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Introduction
This document provides a template for a collaborative agreement between you as a postgraduate research student (PGR) and your supervisory team at The Open University (OU). It is designed to:
facilitate an early conversation around your mutual expectations and commitments
support a productive, professional, and collegial supervisory relationship
and to
complement the University’s Code of Practice for Supervisors and Research Students (Appendix 2 of the Research Degree Regulations).
[bookmark: _Toc238112270]Suggested use of the agreement
There are two main sections in this document. Section 1 offers suggestions for how to mutually agree working practices between you and your supervisors at an early stage of your research degree. It is designed to assist conversations about topics such as roles and responsibilities, supervisions and working patterns.
We strongly recommend working through Section 1 with your supervisors within your first few supervision meetings. Your supervisors will be expecting to have this conversation with you, and we advise you to take the initiative. Setting expectations early is key to creating a good relationship between you and your supervisors and avoiding a mismatch of goals.
Section 2 offers suggestions for starting what may be more difficult discussions at any stage of your research degree about topics such as mental health, disabilities and cross-cultural communication.
Overall, this document is designed to be a “working document”; revisited at least yearly, and more frequently if you or your supervision team’s circumstances change.


[bookmark: _Toc238112271]Your supervision team

Your supervision team will consist of at least two supervisors, each of whom will bring specific and distinct expertise to your research, and play different roles in your support. Your supervisors will likely meet outside of supervision meetings to ensure that the advice they offer is consistent. Although it is likely that your supervisor’s roles may change as your research progresses, it is worth noting these roles and focus at the start of your degree.  
[bookmark: _Toc238112272]Lead and internal supervisor 
At The Open University, all supervisors hold equal status, and they will work closely together to ensure that your research progresses as expected and desired. The lead supervisor is the designated point of contact for your project. 
PGR Manager is the OU’s internal administration system that records your progress through your degree. Where the workflow requires it, PGR Manager tasks will automatically be sent to your lead supervisor, but can be delegated to any other internal supervisor if needed. 
[bookmark: _Toc238112273]External supervisor 
If your project has an external supervisor from a partner institution or organisation, they will probably have been appointed for a specific academic purpose. 
[bookmark: _Toc238112274]Industrial supervisor 
If your project is externally funded by an industrial partner there may be a supervisor based at that organisation to advise on specific elements of the research. 
[bookmark: _Toc238112275]Advisor 
An advisor may be included in the team to offer informal support and/or specific expertise. They will not have access to PGR Manager nor be able to advise on regulatory or procedural matters. 


[bookmark: _Toc238112276]Section 1: Topics for discussion and agreement (first month)
The following sections are designed to start a conversation between you and your supervision team at the start of your research degree.
[bookmark: _Toc238112277]Establishing roles and responsibilities within the team
What will each supervisor contribute to your research project? Please add/delete rows as needed and replace roles with names as required.
[bookmark: _Toc238112278]Table 1: Roles and responsibilities within the team
	Supervisor
	Role within the team
	Responsibilities within the supervision team 

	Lead Supervisor
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.

	Internal Supervisor 
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.

	External Supervisor 
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.

	Industrial Supervisor
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.

	Advisor 
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.


[bookmark: _Toc238112279]Supervision meetings
The formal expectations around the minimum frequency and mode (in person, hybrid or online) of your supervision meetings are set out in the Academic Engagement and Attendance Policy. The frequency of meetings is likely to vary depending on where you are along your journey: for example you may have more frequent meetings at the start, when you are preparing for conference presentations or publications, when you are writing up or any time you need more support. Many teams like to set up regular meetings in the diary, as busy working lives mean that without regular slots it may become difficult to find times when the team can all meet.
Your supervision meetings must be recorded in the OU PGR Manager System and include the details of where the meeting was held, who was in the meeting and whether the meeting was in person, online or hybrid. You can set supervision meetings up in advance on PGR Manager.
Please discuss and agree with your supervisors the frequency and arrangements for supervision meetings, the preferred method(s) of communication and how feedback is provided. These will likely change through your degree.
[bookmark: _Toc238112280]Table 2: Record of meetings
	To be discussed
	What has been agreed

	Frequency of meetings
	Please provide your answer here. 

	Duration of meetings
	Provide your answer here.

	Who will set up the meetings and book the meeting space?
	Provide your answer here

	What the PGR will prepare for the meetings
	Provide your answer here.

	What the supervisor will prepare for the meetings
	Provide your answer here.

