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Abstract

In this paper we map new ways of supporting and capacitating novice supervisors. During the COVID 19
pandemic, we hosted weekly online collaborative workshops designed to reflect on a process of common
learning, in which established and novice supervisors engaged with and discussed their individual supervisory
needs. This process revealed, with particular clarity, the complexities of mentoring supervisors at a University
of Technology (UoT) and enabled the development of the Sisonke Supervision Mentoring Programme (SSMP).
This new identification of key aspects offers insight and benefit to similar programmes. The Community of
Practice (CoP) theory was appropriate for this context since it allowed the construction of mentoring spaces in
which people could engage mutually in activities to improve their supervisory practices. Using an interpretivist
paradigm and inductively and qualitatively analysing transcripts revealed four key subjects for discussion:
learning should be non-hierarchical; collaboration and reflection take place in in CoPs; care rather than
competition should be paramount; and mentorship supervision is a joint responsibility.

Keywords: community of practice (CoP), humanness, mentoring practices, qualitative approach, postgraduate
supervision

Introduction

Globally, academics are under increasing pressure to enable more students across diverse
disciplines to graduate at a higher level (Bitzer & Withering, 2020, Guarimata-Salinas et al.,
2023), Kigotho (2018) argued that in the 21st century, African universities are experiencing a
double bind: there is a burgeoning demand to produce doctoral graduates on the one hand
while, on the other, there exist issues of quality and capacity in supervisors. To remedy this
difficulty, we need more academic staff to be effective postgraduate research supervisors to
enable more students to graduate satisfactorily within a reasonable time frame (Strebel &
Shefer, 2016). Building programmes for sustainable and quality higher education mentoring
supervision is essential if we are to allow more doctoral candidates to graduate successfully
and on time. Effective mentoring is a vital component of the doctoral supervision process
(Amador-Campos et al., 2023). Despite the National Development Programme (NDP) 2030
target stating that 75% of all academic staft at Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) should
hold a doctoral degree, by 2020 this was true of only 50% (Mouton, 2022). This relative lack
of highly qualified academics accentuates the need in South Africa and elsewhere to improve
the supervisory capacity of postgraduates at HEIs (Nerad, 2021). Yet there continues to be a
dearth of research conducted on the mentoring aspect of supervisory pedagogies (Bitzer,
2016; Frick & Mouton, 2021, Strebel & Shefer, 2016).
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At Universities of Technology (UoTs) in particular, there is a need to facilitate
professionally-based research, strengthen the abilities of established and leading applied
researchers, and increase supervision capacity. The vision of UoTs includes claiming their
space as leaders on the African continent (see, for example, Cape Peninsula University of
Technology, 2020) yet there is still a long way to go if we are to ensure that all postgraduate
candidates have the necessary skill sets required for national development and productivity,
economic competitiveness, and societal well-being as well as those skills demanded by the
Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) and Artificial Intelligence (Al) (Bitzer, 2016).

In this paper we show how, as part of a larger group of academics, we responded rapidly to
the COVID 19 pandemic to develop an online alternative pedagogical mentoring strategy
which maintained and improved previous supervision standards (Guerin & Aitchison, 2021).
We focussed on the mentorship of supervisors, and offered, ultimately, more efficient and
effective ways of mentoring supervisors both on-line and face-to-face. The core research
question was: “How can the Community of Practice (CoP) theory help generate insights for a
group mentoring programme of novice and experienced supervisors at a UoT in South
Africa?” Sisonke, in isiXhosa (an official language of South Africa) means “together” or “to
bridge” and was chosen as an appropriate name for our programme. We report on an online
transdisciplinary research project that involved many parties, driven by an authentic problem,
the findings of which transcend the confines of orthodox disciplinary knowledge and have the
potential to produce transformative and sustainable supervision pedagogies. Mentoring of
supervisors was the mutually agreed upon point of reference since it provided the basis for a
shared language.

Theoretical perspectives

Wenger’s (1998) CoP is characterised by three complementary elements, each developing
independently from the others: domain, community and practice (Nisbet & McAllister, 2015;
Pyrko et al., 2017; Wenger, 2000). The domain of the CoP in this study refers to the common
or shared interest in the community in which all participants worked towards effective
mentorship of postgraduate research supervision. Their engagement in shared activities
through knowledge sharing and learning about supervision practices formed the community.
Interaction with others, the building of relations, and participation in activities using
language, resources, values, and principles determined practice in this community.

We drew on the COP theory of Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) given their
discussion of three distinct attributes: mutual engagement (what is it about?); joint enterprise
(how does it work?); and shared repertoire (what capabilities are produced?). Mutual
engagement supports the idea that groups of mentors and mentees, as a collective, engage in
shared activities to learn about and improve supervisory practices by negotiating meaning and
sharing their lived professional and personal experiences (Essien & Adler, 2016; Nicolini et
al., 2022; Roberts, 2006). This mutual engagement resulted in a joint enterprise in which the
focus of the activity that encompassed the mentorship of novice supervisors (mentees),
brought mentors (experienced supervisors) and mentees together in a CoP. Weekly meetings
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created opportunities for a shared community where established and novice supervisors
participated equally. The CoP was formed to provide mentees with an opportunity to
participate in the mentorship programme with the aim of developing confident and capable
supervisors.

