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ABSTRACT

It is not always easy to start a research process. When doing a master thesis, it is necessary to take into 
consideration that there is no previous experience in the scientific process. Usually, during the develop-
ment of a master thesis, student and supervisor work side-by-side or at least with a stronger support from 
the side of the supervisor. It is expected to have the supervisor close by to clarify doubts or point ways. 
But what happens when student and supervisor are not close by? When they communicate at distance, 
using different means to reach their purposes? How to help the student to find his/her way and, even 
more important, to keep him/her motivated in this solitary road? In this chapter, the authors present 
a situation where supervisors and students are separated by an ocean. They describe the challenges 
faced by both supervisor and students and give some recommendations in order to help other similar 
key players to overcome the difficulties and be successful.

INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, in order to acquire the knowledge and develop the necessary skills to enter the job market, 
more and more students that complete their graduation look for a program of studies at a Master level. 
This is due to the decrease level of salary of undergraduate citizens when compared with those holding 
a Master (Almeida et al, 2017). There are also evidences that a diploma of graduation (Master level) is 
useful to avoid the risk of a citizen to occupy jobs that are less well paid and less attractive. Moreover, 
a student with a Master degree seems to be more employable than one with less studies (Ravazi, 2014). 
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This happens because a postgraduate student develops other types of skills and abilities such as time 
management, self-discipline and working within deadlines. Master degrees are also highly regarded by 
employers (European Commission, 2017). They are a way to gain deeper or additional skills and knowl-
edge to help a citizen to develop his / her career while contributing to professional status.

The beginning of a Master Thesis (MT) is not easy, not only because a research process encompasses 
several challenges but, also, due to the lack of experience and practice of the student to perform such 
activities. To be successful in the MT, students count on the support of the supervisor with whom he / 
she expects to have discussions and several meetings during the research phase. However, in a global-
ized world, where students enroll in courses in one country while living and working in another country, 
this process may be more difficult. Meetings are not easy and discussions occur remotely (via email or 
videoconferencing) with all the challenges this may represent. As Winchester-Seeto et al (2014) refer, 
the increasing number of international students, set new requirements for supervisors who are expected 
to be more culturally sensitive, among other characteristics.

In this scenario, it is important to know if this relationship, that is mediated by the technology, is 
as good as the student expects it to be or if this entails challenges and presents new barriers that need 
to be addressed by both student and supervisor. Moreover, although Master degrees have undergone 
extensive growth over the last decade, little is known about students’ experience of research or research 
supervision, a central component of the degree. In fact, research on Master degrees remains limited, in 
particular on thesis writing supervision (Filippoua, Kalloa and Mikkilä-Erdmann, 2017). This lack of 
research is even more evident for remote supervision of MT.

In this chapter, after a literature review about Master degrees and the role of the supervisor, a case 
study is presented where students and supervisors are not close by and where communication is done 
remotely. The objective was to identify the challenges faced by students during the development of the 
MT, in particular when both actors interact and communicate remotely during all the process.

BACKGROUND

The Master’s Degree and Its Importance

To complete the Master degree, students need to write a MT. This project can be characterized as hav-
ing a substantial research component in which the direction is determined by the author / student, with 
prolonged engagement, and with the support of a supervisor (Todd, Bannister, & Clegg, 2004). Usually 
it requires the integrated application of most learning outcomes acquired in the previous courses. Stu-
dents also need to do commitments in order to meet the goals established, while they manage their own 
time to reach them. This is also a collaborative work, at least with one supervisor, for several months. 
Finally, it requires the writing and exposition of the acquired knowledge. Although the supervisor guides 
students in the development of the MT to ensure they meet the objectives in terms of learning outcomes 
and quality of work, students encounter several difficulties when adapting to the particularities of this 
kind of subject (Triviño & Martin, 2014). The quality of the supervision process is deemed one of the 
most important factors contributing to a successful research project (Drennan & Clarke, 2009).
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Research Supervision at a Master Level: The Role of the Supervisor

Supervision is a complex social process. Its quality depends on several factors including the characteris-
tics of the student and the supervisor. According to Triviño and Martin (2014, p. 2) “Students maintain 
an extreme position for the work planning both in the short term, what to do every day, and in the long 
term, a period of months”. As a result, they can be “quite optimistic”, thinking “they will do too many 
things in a short period of time”, or just the opposite, being “pessimistic”. They are not “used to do a 
realistic planning for their work, which causes frustration when they fail to fulfill their deadlines” (op. 
cit., p. 2). On the other hand, supervisors can also feel being overloaded, depending on the students’ at-
titude. The workload of the supervisor is contingent on the students’ autonomy (the ability of the student 
to solve the problems him/herself), the meetings, the correction of students’ writing and the guidance in 
the oral presentation (Triviño and Martin, 2014). Another factor that may interfere in the relationship 
between the student and supervisor is the engagement of the supervisor in research. Other practices 
perceived as beneficial include prompt feedback, balance between direction and independence, regular 
meetings, appropriate expertise of the supervisor, and ability to suggest alternative designs if problems 
arose (Vos, 2013).

