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Abstract 

With this paper we aim to reflect about the competences doctoral students should have and enhance throughout the research and 
supervision process. Considering doctoral 
metaphors they used to approach certain competences. Thus, after drawing the pertinence and purpose of this reflection, briefly 
revisiti
metaphors  a linguistic and cognitive phenomenon -   
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1. Introduction: Pertinence and purpose of the study 

doctorates, as w
is quality in the doctoral supervision process. Moreover, it is essential to discuss how the doctoral journey is being 
experienced by both students and supervisors, and how the overall experience can be enhanced to prepare 
independent researchers to work in Academia (Brew, 2001; Enders, 2005; Lovitts, 2005; Park, 2005; McAlpine & 
Norton, 2006; Gardner, 2008; Frick, 2009). These developments in the doctorate support the importance of 
identifying the competences doctoral students and supervisors must have and enhance throughout the doctoral 
research and supervision processes.  

At the same time the supervision process is still considered a private process and remains little discussed in some 
countries and/or institutions around the world, we also observe a growing necessity in understanding what are the 
factors involved in its quality, and an increasing awareness of its importance in successful completion and outputs 
creation

responsibilities of both supervisors and research students, and clear criteria for defining who is eligible to act as a 

Although there are several factors that may influence the supervision process quality  such as institutional culture 
and mission at a macro level, disciplinary and/or professional culture at a mezzo level, and social research team 

 

* Corresponding author: Ana V. Baptista. Tel.: +351-963-560-338  
   E-mail address: ana.vitoria@ua.pt 

Available online at www.sciencedirect.com

© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer review under responsibility of Prof. Dr. Hüseyin Uzunboylu



931 Ana V. Baptista and Isabel Huet  /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences   47  ( 2012 )  930 – 937 

environment at a micro level  it has been broadly stressed the importance of the student and supervisor to achieve 
success in the supervision process (Baptista et al., 2011a). Consequently, the supervision may still be considered an 
unique process and relationship established between the two main actors of the dyad, involving academic, scientific, 
social, communicative, personal and emotional competences (Baptista et al., 2011a). We must thus understand: (i) 
on one hand, the role, responsibilities competences the supervisor must demonstrate towards the doctoral student; 
(ii) on the other hand, the role, responsibilities and competences the student must show and enhance throughout the 
research process; and (iii) the inter-relation that can be established between their profiles, since we assume their 
roles, responsibilities and competences will be in-action and in-dialogue.  

This study is a part of a broader research which is being developed at a research intensive Portuguese Higher 
Education (HE) institution, aiming to design an integrative framework about the quality of doctoral supervision, 
considering the quality profiles of both members of the dyad. Nevertheless, with this paper, we intend to present 
some findings gathered through focus groups with doctoral supervisors. More specifically, we have the purpose of 
(i) identifying the metaphors used by supervisors to refer to a set of competences that are essential for doctoral 
students to achieve, so they can become independent researchers and be successful members of Academia, and thus 
(ii) reflecting about the value of the metaphors, a linguistic and cognitive phenomenon that will provide us with 

 

2.  

r making, we may also argue, is never 
 

 

development of intellectual expertise but to the 

2008, p.8) 
 

 be created so 
Pearson et al., 2009, p.100) in 

order to be an independent and innovative researcher. Consequently, among other aspects, the socialisation process 
and the integration of doctoral students in a stimulating research culture and environment (Lee & Boud, 2009), 
along with personal characteristics and competences, are essential aspects for future academics to develop their 
potential (Walker, 2010). Nevertheless, as Fischer and Zigmond (1998) have previously emphasised, it is important 
to know the answer to the f
Since the heterogeneity of doctoral students is a growing reality, particularly nowadays, answering that question is 
rather difficult. However, it seems consensual that t
which may also be 
settings, are a good path to follow. 

It has been intensely reported the importance of the competences and skills that are developed and enhanced in 
research environments (Huet et al., 2009; Baptista et al., 2011b)

just a few that can be highlighted. Furthermore, we may capture other competences that demonstrate the process of 
doctoral research as an in- ng and important 
questions, formulate appropriate strategies for investigating these questions, conduct investigations with a high 
degree of competence, analyse and evaluate the results of the investigations, and communicate the results to others 
to advanc  2008, p.12). 

A very close perspective is highlighted by Pearson and colleagues (2009), from whom we may stress the 
importance of a doctoral student to develop independence, innovation, creativity, and adaptability. Nevertheless, for 
these transferable competences to flourish, it is important that institutional and departmental culture (at a macro 
level), the research centre and team (at mezzo level), and doctoral programmes curriculum (at micro level) may 
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create proper conditions/contexts for their enhancement. Consequently, we may consider that, even though the 
doctoral process has solitary moments of knowledge (re)construction, those moments also make sense taking into 
account a broader social environment that frames the process. Austin (2010) thus speaks of doctoral education as a 
socialisation process. 

