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ABSTRACT 

There is a widespread assumption that newly appointed academics at universities have the 

qualifications and experience to fulfil the requirements of postgraduate supervision. This study 

explored the adaptive systems and transformational processes critical to helping supervisors and 

students navigate the complex and evolving landscape of academic research and development in 

an Open Distance e-Learning (ODeL) institution. Six novice mentee postgraduate supervisors 

were carefully selected from a pool of freshly hired academics from diverse departments of the 

College of Education at this ODeL institution in South Africa. Constructivist learning theory served 

as a theoretical underpinning for the transformational paradigm. The data were collected using an 

open-ended questionnaire and a follow-up semi-structured interview (conducted face-to-face) with 

five of the six participants. A thematic analysis was conducted to identify key themes. The findings 

emphasise the benefits of adaptive systems and transformational processes in postgraduate 

supervision, raising concerns about experienced mentors’ communication abilities as a potential 

risk. The study proposes establishing a supportive institutional culture that values mentorship, 

diversity, equity, and inclusion. The study contributes to policy formulation, training, and the 

successful implementation of modified systems and transformational processes to support novice 

mentee postgraduate supervisors in their academic and professional development. 
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INTRODUCTION  
Recent literature confirms that newly appointed university faculty members possess the 

requisite training and experience to meet the demands of postgraduate supervision (Cekiso et 

al 2019; Blose, Msiza, and Chiororo, 2021).  According to Mhlahlo (2020), the global rise in 

postgraduate education necessitates newly recruited academics to assume supervisory and 

publishing roles shortly after their appointment. This urgency is underscored by the growing 

emphasis on improving research output and productivity inside academic institutions (Khunou 

et al 2019) and the fast rate of global change, highlighting the critical necessity to modify 

supervisory procedures.  

Ngulube (2021) notes that a significant feature of postgraduate supervision is creating an 

interactive learning space in which seasoned supervisors (mentors) and inexperienced novice 

mentees engage in an ongoing, dynamic, mutual learning process. Moreover, supervisors are 

central to guiding novice mentees through the research process and to providing specific 

outcomes and expectations (Alkhatnai 2023, 20). In addition, Adedokun and Oyetunde-Joshua 

(2024) point out that adequate supervision does not only involve imparting knowledge; mentors 

should approach their roles holistically, providing encouragement alongside critique and 

connecting inexperienced postgraduate supervisors with psychological support. 

Phaswana-Mafuya (2023) explains that a novice mentee postgraduate supervisor 

mentoring a postgraduate student may be unfamiliar with the demands and standards of 

postgraduate study, the research procedure, and academic etiquette. Building a collaborative 

and respectful relationship is essential for adequate supervision and support. Tangco-Siason et 

al. (2022) stress the importance of equipping novice mentee supervisors with the skills 

necessary for practical academic guidance.  

Effective postgraduate supervision in ODeL institutions is crucial, particularly in the ever-

changing landscape of distance education (Mdakane, Ngubane, and Dhlamini 2022;  Shikulo 

and Lekhetho 2020). In the view of Blose et al. (2021) and Jones and Smith (2022), the 

assumption that newly appointed academics inherently have the necessary supervision skills is 

inaccurate. While recruiting, universities prioritise research outputs and teaching experience, 

often without evaluating specific postgraduate supervision competencies. According to Blose 

et al. (2021, 29), this omission results from the misconception that supervisory proficiency may 

be inferred from research experience and a solid academic background.  Thus, novice mentee 

postgraduate supervisors must navigate rigorous academic roles, gain interdisciplinary skills, 
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and learn to thrive in a competitive job market (Adedokun and Oyetunde-Joshua 2024). This 

study closes the gap by exploring the adaptive systems and transformational processes inherent 

in novice mentee postgraduate supervision.  

Okeke-Uzodike (2021, 1175) regards postgraduate supervision as critical to producing 

quality research and well-trained postgraduates and generating knowledge, especially in areas 

relevant to African challenges and sustainable development. Most African institutions have 

similar challenges, such as scarce resources, hierarchical structures, and the need for effective 

mentorship initiatives. By learning the successes and shortcomings experienced in South 

African institutions, other African countries can adapt these approaches to fit their unique 

contexts (Samodien, Du Plessis, and Van Vuuren 2024). In addition, the study highlights the 

importance of transformational leadership in enhancing institutional performance. 

