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Introduction

This chapter is a reflection upon the challenges—practical, cultural and epistemological—of supervising postgraduate theses in Literary Studies in the School of Language, Arts and Media at the University of the South Pacific (USP). It does not attempt to recap the generally sound principles provided in general guides to effective postgraduate supervision (Bartlett & Mercer, 2001; Eley & Jennings, 2005; Green, 2005; Eley & Murray, 2009; Wisker, 2012). Instead, it focusses on two key aspects that are underrepresented in the scholarship generally, and almost completely undiscussed in the Pacific Island context: postgraduate diversity, and the cultural challenges introduced by the use of supervisors from outside of the region.

Proceeding from the understanding that Pacific Islands postgraduate experiences are not adequately represented in educational research, the chapter utilises a mixed-method, primarily qualitative research methodology. It draws upon Pacific-led research on educational practices in the Pacific Islands, makes comparisons with the neighbouring (but not identical) context of Māori supervision in Aotearoa/New Zealand, refers to university data related to enrolment and retention, and presents the findings of a survey conducted with USP research postgraduates, enrolled in Literature research masters or PhD programmes in the past decade.

There have been less than thirty enrolments in Literature postgraduate research programmes over the last ten years. Of this number, thirteen past postgraduates were invited to participate in the survey; nine agreed; seven ultimately did so. The questionnaire presented twenty-three open questions, divided into three sections: personal circumstances, supervision details, and supervisory experiences. Given the low numbers of Literature research postgraduates, and the fact that several are either already staff members or will go on to seek employment at the university, all identifying features have been suppressed, including name, gender, programme, topic, location, mode, and period of study. Responses will be identified only by code number. While this approach restricts the use other researchers can make of the data, it is a necessary safeguard. 

An overarching conclusion is that so long as supervisors from outside of the region continue to be employed at the university, they have a responsibility to attend to the stated or implied requirements of Pacific Island supervisees, rather than imposing principles brought in from elsewhere. For this reason, the chapter is more reflective than assertive, although it makes subjective comments on tentative best practice where it seems appropriate, and where these are supported by Pacific scholarship and supervisee responses.

Since the sample size is so small, the findings of the survey are presented only as indicative, individual experiences. Further research is required to assess how representative these findings are for Literary Studies postgraduates at USP, before they can be applied to other groups in and outside of the school. However, no island is an island, and the reflections, findings and hypotheses regarding the USP contexts may be broadly relevant to other supervisory situations, particularly in postcolonial universities with an Indigenous majority.

Diversity in the USP Context

Student diversity in higher education has continued to grow globally in the twenty-first century, and this growth has been matched with some major publications on the subject (Harper & Quaye, 2009; Morgan, 2013). However, research and practical guides have continued to focus primarily on undergraduates. This perhaps reflects the typically lower levels of diversity at the postgraduate level (e.g. Wakeling & Hampden-Thompson, 2013), but it also suggests that the extent to which supervisee differences affect the supervisory process is not yet widely recognised.

This recognition is essential to effective supervisory practice at USP. With a main campus and headquarters in Suva, Fiji, USP serves postgraduates from twelve member countries—Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu and Samoa—as well as from non-member countries, in and outside of the Pacific Islands. There are vast differences both between and within these cultural groups. The university, by contrast, established by Royal Charter, closely resembles other Anglo-American university systems in its curricula, structure and ordinance. 

A number of studies have shown that Anglo-American university structures are not designed to foster success among Indigenous Pacific peoples elsewhere in Oceania, notably Aotearoa/New Zealand. Morrison (1999) finds the rigidity of the university ‘space’—both physical and conceptual—to be hostile and prohibitive for Māori students. Phillips (2003) likewise finds the primary reason for Māori withdrawal to be the nature of the New Zealand university system itself, perceived as being alienating and exclusive in its atmosphere, curriculum and procedures. Like Tiakiwai (2001), Phillips concludes that those Māori students who succeed do so in spite of this unwelcoming environment, by maintaining rather than suppressing a sense of unique cultural identity, by forming relationships with other Māori students, and by enacting practices that transpose and incorporate Māori principles such as whakapapa and whanau. Penn (2010) makes similar findings among Aotearoa/New Zealand-born Samoan tertiary students, who draw upon informal peer support rather than academic support for success, and rely upon protocols and practices derived from ‘āiga, church, and other connective networks.

