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1. e professionalization of doctoral supervision at the URV

e interaction between a doctoral researcher and his or her thesis supervisor is not 
strictly based only on the relationship between proessor and doctoral researcher. 
Indeed, in the current university context, the idea o the supervisor as a gure o 
acadeic authority, intellectual superiority and distant leadership is becoing obsolete. 
A proessional thesis supervisor ust go uch urther, exercising not only the role o 
expert but also that o entor, coach, director, anager, and evaluator, though it is 
extreely dicult to play soe o these roles siultaneously. 

is akes it necessary to proessionalise doctoral supervision. A supervisor 
cannot thereore ust be soeone who has carried out their own research and becoe 
an expert in their own eld o study.ey ust also have a series o supervisory skills. 
ese include being able to:

• select doctoral researchers,
• establish working relationships with the,
• guide the throughout their research proect,
• support the in their personal and proessional progress,
• support the in the nal stages o the process and the deence o their 

doctoral thesis,
• evaluate their work, and
• help disseinate the knowledge generated in their thesis.
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All these skills need to be attained, yet it is very likely that they have never 
been part o a supervisor’s educational background. We propose to dene the task o 
supervision as a collective eort, a responsibility shared aong the research group, the 
tea o supervisors, the doctoral researcher, the doctoral school and the university 
itsel. Moreover, the institution ust provide the tools needed or the proessional 
developent o supervisors, whether this entails providing supervisors with specic 
training in supervision or ostering the exchange o experiences in this area. ese 
principles also indicate that it is the universities that should proote a coon culture 
or doctoral supervision and create a context that leads to the proessionalization o 
the task.

Since 2012 the URV’s Postgraduate and Doctoral School (EPD) has 
ipleented a doctoral supervision proessionalizing process at the University, 
developed by Dr Joan Josep Carvaal and Dr María del Mar Reguero ro the 
Departent o Physical and Inorganic Cheistry, and Dr María Ercilia García and 
Dr Mireia Valverde ro the Departent o Business Manageent. 

Fig. 1. Some of the URV’S trainers during a training session.

e preparation or this odel was inspired by various international trends 
in supervisory training, both in ters o the principles behind the above trends (we 
took the Salzburg II Principles (EUA-CDE, 2010) as reerence) and in ters o the 
developent o the specic activities and the conguration o the training tea (we 
drew on the experience o the Anglo-Saxon, central European and Scandinavian 
schools). e end odel, designed to incorporate both international trends and the 
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URV’s own characteristics, has becoe an annual systeatic supervisor training 
prograe that is now an international reerence and an exaple o good praxis. 

2. Beyond the connes of the URV: sharing experience 

In 2015 the URV’s training prograe, now consolidated, caught the attention o the 
AUIP (Postgraduate Iberoaerican University Association), which quickly understood 
the interest this training product could attract or Latin Aerican universities. It 
thereore invited the EPD and the training tea or the proessionalization o URV’s 
doctoral supervisors to present their doctoral supervision proessionalization odel 
and conduct a training course at the Universidad del Valle (Cali, Colobia) or doctoral 
school directors, vice-rectors or research, and doctoral prograe coordinators. In 
total, the course was attended by 36 participants ro 25 universities ro 9 Latin 
Aerican countries (Colobia, Peru, Mexico, Argentina, Uruguay, Costa Rica, the 
Doinican Republic, Ecuador and Bolivia). e wide range o experiences in the 
training o doctoral supervisors ro these universities and countries should be noted. 
Colobia and Peru, or exaple, have research groups that are already working in this 
eld and have even produced nuerous publications, while other countries, such as 
the Doinican Republic, are ust now beginning to oer doctoral prograes. 

Fig. 2a. Training course taught at the Universidad del Valle (Cali, Colombia), September 2015
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Fig. 2b. Training course taught at the Universidad del Valle (Cali, Colombia), September 2015

The interest and course evaluations were extreely avourable. This 
encouraged the AUIP to oer new courses or the uture and a new edition was 
carried out at the Universidad Autónoa de Taaulipas (Ciudad Vitoria, Mexico) 
in Septeber 2016. This is a chance to pass on the culture o doctoral supervision 
proessionalization siultaneously to a large nuber o universities. 