Mentees were legitimately accepted into the community through a process of peripheral
participation. Once accepted as a member of the group, each mentee experienced a trajectory
as they moved from peripheral participation to full participation that was indicative of how
learning occurs in communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Literature review

Mentorship in higher education

The European Commission (2005, p. 6) established the European Charter for Researchers and
a Code of Conduct for the Recruitment of Researchers and declared that institutions should
prioritise the “working and training conditions in the early stage of researcher’s careers, as it
contributes to their future choices and attractiveness of careers in research and development.”
More recently, the South African National Plan for Post-School Education and Training
(NPPSET) 2021-2030 (2020) emphasised the need to strengthen the capacity of postgraduate
education and training to meet the aims of the country to build a fair, equitable, non-racial,
non-sexist, and democratic South Africa. Many South African scholars (Maistry 2022; Maritz
& Visagie 2012; Strebel & Shefer, 2016) have agreed that HEIs need to drive collaboration
with strategic partners to continue developing quality postgraduate education that includes
finding innovative ways to enhance and improve the mentoring of novice supervisors from
within.

Research supervision is emphasised in South Africa, given this renewed vigour to produce
higher volumes of postgraduates (a proposed 5000 doctorates per year by 2030, with 60%
being in the Science, Engineering and Technology fields) in accordance with the National
Development Plan (2013, p. 319). Alongside these challenges, in the 21st century, globally
HEIs have become more aware of the current needs of society such as addressing climate
change and environmental issues (Guarimata-Salinas et al., 2023, Guerin & Aitchison, 2021).
This raises the need for graduate doctoral students who are curious critical thinkers and
problem solvers and who are resilient and technologically competitive (Maritz & Visagie,
2012).

Mentorship supervision

Mentoring of novice supervisors remains an academic practice that requires continual
learning and refining. More can be done to support supervisors in becoming comfortable and
confident in this role (O’Madichie, 2021). In this domain, discussions on the best model for
postgraduate mentorship are ongoing (Holliday, 2001; Maritz & Visagie, 2012; Ngulube,
2021; O’Madichie, 2021; Roofe & Miller, 2015; Strebel & Shefer, 2016). Roofe and Miller
(2015) suggested that established researchers should make themselves available to mentor
others as part of their professional workload. It is often thought that research supervision may
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be seen to have a mentoring function, but frequently those providing supervision to
postgraduate students are themselves in need of mentoring (Fowler, 2017; Holliday, 2001;
McCallin & Nayar, 2012). It is often noted that the training of novice supervisors is situated
in various faculties of a university, or either in academic development centres, human
resource management offices or in research centres (Lee, 2018). In contrast, O’Madichie
(2021) encouraged a process of mentoring of supervisors that is not the responsibility of one
person, but is, rather, shared among several established researchers in institutions.

Mentorship pedagogies

There is general agreement among academics that the mentoring process requires a “special
pedagogy” (Bitzer, 2016, p. 283). There should be alignment between the expertise of the
established supervisor and the expectations and demands of the novice supervisor and student
(Mouton & Frick, 2020). Motshoane (2022), however, argued that lecturers are often
expected to become supervisors by default and that they draw on how they had been
supervised. The models of Motshoane (2022) and Ngulube (2021), for developing critical
mentorship pedagogies encourage the link between knowledge sharing, support structures,
and supervision practices to assist new and established researchers to learn the necessary
professional, personal, and academic skills while on their doctoral journey. Cleary et al.
(2012) extended this by stating that established supervisors should have “theoretical or
empirical expertise, publications in the area, international reputation, experience of PhD
supervision and previous examination experience” (p. 450). In a mentoring role, three skills
may be shared with novice supervisors— “relational (being approachable and accessible,
demonstrating humility and genuine care and being willing to tailor the experiences to the
mentee needs), instrumental (enrichment of research and writing skills, and understanding of
institutional rules and practices) and psychosocial (how to manage stress inherent in their
roles)” (Amador-Campos et al. 2023, p. 359). This brings to the fore the aspect of human
agency and interpersonal skills for emotional well-being in mentorship supervisory relations
where the focus is on intellectual practices (Fenge, 2012). Patacsil and Tablatin (2017)
believed that greater focus should be placed on the soft skills that should be embedded into
the attitudes and approaches deployed in the mentorship process. These soft skills include and
confirm the definition of Amador-Campos et al. (2023) that mentorship is about
communication, the provision of guidance, protection, support and encouragement,
collaboration on team projects, self-confidence, self-management, and respect.

Strebel and Shefer (2016) reflected on their mentorship model that aimed at mentoring
academic staff enrolled for doctoral studies that had three components. The first of these held
that individual meetings between one mentor and one mentee should occur regularly or when
the need arose. Topics of discussion could include all the phases of the development of a
completed thesis and the mentor could offer general support and encouragement. The second
component could include regular monthly meetings with a group of mentees. Activities could
include presentations by mentees on their proposals, presentations by the mentor or by guests
on various aspects of research. The third component could include having the mentor and
mentees participate in writing retreats where mentees work individually and follow this up
with group sessions to report on the progress of their work and to obtain feedback.
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The benefits and challenges of mentorship

Mentoring is critical to ensure that novice academics become able supervisors, so it is here
that relationships based on trust, respect, flexibility, and accountability are developed (Roofe
& Miller, 2015). The benefits of mentoring initiatives can impact institutional development
and transformation if mentors are able to inspire, persuade, influence, and motivate novice
supervisors (Okoye et al., 2021). Effective mentoring empowers both supervisors and
students (Carmel & Paul, 2015; Fowler, 2017) and requires strong collegiality with high
levels of collaboration. It cannot be seen to be an add-on to academics’ own teaching and
research duties but, rather, as an integral part of both (Holliday, 2001). Flexible, well-
structured, and informed programmes change the dynamics in institutions and advance
individual careers, expand collegiate thinking, increase scholarly confidence through
collaborative work environments, and secure skills development, goal setting, and action
planning (Roofe & Miller, 2015). Acquisition of mentorship respects diversity of culture and
language (Guarimata-Salinas et al, 2023) and enables novice supervisors to be mentored to
supervise doctoral students in the current context while remaining relevant in the changing
context of higher education.

