
Dr Victoria Crossley
Dr Caroline Hargreaves
Dr Magdalena Jara
Graduate School, Imperial College London

Imperial’s new approach to doctoral 
supervisor support and development
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Outline



• A large STEMM University
– Four faculties: 

• Engineering
• Natural Sciences
• Medicine
• Business

– 4000+ full-time PhD students
• Evolving provision for supervisor 

training and CPD since late 90’s

About Imperial



About Imperial

Multiple units providing 
support and resources for 
supervisors across College



• Feedback indicated:
– Limited capacity
– High administrative burden
– Provision was dispersed 

and not co-ordinated

Previous provision & rationale for changes

Required an integrated approach 
appreciating supervisors are typically 
time poor and have differing needs

Fundamentals in supervising 
PhD students 

(Online course)

Introduction to supervising 
PhD students 

(1-day workshop)

Introduction to being an 
Assistant Supervisor

(Online or ½ day workshop)

Focus on Best Practice in 
Supervision

(Bespoke departmental CPD 
workshop)

Cornerstone website

Focus on Best Practice in 
Supervision

(Bespoke departmental CPD 
workshop)

PreviousNew components



New provision: ‘Cornerstone’

• Launched in May 2022

• Umbrella supervisor support and 
development programme
– Unified approach
– Builds on existing provision
– Brings together resources available College-wide via the new website



New provision: ‘Cornerstone’

• Developed by College experts in collaboration with PhD students
– Responds to feedback from PRES2019
– Newly appointed Lead
– Stakeholders’ Development Committee



Fundamentals of supervising PhD students
• New asynchronous online course
• Mandatory for all new supervisors (regardless of 

experience) and available as a refresher to all anytime
• Unlimited capacity

• Four microunits (2 hours total):
• Role of main and co-supervisors
• Student-supervisor partnerships
• PhD timeline
• Research culture



• Newly streamlined process 
• Bespoke, departmental CPD workshop
• Mandatory for all supervisors every 6 years
• Prepared by Graduate School in collaboration with Department

Focus on Best Practice in Supervision

Meet with dept
senior leadership 
+ PRES analysis

Surveys of dept’s
- PhD students
- Supervisors

Design workshop 
based on analysis

Workshop(s) 
co-delivered

Evaluation 
and report



Preliminary data  

Online course: 
• Slow take-up 

• Of those enrolled - 75% 
completed the course

• 80%+ agreed LOs were 
met 



One department (55+ supervisors)

Two workshops: 1 in-person + 1 online 
– Focused on local issues upon which supervisors have the capacity to 

influence and change
• Lack of clarity regarding mutual expectations
• Students not feeling confident to raise issues of concern

Focus on Best Practice Pilot:



Workshop evaluation and feedback:
• 84% agreed workshop was useful 
• 95% agreed workshop was relevant 
• 94% thought discussion facilitated their learning and reflection

Participants at in-person workshop reported a better experience than those online
– 100% satisfaction & intent to recommend the F2F workshop (vs 70% overall) 
– Perception achievement of LOs higher at F2F

Focus on Best Practice Pilot:



• Getting supervisors’ engagement! 
– rethink communication channels

• Develop Cornerstone website
– interactivity, resources, refreshing

• Renovate other online courses available

• Expand support to other supervisory roles and DTPs/CDTs

Challenges and future actions 



v.crossley@imperial.ac.uk

graduate.school@imperial.ac.uk

Questions?
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