These findings cannot be mapped directly to the higher education experience at USP. Although there are genealogical, historical and cultural connections and parallels between these different Oceanian contexts, they are not homogenous. Most obviously, while each of the Pacific Island nations comprising USP have been greatly affected by European colonialism, they were not settled in the same way as Australia, New Zealand or Hawai‘i. According to twenty-first century census data, no USP member country counts more than 0.1% of its population as ‘European’ (i.e. descended from European, American, Australian or New Zealand ancestors), with the typical percentage much lower. As a consequence, Pacific students are not a minority at USP. The university does not record the ethnicity of enrolling students, but the census data of the member countries give a general picture, as does the low number of enrolments from outside of the region: in 2016, only 90 of 13,475 undergraduates (0.67%), and 43 of 1,067 postgraduates (4.03%), were not USP-member-country citizens[footnoteRef:1]. Although there is a Fijian majority, physically unmistakable at the main campus, the university is truly multicultural. [1:  All institutional data extracted from USP’s Dashboard and Business Intelligence System, 29th May, 2019.] 


At the same time, the structures of the education systems across the Pacific Islands were shaped by the same imperial forces as in the settler colonies, and indeed were in many cases subordinated to the same colonial institutions. In Fiji, for example, as in neighbouring countries, secondary school students sat the Cambridge Overseas Higher School Certificate until the mid-twentieth century (Whitehead, 1981). The resolutely British focus remained when schools began to move towards the New Zealand School Certificate and University Entrance in around 1950 (Hopkin, 1982), and although the New Zealand system gradually moved away from its own dependency on British material, few concessions were made to the Pacific Island students subjected to the system, maintaining ‘neo-colonial influence through regional dependency’ (Wagner, 1985, p. 67). 

Approaching political independence in the 1960s-80s, several Pacific Island nations also began to introduce their own school certificates even before the New Zealand government withdrew funding for regional participation in its School Certificate and University Entrance examination in 1985 (Wagner, 1985). However, even under nominal self-determination, the lasting effects of these colonial entanglements should not be downplayed. As a number of Pacific scholars have observed, curricula, pedagogies and assessment methods in the Pacific Islands continued to follow imposed, colonial norms beyond independence (Teaero, 1999; Udagama, 1981), representing a neocolonial ‘form of symbolic violence’ in their devaluing of ‘cultural knowledge, expertise and wisdoms’ (Puamau, 1999, p. 108); the atomisation of knowledge continued to undermine holistic learning (Thaman, 1992), with largely foreign curricula requiring an alienating cultural transformation (Thaman, 1994); the dependence upon foreign aid for major educational reform hindered the reintroduction of Indigenous approaches and epistemologies (Baba, 1989); Indigenous studies continued to be marginalised, even at the tertiary level (Nabobo, 1996). 

Some of these concerns have been addressed at USP in the new millennium. In 1997, Epeli Hau‘ofa founded the Oceania Centre for Arts, Culture and Pacific Studies. ‘Pacific consciousness’ was institutionally validated as an expected outcome for all undergraduate and postgraduate students, with all programmes required to demonstrate how they contribute to this outcome, and in 2012, the Centre’s Pacific Studies course was made compulsory for all undergraduate students. However, as Morrison (1999), Penn (2010), and others show in the Aotearoa/New Zealand context, it is the institutional space of the university as a whole—itself retaining colonial structures and hierarchies—that alienates Pacific students. While USP’s majority context may mitigate the way in which these structures and hierarchies are felt, the underlying, institutional problem remains. 

Wilson et al. (2011) point out that the emphasis upon individual enterprise that characterises Anglo-American-styled undergraduate and especially postgraduate studies is fundamentally at odds with the interpersonal connectivity that typically forms Indigenous Pacific students’ experiential base (see also Veramu, 1986). The problem in Aotearoa/New Zealand is not just the minority context, but the ‘cultural discontinuity’ presented by a learning environment that is alien to students’ ‘lived realities’ (Wilson et al., 2011, p. 704). Huffer and Qalo (2004) and Sanga (2002, p. 53) show that the challenges of ‘conflicting value systems, of cultural intrusion, of identity denial’ are just as prominent in the Pacific Islands’ educational systems, despite the majority setting. The fact that around a third of those enrolled in postgraduate research Literature programmes at USP between 2008 and 2017 did not complete their programme suggests that these challenges persist beyond the undergraduate level.

