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Selection and Vetting Guide for Supervisors and Postdoctoral Researchers Considering Taking on Students
Purpose
This guide is designed to assist supervisors and postdoctoral researchers who are considering taking on a student. It provides practical considerations for assessing candidate suitability, supervisor readiness, project fit, and the supports required to create a productive and respectful research environment.
Guiding Principles
Supervision should be approached as an active teaching, mentoring, and development role, not simply an administrative responsibility. Effective supervisors adapt their approach to the individual student, provide structured guidance, support the development of independent research skills, and help students build confidence, writing ability, professional capability, and research integrity.
Before agreeing to supervise a student, supervisors should consider whether:
· the project is clearly scoped, feasible, and appropriately resourced;
· the student has the skills, capacity, motivation, and communication ability required for the project;
· the supervisory team has the expertise, time, and capability to support the student;
· expectations have been discussed openly before commencement;
· appropriate mentoring, training, and escalation pathways are available if issues arise.
Pre-Selection Due Diligence
Supervisors should undertake due diligence before agreeing to take on a student. This should include, where appropriate:
· meeting with the prospective candidate before application or appointment;
· discussing the candidate’s research interests, motivations, career goals, and understanding of the project;
· reviewing evidence of research capacity, including prior research experience, writing samples, publications, thesis work, technical skills, or relevant professional experience;
· assessing whether the candidate has the communication and language skills required for the project;
· checking references or seeking feedback from previous supervisors, academic staff, or professional contacts;
· considering whether the candidate’s expectations align with the realities of the project, institution, funding arrangements, supervision model, and timelines.

Supervisors should be mindful that an unsuitable match can create significant pressure for both the student and the supervisory team. Poor fit, unclear expectations, insufficient preparation, or limited engagement can lead to delays, stress, progress concerns, and relationship breakdown.
Assessing Candidate Readiness
When considering a prospective candidate, supervisors may wish to explore the following questions:
1. Does the candidate understand the nature of research training?
2. Can the candidate explain why they are interested in the project?
3. Does the candidate demonstrate curiosity, resilience, initiative, and capacity for independent learning?
4. Does the candidate have appropriate written and oral communication skills?
5. Has the candidate shown evidence of meeting deadlines and responding to feedback?
6. Are there any foreseeable barriers to engagement, attendance, project delivery, or completion?
7. Does the candidate understand the time commitment required?
8. Is the candidate willing to participate in professional development and research training activities?
9. Does the candidate understand expectations around research integrity, authorship, confidentiality, ethics, and appropriate use of GenAI?
10. Is the candidate likely to benefit from the supervisory style and research environment available?
11. Is the student willing to acquire new technical, analytical or professional skills required as the project evolves of changes from its original concept?
12. Does the candidate demonstrate persistence, adaptability and genuine enthusiasm for research, even when facing setbacks?
Assessing Project Fit
Before taking on a student, supervisors should ensure the project is realistic and supportable. This includes considering whether:
· the scope is appropriate for the student’s level and timeframe;
· the project can be completed within available funding, facilities, approvals, data access, fieldwork windows, and supervisory capacity;
· ethics, permits, safety, confidentiality, intellectual property, or commercial considerations have been identified early;
· risks to completion have been considered;
· the project has a clear pathway to milestones, outputs, and completion;
· the student will have access to a broader research culture, not just one-on-one supervision.
· Where a project is still developing, supervisors should be clear with the candidate about what is fixed, what is negotiable, and what remains uncertain.
· Where relevant, have funding arrangements, scholarship conditions, employment commitments and financial pressures been discussed, recognising that these may influence candidature progress?
Supervisor and Postdoctoral Researcher Readiness
Supervisors and postdoctoral researchers should also assess their own readiness before taking on a student. Key questions include:
1. Do I have the time to provide regular, timely, and constructive support?
2. Am I clear about my role in the supervisory team?
3. Do I understand relevant policies, procedures, milestones, and escalation pathways?
4. Can I provide or arrange support for research design, writing, methodology, analysis, ethics, publication, and professional development?
5. Am I able to adapt my supervision style as the student develops?
6. Do I have access to a mentor or senior advisor if I am still developing my supervision practice?
7. Can I provide feedback within reasonable timeframes?
8. Can I help the student engage with a broader research community?
9. Am I prepared to have early and constructive conversations if problems arise?
10. Do I understand the importance of respectful supervisory relationships? 
11. Does the supervisory team collectively provide complementary expertise across the scientific, methodological, and professional aspects of the project?
Postdoctoral researchers who are new to supervision may benefit from working alongside an experienced supervisor or mentor. This can support both the student and the postdoctoral researcher’s own development as a supervisor.
While academic capability is essential, successful supervision also depends on a productive working relationship. Supervisors should consider whether communication styles, expectations, working preferences, and levels of independence are likely to be compatible. Not every capable student is suited to every supervisor, and vice versa.
Establishing Expectations Early
A strong supervisory relationship is built on clear expectations. Before or shortly after commencement, the student and supervisory team should discuss:
· frequency and format of meetings: supervisors and students should discuss how responsibility for planning, meeting schedules decision-making and problem solving is expected to evolve throughout candidature, with the student taking on more responsibility as their skills develop through candidature; 
· preferred communication methods;
· expectations for attendance and responsiveness;
· timelines for submitting work and receiving feedback;
· authorship and publication expectations;
· publication strategy, ownership of datasets, and expectations regarding publication following completion.
· data management, confidentiality, ethics, and intellectual property;
· professional development goals;
· use of GenAI tools;
· milestone requirements;
· what to do if the student or supervisor becomes unavailable;
· how disagreement or conflicting advice will be managed.
· Expectations regarding laboratory, fieldwork or research group culture, including collaboration, safety, professionalism and shared responsibilities. 
Where possible, these expectations should be documented and revisited regularly. Good record keeping, version control, reproducible analyses, and secure data storage is essential. 
Supervision Approaches
Supervisors may need to use different approaches depending on the student’s stage, confidence, capability, and project needs.
A directive approach may be useful early in candidature or when a student needs clear structure, explicit instructions, and defined benchmarks.
A collaborative approach may be useful when the student is developing confidence and contributing more actively to project design, problem-solving, and interpretation.
A facilitative approach may be useful as the student becomes more independent and takes greater responsibility for planning, decision-making, and research outputs.
Effective supervision often involves moving between these approaches over time. The aim should be to support the student’s development from dependence toward increasing independence.
Successful characteristics 
· mutual respect; 
· open communication; 
· timely feedback; 
· shared responsibility; 
· clear expectations; 
· progressive development of independence; 
· celebration of achievements. 
What to Avoid
Effective supervisors should avoid:
· accepting more students than they can adequately support; 
· providing inconsistent or conflicting advice without discussion; 
· repeatedly delaying feedback; 
· assuming students know unwritten expectations; 
· allowing problems to continue without early discussion. 
Early Warning Signs
Supervisors should remain alert to early warning signs that a student may need additional support. These may include:
· missing meetings;
· repeatedly missing deadlines;
· lack of responsiveness;
· failure to submit work for review;
· difficulty engaging with the literature;
· unclear project scope or repeated scope creep;
· isolation from the research group;
· uncertainty about professional development needs;
· limited progress toward key milestones.