Incorporating transformational leadership and knowledge management systems (KMS) has 

proved to be a productive outcome in private South African organisations. Findings of the 

research study by AlQhtani (2025) revealed significant salient domains required to transfer 

innovation skills among novice mentees. These included leading a learning culture with new 

knowledge and abilities towards innovation, applying the latest pedagogy practices and digital 

technology, creating learning communities, building industry connections, collaborating 

globally, and translating knowledge into serving society. AlQhtani (2025) maintains that global 

policies increasingly drive universities towards organisational change and innovation to spur 

the knowledge economy. By facilitating transformational leadership, institutions can create an 

innovative culture and responsiveness. 

As Phaswana-Mafuya (2023) points out, mentors should possess several values or 

qualities, including having integrity, being approachable, and being committed to the 

development of others. Such virtues have the potential to empower novice mentee postgraduate 

supervisors. In addition, with the guidance and motivation of mentors, mentees develop passion 

and commitment to postgraduate supervision and succeed in becoming self-reliant (Abetang et 

al. 2020, 304). Face-to-face meetings, webinars, training workshops, discussion forums, panel 

sessions, virtual sessions, and e-mentoring are strategies suggested by Kaba et al (2023) to help 

improve research capacity. Furthermore, Ehinola and Akomolafe (2022) contend that the 

frequency of interaction and skills acquisition is increased when there is a connection between 

the mentor and mentee, which helps the mentee perform better. 

In contrast to the traditional model’s transmission-based perspective of mentoring (Békés 

2022), an adaptive system adjusts its behaviour or structure based on environmental changes. 

Andriopoulou and Prowse (2020) add that it recognises the dynamic nature of supervisory 

relationships. Incorporating adaptive systems in postgraduate supervision can significantly 
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enhance mentees’ learning experience by providing personalised support and fostering an 

environment that adapts to the individual needs of each mentee (Mbati and Mphahlele 2024, 

21). In mentoring postgraduate supervision, an adaptive system might involve developing 

flexible structures, processes, or strategies that mentors can use to respond effectively to their 

mentees' diverse needs and challenges (Andriopoulou and Prowse 2020). These systems 

leverage advanced technologies and methodologies to ensure that novice postgraduate 

supervisors receive the guidance they need to succeed. Akiri and Dori (2022) and Li and Li 

(2023) believe that adaptive systems foster continuous communication, feedback, and guidance 

to support novice mentee postgraduate supervisors. These systems should assist them and 

nurture their growth into independent, competent supervisors.  

Transformational processes in postgraduate supervision refer to strategies and actions that 

can effect significant positive changes in improving the mentoring of novice postgraduate 

supervisors (Dorner, Misic, and Rymarenko, 2021; Omodan and Tsotetsi, 2020). These could 

involve significant changes in thinking, behaviour, or identity that can lead to personal or 

professional growth and development. It includes setting clear expectations for mentors and 

novice mentee postgraduate supervisors, developing a mentorship plan and defining roles and 

responsibilities (Mullen and Klimaitis 2021). As Thaba-Nkadimene (2020) notes, setting goals 

and developing a mentorship plan should be done jointly by the mentors and the inexperienced 

postgraduate supervisors. Transformation goals should include feedback mechanisms (Motala 

and Menon 2020), adaptive critical thinking, and teamwork skills (Siew 2022). Putting 

transformative methods into practice is a dynamic, continuous process that requires institutional 

support and dedication. In general, transformational processes in postgraduate supervision can 

improve the personal and professional growth of inexperienced/mentee postgraduate 

supervisors and help them produce more creative and significant research outputs.  

To provide clarity, adaptive systems refer to minor, incremental adjustments by 

organisations to address immediate problems and simplify existing processes. These changes 

are largely incremental and aim to make minor adjustments without fundamentally altering the 

organisation's design (Sott and Bender 2025). Examples include making administrative 

processes more refined or simplifying communication channels. Transformational processes, 

however, refer to extensive, end-to-end changes that fundamentally alter the organisation's 

strategy, culture, structure, or processes. Significant outside drivers usually induce such 

changes and require visionary leadership to make the stakeholders adapt to the new path. 

Rathmell, Brown and Kilburg (2019). A few examples are restructuring the institutional 

framework or adopting a new education model. 
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Problem statement  
Mentorship is widely regarded as a valuable asset for supporting inexperienced mentee 

postgraduate supervisors. However, its potential is limited in under-resourced and hierarchical 

institutional environments. These institutions do not have the support infrastructure and 

resources required to sustain high-quality mentorship schemes (London 2023; Bonini et al. 