Meetings and a good communication are key aspects in the MT development (Filippoua, Kalloa and 
Mikkilä-Erdmann, 2017). Most of the complaints of both students and supervisors are related with how 
these usually occur. According to Triviño and Martin (2014, p. 2) “from the student’s point of view, he 
/ she usually reckons that their problems / questions are not answered appropriately, or the supervisor 
defers his / her answer. On the other hand, the supervisor feels that the meetings demand excessive time 
in their busy schedule”.

The emotional aspect of the relationship between student and supervisor is also key in this process. 
Supervisors have to coach students and deal with their emotions, whether these are related with frustra-
tion, negativism, anxiety or insecurity (Triviño and Martin, 2014). They need to guide and encourage 
students to complete the work and not to give up.

One of the problems of the Master is the completion rates. Only a reduced number of students end 
with success this process. According to McCallin (2012) this lead to supervision debate, student and 
institutional factors. More recently, the debate focusses onto supervision pedagogy, recognizing research 
teaching as a sophisticated skill. This also lead to an expansion of the supervisory role including now an 
advisory role, a quality control role, a supporting role and a guiding role. This idea is also endorsed by 
Mhunpiew (2013) who says that the supervisor may act in many roles such as a coach, teacher, friend, 
colleague, trainer and guide. Besides coaching and training, the supervisor also acts as a good role model 
who listens and guides the student to achieve the goal.

On their turn, students complain that the problem with timely completion of the MT is inadequate 
supervision. According to Gill and Bernard (2008), the major determinant of student success is the 
effectiveness of the student supervisor working relationship. Good relationships lead to success while 
bad or poor relationship promote negative results. Moreover, the lack of experience from the side of 
the supervisor may contribute to supervision problems. This situation may be worsened when a student 
has personal problems, or there are supervision problems, project management issues and difficulties 
accessing support from the faculty research culture (McCallin, 2012).
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According to Conrad, Haworth and Millar (1993), good-quality supervision and the completion of 
a research thesis have been associated with a number of positive outcomes, including the development 
of personal and professional capabilities such as problem-solving, the ability to write, to analyze, and 
to plan and develop work. There are many ways to supervise a student and many distinct roles that a 
supervisor can have. Each student is different and unique and requires a customized support. There are 
students that handle the process very well, that have a willingness to learn for themselves and good 
judgement about when to stop and ask for feedback, and where each party learns from the other. On 
the other hand, there is the student “who doesn’t take the initiative about anything, who needs constant 
feedback, active encouragement and who appears to expect a worrying degree of spoonfeeding” (Rugg 
& Petre, 2007, p. 34).

Other roles include (op. cit, p.34):

•	 Specific Technical Support: This is related with the specific skills the student needs to develop 
such as the use of a specific software, how to search for literature, how to use the library, how to 
network and get contacts in the field of research, how to do critical reading, among other skills;

•	 Broader Intellectual Support: This role concerns the capacity to help the student to develop his 
/ her own critical thinking and discussion by providing or guiding high-level knowledge about the 
field and about research issues in the field, as well as access to specialized expertise in the field 
of study;

•	 Administrative Support: Activities in this role comprise the help to find other resources. It also 
covers to deal with regulations and some administrative difficulty in the school. Finally, it can also 
encompass the publication of the work;

•	 Management: This role includes the structure (meetings, deadlines, goals) and the enforcement 
for the deadlines;

•	 Personal Support: Finally, personal support deals with emotional support and counselling, mo-
tivation, encouragement, giving advice, listening to the personal issues.

Finally, McCallin (2012) refers three types of supervision:

•	 Traditional Model: Involving a dyadic relationship between a supervisor and a student;
•	 Group Supervision: In which a relationship exists between a supervisor and a student and be-

tween a student and a student, and
•	 Mixed Model: Being a mixture of the above two and incorporating new technologies, including 

the use of online programmes and teleconferences.

The stages in the research process can be illustrated as 1) selection of research problem, 2) literature 
review, 3) formulation of research problem / hypothesis, 4) Preparing research design, 5) development 
of the tools to collect data / sampling, 6) data collection, 7) data analysis, 8) hypothesis testing, 9) inter-
pretation and generalization, 10) preparation of the report (Farooq, 2013). The cycle that moves on each 
stage is accumulated with experiences of previous stages of cycle as confirming and reflecting for the 
new knowledge. Furthermore, a good supervisor needs to master a set of skills (Joshi, 2013): personal 
skills (emotional balance, proactivity, creativity, mental agility, learning habits and self-knowledge), 
managerial skills, technical skills (proficiency in a specific activity), human skills (ability to work 
with, understand, motivate and communicate, to solve conflicts and discipline), conceptual (ability to 
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understand abstract or general ideas and apply them), diagnostic skills (ability to analyse the nature of 
a problem with people, ideas, things or events), political skills (ability to acquire the power needed to 
achieve one’s objective).