However, inexperience in mentorship processes and a lack of suitable supervisory skills can
lead to obstacles to success (Roofe & Miller, 2015). Supervisory relations are complicated,
dynamic, and often lengthy and participants may encounter conflict (Akala & Akala, 2023).
Isolation, intense and often strained personal relations and confusion over accessing
resources, can, however, be mitigated by creative support structures in which novice
supervisors and students learn in a safe space (de Lange et al., 2011). By learning to better
mentor postgraduates, academics become better at teaching undergraduates and conducting
viable research.

Methodology

We used an interpretive paradigm within a qualitative approach to improve the supervisory
mentoring skills at our UoT. The process was that of co-creating a mentorship supervision
programme that responded to collective and individual needs of mentors (experienced
supervisors) and mentees (novice supervisors). We set out to view mentorship supervisory
practices through the eyes of participants, both mentors and mentees so as “to catch the[ir]
intentionality and their interpretations” of their qualitative accounts of complex situations
(Cohen et al., 2007, p. 385). Thinking, critiquing, learning, and doing were not separated: the
process was regarded as a social construct accomplished by focussed weekly online
gatherings.

University context and participants

Our UoT originates from a previous higher education structure that entrenched a focus on
applied research and effective collaboration with workplace partners. In this university
context the demand for postgraduate studies is growing rapidly and academic staff, including
those with little or no supervision experience, are increasingly required to supervise
postgraduate students. This difficulty created the need to develop supervision skills among
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those supervising postgraduate students in different programmes. Choosing to be part of the
Sisonke Supervision Mentoring Programme (SSMP) was an individual decision but, more
importantly, there was the intersection of individual choice, participants’ capabilities, and
their willingness to expand their supervision and mentoring skills in a community
environment.

A core team of interested academics from different disciplines was nominated by university
management to facilitate the implementation of a programme. They made the decision to
prepare for this mentoring supervision programme through a collaborative process of co-
design with the participating postgraduate supervisors. The core team of established and
novice researchers consisted of nine individuals (three academics, two postdoctoral fellows,
two management personnel, and two administrative personnel). The volunteer group of
mentor and mentee supervisors, with varied levels of experience and from all six faculties,
made up an additional 25 participants. Given the demands of lecturing, research, and
managerial duties, however, not all volunteers attended all sessions; on average 12
participants attended each of the weekly workshop sessions.

What was unique to this project was that the CoP included participant members who were
both established and novice supervisors, thus offering rich and new perspectives in an
environment in which participants learned from each other. The dominance of old-timers, as
termed by Contu and Wilmott (2003) and Levina and Orlikowski (2009), did not reduce the
input of the newcomers thus allowing the position of expert to shift and for participants to
change practices. Established and novice research supervisors came together, in a culture of
collaboration and mutual respect to think and guide each other through their shared
understanding of a mutually recognised authentic process of mentorship. This joint study had
the potential for novice supervisors to create new opportunities, resulting in the
reconfiguration and renegotiation of existing power relations (Levina & Orlikowski, 2009).

The use of online sessions via MS Teams allowed mentors and mentees to meet regularly
during the COVID 19 pandemic. We held 13 online sessions on Friday afternoons from
16:00-18:00 between July 30 and November 19, 2021. Having the flexibility of no fixed
location and online communication allowed participants the agency to remove obstructions
and to gain increased freedom to realise their own human accomplishments and function as
valued contributors.

Data collection

Data collection was limited to 11 verbatim transcripts of teams’ discussions using both inputs
of mentors and mentees. During the data analysis process, we found that the last three
comprehensive transcripts related to the process of the development of the Learning
Programme and provided data saturation by continually yielding similar codes, categories,
and interactions. Using a manual coding method, we developed categories into themes with
appropriate evidence located in the text (inductive analysis) and linked to the theory
(deductive analysis).



36 Journal of Education, No. 97, 2024

Ethical considerations

The SSMP was initiated by institutional management with the support of all faculties. Prior to
the commencement of research activities, an ethical clearance letter was obtained from the
Faculty of Education’s Research Ethics Committee.! Attention was paid to ethical dimensions
of this study involving human participants who were all academics. The purpose of the study
was explained to all participants. They were informed that their participation was voluntary
and that they were free to withdraw from the study at any point without any negative
consequences. Signed informed consent forms and all other documents related to the study
are electronically stored with password access. Confidentiality of participants has been
maintained by removing names and other identifiers from the data and by introducing the use
of pseudonyms where appropriate. This anonymisation of data adheres to standards for
protection of personal information and the South African Protection of Personal Information
Act (POPIA).