2024). Therefore, mentorship limitations must be carefully considered, and alternative or 

complementary strategies must be pursued to support novice supervisors. Rethinking the 

developments in mentoring practice, this study intended to examine the adaptive systems and 

transformational processes within novice mentee postgraduate supervision. The aim was to 

better support the mentees in navigating the complex and evolving demands of academic and 

professional research environments. 

 

Research questions  
The article adopts the following related research questions as a guide: 

• What are the adaptive systems and transformational processes in ODeL institutions? 

• How can adaptive systems and transformational processes enhance the practice of 

novice mentee postgraduate supervisors in postgraduate supervision? 

• In an attempt to respond to these questions, the following objectives are outlined: 

• To explore and understand adaptive systems and transformational processes in ODeL 

institutions 

• To understand how the implementation of adaptive systems and transformational 

processes enhances the practice of novice mentee postgraduate supervisors 

 

METHODOLOGY  
Research design  
We opted for a single case study to illustrate how a group of identified mentee postgraduate 

supervisors in one ODeL institution shared their experience collaborating with their mentors. 

According to Yin (2018), sample sizes in case studies are typically small. We aimed to focus 

our research on a specific case within the confines of space and time. We applied the 

Constructivism Learning Theory within the transformation paradigm (Brau 2020). The central 

assumption of this theory is that knowledge is actively constructed by individuals, rather than 

passively received from an authoritative source. It emphasises the supervisor's role as a learning 

process facilitator, guiding new, inexperienced postgraduate supervisors to critically engage 

with their postgraduate supervision and construct their understanding of the process. The study 
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was located in the transformational paradigm to provide valuable insights into how ideas and 

practices evolve, offering opportunities for growth, innovation, and positive change within the 

postgraduate supervision context, as Omodan and Tsotetsi (2020) explained. 

 

Population and sample 
The study population comprised sixty newly appointed academics in the ODeL institution and 

their mentors from the College of Education. Only twenty of the newly appointed academics 

were from the ten departments of the College of Education. From the ten departments 

represented, we selected six participants already involved in supervision as novice mentee 

postgraduate supervisors. The study involved a single college in an ODeL institution to pick a 

small sample size, which may restrict the generalisability of the results to other inexperienced 

mentees within the same college or organisation. Their responses were typically subjective and 

varied as they reflected on their thoughts, feelings, experiences, and perceptions about being 

novice mentee postgraduate supervisors (Roberts 2020). 

 

Data collection instruments  
The data gathering was divided into two phases. In phase 1, qualitative data were collected from 

six participants using an open-ended questionnaire sent to participants via password-protected 

e-mail since most academics were working from home, and responses were returned via a 

similarly protected e-mail. The researcher uploaded their responses digitally on Google Forms 

to facilitate data analysis. In phase 2, follow-up face-to-face interviews with five of the six 

participants were done to triangulate data and strengthen the study’s credibility and validity 

(Flick 2018; Lincoln and Guba 1986). 

 

Data analysis  
Thematic analysis was employed in this study. Clarke and Braun (2017, 297) describe thematic 

analysis as a “method for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns of meaning within 

qualitative data, ensuring rigorous and high-quality outcomes.” The authors repeatedly read the 

dataset to become familiar with the data. Then, they generated codes by creating meaningful 

labels and identifying specific dataset segments to develop themes. The authors collaboratively 

organised the data, which involved reading, characterising and interpreting it, and categorising 

it into codes and themes. According to Maguire and Delahunt (2017), thematic analysis is 

appropriate for study in the broad subject of postgraduate supervision since it is flexible and 

not tied to a specific theoretical perspective. 
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Ethical consideration  

The study adhered to ethical guidelines, including informed consent, privacy and 

confidentiality, voluntary participation, and full disclosure. Ethical clearance was obtained from 

the Research Ethics Committee (Ref: 2018/03/14 90060059MC). Before completing the online 

questionnaire, participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time, 

without penalty. They provided informed consent online and were assured that only the 

researcher would know the content of their comments.  

  

PRESENTATION OF RESULTS  
In this section, we present the findings of the results on the adaptive systems and 

transformational processes to support and enhance the postgraduate student supervision 

practices of novice mentee postgraduate supervisors in an ODeL institution. The following 

themes were developed during the thematic analysis: creating collegiality, care, and support; 

critical thinking and reflective practice; and ongoing support and developing resilience. 