‘International’ Postgraduate Challenges

Another area that offers some parallels with the situation at USP is the scholarship surrounding the ‘internationalisation’ of postgraduate study. In Britain, USA, Australia, New Zealand, and elsewhere, international student recruitment has grown exponentially in the twenty-first century, rising from two million in 1998 to five million in 2016 in OECD member countries. This growth has been felt especially at postgraduate level. Although only 6% of total tertiary enrolments for 2016 were international, the ratio is much higher for postgraduate programmes, with 26% of doctoral enrolments and 17% of masters programmes comprised of international students (OECD, 2018). 

Research on the internationalised postgraduate experience is relatively recent, but the situations it describes will be familiar to supervisors at USP, which, as outlined above, has been international from its inception. It is evident from the scholarship that Non-English speaking background (NESB) international research students face particular challenges compared with their domestic counterparts (Ryan & Zuber-Skerritt, 1999; Cadman, 2000; Cadman, 2002; McClure, 2005). Wang and Li (2008) find a lack of confidence in English to be one of these major challenges, though the students they interview—international postgraduates enrolled in an Australian university—state that they developed confidence towards the end of thesis. These students also observe that it is not just the sense of general inadequacy in English that is difficult, but also the general awareness that there are different (if not fully understood) requirements and readerships for academic writing, and that postgraduate research in unfamiliar settings requires changes not only to their ways of writing, but also to their ways of thinking. 

These findings are broadly applicable among USP postgraduates, for whom, in addition to the cultural discrepancies referred to above, English will typically be a second, third or even fourth language. It is true that many research supervisees will have already studied at USP in their undergraduate or earlier postgraduate programmes, and so will have to some extent have acclimatised to these challenges: all of the supervisees interviewed for this chapter had completed an earlier degree programme at the university. Furthermore, the Fijian majority pertains at the postgraduate level, and since most face-to-face supervision takes place at the main campus in Suva, not all supervisees are, properly speaking, ‘international’.

Nevertheless, most supervisees will likely face cultural and linguistic differences that complicate the already challenging transition to postgraduate research. Several of the Literature postgraduates interviewed for this chapter described English proficiency as a challenge that had to be overcome. In Literary Studies, with its heavy emphasis upon rhetorical persuasion, written expression is a vital skill, and it is not surprising that most interviewed supervisees reported supervisory corrections of their written English. However, as with the international postgraduates interviewed by Wang and Li (2008)—who reportedly would have preferred that their supervisors engage with their ideas rather than their English, since they can get support for this elsewhere—not all USP interviewees rated supervisory correction of their English as being helpful. As PG3 stated, ‘at times the idea/argument was ignored and style became more important than the idea being presented’. Other supervisees, on the other hand, such as PG7, found it useful: ‘I feel that [s/he] did not only correct my English in the drafts. In fact [s/he] has helped me to improve my writing skills in example’. 

Aside from English literacy, supervisees also report cultural obstacles. It may be common for postgraduates to find it hard to challenge established scholarship, particularly in the earlier stages of their research degree. As Wang and Li (2008) show, however, this difficulty is compounded when the postgraduate joins from a cultural background where direct critique—a central feature of Anglo-American academic practice—is seen as disrespectful, insensitive or uncouth. Although none of the international postgraduates discussed by Wang and Li are from Oceania, Pacific Island cultures tend to be publicly respectful of authority figures and of perceived expertise; several USP interviewees reported that they did not feel able to challenge established scholarship, or for that matter the approaches of their supervisors: ‘it was intimidating to question advice and opinion. It was easier to ignore the opinion if I felt that it was not required or aligned to my own ideas’ (PG3). Other supervisees reported that this reluctance could be overcome once a mutually respectful relationship was established: ‘I felt confident in sharing my opinions with my supervisor as I trusted him to give credit where I deserved and to guide me whenever I faulted’ (PG7).