	Agreed timeframe for PGR to log supervision meeting notes on PGR Manager
	Provide your answer here.

	Agreed timeframe for supervisor to approve/log supervision meeting notes on PGR Manager
	Provide your answer here.

	What is the agreed approach towards providing and receiving constructive feedback?
	Provide your answer here.


[bookmark: _Toc238112281]Working patterns
Full-time students are expected to commit around 35 hours per week to their studies. Part-time students are expected to commit around 18.5 hours per week to their studies.
The nature of research and life circumstances may mean that longer or shorter periods of working may be required on occasion (for example during fieldwork, lab work, moving house, illness, changes to working patterns). The initial expected working pattern should be agreed between you and your supervisors. Your working pattern should be sustainable and maintain a healthy work/life balance.
[bookmark: _Toc238112282]Table 3: Working patterns
	To be discussed
	What has been agreed

	What is the PGR’s working pattern?
	Provide your answer here. 

	What are the supervisor’s working patterns?
	Provide your answer here.


[bookmark: _Toc238112283]Table 4: Shared expectations
	To be discussed
	PGR
	Supervisor

	What are the shared expectations for reading and responding to emails outside the agreed working pattern?
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.

	What are the shared expectations for other forms of contact e.g. phone/text inside and outside the agreed working pattern?
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.

	What are the shared expectations for communicating or taking leave. How should leave be built into the project plan?
	Provide your answer here.
	Provide your answer here.


[bookmark: _Toc238112284]Your development
Undertaking a research degree is a huge learning process, both academically and personally. A skills audit will help you identify areas of research and professional development. It is useful to have a conversation with your supervisors around your professional and career goals at an early stage.

[bookmark: _Toc238112285]Table 5: Development
	For discussion
	For consideration

	Discuss any personal, professional and/or career goals that you may like to achieve over the course of your degree
	Career goals may not always be academic.
Start with your long-term goals.
Then consider your goals for your degree.
Think about your interests and what kind of work you might be looking for or looking to change into after your degree.
Think about resources and networks that you might need to access.

	Are there any conferences or events that might be useful to attend and at which point might these be most useful? 
	Provide your answer here.

	Discuss options available for teaching, research or other work experience and when it might be appropriate to take up these opportunities
	Provide your answer here.




[bookmark: _Toc238112286]Section 2: Topics for discussion and agreement – as required
The topics in the following section are designed as conversation starters as/when/if they become relevant.
[bookmark: _Toc238112287]Mental health and wellbeing
Conducting an independent research project will be challenging, and likely to be different to anything you have done before. Conducting research can have an impact on your mental health and wellbeing, especially if you are studying challenging or sensitive topics. Please ensure that any impacts on you as a researcher are covered in any Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) application.
We encourage you to discuss with your supervision team how to maintain good wellbeing, and what steps to take if you feel that your mental health, wellbeing or energy levels are declining. 
If you have a pre-existing mental health condition, please discuss with your supervisors early in your studies to ensure that they are aware and can help provide or signpost you to adequate support. We also strongly encourage you to register with the Disability Support team, as that may help unlock other sources of support.


[bookmark: _Toc238112288]Table 6: Mental health and wellbeing
	For discussion
	For consideration

	Implementation of any of the top tips opposite in conjunction with ensuring progress is made on your degree.
	Setting clear study/work/life boundaries (specific study hours, planned breaks, avoiding study-related activities during personal time).
Prioritising self-care (exercise, healthy eating, sleep, holidays).
Staying organised.
Taking breaks during the day.
Staying connected with friends and family.
Scheduling regular social or sport activities; joining clubs.

	Discuss general signs of poor mental health and wellbeing and what your supervisors could do if they notice changes
	Decreasing productivity.
Increases in absence, being late.
Changes in working patterns, difficulty concentrating, making decisions, completing tasks.
Withdrawal from social situations, avoiding colleagues or social events.
Changes in or development of paranoia, anxiety etc.

	Discuss how you or your supervisors might communicate if issues arise and how your research could be adapted to support positive wellbeing.
	The best way to identify stress is by being observant and proactive, both for you and those around you. Be aware of changes in behaviour such as decreased productivity, increased absenteeism and changes in working patterns.
Sources of support: supervisors, independent advisors, postgraduate tutors/convenors.


