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Abstract

This study reports on an online transdisciplinary institutional mentoring initiative, the Sisonke Supervision Mentoring Programme. In 2024, a team of three established supervisors mentored a cohort of seven emerging supervisors over a period of 12 weeks. Employing an interpretivist paradigm, we inductively and deductively analysed transcripts using the Community of Inquiry framework. The aim was to ascertain how social, cognitive and teaching presences shaped the mentoring experience. Our results indicate that the mentees progressed from feeling alone and intimidated to realising that a safe, open space had been created where all communication and feedback were valued.

Transdisciplinary Contribution: This study makes a novel contribution by highlighting the benefits of moving from the ‘lonely scholar’ model of supervision to a transdisciplinary research culture in which established and emerging supervisors interact with each other. The non-hierarchical environment of the mentoring group produced a safe and encouraging space in which a diversity of perspectives was valued by both mentors and mentees.
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Introduction

Ideas about supervising postgraduate studies have broadened from the traditional master-apprentice, one-on-one model, to include a team or cohort approach. One of the factors spurring this shift has been the ‘lonely scholar’ experience of many students and supervisors.1,2 To keep abreast of the changing scholarly landscape, there is a demand for new research practices, new methods of data collection and dissemination, new ways of communicating between research communities, and extensive participation in multidisciplinary and/or transdisciplinary and international collaborations.3,4 These advances require new tools, new skills and new ways of training researchers and supervisors.

The Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework (HEQSF) (Council for Higher Education [CHE]) clearly states that successful doctoral candidates need to make a significant and original academic contribution at the frontiers of a discipline or field.5 More recently, CHE has affirmed that the achievement of this graduate goal depends upon a research culture that guarantees retention and throughput rates as well as prevailing models of supervision.6 Students need to feel a sense of belonging that enables them to learn from each other and develop a network of colleagues who are experiencing the same challenges and share similar expectations. This can be achieved through the team or cohort model: by presenting their work regularly to their team, as well as participating in seminars, research candidates can acquire the attributes required for graduation at a doctoral level while avoiding the ‘lonely’ factor.

Botha defines postgraduate throughput rates as the percentage of students who register for degrees and pass within the allocated study time period.7 At our University of Technology (UoT), from 2017–2024, the number of Master’s graduations has remained relatively steady at about 172 per year, while doctoral graduations have seen minor fluctuations, peaking at 49 in 2022. The total number of Master’s graduates for the period 2017 to 2024 was 1443, and of Doctoral candidates, 280.

Postgraduate student registrations have declined significantly over the years, possibly on account of external factors such as transformation, a lack of student funding, inadequate supervisory capacity, the under-preparedness of students and a lack of adequate support services for postgraduate students (particularly during the coronavirus disease 2019 [COVID-19] pandemic).8,9 In this context, transformation refers to the systematic restructuring of universities to make them more globally competitive, academically inclusive and responsive to societal needs, while also addressing the inherited historical inequalities. In a report on South Africa and five other African countries, research challenges experienced by these countries include limited sources of funding, a lack of quality supervision and supervision shortages generally.10 This meant that students had to work with supervisors who were not necessarily interested in their area of focus. These and other issues have impacted negatively on research outputs.

The National Development Plan (NDP 2030) envisages a total of 100 doctoral graduates per million of the population per year by 2030. This means that universities need to produce more than 5000 doctoral graduates each year, or – given that there are 26 universities in South Africa – an average of approximately 192 doctoral graduates a year per university. In 2021, universities in South Africa produced only 3574 graduates.11 It is therefore imperative that universities devise initiatives to attract and retain doctoral students to meet the NDP 2030 target.

While there has been a plethora of research on a variety of postgraduate supervision mentoring pedagogies, limited attention has been given to team and cohort mentorship strategies involving mentor and mentee lecturers in capacity development projects at South African universities.1,10,12,13,14,15,16,17 The purpose of this study is to build on previous work and present findings from a unique online institution-level mentoring programme where a transdisciplinary voluntary team of three established supervisors mentored a cohort of seven emerging supervisors, with a focus on career development. Our aims were threefold: to develop a deeper understanding of how mentors and mentees experienced the 12-week Learning Programme, their perceptions of participating in the team and cohort supervision approach and whether the Community of Inquiry (CoI) provided an appropriate framework for analysing our data. Hence, the following research question is addressed: How can the CoI theory be used to elucidate insights for a team and cohort mentoring programme of emerging and established supervisors at a UoT in South Africa?

Literature review

Towards a definition of ‘emerging’ and ‘established’ researchers

To define these terms, we must identify how they are similar and different and the roles in which they occur. In the research literature, we found an array of terms used to describe these broadly differentiated categories of researcher, including novice, emerging and early career researchers as opposed to experienced, established and globally competent researchers.4,18,19,20,21 For Frandsen and Nicolaisen, ‘emerging researchers’ and ‘early career researchers’ are academics at the beginning of their research careers.18 They are establishing themselves under the guidance of others while completing their postgraduate degrees, publishing, securing funding and building research partners. They are active followers who find it difficult to navigate the research process and secure opportunities for collaborative publication. Early career researchers are typically trying to balance high teaching loads with the intensity of conducting research, publishing and networking with other researchers.20 ‘Established’ or ‘leading researchers’ are recognised as globally competent researchers, often working in the interconnected worlds of research and business, where communication has to be effective across all disciplines.18 They need to be equipped with the skills, knowledge, attitudes and behaviours for applying for funding and conducting quality, ethical research. They can work independently and, as masters in their field, they should be acting as mentors and shaping the direction of knowledge production.4

Context: Understanding the unique features of the Sisonke supervision mentoring programme

During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021, a transdisciplinary team of committed, concerned and influential researchers from all faculties and research units was tasked by the management of our UoT to explore a new culture of online supervision, to foster supervision capacity for excellence in research scholarship and, in particular, to attract and retain doctoral students to meet the NDP 2030 target. At the end of 13 weeks, we had developed the Sisonke supervision mentoring programme Learning Programme (LP). (Sisonke is an isiXhosa word meaning ‘together’ or ‘to bridge’). This LP is shaped by six unique features:

Firstly, it includes 12 weeks of input by leading researchers at our UoT on a variety of research topics decided upon by the needs of the mentees. We intentionally chose to use a bottom-up approach: as Conti et al. suggest, the processes stemming from such an approach allow people with a ‘deep understanding of local conditions … [to] lead the development of innovations and ensure a transformation that is more aligned with local visions and preferences’.22 The approach appeared to encourage many to join the LP as mentees.

