and valuable support: ‘like a cave in which the supervisor is holding the 
torch and inviting you to walk forwards towards the light’ (subject 304). Conversely, 13 subjects 
explicitly stated that the support provided by their supervisor had a negative effect: ‘like being 
thrown into the deep end without armbands or a lifeguard. If you kick and struggle you will 
survive ... perhaps.’ (subject 395). In these cases, the supervisor was described as someone who 
creates a negative environment, thus preventing or jeopardising the progress or completion of the 
doctoral process. Lastly, 4 subjects not only acknowledged the presence of a supervisor in their 
metaphor, but they also took the time to define in detail the nature and quality of the support 
provided: ‘a doctoral degree is like a long hike: some are relaxed and easy, and the guides are 
friendly and interesting; others are hard-going, your bag is heavy and the guides are so annoying 
that you would rather never have met them’ (subject 170). In their opinion, effective support 
facilitates progress and helps students to overcome difficulties, whereas ‘poor’ support creates 
additional difficulties and may even lead to failure. Therefore, only 26 of the 457 respondents 
clearly stated that their supervisor had played an important (and positive) role in their doctoral 
studies. 

Discussion 

The Availability of Support 

Our findings on how students perceive their doctoral experience give rise to a number of 
observations regarding the support provided by supervisors. The first observation is that the vast 
majority of students did not, in their metaphor, refer either to their supervisor or to his/her role. 
This seems surprising, especially considering that supervisors are generally deemed to play a key 
role in the success of doctoral students (Delamont et al, 1997; Bair & Haworth, 1999). The response 
from one of the students is perhaps illustrative of the wider opinion regarding the doctoral 
experience and the supervisor’s role: ‘Just get on with it! It’s not a metaphor ... but it’s not a bad 
thing either. By the time you get to this stage, you should be able to work by yourself shouldn’t 
you?’ (subject 361). 
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This viewpoint could explain why the vast majority of respondents did not explicitly mention 
the supervisor. However, the strong feeling of solitude expressed by several students highlights the 
potential risk of failure. Solitude is in fact regarded as one of the major difficulties encountered 
during doctoral studies (Golde, 2005). Indeed, research into student satisfaction with their 
supervisors underlines the point that student dissatisfaction derives from the ‘absence’ of 
supervision, which is characterised by a lack of initiative and of real interaction on the part of the 
supervisor (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Gemme & Gingras, 2006). 

The notion of ‘ups and downs’, which features clearly in the students’ metaphors, also reflects 
the fact that the doctoral experience includes moments of ‘regulation’ which, according to Royer 
(1998), push students to modulate their behaviour during the course of their degree. We can 
assume that the ‘downs’ correspond to periods when students encounter difficulties that are not 
merely anecdotal, but which present a serious obstacle to what they are trying to achieve. It is 
probably during these periods that appropriate supervision would be the most valuable. 

Delamont et al (1997) argue that supervisors ought to play a more active role in their 
students’ progress, especially by setting up meetings at important turning points and dealing with 
potentially difficult issues, which they are better able to anticipate than their students. Moreover, it 
is clear that where strong support is provided, students talk about it spontaneously and in a positive 
manner, or acknowledge that it will have a specific impact (either positive or negative), depending 
on the form it takes. On the other hand, a few of the students who reported a negative experience 
also put this down to the negative impact of their supervisor. In this case, support was described 
not as lacking, but as being almost ‘destructive’. Bearing this in mind, it would be interesting to find 
out if the students who portrayed their doctoral studies as a totally negative experience without 
mentioning the role of their supervisor would have imputed it to a lack of support at a critical time, 
but did not necessarily identify the causes of their dissatisfaction as the question asked of them did 
not lead them to do so. 

The Supervisor’s Role 

The second finding to emerge from the survey has to do with the role that supervisors should be 
playing. Cognitive apprenticeship is seen as a means of facilitating the development of skills which 
it might be impossible, or much more difficult, to acquire otherwise (Dennen, 2002). Moreover, the 
term ‘support’ implies that the expert introduces the novice to the conditions and tools needed to 
develop these skills, and that he or she does this not only when the situation requires, but also 
proactively, to prepare the novice for such situations in the future. This point is important, 
considering that a good number of students feel as if they are stepping into unknown territory. 

The suggestion that a doctoral degree is a challenge or a journey also implies that specific 
knowledge and analysis skills are required to deal with the situations that arise. Moreover, the term 
‘challenge’ conjures up images of physical effort, which was indeed mentioned by several of the 
respondents. In the same vein, the term ‘journey’ implies a form of progression with its own 
specific demands. The fact that several respondents felt that they were ill prepared suggests that 
they were not given the help and support they needed to respond effectively to the challenges 
facing them. Clearly, in this case, the most appropriate role for the supervisor to play is that of a 
‘coach’. 

This conclusion is corroborated by the definition of ‘coaching’ according to Collins et al. 
(1989) and Dennen (2002): the role of the expert is to help the novice develop the tools and 
resources needed to handle specific situations within a given time frame. The students’ statements 
clearly refer to such time-constrained challenges and to the skills needed to overcome obstacles; 
and the idea of training and supporting students so that they can manage and use these skills in an 
appropriate manner is in line with how Collins et al (1989) define ‘coaching’ and its application in 
cognitive apprenticeship. 

