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ID PHD Feature Speaker Series 
“How to Supervise a PhD Student: Lessons from the School of Hard 

Knocks” 
 

Thursday November 2nd, 2006, 3:30 to 5:00 pm 
Tupper Theatre C, Dalhousie University 

 
Summary Notes 

 
1.0   Introduction  
 
November 2nd was the first session of the Feature Speaker Series hosted by the Interdisciplinary 
PhD Program.  The Interdisciplinary PhD Program at Dalhousie University is now the largest 
doctoral program on campus with 70 students, and is also the largest program of its kind in 
Canada.  The seminar was part of a weekly series run by the Interdisciplinary PhD program 
designed to share ideas and build skills in academic and professional pursuits for students, 
faculty and other interested parties.   
 
The format of the November 2nd session included: 

• Presentation by the Feature Speaker: Dr. Gary Latham, Rotman School of Management, 
University of Toronto; 

• Commentary by Dr. Jack Duffy, Keeper, Interdisciplinary PhD Program; and 
• Commentary by Kate Bigney, 2nd year student in the Interdisciplinary PhD Program. 

 
Presentations were followed by a question and answer period.  This document provides a brief 
overview of the key points raised by each of the three speakers on the panel. 
 
2.0  Summary of Panel Presentations 
 
2.1  Feature Speaker: Dr. Gary Latham, University of Toronto 
 
Biography 
 
Professor Gary Latham is currently the Secretary of State Professor of Organizational 
Effectiveness at the Rotman School of Management, University of Toronto and is cross 
appointed in the Graduate Faculty to the Centre for Industrial Relations, the Department of 
Psychology and the Faculty of Nursing.  He is a past president of the Canadian Psychological 
Association and is the only person in his field to become a Fellow of the Royal Society of 
Canada. He is also a Fellow of the American and Canadian Psychological Associations, the 
American Academy of Management, and the only person to receive both the awards for 
Professional Contributions to Psychology as a Profession and as a Science from the Society of 
Industrial and Organizational Psychology.  In 2004, he received the Distinguished 
Scholar/Practitioner Award from the American Academy of Management and this year he 
received the prestigious Michael R. Losey Human Resource Research Award from the Society of 
Human Resource Management in the U.S. Among his other accomplishments, Dr. Latham is in 
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the first group of scholars to be made a Fellow of the International Association of Applied 
Psychology and he serves on the Board of Directors of the Center for Creative Leadership.   
Gary has supervised over 15 PhD students in his career. 
 
Presentation Overview 
 
Dr. Latham’s provided insightful advice on how to mentor PhD students.  His tips were 
developed from several sources including: lessons learned from his own mentors when 
conducting his PhD research; experience from supervising over 15 PhD students; and comments 
received from his past and present PhD students themselves.  These tips for supervising PhD 
students can be considered under the following categories:  
 
General 

• Spot talent early and develop it (not through exams, but in ideas and research). 
• Let students discover their own interests – don’t produce clones. 
• Open students to new ideas. 
• Instil values – importance of science; belonging to an international community; openness; 

theories may come and go, but methods/statistics stay; civility and collegiality. 
 
Being Supportive 

• Be protective of the student in office politics. 
• Push students to go beyond their comfort level. 
• Provide constructive criticism to build confidence. 
• Talk about your failures to your students (to illustrate resiliency). 
• Know your students personally as well as professionally. 
• Have the patience to listen to ideas. 
• Show interest in the person as a person and create time for them. 
• Encourage errors. 
• Gradually shift from seeing your student as a student, to seeing your student as a peer. 
• Once your student has completed their PhD, celebrate their wins and be there when they 

need you. 
 
Assisting with Scholastics and Career Building 

• Set high goals and hold students to them (e.g. 1-3 articles published before graduating). 
• Direct students to the bedrock articles and resources that are essential to know in your 

discipline. 
• Help students network by introducing them to the “big” people in your field (e.g. journal 

editors, prolific writers and researchers). 
• Teach students what journal editors are looking for. 
• Advise students to seek and embrace criticism.  For example, sending articles to 

“enemies” – they will point out faults and this will remarkably improve a paper. 
• Have students pick out a favourite journal article and use that to model their own writing 

in terms of style and substance. 
• Put co-authored papers by graduate students on their reading list – if they can do it, “so 

can you”. 
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Dr. Latham’s advice to PhD students included: 
• Stay abreast of your faculty/department’s research interests. 
• Attend colloquia and faculty events. 
• Don’t have any incompletes on your transcripts. 
• Be seen as an individual separate from your supervisor. 
• Be visible. 
• Grades are relatively meaningless, comprehensives are key. 
• Join scholarly societies. 
• Know the history of the problem you are looking at in you research, the seminal articles. 
• Engage in creative thinking; look at things not seen previously, or in a way not previously 

imagined.  Borrow from other domains in conducting your research. 
• Go with your own passion, not your supervisors. 
• Study the work of your heroes. 
• Publish….Present….Publish…Present. 
 