 

Creating collegiality, care, and support 
To ensure that the advantages of these contacts are fully realised, we argue that it is important 

to properly structure mentoring relationships within the context of professional growth and 

teaching enhancement. The adaptive systems identified in the study include creating 

collegiality, care, and support. 

 

Creating collegiality 
Creating collegiality means establishing cooperative interaction among colleagues. Collegiality 

is the relationship between colleagues who share responsibilities and feel they belong to a 

mutually respected community of scholars. The participants were asked the following questions 

to establish their relationship with their mentors: 

What qualities should novice mentee postgraduate supervisors have that can facilitate a good 

mentoring relationship? 

The novice mentee postgraduate supervisors reported on their individual experiences 

(responses are presented verbatim): 

 
“My mentor is always available and supportive. He provides support and advice to me on 
supervision, and he also offers support by being present during supervision meetings with my M 
and D students.”  (Participant 6) 
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“The affirmations that the mentor used helped to enhance my confidence. He always gives me 
constructive feedback that includes both criticism and praise. He provides support and advice to 
me on supervision, and he also offers support by being present during supervision meetings with 
my M and D students.” (Participant 4) 

 

To elucidate the assertion above, the participants were asked if they felt at ease expressing their 

needs or preferences to their mentors, and how they perceived their mentors’ responsiveness to 

their feedback. The participants displayed different opinions in their responses.  

 

“Yes, I am comfortable doing so, and they are also responsive, although creating a balance in 
accommodating each other has been difficult due to the competing demands of academia.” 
(Participant 6) 
 
“No, I do not think my mentors adapted their approach to accommodate me. I had to fall into their 
approach.” (Participant 2) 
 
“By taking full responsibility for my academic journey, I am attending workshops or training on 
what I feel is needed for me to move forward in academia. The experience has taught me that I am 
on my own and I need to figure out how to navigate this competitive space” (Participants 1 and 
4). 
 
“Mentees must be teachable, disciplined, and attentive. Also, be active, do not expect the mentor 
always to lead you, and take the initiative sometimes.” (Participant 5) 

 

In the interviews, the participants reflected on how they felt their postgraduate supervision as 

novice mentee postgraduate supervisors significantly contributed to their personal or 

professional growth.  

 
“I opine that I engage in what my mentor has been doing, and I have not been able to show my 
identity in the programmes.” (Participant 2) 
 
“I learnt about writing from my thesis, which was eye-opening.” (Participant 1) 
 
“I learnt to be independent.” (Participants 2 and 6) 

 

The data highlight the significance of carefully structuring mentoring relationships within 

professional development and improving teaching practice to ensure that the benefits of these 

interactions are fully realised. Nevertheless, mentoring is crucial in helping inexperienced 

supervisors to adjust to their professional role in postgraduate supervision. The study sheds 

light on the mentoring process and the bonds that form between mentors and novice mentee 

postgraduate supervisors. The findings provide insightful information about how to foster 

supportive partnerships.  
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Care and support 
The participants were asked: 

What should be included or considered in the mentorship guidelines for Open-Distance e-

Learning? 

The novice mentees’ responses were consistent in the interviews and questionnaires. They 

all viewed the mentor as a “caring figure” who should always be available to them for emotional 

and professional support. 

 
“A mentor must be someone you are free to share success stories or your challenges with during  
the mentoring process. They should empathise with their mentees’ experiences, validating their 
feelings, offering support, and understanding.” (Participant 3) 
 
“At least, a mentor must be someone who is strictly from your department because such a person 
will be knowledgeable about how and what is expected in that particular department. As a mentee, 
such a person can groom you to become a better version of the academic you want to be if they 
are generous in sharing their knowledge, insights, and resources.” (All participants) 
 
“A good mentor is someone who genuinely enjoys seeing others do well in work and life overall. 
They should not be someone who competes with those they mentor or holds them back. Instead, 
mentors should listen attentively to their mentees, creating a safe space to express their thoughts, 
concerns, and aspirations without judgment.” (All participants) 
 
“Mentoring should be a relaxed interaction between the mentor and mentee to enhance the 
effectiveness of their supervision.” (Participant 1) 

 

Learning from experienced supervisors through observation and assistance is critical for 

building self-confidence and understanding the nuances of mentoring. The most effective 

mentoring experiences occur when mentors provide pedagogic and emotional support to 

inexperienced mentees.  Nonetheless, a mentor should not be viewed as an analytical person 

but as an active listener who helps the novice to make his or her own decisions. Good mentoring 

entails developing a trusting connection, providing direction and support targeted at mentees’ 

specific requirements, and encouraging them to attain their potential. 