According to McCallin (2012, p. 66), when supervision pedagogy is emphasized, it is assumed that 
“research students need to be taught how to research, how to write a grant proposal, how to prepare an 
ethics proposal, how to review the literature, how to write, how to analyse data and how to manage a 
research project”. Thus, the supervisor feedback, good access, academic advising and personal touch are 
among the most important variables influencing student satisfaction and success (Arambewela and Hall 
2008). These authors suggest that students want both structure and support, which may challenge some 
supervisors who see their role as moving the novice student through dependency and interdependency 
to full independence as a researcher.

CHALLENGES

The completion of a MT requires support and supervision, including regular discussions with the su-
pervisor, meetings and networking with peers, feedback, training, as well as access to bibliographical 
resources (Unwin 2007). According to Andrew (2012), there are no requirement differences to com-
plete the degree on campus or at distance. However, one needs to consider that time and space bring 
new challenges to this process, both for supervisors and supervisees. For instance, this may represent a 
problem when finding a mutually convenient and productive time to connect. As the contacts may not 
be so frequent between them, there may be a lack of good personal knowledge about each other with 
negative consequences for the interactions, results and completion of the research activities. As Nasiri 
et al. (2015, p. 1964) say “It drives the supervisory conversations towards a formal format and makes 
it harder to create an informal environment for discussions”.

Usually, distance is bridged using technology. However, its use may represent a source of distraction for 
the users. Moreover, differences in the characteristics of computer and software can introduce additional 
difficulties in the communication process. This is even more evident when supervisor and supervisee are 
in different countries. According to Nasiri et al. (2015, p. 1964) say “In case of master’s programs, this 
poses a more serious challenge with part-time students who are working professionals and have very 
limited time to spend on IT learning”. This also represents an increase in the workload and in the blur 
of the borders between work and leisure time since supervisors are expected to be available and open 
to requests from the students. Additionally, the supervisor represents, quite often the whole educational 
institution since it may not be very easy, for this student, to contact the institution. This means that the 
supervisor needs to be updated and prepared to guide the student, even concerning administrative issues.

Other challenges are related to the access to library services, funding opportunities, research seminars 
and training. Distance students also do not have as many opportunities to interact with their peers for 
feedback and guidance which may lead to some isolation feeling and much reliance on the supervisor, 
promoting a sense of dependence instead of critical thinking.

When the student is from a different country this may represent an additional challenge, not only 
due to the cultural background differences but also due to language barriers. Sometimes, even when 
the language is the same (e.g. Portuguese from Portugal and Brazil), there are some vocabulary that is 
different leading to misunderstandings in the decoding of messages.
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Nasiri et al (2017, p. 1965) also refer the feedback as a problematic aspect of distance supervision. 
When supervisor and supervisee are distant they “tend to be distracted from each other and forget about 
the mutual expectations in their relationship. This could translate into a reduction in the frequency and 
quantity of feedback. This creates a domino effect and makes it even harder to maintain quality feedback, 
as with fewer interactions, both parties have to deal with more misinterpretations and varied expectations”.

Finally, we refer the issues related with personal costs. Besides consuming personal time, it creates the 
need for both to be equipped with adequate computer and software to manage the interactions from home.

Strategies to Overcome the Challenges

Literature refers some strategies to overcome the challenges. One of them consists to balance the work-
load of the supervisor by providing a blend of different feedback approaches in terms of speed, length, 
and depth. This includes short and quick messages for simple consultative and administrative issues, use 
of track changes on students’ reports and submissions which require longer feedback, and exchange of 
digital audio monologues when in-depth and opinionated feedback is needed (Nasiri et al., 2015). Never-
theless, students do not understand these suggestions as an opportunity to reflect and discuss, accepting 
the track changes and eliminating any constructive follow-up and debate. One possible solution to avoid 
this, consists in incorporating bubble comments along the text to encourage and initiate the dialogue 
and debate. Moreover, to balance the supervisor’s workload, the students may be assigned deadlines to 
submit a progress report via email, Moodle or Dropbox with the expectation of receiving the feedback 
by a given date, arranged according to the length and the number of reports submitted (op. cit.). Super-
visors may also create email lists helping to share information, documents or articles with a group of 
students. He can also organise virtual peer meetings with students promoting the exchange of feedback.

RESEARCH DESIGN

The aim of this study was twofold: 1) to identify and understand the challenges faced by students dur-
ing the development of the MT and 2) to understand the role of technology and communication in the 
supervision process in the MT, in particular in one where interaction occurs remotely.

To address these goals, we selected the Master of Administrative Assistance of the Porto Accounting 
and Business School, since here, the majority of the students are from Brazil meaning that they develop 
their MT remotely. In the next section the Master studied is described.

The present study is explorative in nature and does not aim to test but rather to develop hypothesis 
and directions for future more large-scale studies.

