
Introducing a Supervisor – Research Student 
Agreement at Trinity College Dublin

Ms Ewa Adach Dr Rionnagh Sheridan

UKCGE Annual Conference 2023



Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Trinity in numbers

Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

1,846 
Postgraduate Research

4,208
Postgraduate Taught

20,430 
Students

24
Schools



Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Renewal themes – Horizon 1
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Interim results
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A STIMULATING, INCLUSIVE, AND 
SUSTAINABLE RESEARCH AND 

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT,
WHERE CURIOUS MINDS AND 
CREATIVE THINKERS THRIVE.
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Supervisor - Research Student Agreement: 
Identifying the need
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Research Students Academic & Research Staff Student Services Staff
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‘’(…) There’s no mutual 
sharing of expectations nor an
agreement on the supervision 

process (i.e. on the purpose 
and frequency of supervision 

meetings, how and when 
feedback, documents, or 
meeting notes would be 

shared or if they were shared, 
and what direction or input 

the supervisor would give to 
the student).”

“My own supervisor was not 
clear on what he expected from 

me or on what he was offering as 
a supervisor, and sometimes that 

was difficult when there was a 
mismatch of expectations with 

actual experience.”

“We need clarity of 
expectations and

responsibilities for 
both the student and 

the supervisor​.”

“There is no clarity and 
understanding (…) 
Set academic expectations for 
students, especially international 
ones clear at the beginning.”

“(…) students also need to 
understand their supervisor’s 
positions, and I think that if we 
help students to understand their 
position, and where they are 
coming from, maybe that 
relationship could be strengthened 
in some way.”

Mismatch of expectations Lack of mutual understanding Insufficient processes to 
support good practice  
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Benchmarking best practice

Fifth Salzburg Principle:

“The crucial role of supervision and 
assessment: in respect of individual 
doctoral candidates, arrangements for 
supervision and assessment should be 
based on a transparent contractual 
framework of shared responsibilities 
between doctoral candidates, supervisors 
and the institution (and where appropriate 
including other partners).”

EUA Salzburg II Recommendations, 2010
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ACADEMIC & RESEARCH STAFF
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Agree that introducing a formal agreement setting out 
the responsibilities would be beneficial.

Measuring sentiment towards the agreement

RESEARCH STUDENTS



Approach to Designing Agreement 
Template
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The Design and Implementation process

Development

PilotRefinement

Analysis
Consultation & 

Planning

Pilot 
Implementation

October 2021

March 2023 – June 2024
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The Reaction Our Response

Do I have to sign it? Yes.

Is it a legally binding document? Consulted the College Solicitor.

The wording is too prescriptive / 
threatening.

‘Softened’ the language e.g. ‘advocate for 
adequate space’ instead of ‘ensure adequate 
space.’

I am not an expert at …
I don’t know how to guide on career 
planning.

Bespoke training programmes will be available to  
supervisors and students.

Why should I use it?

Focus on the anticipated benefits. 
It promotes best practice. 
We have made it a condition of the new Trinity 
Research Doctorate Award.

The Challenges
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Structure of the Agreement

Academic Development

Professional Development

Wellbeing and Health

Managing the Relationship

Record of Agreement
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The Agreement template
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Piloting Agreement 2023-24
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The Pilot = soft launch of the 
Agreement

• Volunteering supervisors and 
students (at least one pair per 
School). 

• 27 pairs so far and growing.
• First students started in Mar-2023.
• Copy of the signed agreement is 

kept locally at a School office.
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Clearly defined roles & 
responsibilities of both 
parties.

Improved management of 
expectations of students 
& supervisors.

Enhanced transparency & 
accountability throughout 
the different stages of 
student journey.

Communication focused on the anticipated benefits of the Agreement  
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How should the Agreement be used in the pilot?

WHAT THE AGREEMENT IS?

• A menu of possible discussion 
points.

• A ‘living document’ that should 
be adapted to best suit the 
specific supervisor and student.

• A statement of what each 
partner in the agreement 
commits to as a reasonable 
expectation of each other.

• A potential tool for self-
reflection.
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WHAT THE AGREEMENT IS NOT?

• A prescriptive set of rules and 
regulations.

• A perfect document/tool.
• A legally binding agreement.
• A solution for all the challenges 

that might be encountered.
• A box-ticking protocol.
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Pilot - Initial Feedback
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“We all felt that it's a 
really good 

development. You 
know, this is 

something that's 
really helpful for 

both supervisors and 
students.”

“Students were quite 
surprised at some of 
the details that they 
weren't really aware 
of, so it helped them 

to be aware of 
certain things.”

“It's really helpful and 
informative and definitely 

expanded their 
(students’) understanding

of everything.”

“It really helps us 
(supervisors) to see the 
wider picture of all the 

responsibilities, but also the 
sort of links to the wider 
College structures and 

development of the 
student.”

Next Steps

• Workshops at PGR orientation 
& inclusion in the supervisor deve-
lopment programme.

• A short survey.
• A focus group discussions with 

pilot participants: students and 
staff.

• Enhancement of the agreement 
before college-wide engagement 
(2024-25).



Thank you! Questions?

pgrenewal@tcd.ie
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Anticipated Impact of the implementation

IMPACT METRIC FINANCIAL

€
TIME QUALITY

1. Structured tool 
for supporting 
supervision 
relationship.

2. Improved 
communication.

3. Enhanced 
expectation 
management.

Reduction in 
number of 
student cases and 
student appeals.

Reduced demand 
on student support 
services.

Staff: Less need for 
supervisors and 
support staff to 
prepare and submit 
student 
cases/appeals.
Fewer cases for 
Dean and Registry 
to process.

Improved quality of 
experience for 
supervisors and PG 
students.
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