  

Critical thinking and reflective practice 

The goal of transformational processes in ODeL institutions is to equip novice postgraduate 

supervisors with the capacity and information required to supervise postgraduate students 

successfully. The leadership skills that novice mentee postgraduate supervisors develop are 

shaped by the experiences they gain. This study found that novice mentee postgraduate 

supervisors were exposed to diverse experiences that could help enhance the transformational 
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processes of promoting their critical thinking skills and reflexivity in supervision. One of the 

participants reflected on this as follows: 
 
“The university must organise a conference, where mentors and their mentees will meet to get to 
know each other better. That space should be made strictly for no other business to undertake. This 
will improve mentorship relations and help them to know each other better”(Participant 2) 

 

Furthermore, for transformative growth to be demonstrated, the participants indicated the 

following:  

 
“The institution should develop an open policy towards mentoring. For example, mentoring should 
not be limited to professors, because it burdens them. As a mentee, when you arrange a meeting 
with the professor, he/she tells you about the commitments s/he has, instead of providing 
mentoring to you as a mentee.” (Participant 6) 

 

The participants reiterated and expressed a strong need for mentoring policies to be developed 

in the interview session: 

 
“If there can be policies and programmes to enhance mentorship in place, it would be great, and 
this would help many emerging and developing academics.: (Participant 4) 
 
“Mentoring must be made a standard procedure where the roles are clearly outlined. The newly 
appointed are to sign the contract with the mentor right from the start after their appointments.” 
(Participant 4) 

 

Through transformational learning, mentors can share a vision that motivates and inspires 

mentees to do more. The participants believe that inclusivity, dedication, and good listening 

skills are key attributes in supervision. The participants listed the following desirable qualities 

of a mentor: 

 
“The mentor should be a good listener, an independent thinker, a decision maker and a committed 
individual. He should display dedication, volunteering, and a desire to know.” (Participants 2, 3 
and 4) 
 
“He must be an active, good listener, provide honest feedback, be knowledgeable and kind, have 
a respectful attitude, and be enthusiastic about helping others.” (All participants) 
 
“A mentor must be open-minded. He must have a good heart, be able to work under pressure, have 
effective communication skills, have good listening skills, honesty, inclusion, and effective 
communication.” (All participants) 
 

To achieve this, they proposed:  

 
“There should be an incentive for the progressive mentoring relationship and a monitoring 
mechanism to detect shadow mentoring relationships. Provide more training, resources, and 
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support. Implement mentoring programmes for distance learning instructors and an inclusive and 
transparent strategy.” (Participant 3) 
 

In an interview, the participants indicated the following: 

 
“Mentoring can be helpful only if it is structured and when learning outcomes and criteria are co-
constructed.” (Participant 6)  

 

In a follow-up question, the participants were asked to share any instances where their mentors 

had encouraged them to think critically. This allowed them to reflect on their learning 

experiences, leading to transformative insights or perspectives. Some of the responses: 

 
“My mentor questioned me about time management and prioritisation of postgraduate supervision. 
This enables me to reflect on how I view my supervision performance and identify areas I need to 
improve.”  (Participants 3 and 4) 
 
“Reflecting on past experiences, I noticed that my mentor rarely gave feedback; however, I noticed 
how staying abreast of best practices in supervision can contribute to becoming a more effective 
mentor. I relied on my peers for feedback, which helped me reflect and improve on my 
challenges.” (Participant 2) 

 

In summary, the participants emphasised their understanding of mentorship and the nature of 

the transformational processes that should ideally be part of the mentorship programme for 

novice mentee postgraduate supervisors. They believe that achieving transformative 

mentorship would require a higher education structure and culture shift, enabling novice 

academics to contribute towards a thriving and creative institution. 

Participants highlighted the significant influence of postgraduate supervision on their 

personal and professional development, acknowledging their role in steering their academic 

journey. They underscored the importance of effective mentorship, suggesting a proactive role 

for managers in matching mentors with mentee postgraduate supervisors to ensure optimal 

support and guidance in academia. 