Results and discussion

In an attempt to answer the research question, “How can the CoP theory help generate
insights for a group mentoring programme of novice and established supervisors at a UoT in
South Africa?” and after deductively and inductively analysing the data we saw the following
themes emerge: learning as non-hierarchical; collaboration and reflection in CoPs; care rather
than competition; and mentorship and supervision as joint responsibility.

Learning as non-hierarchical

The CoPs formed centralised hubs where mentors and mentees were bound by the common
interest of the non-hierarchical sharing of knowledge related to developing supervision skills
and practices. This formalised shared domain was used as a tool to create opportunities for
situated learning as well as legitimate participation (Wenger & Snyder, 2000) for both the
expert and novice supervisors. The practice in the CoPs in this study engaged mentors and
mentees equally. Although mentors were in a facilitative role of mentoring mentees, an
authoritative stance was not taken, as articulated by a mentor, “I never see myself as knowing
more than the student or the mentee.” This was corroborated in a mentee response, “The fact
that there’s two-way learning ... I think that’s something to stress within a mentor/mentee
relationship.” The mentor mentee relations were reframed in the absence of hierarchical
structures: rather than have mentors focus on being knowledge providers, they promoted
thinking and discovery.

Through mentor modelling and mentee observation, learning occurred (Li et al., 2009) which
was justified in the following mentee statement, “We create and share knowledge, so we all
build one another.” Mutual engagement, during CoPs, was essential for mentorship since it
provided a context for “thinking together” to take place (Pyrko et al., 2017, p. 391). This
knowledge sharing through the process of thinking together in the CoPs resulted in people

! EFEC 1-5/2021
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building on each other’s knowledge and practice where learning together as well as learning
from each other became the focus (Pyrko et al., 2017).

Stoffels et al. (2022) purported that knowledge and resources are exchanged among peers in
CoPs and that this leads to increased understanding and learning. Pyrko et al. (2017, p. 391)
reminded us that in CoPs “learning is portrayed as a social formation of a person rather than
as only the acquisition of knowledge” which one mentor supported in saying, “... it’s not just
a knowledge transfer but it’s really about sharing experiences and practices.” This was further
substantiated by the following response: “... learning together and growing as supervisors ...
gaining all of the competencies and skills ... we do it in this really insightful and deep
personal way.” We need to acknowledge that learning in the CoP is fundamentally social and
is derived from interacting directly with others (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Through this strong
online learning community, a centralised, social structure was created for mentors and
mentees to share ideas and support, and help each other to make sense of the new knowledge
presented. This involved a process of transformation as mentors and mentees acquired new
knowledge through interacting with practitioners from different generations, including both
established and novice supervisors during collaboration and reflection.

Collaboration and reflection in CoPs

Following Lave and Wenger (1991), the CoPs in this study were comprised of mentors who
were the more established supervisors and mentees who were novice supervisors, with both
focussed on improving supervision skills through collaboration and reflection. Through
reflection processes peers learnt from the reflections of others in the community but also from
their own self reflections in demonstrating the effectiveness of using CoP models as
collaborative learning spaces (see Akella et al., 2021).

Reflecting on that practice helped to hone supervision skills which allowed mentors and
mentees to improve their practice by accepting responsibility for their own learning and
development (Helyer, 2015). This was evident in the comment, “If you have an experience,
reflect on it, you learn through that reflection and you take action.” Through collaboration
and reflection, the means (resources mentees needed) became the end (what mentors and
mentees were able to do and be with the available resources) creating capabilities and
allowing mentees to “achieve their potential doing and being” (Robeyns & Byskov, 2020, p.
1). Mentor and mentee reflections on how to improve collaborative experiences in the CoPs
were evident in the following questions they posed: “[How can we] try to improve on what
did not work; How can we do this better?; How can we help each other?; How can we share
[and] think purposefully?; It’s about us helping you . . . ” Engaging in this constant process of
questioning and reflecting on the inner workings of the communities resulted in a sense of
self-awareness that led to professional development for mentor and mentee supervisors (Liu,
2015). Pyrko et al. (2017) suggested that in productive CoPs there needs to be a core group of
experts interacting with a group of peripheral mentees through a process of legitimate
peripheral participation. The process of becoming a full participant requires mentors and
mentees to reflect on their practice, and create opportunities for re-assessing their objectives
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so as to develop competence in their practice, thus moving from peripheral to full
participation in the CoP (Nicolini et al., 2022).

Resulting from collaborations, many possible challenges which could be experienced in the
CoPs were offered. Mentors and mentees, however, reflected on these and offered
suggestions of how to counter the challenges; these included: “[Have] a quarterly check-in
between mentors/mentees [with] feedback and monitoring; Recalibrate to see if both parties’
needs are being met as a continuous process; Both have to be very honest and say what works
for them and what not; Acknowledge that everybody is different.” This collaborative exercise
between mentors and mentees created the opportunity for learning, both from their self-
reflection and group reflection activities. These collaborative and reflective conversations
were key to creating problem-based solutions resulting in stronger partnerships in the CoPs
(Lui et al., 2015).