Therefore, the supervisor’s role is to explicitly describe and demonstrate the procedures, 
actions and thought processes that the doctoral student should be using to perform tasks 
successfully, and hence to provide the student with the tools needed to meet the specific challenges 
involved in doctoral study. In the context of cognitive apprenticeship, these actions should be taken 
proactively, so that the ‘novice’ is able to handle situations as they arise. Once a situation has been 
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dealt with, the supervisor should encourage and help the student to take a critical look at his or her 
own actions. Failure to do so would prevent the ‘novice’ from understanding the full implications 
of such actions, and of where they might lead him or her. The large number of students who felt 
that they did not have the appropriate tools and that they were stepping into unknown territory 
suggests that doctoral students are not trained to consider where their actions are taking them. An 
approach based primarily on ‘modelling’ and secondarily on ‘coaching’ would rectify this. 

Cognitive apprenticeship consists of three stages, in order to facilitate the acquisition of skills. 
During the third stage, the supervisor’s support in the performance and completion of tasks is 
gradually withdrawn (Collins et al, 1989). This withdrawal is important, as it allows the ‘novice’ to 
consolidate his or her skills and to use them with increasing confidence and self-assurance. It is 
difficult to determine from the findings of the survey whether the doctoral students either needed 
or attempted to implement this withdrawal phase. In any case, it is probable that only the most 
‘senior’ students would have alluded to it. 

Furthermore, virtually none of the metaphors used suggested that the doctoral experience 
had anything to do with professional development or with occupational integration. We can 
conclude from this that doctoral students are not concerned with such issues and that their focus is 
elsewhere. Most of the situations evoked relate to the performance and completion of the tasks and 
stages comprising the doctoral process, which suggests that ‘coaching’ is the most appropriate type 
of support. We could, therefore, argue that doctoral students see their degree as a test that they 
must pass in order to prove their worth, before considering other possible outcomes to their 
efforts. 

Therefore ‘mentoring’, which is more concerned with occupational integration and 
professional development (D’Abate et al, 2003), is perhaps not the most appropriate type of support 
for doctoral students. It would be interesting, however, to verify this hypothesis, given that some 
see the doctoral degree as a pathway to a career in academia and research (Dardy et al, 2002; 
Perruchet, 2008). 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this article was to provide information that would allow us to identify the role(s) 
that supervisors should be playing. We based our work on the concept of cognitive apprenticeship, 
which highlights the importance of obtaining feedback from doctoral students in order to 
determine the type of support that supervisors should be giving to students. Hence we asked the 
students to tell us how they felt about their thesis or their doctoral experience by means of a 
metaphor. 

The most common themes and meanings of the metaphors used by the doctoral students had 
to do with challenges, experience, journeys, obstacles, endurance and uncertainty/the unknown. 
Surprisingly, the issue of support was rarely referred to in the metaphors, as if the students saw 
their supervisors as being unhelpful and of secondary importance. This raises questions about the 
active role that supervisors should be playing, as doctoral students are not always able to identify 
their own needs. 

In addition, these findings lead us to investigate more broadly the utility of working on what 
some call the ‘socialisation of doctoral students’ (Jazvac-Martek, 2009; Gardner, 2010) in order to 
facilitate their future integration into academia, research or industry. Bearing in mind that doctoral 
students do not even feel able to adequately perform the tasks required of them for their degree, 
one might argue that they are not really receptive to adopting the specific culture that they are 
ultimately aiming to integrate into (or that their supervisor has in mind) until they have reached 
the stage where they are ready to consider their future choices. If socialisation involves 
understanding new methods and tools, then it would seem to be a relevant process. But it is 
perhaps inappropriate, or too soon, to work towards integrating into a specific culture or 
environment, the danger being that some doctoral students will not really understand what their 
supervisor expects of them. It would be worthwhile conducting further research into this subject, 
and especially into the future plans and expectations of doctoral students, depending on what stage 
they are at in their doctoral programme. 
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Our research does have certain limits. First, from a methodological point of view, it is difficult 
for anyone but the actual author of a metaphor to interpret the meaning he or she gives to it. To 
ensure the accuracy of our interpretations, it would have been interesting to ask the doctoral 
students exactly what message they intended to convey through their metaphor. Some of them did 
so by giving descriptions or explanations, but several simply provided a metaphor. Second, the 
metaphors did not all cover the same topics. Some referred exclusively to the students’ perception 
of their thesis as a piece of research work, whereas others described more broadly how they felt 
about their doctoral experience. We decided not to differentiate between the different types of 
metaphor, first because it was not always easy to do so, and second, because the students 
themselves sometimes referred to their thesis as an integral part of their doctoral experience. 
However, the type of metaphors used and the fact that the supervisor’s role was seldom mentioned 
suggest how important it is to understand what the supervisor should be doing to foster the 
development of expertise in doctoral students. 

Notes 

[1] A French dictionary of locutions and symbolic expressions (Rey & Chantreau, 2002) was also used to 
verify the different meanings of some expressions or metaphors. 

[2] Excluding non-responses. 
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