Here as elsewhere, USP research postgraduates have different needs; the flexible supervisor should establish early on what a given supervisee values most, and return to the question at later stages of the thesis to ensure that these preferences have not changed. Above all, the supervisor must be prepared to listen, especially if the supervisor is from outside of the region, and introduces a cultural difference that may further problematise an already fraught process.

‘International’ Supervisor Challenges

It is not only the students who introduce international dynamics to the supervisory experience. International staff numbers vary from school to school, but in the Literature division at USP, three of the four full-time supervisory staff are from outside of the region. Although many of USP’s member countries have international schools, and some other schools host volunteers from outside the region, for the vast majority of USP undergraduates, university will be the first time they will have been taught by a foreigner. Again, by postgraduate level the foreigners may be more familiar, but the intimate nature of the supervisor-supervisee relationship will likely be new.

There are a number of risks and limitations in the use of outside supervisors, particularly if recently arrived. Some are practical. Attempting to define a flexible model for supervision, Rowarth and Cornforth (2005, p. 156) note that a fundamental responsibility for the supervisor is to ensure that a proposed research topic is ‘feasible, achievable and is likely to be of a suitable length’. However, this is not as straightforward as it sounds when expectations of supervisee achievement are based upon experiences outside of the region. To return to an obvious example, differences in English proficiency can affect the time required for particular tasks. I have found that the secondary literature review can be an especially time-consuming activity, and can be an obstacle to progress if it is made the first activity; this delay can be alleviated if the activity is broken up into smaller across the first year. On the other hand, as with anywhere else, aptitudes and challenges vary from student to student, and the opposite is perhaps almost as likely to hold. But while the particular needs of a given supervisee may not be apparent immediately, the sooner the supervisor is able to identify challenges, the sooner he or she will be able to seek solutions.

The outsider supervisor should also be aware when correcting a supervisee’s written English that this act may carry an emotional weight. For example, one respondent stated that ‘being an English teacher [. . .], it initially was very embarrassing to accept the numerous errors that I didn’t even dream could exist in my work’ (PG7). Although s/he states that she ultimately valued what she learned, s/he also states that this was not a problem in her first postgraduate experience, with a supervisor from the region who ‘did not find much problems with my level of English expressions—most probably due to the fact that English was his second language as well’.

Like many cultural differences—and many supervisory limitations—these challenges can be overcome with patience, attention and the willingness to learn. Other supervisory limitations are more systemic. Fitzgerald (2005) points out that Pākehā supervision of Māori students introduces new and potentially difficult power differentials to the inherently uneven relationship between supervisor and supervisee. Again, it should be stressed that the context is not identical. A white supervisor will still be a minority at USP, which is very different from Aotearoa/New Zealand. However, in a region still coming to terms with shared legacies of European colonialism, particularly in the educational space, Fitzgerald’s conclusion (2005, p. 40) that ‘impositional supervision arrangements have the capacity to perpetuate and repeat patterns of dominance and subordination’ remains apt. The most important thing for outside supervisors to be aware of, therefore, is that—in ways that are to some extent outside of their control—the act of their supervision may present an extra challenge to students in the already challenging process of transitioning from taught to research studies.

This is also—perhaps primarily—a proprietary question. Postgraduate Literary Studies research at USP is typically, and appropriately, Pacific-centred: recent topics have included tattooing and Pacific writing, Indo-Fijian women and indenture, the representation of women in Samoan literature, sexuality in Oceanian texts, and the forgotten women writers of first-wave Pacific literature. However, this Pacific focus is not fully matched at the supervisory level, and as of 2019, only two of the four full-time academic staff have published on Pacific Studies.

With such a small department, it is to be expected that supervisors will have to supervise outside their area of primary research expertise, and for many of the general supervisory skills and requirements—giving guidance and support, monitoring direction and progress, providing training in research methods, fostering high academic writing standards (Eley & Murray, 2009)—this may not be a major obstacle. But in Pacific Studies, where Indigenous scholars have had to fight to decolonise the discipline, and retrieve the discourse from outside ‘experts’ (Wesley-Smith, 1995; Firth, 2003), it raises serious questions about epistemology and the custodianship of knowledge.