 

Ongoing support and developing resilience 

Resilience is a dynamic attribute that may be cultivated and enhanced over time. Developing 

resilience can help novice postgraduate supervisors adapt to adversity, manage stress, and 

continue to provide effective mentorship. Our participants emphasised that they could benefit 

from ongoing support, training, and self-awareness to become resilient postgraduate 

supervisors who can effectively guide and support their postgraduate students, even in the face 

of challenges. The participants identified features they considered to be enabling processes and 

behaviour: 
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“For us to cope, we suggest several mentoring meetings between a mentor and a mentee per year. 
Moreover, there should be timelines and evidence to prove that mentoring exists.” (Participants 
2 and 5) 
 
“At least, a mentor must be someone strictly from your department as a mentee because such a 
person will be knowledgeable about how and what is expected in that particular department. As a 
mentee, such a person can groom you to become a better version of the academic you want to be.” 
(Participant 6) 
 
“Some participants suggested that mentoring can function as a catalyst to enhance reflection and 
the sharing of success stories of mentorship. The mentees were willing to disclose general 
information about their experiences. They openly discussed the risks experienced: 
You are not involved in the process, and you will be requested to fill in the forms of mentee and 
mentor just to confirm that there is such a thing. In reality, there is no mentoring relationship.” 
(Participant 4) 
 
“Power relations are real. My mentor is a male and the leader of our department; this does not 
make it easy for me, being new in the academic world and inexperienced at approaching him in 
any way. He, however, made time whenever I got the guts to approach him. Also, as a mentee, 
especially if you are still new, it is better if the mentor guides you in the beginning stages.” 
(Participant 1) 
 

In an interview, the participants were asked what resources or support mechanisms they found most 

helpful in overcoming the challenges of postgraduate supervision and how they believed these 

contributed to an adaptive mentoring environment. 

 
“ODeL needs to strengthen its e-mentorship whereby mentors must submit quarterly reports to the 
Chairs of Departments showing how they have assisted their mentees.” (Participant 2) 
 

This is in keeping with what the participants had expressed on this topic: 

 
“Mentoring should be continuous, and mentors and mentees should rotate to expose mentees to 
different mentors with different skills.”  (Participant 1) 
 
“Mentees must be provided an opportunity to reflect on their experiences with their mentor 
regarding whether they are achieving what they wanted to achieve from their mentors. Also, the 
university's management should monitor mentorship to assess its effectiveness.” (Participant 3) 
“I suggest that academics should be workshopped or trained on what it is exactly that is expected 
from them if he/she become a mentor. Because, as though our mentors have no idea what is 
expected of them as our mentors.” (Participant 6) 
 
“I feel that psychological safety in an environment should be created so the mentees feel 
comfortable expressing themselves and enhancing their capacity and effectiveness.” (Participant 
4) 

 

Mentors should listen attentively to their novice mentee postgraduate supervisors, creating a 

safe space for them to express their thoughts, concerns, and aspirations without judgment. Most 
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importantly, the mentors are crucial in motivating novice mentees and postgraduate supervisors, 

encouraging them to persevere through obstacles and stay focused on their goals.  

In this section, we present the study findings regarding the challenges that novice mentee 

postgraduate supervisors experienced in their relationship with their mentors in ODeL 

institutions. The following theme was identified during the thematic analysis:  

 

Lack of communication  
The participants were asked: 

What are the obstacles that hinder effective mentoring in Open-Distance e-Learning? 

All the novice mentee postgraduate supervisors who participated in the study had mentors, and 

a significant majority reported encountering communication issues. The subsequent responses 

express the novice mentee postgraduate supervisors’ frustration: 
 
“Since we are now working remotely, you have time to ask for assistance from your mentor at any 
time. Unlike the contact university, where you can easily go to one’s office and talk formally and 
informally. In most cases, the teams’ conversations are limited to a formal interaction with your 
mentor.” (Participant 3) 
 
“Lack of communication leaves me to find my way and work through trial and error due to my 
uncertainties on my supervision journey.” (Participant 2) 
 
“My mentor was constantly researching and had little time to guide me. He focused solely on his 
research and neglected other key areas.”  (Participant 6) 

 

The participants’ general sentiment in this regard is indicated in the following response: 

 
“There is no communication between the mentee and mentor … that is, there is a lack of 
communication and a failure to set realistic goals and timelines.” (Participant 2) 

 

From the novice mentee postgraduate supervisors’ account, an additional risk factor that 

indirectly impacted them was senior mentors’ delayed responses to e-mails. The delayed 

feedback caused them to feel disheartened and less motivated. The following quotes provide 

supporting evidence:  