The research occurred in 2 phases. In phase one, the aim was to identify the main challenges and bar-
riers that students faced in the research process. For that, a questionnaire was developed. It comprised 2 
questions: 1) taking into consideration the timeline and stages of a research process (cf. Farooq, 2013), 
students were asked to identify those stages in which they were facing more difficulties (closed questions) 
and 2) they were also asked to identify the most important difficulties in writing academic documents 
(open question). In phase 2, the aim was to understand the role of communication and the technology in 
the supervision process and to identify and understand the main challenges that students faced or were 
still facing. The questionnaire had 4 parts: 1) students were asked if they had already submitted their 
MT or if they intended to do it within the deadline (close question), In case the answer was negative (not 
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expecting to deliver the MT within the deadline), students were asked to explain why; 2) Communica-
tion – students were asked about the frequency of communication with the supervisor, the speed of the 
answers, the quality of the answers, detail of the answers and finally, to rate the overall quality of the 
communication with the supervisor; 3) Technology – students were asked about the role of technology 
in the MT and the role of technology in the communication with the supervisor; 4) Finally, they were 
asked about the main challenges and difficulties felt in the development of the MT. Except for the ques-
tions related with communication, all the others were open.

Phase 1 occurred in May 2017 and phase 2 in September 2017. The same class participated in both 
phases (the same student answered both questionnaires). The deadline to deliver the dissertation was 2nd 
October 2017. It was then postponed to the 31st October. Students that participated in this study were 
those enrolled in the academic year of 2016 – 2017, in the 2nd year. They had to deliver the MT till the 
end of the academic year (31st October).

CASE STUDY: THE MASTER OF ADMINISTRATIVE ASSISTANCE

The Master in Administration Assistance, offered by the Porto Accounting and Business School of the 
Polytechnic Institute of Porto (https://www.iscap.ipp.pt/cursos/mestrado/20000289) aims to bring together 
conceptual knowledge, critical thinking and practical application of the fundamental curricular units 
concerning business administration (including firms, companies, organizations and institutions). This 
master comprises areas such as Executive Management and Communication, Management, Economy, 
Accounting, Information Systems, Law and Social Sciences and intends to develop a specialization in 
functional aspects through the acquisition of advanced competences by the professional. This cycle of 
studies aims to pursue the specialized training obtained in the under-graduation course, preparing the 
student to become Administration Managers. This Master also prepares students to deal with uncertainty 
in a flexible way, without losing the necessary speed to solve problems.

The Master is structured in 2 years. In the first-year students attend a set of curricular units covering 
the main scientific areas related with the course. In the second year, they are offered a unit related with 
technology applied to administrative assistance as well as a seminar. Finally, they have to develop a 
Master Thesis (MT) that has 48 ECTS. Students can choose any topic for their MT. Usually the process 
of identification of the topic is twofold: a) whether the students present their ideas and the Director of 
the course identifies the supervisor in the area chosen by the student or b) the student choses a topic and 
supervisor after a session where all potential supervisors present their research interests. Anyway, in 
both cases, after the selection of the topic and supervisor, it is possible to have some adjustments since, 
in some cases, some of the students’ ideas are not interesting or researchable or even being researchable, 
they are not doable within the time frame of the MT.

This match between supervisor and students’ topic is done in the curricular unit of Research Meth-
odologies. In fact, in this unit, one of the evaluation and assessment items concerns the development of 
a Dissertation Project (DP). This document represents almost half of the main work of a MT. It com-
prises the Introduction (contextualization, identification of the problem, gap and formulation of research 
question), the Literature Review, the Research Design (with the identification of problem, objectives 
and formulation of hypothesis, if this is the case, development of the tool to collect data and identifica-
tion how data will be analyzed) and Expected Results. Finally, students are also expected to develop a 
chronogram and identify the resources needed and the way they will access them.

https://www.iscap.ipp.pt/cursos/mestrado/20000289
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During the development of the DP, the supervisor is already involved. The lecturer of Research 
Methodologies concentrates the effort in the Research Design and Methodologies while the supervisor 
contributes and helps with the content related with the topic.

When the moment of the MT comes, the student has an initial face-to-face contact with the supervi-
sor but the remaining contacts and dialogues are done at distance. All projects and essays are also done 
at distance.

The curricular unit of Research Methodologies is organized as follows:

•	 During the first contact, the teacher starts to understand what students already know about how to 
do research. Usually their previous knowledge about this is very reduced.

•	 Teacher also try to elicit if they already have a topic / problem they would like to research in their 
MT.

•	 Class is also organized in groups. Each group will prepare an article that will be delivered to 
the teacher at the end of the semester. Within the group, students need to find / define a problem 
they would like to solve / an area to research. And this can be related to the topic chosen for the 
dissertation.

•	 During the classes, the contents of the program are presented. After each topic / content stu-
dents are invited to apply the knowledge in the article / research they are developing in group. 
Individually they also think about how the content can be used to develop the topic for the dis-
sertation (MT).

•	 All classes comprise a theoretical / tutorial moment and practice. All groups are accompanied by 
the teacher. She discusses with the students how the assignment is evolving, what are the difficul-
ties found and how students can solve them.

At the end of the semester

•	 Whenever possible, they have to present the article (team work) in the classroom and answer some 
questions. All students are encouraged to ask questions to the group that is presenting the work. 
Students are also encouraged to submit their work to some conferences.