Secondly, participation was not only voluntary, but was also extended to all faculties and research units. We drew on Samuel’s definitions of multidisciplinary research – ‘different disciplines working on different aspects of a problem independently within their discipline boundaries’, interdisciplinary research – ‘restructuring and integrating existing disciplinary approaches to address problems relevant to all participating disciplines’ and transdisciplinary research ‘seeking to integrate different lines of work from contributing disciplines to create new approaches or even new scientific disciplines’.23 To the extent that it incorporated all faculties and disciplines, the Sisonke programme involved transdisciplinary research to create new learning for the mentors and mentees engaged in this programme.

Thirdly, one of the objectives of the Sisonke programme was to support the professional and personal advancement of novice supervisors to develop their own self-efficacy in mentoring.24 When mentees felt that they had acquired sufficient academic wisdom to supervise an emerging supervisor, they could return the following year as a mentor. This cyclical approach, which acknowledges mentees’ rapid growth in research capacity and responsibility, has encouraged many of them to grow into active mentors.

Fourthly, many of these mentor and mentee relationships continue outside of the Sisonke programme, leading to further transdisciplinary research. Nunan et al. claim that supervisory relationships are reciprocal and embedded in a broader work environment that can foster organisational growth and relational longevity.25 For relationships to flourish, establishing trust, sharing viewpoints, asking questions and mutual respect are necessary.24 Building a trusting, open communication environment is paramount to enhance continued learning and mentoring support outside of the programme.

Fifthly, reflection is paramount throughout the Sisonke programme. As a learning opportunity, the programme assists mentees to summarise and critically reflect on their breakaway discussions, promoting transformative learning26 and the development of higher-order cognitive processes and metacognition, all skills needed for postgraduate supervision. An unexpected outcome of the reflection process was that, by interacting with their senior supervisors, the mentees experienced changes in their understanding of supervisory perspectives and practices.27 The programme confirmed that supervisor development within a community of practice is a valuable pedagogical support.

Finally, in team supervision, there are both vertical and horizontal structures.28 In vertical collaboration, there are hierarchical structures in terms of which one supervisor is the principal or leading supervisor, while the others are novice supervisors or have fewer responsibilities. In horizontal collaboration, the supervisory load has no hierarchy and responsibilities are evenly shared. In the Sisonke programme, mentors and mentees learned from each other and no one person assumed overall authority. The mentors were not seen as providing knowledge so much as promoting thinking and discovery, in an environment where everyone was learning from and with each other.29

Team and cohort supervision

Supervision is an essential element in the doctoral study process. In the traditional one-to-one supervision approach, doctoral students conduct their own research with the supervision of one supervisor14; in the United States, there are doctoral committees, and in the United Kingdom, a main supervisor is supported by a group of co-supervisors.21 Alternatively, a team of supervisors and a cohort of students may work together with a principal investigator on a common project.30

In team and cohort supervision, which is becoming increasingly common across all disciplines,28 there may be a team of two or more supervisors working with more than one student. Such arrangements create communities of practice, encouraging supervisors to reflect on their own learning, clarify their role in the team and how they respond to the needs of students.27 Previous research has identified potential advantages and disadvantages associated with team and cohort supervision.14,28,31 One advantage is that it ‘limits the risk of incompetence [thereby] increasing the likelihood of successful completing’.30 Ngulube proposes that the quality of the students’ learning improves through having meaningful input from a few supervisors, because there is more frequent support and wider regular feedback.14 Stakeholders from industry may be included in the supervision team.32 Maritz and Prinsloo claim that by working in teams, early career supervisors receive more supervisor capacity development and a reduction in workload, while there is a concomitant increase in student satisfaction.31 There is consequently a reduced risk of students dropping out. However, tensions may emerge when students are confused by conflicting advice or get stuck in their research.33 Pyhältö et al. warn that there may be differences between the ways in which disciplines work, particularly noting that in the natural sciences, there is more one-to-one supervision.

Theoretical framework

Our guiding framework for the online Sisonke research project was the CoI theory, originally developed by Dewey.34 We chose to use the CoI framework to develop a deeper understanding of our participants’ experiences, specifically because it embraces a constructivist paradigm and uses teaching, cognitive and social presences to construct new knowledge.35,36 Inquiry and community were at the core of the programme, which focused on capacitating the volunteer mentor and mentee supervisors for successful retention of their doctoral students and recruitment of postdoctoral fellows. Wang et al. posit that communities develop through knowledge shared online, arguing that ‘strong feelings of community increase the flow of information, the availability of support, commitment to group goals, cooperation among members and satisfactions with group efforts’.37 To develop a communal educational experience that was meaningful to our participants, the project drew on the interactions and relationships among the three independent, but intersecting presences necessary for a successful educational experience: teaching, cognitive and social presences.35 To understand how the presences work together, we shall analyse each presence separately, then explicitly connect the online learning of the Sisonke programme to each presence. The discussion draws in part from our recently published article, ‘Development of the Sisonke supervision mentoring programme’.29

We begin by discussing the teaching presence, the first process in our LP. This presence, as defined by Garrison et al. and Garrison and Arbaugh, results from designing, facilitating and directing both the cognitive and social presences.35,36 Within this teaching presence, Kreijns et al. suggest that a learner-centred approach is encouraged that emphasises ‘active learning, critical thinking, collaborative inquiry, problem-solving skills, communication skills, information handling skills, self-directed learning and connectedness with others’.38 All of these are ‘twenty-first century skills and life-long learning competencies’.38 The three components of this presence comprise: (1) instructional design and organisation (the setting of curricula and designing appropriate pedagogies); (2) facilitating discourse, which involves developing student-centred pedagogical approaches where student participation is valued; and (3) direct instruction, which includes summarising the learning, presenting the content and assigning tasks.