 
“Where there is no physical interaction with other colleagues, including my mentor, failure to set 
realistic goals and timelines, lack of time management and mismatched expectations, professional 
mentoring that involves a bifocal vision of attending to immediate issues of improving mentoring 
skills, as well as to long-term goals for novice mentees, is far-fetched.” (Participant 1) 
 
“I was not involved in the plan due to a lack of communication and dishonesty. I have never met 
my mentor in person. She is busy, and finding her, even on her phone, is hard.” (Participant 4) 
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“I have encountered a few challenges. For instance, you find that your mentor is unfamiliar with 
your research field because her research field is different from yours. As much as she provides 
feedback on your writing, I sometimes pick up some deficiencies because of a difference in our 
research field.” (Participant 5) 

 

The study revealed that novice mentee postgraduate supervisors should actively engage in 

supervision, reflecting on their experiences and learning from their interactions with students 

and colleagues. 

In the interview, the participants reflected on how their postgraduate supervision practice 

as mentees significantly contributed to their personal or professional growth: 
 
“I realised my supervisor was not the captain of my journey, but I was. I learnt that I am responsible 
for my progress, and the sooner I realise that, the sooner I can work effectively. I learnt about 
writing from my thesis, which was a revelation. I have not experienced the fruitfulness of a 
mentorship.” (Participant 2) 
 
“This happens because everyone is required to have a mentor, leading to mismatches. However, 
if the chair of departments leads the process and assigns the novice mentees to mentors who are 
experts in their field, it can benefit the mentees’ academic growth.” (Participant 6) 

 

While Participant 2 appears to have had a profound understanding of autonomy and 

accountability in one’s academic career, Participant 6 made a significant remark concerning the 

efficacy of mentorship in supervision contexts. Mentorship can be highly beneficial; however, 

mismatches between mentors and novice mentee postgraduate supervisors can occur, resulting 

in unsatisfactory outcomes. Novice mentee postgraduate supervisors should understand the 

value of taking responsibility for their advancement and learning rather than relying exclusively 

on their supervisor. 

 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS  
This study investigated adaptive systems and transformational processes to support novice 

mentee postgraduate supervisors in an Open Distance e-Learning (ODeL) institution. Within 

this context, inexperienced postgraduate supervisors are encouraged to engage actively in their 

supervisory roles, explore diverse perspectives and consider multiple viewpoints. The findings 

align with constructivist principles, which advocate for mentee autonomy and independence in 

learning. Novice supervisors suggested a hybrid approach to their development, combining 

formal training, experiential learning, and robust support networks (Manyike 2017). According 

to Mhlahlo (2020) and Ngulube (2021), mentoring is a competitive advantage that can be 

achieved by establishing an effective support system to develop emerging supervisors and 

contribute to academic growth across Africa. Ngubane and Makua (2021) underscore that active 
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participation, through interaction, sharing of knowledge, and mutual experience, enhances 

learning outcomes, transforming the supervisory relationship into an interdependent and 

collaborative endeavour. Supervisory practices primarily focus on task-oriented 

responsibilities, whereas mentoring encompasses broader dimensions such as emotional 

support, role modelling, and fostering long-term professional development (Dreer 2021). The 

study recommends that senior management oversee pairing mentors with mentees to reduce 

power imbalances in the supervision process. However, challenges persist, as some assigned 

mentors may lack adequate time or suitability to meet mentees' diverse needs (Sarabipour et al. 

2022). Participants emphasised that mentors should ideally be from the same department as 

their mentees, to ensure contextual relevance and alignment with departmental expectations. 

Sarabipour et al. (2022) further highlight that mentors should focus on recognising mentees' 

strengths and challenges while fostering confidence and competence. As Daramola (2021) 

points out, effective mentoring requires balancing academic rigour with a humane and 

empathetic mentor-mentee relationship – a responsibility supervisors must approach 

intentionally. 

Transformational postgraduate supervision promotes significant shifts in novice mentee 

supervisors' perspectives and professional identities by encouraging critical reflection and 

challenging assumptions. Participants advocated for structured mentoring programmes with 

clearly defined roles, emphasising the need for explicit supervision policies and guidelines to 

reduce ambiguities in supervisory practices (Daramola 2021; Tlali et al. 2022). Reflective 

practice is rooted in constructivist principles and involves drawing on experiential knowledge 

and comparing one's practices with industry standards (Brau, 2020; Narayan et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, given the constraints of ODeL, the study identified virtual mentorship 

programmes as an innovative solution to support novice supervisors. Briscoe (2019), Lasater et 

al. (2021) and Lloyd (2023) note that virtual programmes can reduce barriers associated with 

traditional mentorship models while promoting professional development, reducing burnout, 

and increasing mentees' confidence and readiness. These programmes enable global 

connections and flexibility, fostering meaningful mentor-mentee relationships despite the 

physical distance. 