Accordingly, an inter-active, dialogic and holistic relationship established more closely between the supervisor 
and the student is an important aspect in the overall creation of enriching contexts. Thus, one important role of the 

s/he must continuously question and (re)create knowledge (Walker et al., 2008). Though doctorate holders may 
follow diverse career pathways, the competences they must further enhance must allow them to deal with 

p.viii). As such, doctoral students need to 
  

3. Methodology 

3.1. Generic view of the research 

This study is a part of a broader research which is being developed at a Portuguese HE institution (the University 
of Aveiro), aiming to design an integrative and holistic framework which will shed light on the conceptualisation of 

udents and supervisors should 
demonstrate and/or develop throughout the doctoral process so the quality of the supervision process can be further 
enhanced. Therefore, the participants of this investigation are doctoral supervisors and doctoral students from the 
University of Aveiro. To achieve that goal, we will triangulate international literature on this topic and qualitative as 
well as quantitative data collected in the HE institution where we are carrying out this research. This descriptive, 
exploratory and explanatory case study (Yin, 1994) is of trans-disciplinary, trans-institutional and trans-national 

and consequently adaptable to be discussed in different HE contexts. More specifically, this research is even more 
important, because there is no investigation in Portugal that has focused on this subject: we find both a theoretical, 
epistemological and empirical gap when approaching these issues. 

3.2. The emphasis of this study: Focus groups with doctoral supervisors 

With this paper in particular, we intend to present some findings gathered through focus groups: we aim to 
, more specifically by identifying and 

making sense of the metaphors they use to refer to certain competences. Also, we will reflect about the value those 
competences may have, due to the use of this figure of speech of both linguistic and cognitive nature and 
importance. 

Six focus groups were run and we had the participation of 25 doctoral supervisors from the University of Aveiro. 
The social environment created in the focus groups was very important, because it stimulated interaction, discussion, 
self and meta-

to be assured, so the social environment could be more enriched: each group was formed by doctoral supervisors of 
different academic domains, with diverse experiences at different stages of their academic and professional career. 
Because this was not an easy topic to be explored and we intended that the participants deeply engaged in the 
discussion, each group had the duration of approximately 2 hours. 

All discussions were audio taped and then fully transcribed. Thereafter, the transcripts were sent by e-mail to the 
participants of each focus group 
content analysis with the support of the software NVivo7  a CAQDAS (Computer Aided Qualitative Date Analysis 
Software). This software was important for us to organise the data, since we had long transcripts and many 
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Intrapersonal competences: related to 
the personal characteristics, 
personality, emotions and character. 

Interpersonal & communicative 
competences: related to social 
interactions in formal or informal 
settings. 

Academic & scientific competences: 
related to cognitive and intellectual 
attitudes and abilities, inherent to the 
scientific work and to the process of 
doing research. 

Journey 

Shining 
eyes 

(Social) 
Radioactivity 

Out of 
the box 

Intrinsic 
motivation 

Communicative & 
social skills 

Innovation 

Learning process 
through research 

METAPHORS SEMANTIC VALUE TYPE OF COMPETENCE IT RELATES TO 

evidences to support each category and subcategory. Also, it promoted better organisation and systematisation, 
search for patterns and data (Richards, 2002; Johnston, 2006). 

4. ion 

per 
se , that is, we strongly believe that the speaker had specific cognitive purposes to use a metaphor in his/her 
communication. Therefore, in this paper, we assume that in social interactions the speaker uses the language and its 

deas, and to achieve his/her communicative goals, while being 
conscious or not about the linguistic processes that underlie his/her verbal discourse.  

So linguistic options can have an effect in the listener, it is important that both the speaker and the listener share a 
common culture as well as a conceptual and semantic system. In what concerns this study, the social environment 
that was created within each focus group reveals that, even though doctoral supervisors may have different levels of 
experience regarding the supervision process, they all share the following specific characteristics (that were 

: (i) they have been doctoral students and, as such, they have 
gone through that particular experience, (ii) they are doctoral supervisors, sharing this professional category, and 
(iii) although they may have their own personal, intrinsic, professional, academic, social and disciplinary values, 
they all share the academic culture from the University of Aveiro. Consequently, we consider that the existence of 
those features created a shared social environment where the communication (an interactive mixture of language, 
thoughts and communicative purposes) took place.  

Since we have conducted, transcribed and analysed all focus groups, we possess an in-depth and inside 

metaphors in the moment they were produced and, some time later, we were able to see them crystallised in the 
transcripts. This fact alerted us that the use of metaphors was not casual: it had a purpose. As Lakoff and Johnson 

observed  more 

communicating relevant parts of a specific reality or experience: doctoral supervision process in general, and 
uality profile in particular. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Identification of the metaphors - their semantic value and corresponding type of competence 
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In fact, the use of tho

issue and, additionally, they help the speaker to point out relevant parts of a specific phenomenon. Moreover, 
following Lakoff and Johnson (2003), we may also conclu -existing 

(p.153
 competences) may be a symbol 

of engagement, and even of emotional attachment regarding the process of learning and (re)constructing knowledge 
at doctoral level, and of becoming an academic  a process through which supervisors have already passed.  