The LP was an intentionally designed online programme to capacitate supervisors to develop more efficient and effective ways of mentoring their postgraduate students.29 The 12-week LP was developed using a bottom-up approach, in terms of which the mentees provided us with their supervisory needs. Weekly sessions began with 30 min of input by an established researcher and an expert in the topic concerned. The teaching proceeded via PowerPoint presentation, with little discussion. This initial experience was intended to provoke critical thinking and enhance problem-solving and information-handling skills. The class then split into breakaway groups, a process that characterise as ‘facilitating dialogue’.35 The aim of these groups was collaborative inquiry, where many questions were asked and discussed, and many challenges and counter-challenges were offered. At the end of these discussions, one person reflected on the group’s learning, the final component in Garrison’s teaching presence, ‘direct instruction’.

Cognitive presence is the ability to construct and maintain meaning using continuous reflections along a continuum of four components: (1) a triggering event, when a problem area is identified that piques our interest in additional inquiry; (2) exploration, where the issue is further investigated; (3) integration, where the meanings achieved in the exploration stage are united and integrated; and (4) resolution, where the new knowledge is transferred to real-world applications.36,39 Reflection is vital in the CoI framework as it assists participants to increase their cognitive presence by identifying their new knowledge and skills in a particular focus area.36

In the Sisonke programme, the ‘triggering event’ was the decision to engage with an authentic problem: how can the UoT improve its postgraduate retention and throughput rates? After the 30-min input from an expert, the participants were randomly assigned to breakaway groups to further explore the topic. These group sessions involving discussion among mentors and mentees from all faculties and research units lasted for 45 min. The roles in the mentor and mentee relationship were framed by joint thinking and discovery rather than hierarchical knowledge provision.29 It was in these discussions that new knowledge was co-created, with individual and group reflection generating countless learning opportunities under the rubric of Garrison’s component of ‘resolution’.

Richardson and Swan discovered that social presence motivates participants to learn more in social communities.40 Garrison et al. have identified three phases in the manifestation of this presence: (1) emotional expression, when participants share their personal values and experiences; (2) open communication, when participants develop mutual awareness and recognition as supervisors; and (3) group cohesion, where participants develop, build and retain a sense of group community as supervisors of doctoral students.35 Kreijns et al. have extended the original concept of social presence to include ‘social space’, which runs alongside social presence and is ‘centred around impression formation’, where group members develop ‘affective work relationships, share social identity, group cohesiveness, mutual trust, a sense of belonging, a sense of community and an open atmosphere’.38 Participants are mutually dependent on each other for accomplishing the learning activities. Kreijns and Amelline and de Stafani observe that ‘social presence and social space are both progressive and developmental’.38,41

Within the breakaway groups, we asked everyone to switch their Teams cameras on. This established social presence as a kind of glue holding the breakaway group together. The mentors and mentees shared their personal experiences of supervision in a safe space29 conducive to frank discussion, relating to the ‘emotional expression’ and ‘open communication’ characteristic of the CoI. In this social space, the participants were able to share and build on each other’s knowledge and practice, with the focus on learning from each other.29 Through group cohesion, they were learning together and growing as supervisors, gaining all the requisite competencies and skills. Although Kreijns et al. suggest that typically, groups move through five phases – forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning – we did not experience the ‘storming’ phase, when there could be conflict as individuals vie for leadership positions.38 After our breakaway group was formed, we started sharing our supervisory experiences and soon realised, despite being a mixture of novice and experienced researchers, that our sharing and learning were unfolding in a non-hierarchical way, with everyone contributing valuable information to create a vibrant transdisciplinary experience.29 The structure of how our debates were to proceed was never made explicit; we fell into a routine where norms emerged naturally, and everyone felt safe to perform by discussing issues around their experience or need for experience of postgraduate supervision.

Research design and methodology

Between May 2024 and August 2024, the 12-week LP ran once a week, on Wednesdays at 13:00–14:15. It brought together mentors and mentees from across the UoT as emerging and established researchers to think, learn and critique complex supervisory situations, in an environment with a culture of mutual respect and collaboration and in which participants guided each other through a process of mentorship.

At the beginning, 84 participants enrolled in the programme, showing an eagerness to increase their postgraduate supervision and mentoring skills. Participants were randomly divided into six breakaway groups. In our group, Group 1, we had three mentors and 12 mentees, although only 10 mentees participated in the final interviews. At the end of the LP period, the experience undergone encouraged the three mentors to conduct interviews to further understand and untangle the learning processes that had occurred. Hence, it was appropriate to ground this modest online research project within an interpretivist philosophy,42 employing a qualitative case study approach.43

The 10 mentees came from faculties ranging from Business and Information Administration, Business Management, Education, Engineering, Applied Law, to the Hotel School, Tourism and Fashion Design. The mentees were all lecturers, except one who was a research consultant. Four of them had doctoral degrees. Two of the mentors were full professors in Education and Information Technology, while one was a senior lecturer with a doctorate in Events Management.

A semi-structured questionnaire was used to provoke conversation and guide the 10 mentees’ experiences and perceptions in respect of the Sisonke programme, supervision practices, professional development and mentorship. The focus group interviews, conducted via Microsoft Teams, were based on seven pre-circulated questions, each accompanied by two probing sub-questions (see Appendix Table 1-A1), to encourage participants to elaborate on their answers and provide fuller responses. Data were collected from three interviews: eight mentees participated in the 90-min focus group interview; one wrote her comments inside the interview schedule and emailed it to us, while another was individually interviewed at a time that suited her. An automated transcript was generated from the group and individual interviews, but manually transcribed by a trained professional to ensure accuracy. We ended up having one focus group interview, one written reflection and one individual interview.