•	 At school, a group of teachers has been organizing a Master Colloquium, where students that 
have their work in an advanced level, present it to other colleagues (from other classes) as well as 
to other teachers who are invited to ask questions. This way, they feel and experience a different 
environment, have a different type of audience and different way of asking questions.

As said above, these students do not have any experience of research. They stay in Portugal for a period 
of time, after which they return to their country. From that moment, all contacts with the supervisor are 
done at distance, using the technologies. As for supervisors, they do not receive any training regarding 
supervision. Since they hold a PhD, they are expected to know how to supervise in all its dimensions.

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

The population of the class is 30 students. From these, 20 answered the questionnaire in phase 1. Only 
4 had some previous experience in writing academic documents. In question 1, students were presented 
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the research process, with the different stages, and were asked to identify in which stages they had more 
difficulties. Answers are presented in Figure 1.

We remind that this questionnaire was answered in May. At this moment, students were not expected 
to have conclude all the research. They were still at different stages in the research process. Results show 
that the most important difficulties were related with the identification of ideas for research, the literature 
review, the research design and the writing of report.

When asked what were the most important difficulties felt concerning the research process, these 
comprised the “difficulty to understand the subject under study” or even to “define the scope in re-
search”, “difficulty to identify the adequate bibliography”, “to define the parameters in order to choose 
the adequate research methodology”. Other difficulties are related with lack of time, lack of mastering 
the APA rules or the structure of a scientific document. The difficulties concerning the relationship 
with the supervisor were also mentioned by some students. Table 1 presents a summary of the main 
difficulties advanced by the students.

These results are in line with those observed by Vos (2013, p.6). As a matter of fact, this author refers 
that key challenges include the intellectual challenges students face when choosing and narrowing down 
a topic for research, time management and being analytical and critical in their work.

Other difficulties are related with problem definition and even finding a viable topic area to research, 
that will lead to a conceptual framework. Vos (2013) adds that in most cases students come to the first 
meeting with the supervisor with a topic area that is broad and inadequate for a dissertation.

Besides the challenges related with the research process, some refer those related with supervision, 
in particular communication and the management of the relationship with the supervisor. This is also in 
line with Nasiri et al. (2015). Students need to deal with the research process but also with the relation-
ship with the supervisor which is not always easy and frequent and desirable / expected. And of course 
this may represent additional problems.

In phase 2, 27 students answered the questionnaire. In September, only 37% of the students predicted 
to deliver the dissertation till October 2. Till 31st October only 15 students finished the MT (50% of the 
class). The remaining 15 decided to postpone the delivery of the MT one more year.

Students referred several reasons to justify the fact that they were not delivering the MT within the 
deadline of 31st October. One of the main reasons concerned the research itself associated with the bu-
rocracy in Brazil. Moreover, they found more difficulties during the development of the MT than they 

Figure 1. Difficulties felt in the research process
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anticipated. Another motive is related with the difficulty to have access to the companies to administer 
the questionnaire. Companies are also resisting to answer questionnaire. As students say:

The difficulty to have access to the companies to administer the questionnaire is big. At this moment of 
crisis, there is more resistance to participate in studies.

Difficulties are related with the burocracy to submit the project to the Ethical Committee in Brazil and 
the delay in the answer from the Committee, delay in the obtain the permission from the institutions 
where the questionnaires will be administered.

I depend on the data provided by the Institutions. Here, in Brazil, the access to information is very bu-
crocratic and my requests take months before being answered

Another reason was the balance and reconciliation between studies and work. Some of the students 
were having difficulties in conciliating the responsibilities at work with the necessary time of reflect 
and digest the documents they are reading to develop the MT. As some students refer:

I am having a lot of activities at work which depend on my ad I am very tired and stressed.

I have two jobs.

I work 10 hours / day, leaving me with no time to write.

Table 1. Summary of the main difficulties found by the students

Category of the Difficulty Difficulty

Related with the subject     • Understand the subject 
    • Define the scope of the topic

Techniques of research

    • Identify bibliography 
    • Search the literature 
    • Select the best methodology 
    • Formulate the research questions

Formal techniques
    • Understand and use APA rules 
    • Structure of the document 
    • To cite / quote

Personal skills

    • Lack of scientific vocabulary 
    • Connection between ideas and comparison with others’ work 
    • Academic writing 
    • Differences between Portuguese and Brazilian norms

Supervisor     • Manage the relationship 
    • Communicate

Time

    • Read 
    • Write 
    • Work / dedicate to the research 
    • Conciliate work / MT / family
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The relationship with the supervisor, usually related with lack of time for communication is also 
another challenge. Supervising a MT means extra work for the supervisor and he / she may not be able 
to answer the questions and requests of the master student as quick as he would like to. And of course, 
this delay provokes some stress in the student. As students say:

It took me more time to get answers from the supervisor.

Difficulty in communicating with the supervisor. Only with the academic vacations they have been pay-
ing more attention to me.