5. Findings: Making sense of the metaphors 

5.1. Shining eyes 

 
(FG2) 

 student must demonstrate 
since the beginning of the doctoral research process. This relates to intrinsic motivation, curiosity towards the 
research process, emotional and cognitive involvement, enthusiasm and pleasure in carrying out research activities. 
Additionally, this inner predisposition must also develop into a stronger type of involvement: an interior strength, 
resilience and persistence, cognitive dedication and effort as well as discipline. All these aspects may be integrated 

 according to the definition provided in figure 1. 
The pertinence of this personal predisposition in relation to doctoral research process highlights that the learning 

process asks for a strong personal and inner openness and availability  otherwise the change and transformative 
process may not occur. Moreover, learning (mainly through research) is not an easy process, since it frequently 
involves some degree of e workload. Consequently, to be a 
successful independent researcher, it is essential that someone does not give up at the first difficulty. As such, a 
doctoral student must demonstrate strong intellectual, cognitive and emotional competences.  

5.2. (Social) Radioactivity 

 [social] radioactivity  in a quality 
 

On one hand, it is unquestionable that the doctoral process involves a great deal of interactions and interpersonal 
dynamics. Consequently, a doctoral student must demonstrate and develop interpersonal and communicative 
competences: (i) when interacting with the supervisor and with senior and younger researchers within a smaller or 
bigger research group, (ii) when engaging in peer review activities, (iii) when being involved in conferences and 
exposed to external feedback, (iv) when writing scientific articles, and so on. Obviously, joint reflection, debates 
and discussion of ideas may be stimulated in several contexts, where the development of critical competences is 
extremely important. Additionally, the role of the supervisor and senior researchers in designing and creating 
intellectually enriching contexts is also an im  oactivity
is necessary to consider that, apart from this social interaction/environment, doctoral research involves solitude and 
individual moments, so the student can be fully involved and emerged in knowledge (re)creation.  

On the other hand, it is undeniable that Science is a social activity. Therefore, this social radioactivity  or social 
exposure go beyond the inter-relation between the solitary process of knowledge (re)construction or team work. 
Supervisors agree that, in a shorter- or longer-term, research must have some impact in Society, in well-being, and 
obviously in scientific advancement. As a consequence, this metaphor may refer to (i) the communicative and social 
skills doctoral students must demonstrate and further develop, as well as to their openness to social interactions 
when doing research; and (ii) the external contribution or impact the research, which doctoral students are carrying 
out, must have in society and/or the scientific domain, where the benefits and/or impact may express itself in several 
ways. 
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5.3. Out of the box 

 
This metaphor emerges as extremel

be able to (re)create knowledge, (ii) to break down already known (scientific) boundaries, and (iii) to develop an 
original, innovative and creative work. These are, in fact, the main goals of the doctorate and, therefore, may be 
considered as its epistemological value. Consequently, the student must be predisposed and open to adopt an 
innovative and creative perspective towards the research process in general, and the research object in particular. So 
s/he can be able to do this, it is essential that s/he has a basic level of knowledge in what regards the basic 
competences within a discipline as well as flexibility and open-mindedness to deal with unexpected, new and 
improbable 
involves academic and scientific competences, but also personal characteristics to deal with external aspects of 
doing research which, many of them, are not possible to be controlled. 

5.4. Journey 

person needs to have time to think, 
to deeply reflect  

s going to create knowledge, introduce new 
knowledge or improve  
We cannot forget one metaphor that frames all the others and that was used quite frequently: the doctorate as a 

journey. This metaphor emphasises the relevance of the doctorate as time and space: a process for a student to grow 
as a person and as a future academic, where transformation must occur and s/he is asked to be opened to change 
through learning, research and knowledge (re)creation. As such, this journey is closely related to the process of 

 what several 
authors (namely Erik Meyer, Ray Land and Glynis Cousin) mention as threshold concepts. The doctorate is not an 
easy journe
(ii) searching for new things and developing a critical attitude when approaching an issue, and mainly (iii) 

space where a student can become an independent researcher. Therefore, 
 

6. Final considerations 

The existence of those metaphors may reveal that supervisors took the opportunity  created within their 
participation in focus groups  to attribute meanings to past experiences, while revisiting their own experiences as 
doctoral students; and also to re-conceptualise competences. Nevertheless, 
we are still uncertain about: (i) the specific moment when the metaphor took shape in the intellectual, cognitive or 

 value of the metaphor, 
particularly when trying to design and conceptualise 
mentioned, the discussion regarding doctoral supervision quality (broadly considered) is still surrounded of silences 
and taboos in Portugal. Therefore, more public conversations about this issue must be stimulated. 

From a wider perspective, this study gives another contribution to the literature on this field, stressing (i) the 
trans-national nature of the discussion in general and of the results in particular, and (ii) the importance that must be 
given to linguistic phenomenon when doing qualitative analyses, since they are actualised for a reason. Moreover, 
this brief sketch shows that dialogues about doctoral supervision intertwine reflections about past, present and even 
future actions, practices and experiences, thus highlighting what must be accomplished along the process, so a 
doctoral student may develop into a successful early career researcher. 
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