Two weeks after the interviews, the three mentors and three members of the core Sisonke organising team convened at a 3-day writing retreat to conduct the data analysis. We were looking at how the mentees responded to each other and how their interaction accorded with the CoI theory.44 An initial review of one transcript was conducted using ChatPDF, which identified four emerging themes. However, we chose not to use this as the themes did not accurately reflect our position. Subsequently, a thematic inductive analysis (linking to literature) was performed manually, involving the coding and grouping of similar themes, guided by the theoretical framework of the CoI model of social, cognitive and teaching presence (deductive analysis).45

Establishing trustworthiness, a fundamental aspect of qualitative research, seeks to ensure the credibility and reliability of the findings.46 This study included observing and interacting with the mentees over an extended period of time (the 12-week LP), during which we built rapport and began to understand their perspectives on postgraduate supervision.47 This helped us to garner rich data from the two oral interviews and one written reflection, which was thoroughly cross-referenced.46 Because we had been together in a safe virtual space for 12 weeks, with our cameras on, personal biases regarding the supervision process were often acknowledged and discussed. As a result, there was little evidence of these in the interviews.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the Faculty of Education Research Ethics Committee at the outset of the project (EFEC 1-5/202, extended till 30 August 2027). The ethical dimensions were noted because all the participants were academics. The 10 mentees were informed that participation in the online interviews implied informed consent; forms reflecting this were completed and collated. The invitation to participate included the ethics clearance document and the interview questions. Participants were informed that the data collected would be used for research purposes aimed at improving subsequent iterations of the programme. They were assured of their right to withdraw at any time and that participation was entirely voluntary. Participation in the weekly programme did not obligate participants to take part in summative interviews, and any request to exclude their data would have been honoured. However, no such requests were received. Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout the research process, with no identifiers used; this adheres to customary research protocols and provisions for the protection of personal information under the South African Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA). All the data was stored securely in the university research repository.

Results and discussion

Our research question asks: How can the CoI theory be used to elucidate insights for a team and cohort mentoring programme of emerging and established supervisors at a UoT in South Africa? By presenting the results using the CoI theory of social, cognitive and teaching presence, we are enacting our thinking in practice. According to Jackson and Mazzei, we are not expressing the theory nor translating it, we are practising it.44 We are not judging the final result but are analysing the process and the power to continue.

Social presence in mentorship

The Sisonke programme fostered a positive mentorship experience through social presence by means of open communication, group cohesion and personal and affective dimensions.

Foundational to fostering authentic interaction was the creation of a learning and sharing environment that allowed for risk-free expression among the participants. Hieker and Rushby note that when mentors are not in the mentees’ direct reporting line, a safe space for insight and honesty is offered.48 This is in line with Sisonke’s collaborative approach to group mentors and mentees from various, unrelated faculties together. Participants consistently highlighted how the creation of a safe mentorship space encouraged meaningful dialogue and active engagement. As one participant noted:


‘What was helpful from the breakaway session was really that it was a safe space because I felt really comfortable with this group.’ (P4, male, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



This sense of reassurance was foundational for encouraging authentic and free interaction. The same mentee remarked that:


‘[S]tarting the whole Sisonke process was obviously a very scary environment.’ (P4, male, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



But the facilitation of a safe and supportive space allowed for vulnerability and genuine participation. For mentees:


‘it was a comfort space for people to ask questions that were maybe burning issues.’ (P11, female, Faculty of Informatics and Design)



And for mentors, it created the opportunity to:


‘… learn to listen to the problems they have and to help them through difficult times.’ (P6, female, Faculty of Education)



Group cohesion emerged as pivotal, highlighting the importance of meaningful relationships and collaborative interactions. Group cohesion is the interpersonal bond that group members experience with one another and the collective entity, promoting group acceptance, support and trust.49 Sisonke’s inclusive approach created a welcoming space where participants felt valued, while traditional power dynamics faded into the background. One participant noted:


‘You didn’t use your title, you didn’t use your authority in any way to make us feel – belittle us.’ (P1, male, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



Interestingly, participants could model what they learned in the programme, with one noting that:


‘[A] student is an equal partner.’ (P10, male, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



This demonstrated that the diminishment of power differentials in the programme influenced their practice of supervision. The egalitarian environment cultivated a sense of belonging and collaboration. Reflecting on the experience, one participant noted:


‘It made me feel not so alone on the supervision journey.’ (P7, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



The same participant added that:


‘… networking and professional relationship-building was very significant and meaningful.’ (P7, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



The relationships among participants embodied affective learning through emotional engagement, often extending beyond the programme, as participants reported ongoing interaction:


‘I can discuss it not only with mentors but also with other persons that have started networking across faculties.’ (P9, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



Equally, the intentional use of cameras helped strengthen group cohesion and personal connections:


‘I bumped into [a fellow mentee] at another workshop and I could know who he was because I saw him and it was like, “Hey, here you are”.’ (P7, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



The human element was thus integral to the programme’s success, with many reflecting on how the programme revitalised their passion for mentorship and professional development. One participant stated:


‘I really felt motivated to supervise again after so many years … spirit of knowledge-sharing … it had a positive impact on me and hopefully my students with renewed vigour and renewed ideas.’ (P7, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



Cognitive presence in mentorship

Designed as a transformative initiative to enhance professional development and supervisory skills via an online platform, the Sisonke programme featured a thematic focus on cognitive presence. Cyclical progression among participants was evident through triggering, exploration, integration, and resolution,50 as presented in the findings reported below.

Mentees who signed up for the Sisonke programme stepped out of their comfort zones to develop their supervision skills under the guidance of unfamiliar mentors in an unfamiliar setting. This induced feelings of puzzlement and uncertainty while at the same time motivating them to seek solutions and restore balance in their cognitive processes.51 One participant reflected on their initial apprehension when entering the programme in – for instance – the following way:


‘I was so scared before every session, sort of like very stressed. And then when the session starts going, I actually realised that I am falling back on what I’ve learnt.’ (P6, female Faculty of Education)



These perspectives highlight the significance of the role of mentors and peers in creating a supportive environment where cognitive discomfort and uncertainties can be overcome to enable participation.