Communication

Knowing that communication plays an important role in the development of the MT, we wanted to know 
more about this. Questions covered the frequency of communication with the supervisor, the speed of 
the answer of the supervisor, the quality of the answers provided by the supervisor and the depth and 
detail of the answers of the supervisor.

As for the frequency of the communication with the supervisor, answers vary: in average once a 
month, or every 10 days, during 6 months between 5 and 8 times. One student refers 10 times, another 
one 20 times. Anyway, almost all students refer having had a regular contact with the supervisor. Only 
2 students mention that there was almost no contact and in one case the problem lied on the side of the 
student (he still feels lost and do not know what to say or ask to the supervisor) and in the other case, 
the problem concerned the supervisor (health and family problems).

We also asked about the speed in the answers and more than 50% consider it was good or very good 
(in a scale between 1 and 5 – where 5 is very good – the sum of the 4 and 5 is 55,7%)

As for the quality of the answers, 65,4% considers that the quality of the answers of the supervisors 
are good or very good.

As for the depth and detail of the answers, 61,6% considers good or very good.
Finally, students were asked to rate the communication with the supervisor. Results are shown in graph 

2. As seen, students classify the communication as good / very good (21 students out of 26), revealing 
that although they complain, the communication was good. Only 2 students classify this communication 
as bad (grade 2).

Technology

Technology played an important role in this Master and in the research process. The role could be: 1) 
administer the questionnaire (e.g. using LimeSurvey), 2) have access to the data bases to search for the 
literature review, 3) do the interviews and 4) be in contact with the supervisor. This last aspect is extremely 
important since these students are located in Brazil while the supervisor is in Portugal. Technology also 
played an important part in the classes since part of them were delivered at distance.

As for the contact with the supervisor, it was done by email, skype and Facebook. This means that 
the technology plays a crucial role since there is no other way to communicate with him / her. The word 
processor was also used with the functionality of track changes. This allowed the student to see clearer 
where the supervisor had doubts or wanted changes. One student referred that the difficulties with the 
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technology were mostly on the teacher’s side: “Everybody knows that the supervisor has some difficul-
ties to deal with the technology”.

It is curious to not that some students say that with the technology they never felt alone. On the 
contrary, they felt some pressure to finish the work:

I never felt alone. On the contrary, I even felt pressure to perform tasks. It helped a lot the work.

Another student reports:

It met the expectations. The sound was not good all the times and I was somehow shy in the communication.

Finally, the students were asked to describe the main difficulties felt in the research process. One 
student suggests that there should be a schedule of meetings between student and supervisor prior to the 
supervision process starts. This in line with the results of Nasiri et al. (2015) and Triviño and Martin 
(2014). In fact, there are two issues here: the communication, its frequency and richness and the rela-
tionship between supervisor and student. Of course, the final result of this relationship depends on the 
characteristics of both participants – is the student able to be independent and autonomous or is he / she 
dependent on the guidance and support of the supervisor? If the student is autonomous and independent 
he / she doesn’t need so many contacts and guidance from the supervisor. He is able to find the solutions 
and needs the supervisor only to be sure he is going in the right direction.

They also refer (again) the difficulties concerning the access to companies to complete the empiri-
cal studies and those concerning the research process. As a matter of fact, as some students say “this 
is something that they only know when they start doing the research”. The challenges related with the 
personal skills are also mentioned, such as the lack of knowledge to write in a scientific way. The lack 
of time is again referred. And finally, the communication with the supervisor:

Figure 2. Assessment of the communication with the supervisor (rate between 1 and 10)
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Not all the instruction sent by the supervisor were clear.

Not so many contacts with the supervisor.

At the beginning, I had some difficulties in the communication with the supervisor. There were times 
that I waited 20 days for a reply.

I think that one of the difficulties concerns the absence of face-to-face contacts. Although we have com-
municated using the technologies, I believe that face-to-face meetings are better. The personal contact 
allows more discussion and deeper ideas about the content of the research. Sometimes, when I was writ-
ing I missed the discussion to debate ideas. Doing this by email is more difficult”.

Lack of feedback from the supervisor.

Although the 2 countries have the same language, there are some norms to develop academic work that 
are different.

I believe that the face-to-face contact with the supervisor could facilitate and expedite the clarification 
of doubts, debate of ideas and research development.

The distance and personal contact with the supervisor makes more difficult the development.

The results found are in line with those found by Vos (2013, p.4). According to this author, “stu-
dents expected their supervisors to provide more support with research techniques, to be more explicit 
about the criteria upon which their work would be judged and to provide feedback on their work more 
promptly”. On the other hand, in his work, the author found that supervisors “complained that students 
were poorly prepared for the dissertation, failed to take their comments and feedback into account when 
revising and that poor language skills on the part of the students meant that the supervisor had to spend 
a great deal of time on editing and correcting students’ work”. One possible way to help in this process 
and to prevent these difficulties is by identifying student expectations and give clear guidance on their 
role and I the input they provide.

Other recommendations include meetings with small groups as this allows students to share their 
problems and solutions and in building their confidence. Supervisor, very often forget that students feel 
lonely during the MT development, in particular when they are international students.

