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ABSTRACT

Dissertations and theses are essential components in the process of knowledge production
within universities and higher education institutions. Improving their quality and standards is
key to ensuring the advancement of knowledge and strengthening its connection within
social and cultural context. Based on thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with
twenty-two faculty members from Allameh Tabataba'i University, this article seeks to
identify the supervisory styles employed by faculty and assesses their views on opportunities
and challenges they face in fulfilling this role. According to three continuums - the level of
engagement, supervisory method, and attention to students' behavioral and personality
characteristics-the main supervision styles can be categorized into five: delegators,
disciplined caregivers, emotional supporters, personal and collaborative mentors, each with
subcategories. These styles are shaped less by formal organizational rules and frameworks
and more by personal experiences, preferences, power dynamics within the university,
subcultures around these dynamics, and situational factors, leading to various opportunities
and limitations for faculty members.
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INTRODUCTION

Supervision is a formal process grounded in the relationship between the
supervisor and the student under their guidance, in which the supervisor’s
role is to help the student cultivate professional behaviors and competencies
suitable for their professional activities (Loganbill & Hardy, 1983). While
the choice of supervisory styles is generally an individual decision shaped
by experiences and values of supervisors and, secondarily, by their
disciplinary or academic culture, in recent decades, recommended or made
mandatory protocols and guidelines in many Western countries have
influenced this relationship. Consequently, the autonomy of professors has
increasingly been constrained by the organizational culture and the
bureaucratic set up of universities. The positive or negative effects of these
guidelines and interventions have been the subject of various studies and
articles (e.g., Amundsen & McAlpine, 2009; De Beer & Mason, 2009;
Grant et al., 2012), resulting in diverse and sometimes contradictory
findings. Advocates of formal, bureaucratic control and guidance focus on
educational equity, meeting the needs of the job market, and essentially on
standardizing and making supervisory activities assessable (quality control).
Conversely, critiques of standardization emphasize the restriction of
autonomy, the unnecessary mechanization and routinization of supervision,
and the control over the agency of supervisors.

Another, less-studied aspect of thesis supervision is its impact on the
learning and capabilities of supervisors themselves in fulfilling their
teaching and research roles. Supervising offers an ideal opportunity for
professors to enhance their skills and creativity in building connections,
gaining experience, advancing and updating their knowledge in their
specialized fields, and reflecting these experiences and skills.

There is a lack of systematic studies on the experiences of Iranian
professors in fulfilling their role as supervisors or advisors and their
preferred supervisory styles. Given this, the aim of this research is to
explore supervisory styles and the experiences of academics in social
sciences, identifying the opportunities and challenges they encounter with.
Aligned with this objective, the main research questions are:

1. What patterns and styles do supervisors use in guiding their students?

2. What experiences and lessons supervisors acquire by guiding student theses?



3. What obstacles or opportunities do supervisors encounter with in the
course of student supervision?

METHODOLOGY

Given the qualitative nature of the above research questions, this study
employs thematic analysis. Although the study's overall aim is to identify
the styles, obstacles, and opportunities related to thesis supervision,
following an exploratory approach rather than relying on predefined
conceptual frameworks or models allows flexibility. In other words, the
categories derived for each theme are based on extraction from the data
itself rather than on preconceived concepts.

In thematic analysis, the researcher aims to understand what and how
people experience and what meaning these experiences might hold. The
thematic analysis is considered a method or process for identifying and
coding meaningful patterns in a qualitative research. This approach focuses
on identifying, examining, and recording patterns and themes within the
data, emphasizing tendencies and patterns in individuals' lives and
conversations with the goal of producing and describing strategies and
behaviors (Zaka’i, 2020, p. 84).

Data collection involved semi-structured qualitative interviews with 22
faculty members from various disciplines at Allameh Tabataba'i University.
Key topics included professors' considerations in selecting students and
research topics, alignment of professional priorities with their students,
supervisory habits and styles, reflections and changes in approaches over
the course of their careers, challenges encountered, and strategies for
managing these challenges. While shared aspects of university culture and
certain epistemological and methodological similarities within social
sciences enhance the reliability of this study’s findings, caution is required
while generalizing these findings to other disciplinary traditions and
academic cultures.

FINDINGS

The identified supervisory styles, categorized based on three factors—
personal discipline, inclination towards collaboration (desire for
involvement), and expectations from students and the supervisory process—
can be grouped into five main types:
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1. Delegators: Minimal interaction, sporadic and occasional supervision,
with a formal or informal approach.

2. Disciplined Caretakers: Consistent, step-by-step interaction with a
focus on process and a professional, formal relationship.

3. Emotional Supporters: Ongoing interaction with attention to process,
providing encouragement and motivation in an informal setting.

4. Personal Coaches: Detailed supervision with intensive, ongoing
interaction, using a semi-formal or informal approach.

5. Collaborative Mentors: Detailed supervision, content-focused with
shared responsibilities, using a formal or semi-formal approach.

These supervisory styles may evolve as faculty members progress,
shaped by past experiences, organizational conditions, and personal
reflections. Although these styles indicate general preferences and priorities
of supervisors, they may display flexibility while working with students
who have either strong or limited skills and cultural capital. Moreover, these
preferred styles are not exclusive; they represent prevailing trends, and in
certain situations, supervisors may adopt traits from other styles or deviate
temporarily from their habitual approach.

Supervision has also been described as a source of fulfillment and
opportunity for faculty members. Many have found guiding theses and
dissertations—especially in the role of primary supervisor—to be a
rewarding and enriching experience. This satisfaction often includes a mix
of intrinsic rewards, such as feelings of pride and achievement from
students' growth, satisfaction from upholding professional and academic
values, peace of mind by assisting less privileged students, compensation
for organizational frustrations, and a sense of fulfillment in completing their
professional roles.

On the other hand, the challenges expressed by faculty primarily relate to
ambiguity in the organizational norms governing supervision and the impact
of personal relationships and power dynamics at various levels of
university, especially in faculty-to-faculty interactions.

CONCLUSION

The supervisory styles identified can be distinguished across three primary
continuums: the extent of faculty intervention (allowing student autonomy),



the method of supervision and control, and the attention given to personal
and behavioral characteristics of the students. Based on these criteria, the
main supervisory styles were identified as delegators, disciplined caretakers,
emotional supporters, personal coaches, and collaborative mentors, with
each having its own potential sub-styles. These supervisory preferences are
primarily influenced by faculty members' experiences, abilities, and habits
developed within educational groups over time, rather than by university
bureaucracy or institutional guidelines. In essence, agency, choice, and
situational context largely shape supervisory practices, particularly in
humanities departments.

The study underscores the high degree of flexibility and situational
adaptability in supervisory practices, suggesting a lack of rigid, standardized
norms and an openness to individual interpretation. Additionally, we
examined the role of power dynamics in influencing faculty supervisory
styles. Faculty preferences are closely tied to their academic, relational,
cultural, and symbolic capital, as well as departmental traditions, field-
specific cultures, departmental climate, and academic cycles. Consequently,
these supervisory styles reflect the cumulative impact of academic
experiences, personal habits, and academic life cycles rather than
standardized institutional practices.

NOVELTY

The effort to categorize supervisory styles and the considerations and
rationale faculty members in humanities employ in guiding theses and
dissertations presents a valuable opportunity for universities. Such an
endeavor allows for institutional reflection on these experiences and
provides a framework for faculty members to contemplate and potentially
re-evaluate their roles. This introspection may lead to more effective
mentorship, enriching both the academic environment and the quality of
student guidance.
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