USP Postgraduate Experiences of Outside Supervisors

At a most basic level, an outsider supervisor may not be able to provide adequate content-based guidance, and may indeed hinder the Pacific Island researcher by not understanding regional concepts, practices and material. As one USP interviewee noted, ‘I had to explain the culturally specific information from my research to [him/her]’ (PG6). Furthermore, the outsider supervisor may not know, recognise, or respect Pacific approaches and epistemologies. As Pacific writers, educators, and scholars have in different ways argued and shown (Gegeo, 1998; Diaz & Kauanui, 2001; Gegeo, 2001; Meyer, 2001; Bennett et al., 2013; Teaiwa, 2014), though Pacific theories and philosophies are often unheard or ignored in dominant academic discourse, they tacitly ‘permeat[e] every area of life (including the afterlife) and def[y] disciplinary boundaries’ (Huffer & Qalo, 2004, p. 103). When an academic from outside of the region supervises a Pacific researcher without understanding and respecting these complex and varied philosophies, and the ways in which they implicitly underlie the social and literary practices under analysis, they at the very least require extra exertion (and perhaps assertion) on the part of the supervisee. As PG3 put it, ‘[o]ne of the main disadvantages’ of having an outsider supervisor is ‘having to explain a myth/legend/oral retelling and finding a source as evidence when requested to do so’. 

At a deeper level, they may continue to entrench, even without knowing it, the practices of ‘epistemic violence’ that Pacific ‘writer scholars’ (Winduo, 2000, p. 601) have fought to resist in Literary Studies, working to ‘break out of the distorting, deforming organization of Eurocentric [. . .] projects’ (Subramani, 2001, p. 151). At every stage, the outsider supervisor must question, with Fitzgerald (2005, p. 32), the ‘legitimacy’ of the ‘institutional authority’ that permits them to ‘participate in the production’ of Pacific knowledge ‘via the intellectual labour of postgraduate students. Who made these decisions? How were the decisions made that sanctioned my inclusion and participation?’

Of course, international academic staff are not peculiar to the Pacific region. Scholarly movement has characterised university education since the mediaeval period, and has increased rapidly in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, worldwide; in 2004-2005, some 20% of academic staff in British universities were non-British nationals (Kim, 2009). However, it would be false to claim equivalence between these contexts. As Kim points out (2009, p. 400), ‘[T]ransnational academic mobility has been structured by political and economic forces determining the boundaries and direction of flows’, and there remain substantial ‘[b]arriers of ethnicity, nationality, race, gender, religion and culture’. For Pacific Island scholars to enter academia in Australia, New Zealand, England, or the US, they must overcome several of these barriers at once. For scholars from these countries to travel in the other direction, not only will there generally be fewer barriers to overcome, they will be aided by advantages of education and opportunity that themselves stem from historical exploitation of the colonies, including the Pacific Islands.

It should be noted that although the majority of international staff within the faculty are from Australia, New Zealand, Europe and the United States, there are also academics from Africa, India, the Caribbean, East Asia, and elsewhere, who in many cases will already be attuned to the challenges of tertiary education in a postcolonial situation, and may also themselves have had to overcome the challenges of international supervision in their own postgraduate degrees. It would also be wrong to say that international supervisors are necessarily incapable of providing a broadly positive supervisory experience. Several of the supervisees interviewed for this chapter reported positive experiences, and even saw certain advantages in having been supervised by an academic from outside the region. For instance, PG2 stated that his/her supervisor suggested ‘ideas and theories that usually would not be applied to pacific studies’; PG6 reported unexpected advantages to his/her supervisor’s lack of contextual knowledge: ‘In some ways the cultural barriers helped refine my research because my supervisor was able to look at my work from an outsider’s perspective [. . .]. [S/he] asked questions that an insider would have taken for granted and/or missed’.