The URV’s doctoral supervision training odel has also been noted in the 
European context. The URV’s doctoral supervision training group was invited to 
present their prograe as an exaple o good praxis in the training o doctoral 
thesis supervisors at the 9th EUA-CDE Annual Meeting, which addressed the thee 
Doctoral Supervision – practices and responsibilities and was held in January 2016 at Delt 
University o Technology. Our prograe was presented during the second plenary 
session on “How to engage and train supervisors”, oderated by Dr Flavio Canavero 
o the Polytechnic University o Turin, ro three dierent perspectives: Dr Helut 
Brentel as a supervisor trainer at the beginning o the prograe, Dr Ercilia García 
as a trained supervisor, and Dr Sandra Saper as a doctoral student who copleted 
her doctorate under the supervision o a trained supervisor. The audience was ainly 
ade up o directors o doctoral schools and vice-rectors o research ro various 
European universities. The URV was represented by the speakers at the plenary 
session and the rest o the URV’s doctoral supervision training group. 

Dr Helut Brentel described the evolution o the URV supervisor training 
prograe ro its origins to the creation o its tea o trainers. He ephasised the 
results o this prograe, particularly in ters o quickly attaining a critical ass o 
trained PhD supervisors who understand and share the potential both to iprove 
the quality o doctoral education or all those involved and proote the proessional 
abilities and uture proessional careers o doctoral researchers. He entioned that it 
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was this incipient culture o supervision proessionalization that led to this initiative by 
the teaching and research sta theselves to create a counity or prooting good 
praxis in doctoral supervision. Finally, he highlighted the URV’s decision to support 
the creation o its own group o supervisors dedicated to the proessionalization o 
supervision that would help to develop and disseinate this culture o good praxis. 

The URV’s experience led Dr Brentel to suggest that European universities 
should include a policy to ipleent a supervisor training prograe as part o their 
own strategic developent plan in order to share the coon principles o excellent 
supervision praxis. The URV provides a good exaple o such a policy.

Fig. 3. e URV’s training tea, with Helut Brentel and Alexandra Saper, participating at the 9th 
EUA-CDE Meeting on Doctoral Supervision – practices and responsibilities (Delt, Netherlands), 

January 2016.

Fro the perspective o the trained supervisor, Dr Ercilia García then 
copared the supervisor’s initial situation (beore training) with a black box in which 
the supervision process reains hidden and obliges each supervisor to learn ro their 
own experiences and their own errors and achieveents. In ost cases this becoes 
a solitary task with no counication between supervisors. However, the current 
requireents to obtain ipact results in an increasingly shorter length o tie requires 
a process o structured supervision. For this reason, Dr García underlined how the 
training prograe changed her general concept o doctoral research supervision and 
described how she understood the relationship with the doctoral researchers under her 
supervision. She also recoended the proessionalization both o the relationship 
between supervisor and doctoral researcher and o the supervision process, which, she 
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suggested, was a tea eort. She highlighted her greater eectiveness as a supervisor 
and the iproveent she had experienced in her personal wellbeing and stated that 
she was now ore aware o the whole process as a eber o an institution. e result 
o her experience is an increase in her perception o her role as part o the URV’s 
strategic eort as well as her appreciation o the university’s recognition o the value o 
supervision by including it in its coitent agreeents and showing coitent 
to the training o URV trainers.

Dr García encouraged the universities to ollow the URV’s exaple by 
coitting to training their supervisors in order to achieve eciency and excellence, 
ensure the quality o doctoral prograes, create a research culture and, ultiately, 
provide doctoral researchers with a satisactory research experience. 

Finally, Dr Alexandra Saper presented her opinion on how her supervisor’s 
training changed her experience o the doctoral prograe. She pointed out, or 
exaple, that the rst ipact was seen in iproved counication in ters o 
both requency and content and the ocus on developing the skills needed to reach 
international standards and nding solutions or the specic needs encountered during 
the research process. Secondly, with regard to otivation, she said that she had received 
uch ore support both to overcoe the rustrations o the process and to increase 
her level o autonoy and that this had encouraged her to create her own network to 
support other doctoral researchers and to establish acadeic and proessional contacts 
to plan her options once their doctoral prograe was copleted. Her experience has 
ade her aware o which aspects need to be developed during an acadeic career in 
which supervision is one o the key responsibilities and helped her to understand her 
supervisor’s role and responsibilities uch better. She stressed that the ai is not ust 
to coplete a good doctorate but to enoy the doctoral experience in order to becoe 
a doctor. 