Cognitive presence is demonstrated by the construction and confirmation of meaning through discourse, reflection and idea exploration.52 In this context, Sisonke facilitated active engagement and reflection, which led to an enriched and enthusiastic exchange of ideas. This investment in collective learning emphasised the importance of a collaborative environment in which participants could examine various supervisory strategies and best practices. The programme underscores the value of integrating shared knowledge into practice, with a participant reflecting that:


‘… the information that was shared allowed me to relate that to my own current experience and make value judgments about my activities as a supervisor.’ (P12, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



In this way, reflective learning became a cornerstone of participants’ supervisory approach. A participant noted:


‘As a mentor, I felt like I not only contributed to someone else’s development in a very small, humble way [but hopefully meaningful]. But it also allowed me to reflect on my own research and supervisory style.’ (P7, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



According to the same participant:


‘… my understanding of mentorship has evolved into it being a role of continuous learning and adapting as one goes along.’ (P7, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



These reflections highlight the reciprocal nature of the programme, in terms of which the integration of knowledge supports mutual growth and ongoing professional development.

The Sisonke discussion topics were carefully designed to be relevant and useful to emerging supervisors. The programme thus contributed to the development of mentees’ cognitive presence and, by way of resolution, encouraged them to apply new ideas to real-world contexts.53 The practical application of skills was a significant outcome, as demonstrated by one participant who felt confident in their supervisory practice:


‘… applying some of the skills that I have learnt.’ (P5, male, Faculty of Education)



This sentiment was echoed:


‘I gained a lot of these practical skills that I can immediately apply.’ (P12, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)

‘I could model it with how I supervise my own students.’ (P5, male, Faculty of Education)



These examples highlight how participants transitioned from reflective learning to actionable implementation in their professional contexts. Resolution was evident as a cognitive presence indicator.

Teaching presence in mentorship

The structured yet adaptive curriculum of the Sisonke mentoring programme exemplifies effective design and organisation. One participant appreciated how the course provided strategies to manage supervisory situations, remarking:


‘It helped to give me possible strategies to [deal with] situations that may occur during supervision and ways of planning “ahead” regarding the process involved, understanding different students’ ways of thinking and support required.’ (P12, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



This reflection highlights the practical and anticipatory value of the programme’s structure. Participants noted that while the external framework was structured, internal sessions allowed for flexibility, which fostered deep engagement. According to one:


‘When we were in our breakaway sessions, it was much easier for me because we already had a topic for discussion.’ (P1, male, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



Another added:


‘I found just as much value in the breakaway sessions by hearing the problems and the solutions coming from the other co-mentors.’ (P7, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



The small-group discussions demonstrated how a flexible format complemented structured content delivery. The programme’s needs-driven design stood out. As one participant put it:


‘The content is actually, you guys when you registered, you said what you wanted to learn, and so we took that and it was needs-based.’ (P2, female, Faculty of Education)



This bottom-up approach – emphasised by the same participant – reflects the responsive and participant-centred ethos of the programme:


‘It wasn’t a top-down content. It was bottom-up content that was developed.’



Facilitating meaningful discourse was central to the Sisonke Supervision Mentoring Programme (SSMP) success. One participant noted the value of relationship management, remarking:


‘[T]he supervisory process … you ultimately have to manage relationships, whether it’s with a co-supervisor or with the student that you are supervising.’ (P8, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



This points directly to the relational dynamics critical to effective supervision.

Trust emerged as a key element. As one participant reflected:


‘I do think that the trust between me and my student has been solidly built.’ (P10, male, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



Another highlighted the impact of diverse perspectives, saying:


‘Because of the diversity of the mentors and the group that we had, it gave me the confidence to speak to my students and to tell them to unpack more of their research.’ (P8, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



These comments reveal how discourse fosters confidence and enhances the supervisory experience.

Role modelling and targeted instruction emerged as powerful tools for resolving supervisory challenges. One participant remarked:


‘The strategies shared regarding time management and planning have proved helpful in my thinking about how I can implement these strategies.’ (P12, female, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



This demonstrates the actionable nature of the advice provided.

The mentorship approach also fostered a sense of connection. As one participant reflected:


‘Banter … real essence of mentoring, that there’s such a connection.’ (P3, male, Faculty of Informatics and Design)



While another expressed gratitude:


‘I just want to actually compliment the mentors for your openness and for making us feel comfortable.’ (P1, male, Faculty of Business and Management Sciences)



Such sentiments once again highlight the importance of creating a supportive environment where participants feel valued.

Discussion

The CoI framework was not only useful in understanding the complex, nuanced context of this approach supervision, but also produced results that suggest how to improve the next iteration of the Sisonke programme. In the discussion below, we briefly present some of the lessons learned and insights gained from analysing the data in relation to the CoI framework of social, cognitive and teaching presences.35,36

In the social presence, the Sisonke programme demonstrates the value of careful design in mentorship initiatives. Providing a safe and inclusive environment enables open communication, builds group cohesion, and enhances personal motivation. Mentees likened the experience to ‘taking the glowing coals and scraping them together and blowing on them’, symbolising the collective energy and shared growth within this community of practice. The social presence was ‘progressive and developmental’ over the 12-week period, helping to change the ‘lonely’ scholar environment to one where both mentees and mentors were equally engaged in each other’s growth as academic supervisors.38

In the cognitive presence, the findings suggest that creating a safe, collaborative and reflective environment fosters professional growth.39 Key insights include the importance of addressing initial apprehensions, promoting information exchange and encouraging reflective practice. Sisonke’s bottom-up, needs-based approach proved to be a valuable strategy for engaging participants effectively. Facilitating relevant topics in a way that enabled mentees to connect the ideas and apply new skills points to the long-term impact of structured mentoring on supervisory development. Regular reflection further enhanced the participants’ ability to construct new supervision knowledge and skills.36