Supervisors should also reflect on warning signs within the supervisory team, including:
· slow feedback;
· irregular meetings;
· unclear expectations;
· inconsistent advice between panel members;
· lack of documentation;
· uncertainty about who is responsible for supporting the student.

Early intervention is important. Concerns should be discussed constructively, documented where appropriate, and escalated through relevant support pathways if progress does not improve. Where appropriate, concerns should first be discussed openly within the supervisory team to identify practical solutions before formal escalation pathways are used.
Supporting Progress and Development
Supervisors should help students develop as researchers, not only complete a project. This includes supporting:
· research planning and project management;
· academic writing and publication skills;
· literature review development;
· oral communication and presentation skills;
· milestone preparation;
· professional development planning;
· ethical and responsible research conduct;
· wellbeing and help-seeking where needed;
· preparation for completion, examination, or final reporting.

Professional development should be discussed early and revisited throughout the student’s candidature or placement. Activities should align with the student’s project needs, career goals, and identified skill gaps.
It is highly recommended to review the following after the first 2-3 months: 
· whether meeting frequency is appropriate; 
· whether communication is working well; 
· whether project scope remains realistic; 
· whether additional training is needed; 
· whether expectations on both sides have been met; and 
· whether any concerns should be addressed before they become entrenched. 
Respectful and Responsible Supervision
Supervisory relationships should be professional, respectful, and constructive. Supervisors should create an environment where students can ask questions, raise concerns, receive feedback, and develop confidence.
Supervisors should model responsible research conduct, including appropriate attention to ethics, authorship, confidentiality, conflicts of interest, intellectual property, data management, and the responsible use of GenAI.
GenAI should be discussed openly with students, including what is acceptable, what must be acknowledged, and where its use may create academic integrity or research quality concerns.
Suggested Selection Conversation Questions
Supervisors may find the following questions useful when meeting with a prospective candidate:
1. Why are you interested in this project?
2. What do you hope to gain from this research experience?
3. What previous research, writing, technical, or professional experience will help you succeed?
4. How do you usually respond to feedback?
5. How do you manage competing deadlines?
6. What support do you think you will need from your supervisor?
7. What does a successful supervisory relationship look like to you?
8. Are there any constraints that may affect your availability, progress, or engagement?
9. How comfortable are you with independent work?
10. What are your career goals, and how does this project support them?
Suggested Supervisor Checklist
Before agreeing to take on a student, supervisors should be able to answer “yes” to the following:
· I have met with the student and discussed their goals, expectations, and suitability.
· I have reviewed evidence of the candidate’s research capacity.
· I have considered whether the project is feasible and appropriately scoped.
· I have considered whether the student has access to the necessary resources, training, and support.
· I have clarified my role and the role of any other supervisors or mentors.
· I have sufficient time to provide regular supervision and feedback.
· I have considered whether a mentor or experienced co-supervisor is needed.
· I have discussed expectations around communication, meetings, deadlines, feedback, authorship, ethics, and GenAI.
· I know what early warning signs to monitor.
· I understand the relevant policy, procedure, milestone, and escalation requirements.
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