2.2 Panel Speaker: Dr. Jack Duffy, Dalhousie University 
 
Biography 
 
Dr. Jack Duffy has been with the Dalhousie School of Business for the last 27 years. Jack holds a 
PhD with a double major in Industrial and Social Psychology.  Moreover, he has an AACSB 
“PhD equivalence” in Management Information Systems. In addition to his academic 
qualifications, Jack has a long history of practicing what he preaches. His consulting experience 
spans 37 years and includes being a managing partner of two separate consulting firms as well as 
interim president of a software development start up company.  Among Jack’s academic 
accomplishments are: chair and lightening rod for the MBA (IT) program at its inception; 
Director of Internship Placement for the Master of Electronic Commerce; thesis supervisor of the 
first G7 endorsed Master of Electronic Commerce graduate in the world; two-time winner of the 
MBA Professor of the Year; supervisor for 3 Ph.D. students and several Masters students; 
committee member and methodologist for somewhere between 30 and 50 Masters and PhD 
students.  Most recently Jack has taken on the role of Keeper of the Interdisciplinary PhD 
program.  
 
Commentary Overview 
 
Dr. Duffy commented on “psychological contracts” between a student and supervisor that outline 
mutual expectations for the duration of the student’s studies.  He noted that this is something that 
is often implicit in student-supervisor relationships, but it is important to make it explicit by 
documenting a written contract and discussing it with the student up front at the start of a 
supervisory relationship.  This “psychological contract” should include all criteria deemed 
important by both parties, from expectations of meeting deadlines to assumptions on inclusion 
and order of names on publications.   
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2.3 Panel Speaker:  Kate Bigney, ID PhD Student, Dalhousie University 
 
Biography 
 
Kate is in her second year of the Interdisciplinary PhD program.  She did her undergraduate 
degree in Biology and English, followed by a Masters degree in Environmental Studies.  Her 
research focuses on the relationship between human communities and the natural world and how 
to integrate community-based and ecosystem management practices into the better management 
of natural resources.  Kate also recently spearheaded the formation and administration of the new 
IDPHD Student Society.  
 
Commentary Overview 
 
Kate provided a discussant role, responding the ideas raised by the two previous speakers.  Her 
commentary also combined feedback from a poll asking other ID PhD students to share their 
experiences and opinions on their supervisor/student relationship.   
 
Almost all of the comments from the poll involved interpersonal relationships between the 
supervisor and student.  In the words of one student, “I strongly believe that the PhD/supervisor 
relationship is a profound one, like any significant relationship there has to be a good fit.  And 
not all combinations fit, no matter how good the PhD supervisor may be.”  
 
Kate suggested that there are four characteristics that help to establish this “good fit” between a 
supervisor and a student: 
 

1. Supervisory Approach – the approach needs to match with the student needs; some 
students will need a lot of direction, some will not.  In the ID PhD program especially, 
many students are older with more work life experience and may need less “hand 
holding”. A supervisor should think carefully and realistically about who to take on: will 
they match your management style?  Are you hands-on or hands-off? Is that compatible 
with the needs of the potential student?  Do you really have time to commit to this 
person?  Flexibility in approach was also highlighted as an important characteristic. 

 
2. Communication - As the roadblocks for every student will differ, communication is vital 

in terms of both quality and quantity. The communication needs to be regular so that 
students and supervisor get to know each other’s idiosyncrasies as people and as 
academics. This communication needs to be honest, in order that both parties are 
comfortable saying when, why and how expectations are not being met. Some 
suggestions raised by ID PhD students include setting the ground rules for how you both 
prefer to communicate early (e.g. some students like email, some like face to face 
meetings) and although style and venue will depend on people involved, it must meet the 
needs of both parties. Especially in a program that is highly flexible, where there are no 
pre-established road maps or program guides, a clear understanding of what is expected 
and clear criteria for evaluation, are essential up front.  
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3. Respect - Many students offered examples of small displays of support for which they 
were particularly grateful.  For instance: an email about a journal reference; a supervisor 
sending the student their travel schedule so they have an idea of when they will and won’t 
be available; a small amount of financial support for photocopies, or a small amount of 
money to defray the cost of attending a conference; assistance in connecting to key 
resources and people; help with skills, like grant writing, or the ability to point you to a 
place where you can get those skills. Supervisors should remember that the student is not 
slave labour for TA work, data entry or other cheap research work. Remembering these 
points will help students feel part of a team as opposed to a burden on your time, and 
demonstrates that the supervisor is respectful of both the student’s views and the student 
as a person.  

 
4. Trust - trust is one of the most important characteristics of the supervisor/student 

relationship.  Students should know that that the supervisor has his or her success in 
mind. Most students will need guidance learning to navigate the political arenas of 
academia in addition to the substantive learning that goes along with a PhD. Students are 
bound to make mistakes and not know what is expected of them, but do not mistake 
uncertainty for lack of competence or confidence. The PhD is new to students and part of 
a supervisor’s job is to help navigate through it.  In the words of one student: “My 
current supervisor has lots of committee experience and recognizes the power dynamics 
that are at work within a committee and within the academic environment.  She has 
guided me through some fairly dangerous terrain... which has fostered a trusting 
relationship.  For me, the ability to trust her is absolutely crucial.” 

 
3.0 Final Words 

 
On behalf of the Interdisciplinary PhD Program, the moderator thanked the speakers for their 
insightful commentary, and thanked all the participants who attended the seminar.  The next 
Interdisciplinary Feature Speaker Series is scheduled for January 2007 and will be advertised in 
the Winter Term. 
 
 
 
 
 