The lessons learned from the teaching presence, especially from the design and organisation, include the importance of tailoring content to participants’ needs while balancing structure and flexibility.35 Insights gained from facilitating the discourse include the necessity of creating environments that promote open communication and trust. Key lessons from direct instruction include the effectiveness of role modelling and the value of shared strategies for addressing common challenges. The LP encouraged the acquisition of 21st-century skills such as active learning, critical thinking, collaborative inquiry, problem-solving skills, communication skills, information-handling skills, self-directed learning and connectedness.38

Conclusion

In this research article, we are not attempting to mandate a one-size-fits-all supervision approach, as we are well aware that there is excellent supervision taking place in our UoT involving highly productive emerging and established researchers. We are not trying to exclude students from employing topic-specific practices or methodologies that do not align with a team approach. We are merely describing the experiences of our colleagues who participated in a Communities of Practice (CoP) of team and cohort supervision within a mentoring programme.

Our participants, who spanned a wide variety of disciplines and included established as well as emerging researchers, shared a desire to question traditional methods of supervision. They wanted to know more about constructive and effective ways of encouraging the development of excellence in research scholarship, and sought this knowledge through exploring a new conceptual vocabulary for doctoral supervision. The emphasis on mentoring rather than on advising fostered a more positive ethos and a nurturing social space for mentees to convert their theoretical knowledge into practice. The team and cohort supervision model we experienced during this LP mitigated the experiences of a ‘lonely scholar’ and allowed for mentees to grow within a nurturing environment.

In the context of the NDP 2030 target of more than 5000 South African doctoral graduates per year, we realise that our UoT has a long way to go in improving the retention and throughput rates of doctoral students. This modest research study extends earlier research conducted on doctoral supervision programmes in Africa by deliberately seeking to eschew the ‘lonely scholar’ syndrome. This was achieved by using a transdisciplinary team and a cohort supervision approach within a community of practice. In this safe space, mentors and mentees engaged as equals and helped each other grow as scholars.

This study was limited to the participants’ experience of the Sisonke programme: it may not reflect the experiences of all team and cohort supervision initiatives.

A recommendation for further research is that the impact of the Sisonke programme be measured by conducting a longitudinal study of the experiences of all the participants over time. Presenting a sense of measurability might promote sustainability and yield a deeper impact on our UoT supervision imperatives. A policy recommendation is for the development of a supervisor training short course, infused with graduate attributes, made compulsory for all established and emerging supervisors. This would encourage all supervisors to break barriers, use team supervision, humanise academic participation and be a communal welcoming voice. Such a step would enhance long-term professional relationships and succession, adding sustainability to the Sisonke programme.

Acknowledgements

Professor Gareth Cornwall proofread this article and Mr Thembinkosi changed our Harvard Referencing system to Vancouver Referencing System.

Competing interests

The author reported that they received funding from University Capacity Development Grant (UCDG) grant which may be affected by the research reported in the enclosed publication. The author has disclosed those interests fully and has implemented an approved plan for managing any potential conflicts arising from their involvement. The terms of these funding arrangements have been reviewed and approved by the affiliated university in accordance with its policy on objectivity in research.

CRediT authorship contribution

Janet Condy: Conceptualisation, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualisation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. Johannes Cronje: Conceptualisation, Data curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Writing – review & editing. Esti Venske: Conceptualisation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Resources, Software, Visualisation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. Elhaam Abrahams: Data curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. Thandazile Mhlongo: Conceptualisation, Data curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Writing – original draft. Dirk Bester: Conceptualisation, Formal analysis, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. Atanda Raji: Conceptualisation, Formal analysis, Writing – original draft. All authors reviewed the article, contributed to the discussion of results, approved the final version for submission and publication, and take responsibility for the integrity of its findings.

Funding information

This work was supported by the UCDG grant (Grant no.: UCDG FA2_P5_A5/ Sisonke).

Data availability

Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no new data were created or analysed in this study.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the authors and are the product of professional research. The article does not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any affiliated institution, funder, agency or that of the publisher. The authors are responsible for this article’s results, findings and content.

References


	1. 	Bitzer E. Research into doctoral education: A survey of institutional research projects in Southern Africa [homepage on the Internet]. In: Botha J, Müller NJ, editors. Institutional research in South African higher education: Intersecting contexts and practices. Stellenbosch: SUN MeDIA, 2016; p. 277–298. [cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https://hdl.handle.net/10321/1758

	2. 	Emekako R, Shemfe O, Merisi P. Collaborative supervision pedagogy for increased postgraduate student success: The importance of writing camps as an alternative supervision programme. Afr J Inter/Multidiscip Stud. 2025;7(1):1–13. https://doi.org/10.51415/ajims.v7i1.1698

	3. 	Motshoane P, McKenna S. Crossing the border from candidate to supervisor: The need for appropriate development. Teach High Educ. 2021;26(3):387–403. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2021.1900814

	4. 	Niemczyk EK. Developing globally competent researchers: An international perspective. S Afr J High Educ. 2018;32(4):171–85. https://doi.org/10.20853/32-4-1602

	5. 	Council on Higher Education (CHE). Qualification standard for doctoral degrees [homepage on the Internet]. Pretoria: CHE; 2018 [cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https://www.che.ac.za/sites/default/files/inline-files/CHE%20Doctoral%20Degrees%20National%20Reporte.pdf

	6. 	Council on Higher Education (CHE). Models of postgraduate supervision and the need for a research-rich culture [homepage on the Internet]. Pretoria: CHE; 2023 [cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https://www.che.ac.za/news-and-announcements/brieflyspeaking-number-25-models-postgraduate-supervision-and-need-research

	7. 	Botha RJ. Student throughput trends on postgraduate level: An African case study. Indep J Teach Learn [serial online]. 2018;13(2):53–66 [cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https://journals.co.za/doi/pdf/10.10520/EJC-12224d59f2