Care rather than competition

The cultivation of strong social connections and increased awareness of self and others in the
CoPs was strongly linked to authentic and durable learning. Mentors and mentees needed to
work on the formation of strong connections for strong caring relations to be forged. This led
to the following questions: “Where is the real value of self and the willingness to share, relate
and connect with other similar-minded colleagues?”” and “How can we ensure the well-being
of all mentors and mentees in their quest to acquire this new learning?”” Throughout our
process, many participants commented on the human and nurturing aspects when human
agency was recognised and acknowledged. These included comments about the importance
of, “... the pedagogy of care...; ... humanising pedagogy...; ... the humanising aspect...”
among others. While the focus in CoPs was on intellectual development during mentorship,
we could not divorce this from the important role human agency and interpersonal skills
played in relationship development between mentors and mentees (see Fenge, 2012). A
mentee felt that in the online CoP there was a need for “... maybe a kind of social support,
emotional support.” In Akinyemi and colleagues’ (2020) study it was found that support and
encouragement from group members was important since it eliminated any fear of being
judged and elevated the level of trust and care among the participants resulting in strong
connections. Strong social connections derived from social cohesion in the CoPs which could
have existed only when mentors and mentees experienced the humanising aspects such as
“feeling comfortable with another person, trusting their intentions and judging their
willingness to share” (Batchelor, 2020, p.10). A feeling of strong connectedness among CoPs
led to a sense of belonging. This sense of belonging was critical for productive CoPs with
mentees justifying it as ““... everyone wants to feel as if they are a valued part of the
community and being valued is something as simple as acknowledgement... and ... [will lead
to] open and respectful relationships ... [which can be] ... very, very dynamic.” The sense of
community was enhanced when participants felt respected and accepted and could positively
influence their behaviour in the community (Mills & Ballantyne, 2016) leading to more
robust and vibrant CoPs (Batchelor, 2020).
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The value of considering humanness in CoPs was justified by a mentor: “When it comes to
the human aspect, what I found in mentoring other mentors or other people at the university,
a lot of it has to do with guiding them, encouraging and also a lot of soft skills... and ... the
soft skills are just so, so important.” Patacsil and Tablatin (2017) claimed that soft skills
include communication, the provision of guidance, protection, support and encouragement,
collaboration on team projects, self-confidence, self-management, and respect. They went on
to explain that soft skills are embedded in our attitudes, behaviour, personal qualities, and our
approach to others. According to Akinyemi et al., (2020) if the members of the CoP have
high levels of personal confidence, there will be care and trust and members will be more
receptive to reviewing their own practices and beliefs resulting in positive relationships in
CoPs.

Mentorship and supervision as joint responsibility

During the 13-week mentorship period, learning experiences were explicitly planned and
encouraged; mentors and mentees came together to share their ideas and guide each other so
thinking and learning were socially constructed. Nicolini et al. (2022) extended this argument
by saying that groups engage in mutually shared activities to improve their own practices.
Mentors and mentees understood their role in the mentorship process and showed positivity,
commitment and a joint sense of responsibility to the process, “This new model gives
everybody the responsibility for the output and we all work towards one goal ... and ... we
are drawing on our supervision experience and our research experience and practices, to look
at what we would be as mentor supervisors, or supervisor mentors.” The mentorship
relationship is one that comprises the mentor, mentee, and the community. It is a reciprocal
bond which could prove to be ineffective if any one party is not committed (Nunan et al.,
2023). In this study, mentees confirmed that for a relationship to flourish, there needs to be
dedication and responsibility from both mentors and mentees in that community.

Mentor-mentee interaction has to be purposeful. Mentors in this study realised the value of
understanding mentee needs. This was evident in the following comment, “... we thought
that it’s more important for us ... to get the needs, ideas and contextual factors, based on the
lived experience of the people participating in this program ... and ... it’s developing the
person as a researcher.” This needs-based approach to the mentorship process served as an
empowering tool for all mentors and mentees in the CoPs. Mentees in Nunan and colleagues’
(2023) study agreed and felt that the mentoring should be planned for a particular reason and
there should be targeted developmental goals set for mentoring in the CoP sessions. This
process of mapping identified needs created a mentoring roadmap which benefited the
mentorship process in the CoPs (Montgomery, 2017).

The CoPs created a space for mentors to “... go through all of these cycles together with our
mentee, and learning together and growing as supervisors, but also to ... have well-
established rules of engagement within these spaces.” The CoPs were transformed into
practice orientated spaces in which mentors and mentees worked together to increase their
knowledge, thus creating a shared repertoire of resources (Batchelor, 2020), while, at the
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same time, respecting boundaries negotiated previously by the communities, thus ensuring
joint responsibility and meaningful experiences for mentees and mentors.

Conclusion

At the onset of the COVID 19 pandemic it became obvious that the research staff at our
institution had to develop a strategy for sustaining the supervision of postgraduate candidates.
It was also apparent that we had to develop this new programme in a short space of time. We
did so successfully and in quite a new way. We developed a 13-week online workshop which
was transdisciplinary in nature. Participants were drawn from various disciplines across the
six faculties and support units. No strict criteria applied to the identification of mentors and
mentees, and participants identified their own individual roles.

After the conclusion of the COVID 19 pandemic in 2022, it became clear to the researchers
who had been working closely on the development of this newly designed online SSMP, that
several of the key strategies which had been identified and implemented could in fact be of
value in a post-COVID 19 supervision situation. A significant finding in this study was the
creation and organisation of non-hierarchical learning hubs where mentors and mentees were
bound by a common interest and learnt eagerly from each other. Mentors and mentees were
brought together, engaged in discussions, shared information, thought together, learned from,
and helped each other. These organic CoPs, with different levels of participation, became the
social arena in which expertise was shared willingly with a focus on the members and on
building new knowledge, rather than hierarchical authority.