CONCLUSION

Limitations and Future Work

The development of a MT is, most of the times, a solitary work. Communication is done mostly (and in 
many cases solely) with the supervisor who plays different roles during the research process – coach, 
mentor, tutor, supervisor, just to name a few. His / her support needs to cover different areas such as 
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specific technical support, intellectual support, administrative support, management and personal sup-
port. The main difficulties a master student faces, besides those related with the research itself, concern 
the relationship with the supervisor. In the case studied, this relationship is aggravated by the fact that 
student and supervisor are not located in the same city. In this case, the role of the supervisor is even 
more important as the student depends on it to feel more confident and encouraged to proceed. More-
over, the lack of communication, whether this is by email, skype or Facebook, exacerbates the feeling of 
loneliness and despair as there are no other way to overcome this distance. This means supervisors need 
also, somehow, to be prepared for these situations. As one author advances, it is necessary to prepare 
supervisors for supervision by providing a set of good practices, by understanding the expectation and 
needs of these students and by providing clear guidance in this process.

We recommend that more studies, with other Masters and students should be carried out in order to 
identify other factors that may be interfering in this relationship. This should be complemented with the 
perspective of the supervisor in order to know what challenges they face in this process as well as if they 
need some preparation or training in order to play this role. And then, develop the set of good practices 
that the supervisors could use as guidelines to help master students to reach their goals smoothly and 
with success.

REFERENCES

Alfalla-Luquea, R., Garrido-Vegab, P., González-Zamorac, M., Medina-López, C., & Sacristán-Díaze, 
M. (2017). An analysis of the causes of Master’s Thesis dropouts. Working Papers on Operations Man-
agement, 8, 32-49.

Almeida, A., Figueiredo, H., Cerejeira, J., Portela, M., Sá, C., & Teixeira, P. (2017). Returns to postgradu-
ate education in Portugal: Holding on to a Higher Ground? Institute of Labour Economics. Discussion 
Paper Series. Retrieved from http://ftp.iza.org/dp10676.pdf

Arambewela, R., Hall, J. (2008). An empirical model of international student satisfaction. Asian Pacific 
Journal of Marketing and Logistics, 21(4), 555-69.

Conrad, C., Haworth, J., & Millar, S. (1993). A silent success: Master’s education in the United States. 
Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Drennan, J., & Clarke, M. (2009). Coursework master’s programmes: The student’s experience of research 
and research supervision. Studies in Higher Education, 34(5), 483–500. doi:10.1080/03075070802597150

European Commission. (2017). Higher Education in Europe. Retrieved from https://ec.europa.eu/educa-
tion/study-in-europe/planning-studies/european-higher-education_en

Farooq, U. (2013). 10 steps in research process. Retrieved from http://www.studylecturenotes.com/
social-research-methodology/10-steps-in-research-process

http://ftp.iza.org/dp10676.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/education/study-in-europe/planning-studies/european-higher-education_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/study-in-europe/planning-studies/european-higher-education_en
http://www.studylecturenotes.com/social-research-methodology/10-steps-in-research-process
http://www.studylecturenotes.com/social-research-methodology/10-steps-in-research-process


429

The Development of a Master Thesis Mediated Through Technology
﻿

Filippoua, K., Kalloa, J., & Mikkilä-Erdmannb, M. (2017). Students’ views on thesis supervision in in-
ternational master’s degree programmes in Finnish universities. Intercultural Education, 28(3), 334–352.

Joshi, M. (2013). Supervisory skills. Retrieved from http://bookboon.com/en/supervisory-skills-ebook

Kleijn, R. A. M., Mainhard, T., Meijer, P., Pilot, A., & Brekelmans, M. (2012). Master’s thesis supervision: 
relations between perceptions of the supervisor–student relationship, final grade, perceived supervisor 
contribution to learning and student satisfaction. Studies in Higher Education, 37(8), 925–939.

Kleijn, R. A. M., Meijer, P. C., Brekelmans, M., & Pilot, A. (2015). Adaptive research supervision: 
exploring expert thesis supervisors’ practical knowledge. Higher Education Research & Development, 
34(1), 117-130.

McCallin, A., & Nayarb, S. (2012). Postgraduate research supervision: A critical review of current 
practice. Teaching in Higher Education, 17(1), 6374. doi:10.1080/13562517.2011.590979

Mhunpiew, N. (2013). A Supervisor’s Roles for Successful Thesis and Dissertation. US-China Educa-
tion Review A, 3(2), 119-122.

Nasiria, F., & Mafakherib, F. (2015). Postgraduate research supervision at a distance: A review of chal-
lenges and strategies. Studies in Higher Education, 40(10), 1962–1969. doi:10.1080/03075079.2014.
914906

Ravazi, L. (2014). Does a Master’s degree make you any more employable? Independent. Retrieved 
from http://www.independent.co.uk/student/postgraduate/postgraduate-study/does-a-masters-degree-
make-you-any-more-employable-9088946.html

Rugg, G., & Petre, M. (2007). The unwritten rules of PhD research. Berkshire, UK: Open University 
Press. Retrieved from http://postgrado.bio.uc.cl/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Unwritten-Rules-of-PhD-
Research.pdf

Todd, M., Bannister, P., & Clegg, S. (2004). Sheffield Independent inquiry and the undergraduate dis-
sertation: perceptions and experiences of final-year social science students. Assessment & Evaluation 
in Higher Education, 29(3).