	8. 	Saidi A. Promoting access to, and success in postgraduate education in South Africa: A synthesis of emerging issues. S Afr J High Educ. 2024;38(1):1–27. https://doi.org/10.20853/38-1-6304

	9. 	Wang X, Sun X. Higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic: Responses and challenges. Educ Change. 2022;26:1–21. https://doi.org/10.25159/1947-9417/10024

	10. 	Omoya O, Jacob US, Odeyemi OA, Odeyemi OA. Exploring perspectives: A scoping review of the challenges facing doctoral training in Africa. High Educ. 2024;89:1103–1127. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01264-4

	11. 	Khuluvhe M, Netshifhefhe E. Fact sheet: Are we producing enough doctoral graduates in our universities? [homepage on the Internet]. Pretoria: Department of Higher Education and Training; 2023. [cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https://www.dhet.gov.za/Planning%20Monitoring%20and%20Evaluation%20Coordination/Fact%20Sheet%20%20Are%20we%20producing%20enough%20doctoral%20graduates%20in%20our%20universities%20-%20March%202023.pdf

	12. 	Gatwiri K, Krupka Z, James S. Mentors and sponsors: Making a difference for racially and culturally minoritised academics in Australian universities. Aust J Soc Issues. 2023;60(1):75–93. https://doi.org/10.1002/ajs4.360

	13. 	Maritz J, Visagie R. A research coaching and mentoring framework to nurture the development of emerging researchers. Acta Academica Suppl. 2012;(2):169–197.

	14. 	Ngulube P. Postgraduate supervision practices in education research and the creation of opportunities for knowledge sharing. Probl Educ. 2021;79(2):255. https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/21.79.255

	15. 	Tshuma N, Bitzer E. Complex legacies and future prospects: Conceptualising changes in South African doctoral education. Innov Educ Teach Int. 2023;60(5):714–724. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2023.2237941

	16. 	Turner GW, Chhetry DS, Round R. Mentoring social work adjunct educators: A collaborative autoethnography provides a blueprint for support. Int Soc Work. 2024;67(4):989–1003. https://doi.org/10.1177/00208728231209473

	17. 	Moorhouse S, Decker KD, Bakalik C, Kinney KN. Strengthening a culture of mentoring at Alfred University: Defining, developing and rewarding mentoring relationships [homepage on the Internet]. Provost Dobie; 2024. [cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https://my.alfred.edu/provost/_docs/montoring-white-paper-jan-24.pdf

	18. 	Frandsen TF, Nicolaisen J. Publishing in library and information science journals: The success of less experienced researchers. J Inf Sci. 2024;50:713–722. https://doi.org/10.1177/01655515221101840

	19. 	Laudel G, Gläser J. From apprentice to colleague: The metamorphosis of early career researchers. High Educ. 2008;55(3):387–406. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-007-9063-7

	20. 	Machovcova K, Mudrak J, Cidlinska K, Zabrodska K. Early career researchers as active followers: Perceived demands of supervisory interventions in academic workplaces. High Educ Res Dev. 2023;42(1):171–185. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2022.2040447

	21. 	Masek A, Alias M. A review of effective doctoral supervision: What is it and how can we achieve it? Univers J Educ Res. 2020;8(6):2493–2500. https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2020.080633

	22. 	Conti C, Hall A, Moallemi EA, et al. Top-down vs bottom-up processes: A systematic review clarifying roles and patterns of interactions in food system transformation. Glob Food Secur. 2025;44:100833. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2025.100833

	23. 	Samuel MT. Promoting transdisciplinary teaching and learning and research in a world that is faced with multifaceted challenges. Res Bus Soc Sci. 2023;12(7):2147–2178. https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v12i7.2774

	24. 	Mantzourani E, Chang H, Desselle S, Canedo J, Flemming C. Reflections of mentors and mentees on a national mentoring programme for pharmacists: An examination into relationships, personal and professional development. Res Social Adm Pharm. 2022;18(3):2495–2504. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sapharm.2021.04.019

	25. 	Nunan JLR, Ebrahim AB, Stander MW. Mentoring in the workplace: Exploring the experiences of mentor-mentee relations. S Afr J Ind Psychol. 2023;49:a2067. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v49i0.2067

	26. 	Harvey M, Walkerden G, Semple A, McLachlan K, Lloyd K, Bosanquet A. Reflecting on reflective practice: Issues, possibilities and guidance principles. High Educ Res Dev. 2025;44(7):1849–1857. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2025.2463517

	27. 	Everitt J. Learning from doctoral supervisors’ and candidates’ reflections on a supervisory model. Innov Educ Teach Int. 2024;62(2):717–730. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2021.1900814

	28. 	Pyhältö K, Tikkanen L, Anttila H. The more the merrier? PhD supervisors’ perspectives in engaging in co-supervision. Innov Educ Teach Int. 2023;61(6):1460–1471. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2023.2258853

	29. 	Condy J, Phillips HN, Engel-Hills P, et al. Development of the Sisonke supervision mentoring programme. J Educ. 2024;97:29–47. https://doi.org/10.17159/2520-9868/i97a02

	30. 	Watts JH. Team supervision of the doctorate: Managing roles, relationships and contradictions. Teach High Educ. 2010;15(3):335–339. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562511003740908

	31. 	Maritz J, Prinsloo P. A bourdieusian perspective on becoming and being a postgraduate supervisor: The role of capital. High Educ Res Dev. 2015;34(5):972–985. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2015.1011085

	32. 	Tavares O, Soares D, Sin C. Industry-university collaboration in industrial doctorates: A trouble-free marriage? Ind High Educ. 2020;34(5):312–320. https://doi.org/10.1177/0950422219900155

	33. 	Ukwoma SC, Ngulube P. Supervision practices in library and information science postgraduate research in Nigeria and South Africa. Afr J Libr Arch Inf Sci. 2020;30(2):127–142.