59

Internationalization of the URV’s doctoral supervision training model

Fig. 4. Helut Brentel, Ercilia García and Alexandra Saper, plenary speakers on “Engaging 
and training supervisors” at the 9th EUA-CDE Meeting: Doctoral Supervision – practices and 

responsibilities (Delt, Netherlands), January 2016.

e eeting was very well received by all participants and generated a lively 
discussion on the URV’s experience and how it copares to the practices eployed at 
other universities in attendance. 

3. Contributing to the eld: Tarragona ink Tank on PhD 
supervisory training: challenges and good practices

anks to the above experiences, the URV is now in a position to organise activities 
that contribute to the developent o doctoral supervision training and to establish a 
group o experts in this area.

Coinciding with the EUA-CDE annual eeting held in Tarragona on the 
16th and 17th o June 2016, the URV’s doctoral supervisors training group, together 
with Proessor Helut Brentel, organised the rst Tarragona ink Tank on PhD 
supervisory training: challenges and good practices. is eeting, which was held beore 
the conerence, brought together soe o the ost inuential experts in doctoral 
supervisory training in Europe ro nuerous universities, including the Karolinska 
Institute o Stockhol, University College Dublin, Vitae UK, the University o Surrey, 
the University o Reading, Université Pierre et Marie Curie, Université de Pau et des 
Pays de l’Adour, and the University o Leuven.

At this eeting, participants shared the practices and prograes that are 
beginning to becoe consolidated at their respective universities and identied the 
ain characteristics, such as duration and requency, the voluntary or obligatory 
nature o thesis supervision training, the prole o the participants and trainers, and 
the teaching ethods eployed. Also discussed were the institutional experiences 
that led to the developent o these prograes, which are still not widely used in 



60

Joan Josep Carvajal, Mar Figueras, María Ercilia García, María del Mar Reguero, María José Rodríguez, Mireia Valverde

the European context but have been ipleented in other university systes such as 
the one in Australia. Other topics discussed include the institutional support given to 
these types o initiatives and how they have (or have not) entered the strategic agenda 
o each university. 

Also at the eeting, an exercise was conducted to detect and discuss the ain 
challenges aced by doctoral supervisor training in the current context, to visualise the 
ideal characteristics and conditions or supervisor training, and to deterine how to 
identiy when we have attained the.

One o the ain challenges identied or the uture is how to easure the short, 
ediu and long ter ipact o this training on the level o satisaction o doctoral 
researchers and their supervisors, the results achieved by doctoral researchers, their 
entry into the labour arket and the ipact on the university, as well as the ethods 
used to collect this inoration.

4. Conclusions and future prospects

is experience is another exaple o how a sall and young university such as the URV 
can becoe visible on an international scale thanks to the developent o a strategic 
obective and coordinated action aong the ebers o the university counity, 
and becoe a benchark or good praxis in the eld o doctoral supervision.

Now we ust consolidate this leading and innovative position by working 
in several areas. Firstly, the culture o supervision proessionalization ust be 
disseinated within our own university to ensure the participation o all the agents 
involved: supervisors, doctoral researchers, doctoral prograe coordinators, research 
groups, the Postgraduate and Doctoral School and other adinistrative units, and the 
rector’s anageent tea. 

Secondly, external agents ust visualise the value o doctoral prograes by 
dening new proessional proles or our doctoral researchers that would iprove 
their eployability and increase their ipact in a society o knowledge.

ese eorts ust reain in line with the university policy dened by the 
European Union. We ust also participate in established orus, contributing to 
their developent to dene how to evaluate the ipact o the proessionalization o 
doctoral supervision.
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Testimonial

e Mexican acadeics who participated in the debates during the workshop/
seinar […] agreed that uch o the success was down to the technical content o the 
activities […] and the experience and high proessional and acadeic standards o the 
proessors who led the session.

V C C
Director General o the AUIP (Postgraduate Iberoaerican University 
Association)