Triviño, A., & Martin, S. (2014). A Practical Guide for Novice Supervisors of Master’s Thesis. Retrieved 
from http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/7044186/

Unwin, T. (2007). Reflections on Supervising Distance-based PhD Students. Royal Holloway, University 
of London. Retrieved from www.gg.rhul.ac.uk/ict4d/distance-based%20PhDs.pdf

Vos, L. (2013). Dissertation study at the postgraduate level: A review of literature. York, UK: The 
Higher Education Academy. Retrieved from https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/dissertation-
study-literature-review.pdf

http://bookboon.com/en/supervisory-skills-ebook
http://www.independent.co.uk/student/postgraduate/postgraduate-study/does-a-masters-degree-make-you-any-more-employable-9088946.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/student/postgraduate/postgraduate-study/does-a-masters-degree-make-you-any-more-employable-9088946.html
http://postgrado.bio.uc.cl/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Unwritten-Rules-of-PhD-Research.pdf
http://postgrado.bio.uc.cl/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Unwritten-Rules-of-PhD-Research.pdf
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/7044186/
http://www.gg.rhul.ac.uk/ict4d/distance-based%20PhDs.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/dissertation-study-literature-review.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/dissertation-study-literature-review.pdf


430

The Development of a Master Thesis Mediated Through Technology
﻿

Winchester-Seeto, T., Homewood, J., Thogersen, J., Jacenyik-Trawoger, C., Manathunga, C., Reid, A., 
& Holbrook, A. (2014). Doctoral Supervision in a Cross-cultural Context: Issues Affecting Supervisors 
and Candidates. Higher Education Research & Development, 33(3), 610–626. doi:10.1080/07294360
.2013.841648

Wisker, G. (2008). The postgraduate research handbook: Succeed with your M.A., M. Phil., Ed.D. and 
Ph.D. (2nd ed.). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

ADDITIONAL READING

Boehe, D. M. (2016). Supervisory styles: A contingency framework. Studies in Higher Education, 41(3), 
399–414. doi:10.1080/03075079.2014.927853

Erichsen, E. A., Bolliger, D., & Halupa, C. (2014). Student satisfaction with graduate supervision in 
doctoral programs primarily delivered in distance education settings. Studies in Higher Education, 39(2), 
321–338. doi:10.1080/03075079.2012.709496

Gatfield, T. (2005). An Investigation into PhD Supervisory Management Styles: Development of a 
Dynamic conceptual model and its managerial implications. Journal of Higher Education Policy and 
Management, 27(3), 311–325. doi:10.1080/13600800500283585

Lee, A. (2008). How are doctoral students supervised? Concepts of doctoral research supervision. Stud-
ies in Higher Education, 33(3), 267–281. doi:10.1080/03075070802049202

Maor, D., Ensor, J., & Fraser, H. (2016). Doctoral supervision in virtual spaces: A review of research 
of web-based tools to develop collaborative supervision. Higher Education Research & Development, 
35(1), 172–188. doi:10.1080/07294360.2015.1121206

Roets, L. (2016). Supervisory Practices in the Open and Distance Learning (ODL) context: A Review. 
Gender & Behaviour, 14(1), 7161–7170.

Wichmann-Hansen, G., Thomsen, R., & Nordentoft, H. (2015). Challenges in collective academic 
supervision: Supervisors’ experience from a Master Programme in guidance and counselling. Higher 
Education, 70(1), 19–33. doi:10.100710734-014-9821-2

Wisker, G., Robinson, G., & Shacham, M. (2007). Postgraduates research success: Communities of 
practice involving cohorts, guardian supervisors and online communities. Innovations in Education and 
Teaching International, 44(3), 301–320. doi:10.1080/14703290701486720

KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Coach: Someone that teaches how to improve at a sport, skills, or a school subject.
Competency: A skill needed to perform a job, a talent, an ability.
Mentor: A person, usually more experienced, who gives another person (usually less experienced) 

some help and advice, related to work or school, over a period of time.
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Research Process: A set of systematic steps followed by a researcher in order to produce knowledge 
which the community will consider to be worthwhile within the field.

Research Supervision: Process by which the supervisor gives some guidance, counselling, and sup-
port to a student during the development of a research. In this process, the supervisor helps the student 
with time management, makes them aware of intermediate and final deadlines, and ensures students get 
the most of their projects and have the necessary resources.

Supervision: The activity/act of watching a person or activity, making sure that a certain activity is 
done correctly and safely, meeting the requirements and deadlines.

Supervisor: Person that supervises someone of something.
Tutor: Person who teaches someone outside the school in order to give the student an extra help with 

a certain subject in order to obtain particular results.
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