The study demonstrated that through collaboration and reflection, the CoPs became
transformative spaces in which mentors and mentees considered how to improve, help, and
guide each other. Mentors and mentees provided possible ways of evaluating the practice
based on member needs. Akella et al. (2021, p. 4339) justified the transformative nature of
working in communities of practice and stated that “collaboration, dialogue, and reflection
can become the passwords” to its success.

Although there are various supervision programmes available at many universities globally
and in South Africa at present (Guarimata-Salinas, et al., 2023; Guerin & Aitchison, 2021;
Motshoane, 2022; Mouton & Frick, 2020; Ngulube, 2021; Strebel & Shefer, 2016), few of
them take into account the importance of humanness, which stresses the need for a sense of
collective responsibility in breaking down silos, with a focus on caring about the wellness of
others rather than about competition, and communicating sensitively with mentees. This
emphasis on creating strong social connections encouraged working together in teams where
unconscious power relations were acknowledged. In this process, boundaries were crossed in
transferring knowledge from theory to practice between established and novice mentors using
brave and safe spaces. The use of the CoP theory led to the development of a mentorship
supervision model based on a pedagogy of care, where members experienced a sense of
belonging and where established and novice supervisors were seen equally as individuals,
cared for, and in turn, cared for others (Greer, 2023). The findings describe the value mentors
and mentees placed on respect, trust and other soft skills within the relations.
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One of the benefits of this Sisonke programme was making mentors and mentees conscious
of the reciprocal constructive nature of the knowledge gained through the use of this SSMP.
Too often, valuable research projects in South Africa have been obstructed because both
mentors and mentees have been unaware of the existence of any such support structures or
professional programmes. This unfamiliarity has frequently caused mentors to fall back into a
default position in which they are assumed to own all the information while the mentee is the
empty vessel which needs to be filled. It is recommended, therefore, that all mentors and
mentees in South Africa engaging upon supervision of postgraduate candidates complete
such a programme as the SSMP, especially with the emphasis on humanness.

We acknowledge a limitation in that this was a participatory online research project
conducted at one UoT during COVID-19. In order to maintain the worldwide quality of
mentorship of novice supervisors, we recommend that HEIs develop explicit policies and
guidelines to ensure coherence and excellence. We consider that these findings will be of
benefit to other institutions wanting to engage in support for mentoring novice supervisors.
For a mentorship programme to be initiated at any HEI and to be sustainable, applicable
leadership and mentor and mentee support structures need to be in place.

Funding details

No funding was available.

Declaration of interest

The authors declare that there are no competing interests.

References

Akala, B. U., & Akala, B. M. (2023). How can doctoral supervision be improved? Views
from doctoral students in two faculties of Education at South African Universities.
South African Journal of Higher Education, 37(6), 217-238.
https://doi.org/10.20853/37-6-5290

Akella, D., Gibbs, A., Gilbert, B., Henry, B., Lee, V., Mathis, D., & Williams, V. (2021).
Critical reflection and communities of practice as professional development strategies

for educators. International Journal for Cross-disciplinary Subjects in
Education, 12(1), 4339-4349. https://doi.org/10.20533/ijcdse.2042.6364.2021.0532

Akinyemi, A. F., Rembe, S., & Nkonki, V. (2020). Trust and positive working relationships
among teachers in communities of practice as an avenue for professional
development. Education Sciences, 10(5), 136.
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci10050136



42 Journal of Education, No. 97, 2024

Amador-Campos, J. A., Per6-Cebollero, M., Feliu-Torruella, M., Pérez-Gonzalez, A.,
Cafiete-Massé, C., Jarne-Esparcia, J., Triado-Ivern, X., & Guardia-Olmos, J. (2023).
Mentoring and research self-efficacy of doctoral students: A psychometric approach.
Educ. Sci 13, 358, https://doi.org/10.3390/educscil 3040358

Batchelor, J. (2020). Designing for vibrant and robust communities of practice in blended
learning environments. Perspectives in Education, 38(1), 1-15.

https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v38il.4415

Bitzer, E. (2016). Research into doctoral education: A survey of institutional research
projects in Southern Africa. In J. Botha & N. J. Muller (Eds.), Institutional Research
in South African Higher Education: Intersecting Contexts and Practices (pp. 277—
298), SUN MeDIA. https://doi.org/10.18820/9781928357186/14.