These might be seen as incidental advantages, arising from supervisory limitations rather than strengths, but some respondents also listed more direct advantages in their supervisors’ outlook and experience. PG7 stated that ‘[t]he advantage was the expectation that my supervisor had from me. [S/he] required my work to be in par with international standards’. PG6 reported something similar—‘[S/he] introduced me to expectations of academics and research from outside the region’—and pointed out that this attention to ‘international standards’ prepared him/her for continued postgraduate studies outside of the region: ‘I feel that because of the things I learnt during my Masters study prepared me well for finishing a PhD overseas. I feel that I would have struggled more if my Masters supervisor was of the same nature as those who taught me at USP for the graduate and postgraduate degrees (who were mostly from the region)’.

On the other hand, these positive comments must not be taken as representative of all USP Literature postgraduates. Aside from the small sample size, they come from postgraduates who successfully completed their studies, yet almost 30% of enrolling Literature postgraduates over the last decade withdrew without submitting theses. It was not possible to interview these supervisees for this chapter, and more research is needed to understand the extent to which supervisory origins and expectations contributed to their withdrawal. However, given the effects of ‘cultural discontinuity’ in the partially comparable context of Aotearoa/New Zealand (Wilson et al., 2011, p. 704), and the challenges faced by international students generally, it is quite possibly a factor.

Conclusion

As Wilson et al. (2011, p. 703) observe, low completion rates by Māori and Pasifika postgraduate students in Aotearoa/New Zealand produce a vicious circle, maintaining ‘a lack of indigenous and minority people with advanced degrees to bring balance to the knowledge in the academy, to develop a real presence in the academy, and ultimately to fulfil indigenous and minority aspirations’. There is a similar challenge at USP, and it has not proven easy to balance the academic ratio with more Pacific Island supervisors. Despite advertising positions in and outside of the region, the last three hiring rounds (2012, 2015, and 2017) attracted not one Pacific Island scholar with the minimum qualification of a PhD. And while a number of staff at the university advocate some form of positive discrimination to remove temporary obstacles to long-term Pacific Island participation, the university’s aspiration towards neoliberal, ‘global’ achievements, such as world rankings and international accreditation, have so far made this outcome unrealisable. 

If the challenges faced by Indigenous postgraduates are at the broadest level institutional, the solutions must be institutional also (Pio, Tipuna, Rasheed & Parker, 2014). In Aotearoa/New Zealand, several universities have successfully introduced institutional measures to foster and safeguard Māori and Pasifika participation, ownership, and success (Fitzgerald, 2005; Wilson et al., 2011). At Victoria University, Wellington, the Āwhina initiative has introduced a ‘kaupapa (values base) of high expectations, high aspirations and high achievements, collective success and reciprocity, and success in two worlds’ (Wilson et al., 2011, p. 705), greatly increasing Māori and Pacific Island postgraduate completions. 

Such large-scale programmes may be outside of the immediate control of the individual supervisor at USP, though he or she can certainly advocate for such measures. At a departmental level, Fitzgerald (2005) suggests that choice of supervisor should be based not just on research area, but also cultural appropriateness and custodianship. The sheer extent of USP’s cultural diversity complicates this sound principle, since practice and protocol differs greatly not just between but also within member countries; the small staff numbers also necessarily limit supervisory options. But there are still ways in which the outsider supervisor can encourage success. Wilson et al. (2005) show that the more interpersonal connections available to Māori and Pasifika students, the greater the likelihood of completion. The Āwhina programme accordingly centres upon a mentoring system, providing formal and informal support. Even without institutional support, the supervisor can encourage connections and interactions with other postgraduate researchers and groups, facilitate structured or unstructured meetings between current postgraduates and alumni, and try to foster connections between supervisees and academic colleagues from the region.

Before this, the supervisor—particular if from outside of the region—must think beyond his or her own experience as a postgraduate, and attempt to understand and accommodate the different responsibilities and challenges that the supervisee may face. Regardless of one’s area of expertise, commitment to the region means recognising privilege and the advantages of one’s own employment, and accepting the possibility that, with the best intentions, your supervision of Pacific Island postgraduates and topics may help maintain cycles of disempowerment. Ultimately, then, the supervisor has a responsibility to ensure that both supervisor and supervisee recognise the cultural and historical power relations at play in the supervisory arrangement, working to mitigate their effects in the development of the next generation of Pacific scholars.
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