[bookmark: _Toc238112289]Identity and lived experience
The Open University’s mission is to be open to people, places, methods and ideas and this means that a commitment to equality is embedded in all that we do. We celebrate diversity and the strengths that it brings and we challenge under-representation and differences in outcomes. 
Everyone’s identity and lived experience will impact their experience of accessing, succeeding in and progressing with their studies and career. We therefore encourage you and your supervisors to have mutual and open discussions about how any of your lived experiences may juxtapose into the way you and your supervisors study, work, teach and supervise.  
We encourage you and your supervisors, at times that feel right to you, to discuss any of the identities/characteristics below (and the way they might intersect) that you feel important to you or them.
We recognise that there is an inevitable power imbalance between you and your supervisor team. Therefore, you might not feel it is applicable or appropriate for you to discuss any of the factors below with your supervisors. Other people you can contact for a confidential discussion either in advance or because an issue is arising are your Independent Advisor, your Postgraduate Tutor or Convenor, the Disability Support Team, the Staff Networks, or the Research Degree Coordinators in the Graduate School. Contact details are provided on the Graduate School Network.
[bookmark: _Toc238112290]Table 7: Identity topics
	Identity or characteristic
	For consideration/discussion

	Age
	We encourage you and your supervisors to consider how you mutually:
Value knowledge and experience regardless of age
Value career/life experience regardless of timescales between degrees
Are aware of assumptions linked to age.

	Gender
	We encourage you and your supervisors to consider how you mutually:
Understand and use preferred pronouns to refer to one another
Are aware of issues relating to sexism and gender bias in your discipline/field/area of research.

	Disability (including neurodiversity)
	If you or any of your supervisors have a disability, are neurodivergent or live with a mental health or long-term health condition then you might like to consider discussing and agreeing adjustments to studying/working and meeting hours and environments, preferred methods of communication and amount of notice/time required to prepare for meetings. Research degrees are very different from taught degrees and some adjustments will need iterating to find what works best for you in this new environment.
In addition, you should let your supervisors and any other relevant staff, including technical support staff, know of any specific support requirements around lab work, fieldwork, training, professional development, travelling etc so that the right support can be put in place.
We would like to make sure appropriate reasonable adjustments are in place for you. Please get in touch with the OU Disability Support team so we can ensure you have the right support.
PGRs who are registered with the Disability Support Team are eligible for accrued study breaks - please see further information in the Reasonable Adjustments guidance on the Graduate School Network. 

	Religion
	You and/or your supervisors might need adjustments to studying/working hours or supervisory meeting times/dates based on religious celebrations and/or prayer times. Please consider discussing and agreeing these adjustments at an early stage of your studies.

	Caring responsibilities
	If you or your supervisors have caring responsibilities, for children, disabled family members, or elderly family members, we encourage you to have open discussions around how caring responsibilities may impact on daily life and your studies. This includes flexibility around study hours, opportunities to study in a hybrid fashion, being understanding of last-minute changes, and, where relevant, and signposting to relevant leave policies.
PGRs who are carers for elderly or disabled family members may register as such with the Graduate School. Registered carers are eligible for accrued study breaks.

	Race and ethnicity
	We encourage you and your supervisors to consider how you might build a healthy and supportive cross-cultural/ethnicity/racial supervisory relationship. Discussion points could include:
having open discussions about (and validating) racialised concerns
increasing knowledge and understanding of the types of challenges faced by racially-minoritised students and staff within academia
building awareness around microaggressions towards racially minoritised researchers
building awareness of wellbeing concerns that can arise from racism or other challenges experienced, particularly when racial diversity is not well represented
knowing where to report instances of discrimination and where to seek support.

	Socio-economic background
	We are aware that not all PGRs have the same level of financial support and safety nets. We encourage you and your supervisors to have open discussions if you are experiencing financial distress.
If opportunities arise that may require you to be away for long periods of time or attending conferences/events, we recognise a financial element may be involved in pursuing these. You should not be expected to be out of pocket for any activities covered by your Research Support Training Grant (RTSG).
There are also considerable historical “unwritten rules” around research and postgraduate study that may not be clear, especially if you are a first-generation PGR. Please never be afraid to ask your supervisors, peers, independent advisor, PGRTs/PGRCs or the Research Degree Coordinators if there is anything you don’t understand or is unclear.

	International culture or educational background
	We encourage you and your supervisors to consider how you mutually value knowledge and experience regardless of nationality or background.
We encourage you to have open discussions about receiving and giving feedback, recognising that different cultures may have different hierarchical expectations.
Please also regularly discuss training and development needs that may arise from different educational cultures.
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Advice by stage
Training and development
Forms and guidance
Research Degree Regulations 
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