Bitzer, E., & Withering, M. (2020). Graduate attributes: How some university students
experience and learn them. South African Journal of Higher Education, 34(3), 13-31.
https://doi.org/10.20853/34-3-3504

Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT). (2020). One smart CPUT. Vision 2030.
Bellville: Cape Peninsula University of Technology.
https://www.google.com/search?q=cput+one+smart+cput+vision+2030&og=cput+on
et+smart+cput+vision+2030&gs lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIKCAEQABIi
BBiJBTIKCAIQABiABBiiBDIGCAMQRRhAOZEKMTE2NTVqMGoxNagCCLAC
AQ&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8

Carmel, R. G., & Paul, M. W. (2015). Mentoring and coaching in academia: Reflections on a
mentoring/coaching relationship. Policy Futures in Education, 13(4), 479-491.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210315578562

Cleary, M., Horsfall, J., O’Hara-Aarons, M., & Hunt, G. E. (2012). Mental health nurses’
views on therapeutic optimism. International Journal of Mental Health Nursing,
21(6), 497-503. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1447-0349.2011.00805.x

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2007). Research methods in education (6th ed.).
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203029053

Contu, A., & Willmott, H. (2003). Re-embedding situatedness: The importance of power
relations in learning theory. Organization Science, 14(3), 283-296.
https://doi.org/:/10.1287/orsc.14.3.283.15167

Culver, D. M., & Bertram, R. (2017), Learning value and identity formation: social learning
and the graduate studies experience. In J. McDonald & A. Cater-Steel (Eds.),
Implementing Communities of Practice in Higher Education (pp. 135—151). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-2866-3 28



Condy et al.: Development of the Sisonke Supervision Mentoring Programme 43

de Lange, N., Pillay, G., &. Chikoko, V. (2011). Doctoral learning: A case for cohort model
of supervision and support. South African Journal of Education, 31(1), 15-30.
https://doi.org/10.15700/saje.v31nla413

Department of Higher Education and Training (2020). National plan for post-school
education and training 2021-2030.
https://www.dhet.gov.za/SiteAssets/NPPSET/DHET%20NPPSET%20 %20Web%20
version%2018092023.pdf

Essien, A. A., & Adler, J. (2016). Operationalising Wenger’s communities of practice theory
for use in multilingual mathematics teacher education contexts. Teaching and
learning mathematics in multilingual classrooms (pp. 171-193). Brill. https://doi.org/
10.1007/978-94-6300-229-5 12

European Commission (2005). The European Charter for researchers: The code of conduct
for the recruitment of researchers (pp. 4-8). European Commission.
http://europa.eu.int/comm/research/rtdinfo/index_en.html

Fenge, L. (2012). Enhancing the doctoral journey: The role of group supervision in
supporting collaborative learning and creativity. Studies in Higher Education, 37(4),
401-414. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2010.520697

Fowler, J. L. (2017). Academics at work: Mentoring in research, teaching, and
service. International Journal for Academic Development, 22(4), 319-330.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2017.1310105

Frick, L., & Mouton, J. (2021). Doctoral education as a field of global scholarship. In P.
Rule, L. Bitzer & L. Frick (Eds.), The global scholar: Implications for postgraduate
studies and supervision (pp. 43—61). African Sun Media. https://doi.org/
10.52779/9781991201232/02

Greer, K. S. (2023). A pedagogy of care for information literacy and metaliteracy
asynchronous online instruction. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 49(3),
102676. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2023.102676

Guarimata-Salinas, G., Carvajal, J. J., & Lopez, M. D. (2023). Redefining the role of doctoral
supervisors: a multicultural examination of labels and functions in contemporary
doctoral education. Higher Education, 88, 1305-1330.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-023-01171-0

Guerin, C., & Aitchison, C. (2021). Doctoral writing and remote supervision: What the
literature tells us. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 58(6), 624—
634. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2021.1991429



44  Journal of Education, No. 97, 2024

Helyer, R. (2015). Learning through reflection: The critical role of reflection in work-based
learning (WLB). Journal of Work-Applied Management, 7(1), 15-27.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JWAM-10-2015-003

Hill, S. E., Ward, W. L., Seay, A. & Buzenski, J. (2022). The nature and evolution of the
mentoring relationship in academic health centers. Journal of Clinical Psychology in
Medical Settings, 29(3), 557-569. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10880-022-09893-6

Holliday, M. (2001). Coaching, mentoring and managing: A coach guidebook (2nd ed.). New
York: Career Press.

Horsfall, J., Cleary, M., & Hunt, G. E. (2012). Developing a pedagogy for nursing teaching-
learning. Nurse Education Today, 32, 930-933.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2011.10.022

Johnson, W. B. (2015). On being a mentor: A guide for higher education faculty.
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315669120

Kigotho, W. (2018). Higher education — Caught in a double bind. University World News, 30
March. https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20180328162530835

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation.
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9780511815355

Lee, K. J. (2018). Strategic human resource management for university-industry
collaborations in Korea: Financial incentives for academic faculty and employment

security of industry liaison offices. Technology Analysis & Strategic
Management, 30(4), 461-472. https://doi.org/10.1080/09537325.2017.1337885

Levina, N., & Orlikowski, W. J. (2009). Understanding shifting power relations within and
across organizations: A critical genre analysis. Academy of Management
Journal, 52(4), 672-703. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMJ.2009.43669902

Li, L. C., Grimshaw, J. M., Nielsen, C., Judd, M., Coyte, P. C., & Graham, 1. D. (2009).
Evolution of Wenger’s concept of community of practice. Implementation Science, 4,
1-8. https://doi.org/ 10.1186/1748-5908-4-11

Liu, L., McNeice-Stallard, B., & Stallard, C. (2015). Fostering a cross-college mentoring
program: A case study among six California community colleges. Journal of Applied
Research in the Community College, 22(1), 13-23.
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:151396484

Maistry, S. (2022). Working with and through Neoliberalism: Envisioning research
supervision as a pedagogy of care in a context of privileged
irresponsibility. Education as Change, 26(1), 1-19. https://doi.org/10.25159/1947-
9417/11461