	34. 	Dewey J. Experience & education. New York (NY): Simon & Schuster Publishers; 1938.

	35. 	Garrison DR, Anderson T, Archer W. Critical inquiry in a text-based environment: Computer conferencing in higher education. Internet High Educ. 2000;2(2–3):87–105. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1096-7516(00)00016-6

	36. 	Garrison DR, Arbaugh JB. Researching the community of inquiry framework: Review, issues and future directions. Internet High Educ. 2007;10(3):157–172. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2007.04.001

	37. 	Wang M, Laffey J, Poole MJ. The construction of shared knowledge in an internet-based shared environment for expeditions (IExpeditions). Int J Educ Technol [serial online]. 2001;2(2) [cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https://www.outreach.uiuc.edu/ijet/v2n/v2n2feature.html

	38. 	Kreijns K, Van Acker F, Vermeulen M, Van Buuren H. Community of inquiry: Social presence revisited. E-Learn Digit Media. 2014;11(1):5–18. https://doi.org/10.2304/elea.2014.11.1.5

	39. 	Anderson T, Rourke L, Garrison DR, Archer W. Assessing teaching presence in a computer conferencing centre. J Asynchronous Learn Netw. 2001;5(2):1–17. https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v5i2.1875

	40. 	Richardson JC, Swan K. Examining social presence in online courses in relation to students’ perceived learning and satisfaction. J Asynchronous Learn Netw. 2003;7(1):68–88. https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v7i1.1864

	41. 	Armellini A, De Stefani M. Social presence in the 21st century: An adjustment to the community of inquiry framework. Br J Educ Technol. 2016;47(6):1202–1216. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.12302

	42. 	Saunders M, Lewis P, Thornhill A, Bristow A. Understanding research philosophy and approaches to theory development. In: Saunders MNK, Lewis P, Thornhill A, editors. Research methods for business students. 8th ed. London: Pearson, 2019; ch. 4, p. 128–171.

	43. 	Yin RK. Case study research and applications: Design and methods. 6th ed. Thousand Oaks (CA): Sage; 2018.

	44. 	Jackson AY, Mazzei LA. Thinking with theory in qualitative research. 2nd ed. London: Routledge; 2023.

	45. 	Garrison DR. E-learning in the 21st century: A community of inquiry framework for research and practice. 3rd ed. London: Routledge; 2017.

	46. 	Ahmed SK. The pillars of trustworthiness in qualitative research. J Med Surg Pub Health. 2024;2:100051. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.glmedi.2024.100051

	47. 	Cohen L, Manion L, Morrison K. Research methods in education. 6th ed. Abingdon: Routledge; 2007.

	48. 	Hieker C, Rushby M. Key success factors in implementing sustainable mentor programmes in large organisations. Int J Evid Based Co Ment. 2020;18(2):197–208. https://doi.org/10.24384/sx88-eh86

	49. 	Hale KE. Evaluating best practices in group mentoring: A mixed methods study [dissertation]. Georgia: Georgia State University; 2020.

	50. 	Sadaf A, Wu T, Martin F. Cognitive presence in online learning: A systematic review of empirical research from 2000 to 2019. Comput Educ Open. 2021;2:100050. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.caeo.2021.100050

	51. 	Al Mamun MA, Lawrie G. Cognitive presence in learner–content interaction process: The role of scaffolding in online self-regulated learning environments. J Comput Educ. 2024;11:791–821. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40692-023-00279-7

	52. 	Gökoğlu S, Karaoğlan Yılmaz FG, Yılmaz R. Student engagement, community of inquiry, and transactional distance in online learning environment. Int Rev Res Open Distrib Learn. 2024;25(4):107–127. https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v25i4.7660

	53. 	Lim J. Students’ interaction, satisfaction and cognitive presence in online discussions: Comparing novice and experienced instructors with distinguished interaction patterns. Educ Technol Soc. 2024;27(1):35–49.



Appendix 1



[image: TD-22-1654-T1.jpg]

OPS/TD-22-1654-T1.jpg
TABLE 1-Al: Interview questions with probing questions.
No.  Questions

Probing questions

1 What was the most significant takeaway from the discussions on supervision
and strategies?

2 Do you think the structure of the Sisonke programme could be improved
in any way?
3 Whatimpact, if any, has the Sisonke programme had on your relationship

with your own students?

4 How did the Sisonke programme influence your professional development?

5 What challenges did you face while participating in the Sisonke programme?

6 How do you perceive the role of mentorship in your supervision practice?

7 What recommendations do you have for future participants in the Sisonke
programme?

No., number.

i
2.

N

[STERNNEN

How have these takeaways shaped your own supervision philosophy?
What aspects of the breakaway sessions were most helpful for your development as
a supervisor?

. What specific changes would you recommend for future iterations of the

programme?

. What were the challenges?

. Have you noticed any changes in the way your students respond to your supervision

since the programme?

. What professional, academic and personal learning did you benefit from?

. Can you describe and specific skills or knowledge you gained that you found

particularly valuable?

. In what ways do you feel more prepared to supervise students after participating in

the programme?

. How did you overcome these challenges if at all?
. What support do you think could have helped you navigate these challenges more

effectively?

. What qualities do you believe are essential in a mentor-mentee relationship?
. How was your understanding of mentorship evolved through this programme?

. What advice would you give to new participants to maximise their experiences?
. Are there specific topics or areas you think should be included in future sessions?





OPS/symbol.jpg
 — .\

\ U





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
R AOSIS

The Journal for Transdisciplinary
Research in Southern Africa

http://www.td-sa.net

‘I don’t feel so lonely anymore!”:
Emerging and established researchers
share their experiences of team
supervision within a mentoring

programme

Janet Condy, Johannes Cronje, Esti Venske, Elhaam Abrahams,
Thandazile Mhlongo, Dirk Bester and Atanda Raji

Jtransdiscipl res S Afr. 2026:22(1), 21654,
httpsy//doi.org/10.4102/tdv22i1.1654