Condy et al.: Development of the Sisonke Supervision Mentoring Programme 45

Maritz, J., & Visagie, R. (2012). A research coaching and mentoring framework to nurture
the development of emerging researchers. Acta Academica Supplementum, (2),169—
197. http://www.ufs.ac.za/ActaAcademica

McCallin, A., & Nayar, S. (2012). Postgraduate research supervision: A critical review of
current practice. Teaching in Higher Education, 17(1), 63-74.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.590979

Mills, C., & Ballantyne, J. (2016). Social justice and teacher education: A systematic review
of empirical work in the field. Journal of Teacher Education, 67(4), 263-276.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487116660152

Montgomery, B. L. (2017). Mapping a mentoring roadmap and developing a supportive
network for strategic career advancement. Sage Open, 7(2).
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440177102

Motshoane, P. L. (2022). The mechanisms conditioning doctoral supervision development in
public universities across South Africa. [Unpublished PhD dissertation, Rhodes
University, Grahamstown, South Africa]. https://doi.org/10.21504/10962/232305

Mouton, J. (2022). Getting the balance right. Launch of the Sisonke Supervision Mentoring
Programme, 12 May 2022. Power Point. [22 May 2022.]

Mouton, J., & Frick, L. (2020). The need for the doctorate and the state of the doctoral
studies in Africa. Course material of Module 1 of the DIES/CRESTR Training Course
for Supervisors of Doctoral Candidates at African Universities. Stellenbosch
University.

Nerad, M. (2021). Governmental innovation policies, globalisation, and change in doctoral
education worldwide: Are doctoral programmes converging? Trends and
tensions. Structural and institutional transformations in doctoral education: Social,
political and student expectations, 43—84. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38046-
53

Ngulube, P. (2021). Postgraduate supervision practices in education research and the creation
of opportunities for knowledge sharing. Problems of Education in the 21* Century,
79(2), 255-272. https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/21.79.255

Nicolini, D., Pyrko, I., Omidvar, O., & Spanellis, A. (2022). Understanding communities of
practice: Taking stock and moving forward. Academy of Management Annals, 16(2),
680-718. https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2020.0330

Nisbet, G., & McAllister, L. (2015). A critical review of outcomes of peer group mentoring
and elements influencing its success and application to student placement supervisors.
International Journal of Practice-based Learning in Health and Social Care, 3(2),
61-76.http://dx.doi.org/10.18552/ijpblhsc.v3i2.195



46 Journal of Education, No. 97, 2024

Nunan, J. L. R., Ebrahim, A. B., & Stander, M. W. (2023). Mentoring in the workplace:
Exploring the experiences of mentor-mentee relations. SA Journal of Industrial
Psychology, 49(1), 1-11. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v4910.2067

O’Madichie, N. (2021). The global window on higher education: The case for making
doctoral supervision collaborative. University World News, 6 February.
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210202072719954 [30
March 2021].

Okoye, K., Hosseini, S., Arrona-Palacios, A., & Escamilla, J. (2021). Impact of educational
coaching programs and mentoring services on users’ perception and preferences: A
qualitative and quantitative approach. [EEE Access 9, 48105—48120.
https://doi.org/10.1109/ACCESS.2021.3069130

Patacsil, F. F., & Tablatin, L. S. (2017). Exploring the importance of soft and hard skills as
perceived by its internship students and industry: A Gap Analysis. Journal of
Technology and Science Education,7(3), 347-368. https://doi.org/10.3926/jotse.271

Pyrko, 1., Dorfler, V., & Eden, C. (2017). Thinking together: What makes communities of
practice work? Human Relations, 70(4), 389—409.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726716661040

Rasheed, M. A., & Hasan, B. S. (2023). Human-centred mentorship in global health research:
Are we ready to give what it takes? BMJ Global Health, 8(2). https://doi.org/10.1136/
bmjgh-2022-010540

Roberts, J. (2006). Limits to communities of practice. Journal of Management Studies, 43(3),
623—-639. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2006.00618.x

Robeyns, 1., & Byskov, M. (2020). The capability approach. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The
Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Winter 2020 edition).
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win 2021/entries/capability-approach.

Roofe, G., & Miller, W. (2015). Mentoring and coaching in academia: Reflections on a
mentoring/coaching relationship. Policy Futures in Education, 13(4), 479-491.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210315578562

Stoffels, M., van der Burgt, S. M., Bronkhorst, L. H., Daelmans, H. E., Peerdeman, S. M., &
Kusurkar, R. A. (2022). Learning in and across communities of practice: Health
professions education students’ learning from boundary crossing. Advances in Health
Sciences Education, 27(5), 1423 —1441. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10459-022-10135-5

Strebel, A., & Shefer, T. (2016). Experiences of mentorship with academic staff doctoral
candidates at a South African university. Africa Education Review, 13(1), 150—163.
https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2016.1183919



Condy et al.: Development of the Sisonke Supervision Mentoring Programme 47

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning and identity. New Y ork:
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023947624004

Wenger, E. (2000). Communities of practice and learning systems. Organization, 7(2), 225—
246. https://doi.org/:10.1177/135050840072002

Wenger, E., McDermott, R., & Snyder, W. M. (2002). Cultivating communities of practice.
MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Wenger, E., & Snyder, W. M. (2000). Communities of practice: The organizational frontier.
Harvard Business Review, 78(1), 139—-145.