Educational institutions have a significant limitation problem, particularly in developing 

nations. The study highlighted several challenges novice supervisors fac. Resource constraints 

are a major challenge faced by educational institutions, particularly in underdeveloped nations. 

These constraints include less financial input, inferior infrastructure, and inadequate human 

resources. These constraints could prevent introducing new programs and innovative practices 

(Iloh et al. 2019; Kalyvaki and Bacimanova, 2022; Oladunjoye et al. 2024). For instance, 
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budgetary constraints can affect providing the necessary training, equipment, and support for 

such programs. Organisations may find it challenging to finance professional growth, 

technology renewal, and other essential aspects of these changes (Lee, 2023). To counteract 

this, organisations can rank-priority critical programs and seek substitute funding, such as 

grants, partnerships, and community funding (Radebe, 2023). 

The participants emphasised the importance of emotional support alongside academic 

guidance, advocating for policies that make provision for the unique stressors of supervision. 

Overly critical mentoring approaches were found to harm mentees' self-esteem, while affirming 

and supportive mentorship enhanced their confidence Burger, Bellhäuser, and Imhof, 2021).  

To improve mentorship effectiveness, it is essential to establish flexible and responsive 

supervisory frameworks tailored to the specific demands of ODeL environments. These 

frameworks should integrate diverse learning styles, dynamic feedback mechanisms, and 

adaptive support structures. By fostering transformational processes, novice supervisors can 

become independent professionals with critical thinking skills and reflective practices, 

contributing to sustainable academic growth. Ubuntu philosophy has been successfully infused 

in mentorship programs to accomplish a sense of community and mutual dependence. With the 

emphasis on interdependence and mutual assistance, mentors and novice mentees build strong, 

supportive relationships that enhance the whole mentorship experience (Kotze, 2025). To 

ensure transferability occurs, institutions can incorporate indigenous philosophies like Ubuntu 

in mentorship programs to plan culture-sensitive and supportive environments. This approach 

can help to build trust and a feeling of belonging among novice mentees with diverse 

backgrounds (Geber and Keane, 2017; Gumbo, 2024). 

Drawing on indigenous mentoring philosophies, such as Ubuntu, is beneficial in further 

grounding the argument in culture. Ubuntu, being an African philosophy, centres on the 

interconnectedness of humans and the requirement for community support. Ubuntu's precept, 

which is ordinarily summarised as "I am because we are," emphasises the collective 

responsibility and care within a community (van de Kerkhof 2024). In mentoring, Ubuntu can 

guide the development of constructive and cooperative mentor-mentee relations. Mentors can 

help novice supervisors feel valued and supported by fostering shared humanity and 

interdependence. Such a practice resonates with values of trust, respect, and collective 

development at the heart of successful mentorship (Kotze 2025). 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
The study’s scope was limited to a single college and a small cohort of novice supervisors 

appointed in 2021. Consequently, its generalisability to other institutions or experienced 
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supervisors is restricted. Future research should include a broader sample and explore seasoned 

supervisors' perspectives to better understand adaptive and transformational systems in 

postgraduate supervision.  

 

CONCLUSIONS  
In this study, we have attempted to demonstrate how postgraduate supervision practice in an 

ODeL institution necessitates adaptive systems and transformational mentoring processes. 

While these processes offer significant benefits, challenges such as setting ground rules, project 

planning, and dealing with administrative hurdles prevail. Both novice postgraduate supervisors 

and experienced mentors require comprehensive training and open discussions to navigate these 

challenges effectively. The interaction between supervisors should be characterised by 

professionalism, respect, collegiality and open-mindedness. Through opportunities for 

communication, mentee postgraduate supervisors become more self-regulated, confident and 

insightful, while mentors develop higher self-esteem, leadership skills, and personal 

gratification. This reciprocal relationship ultimately advances both parties academically and 

professionally. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations are proposed: 

• Develop and implement strategies to improve adaptive systems and transformational 

processes tailored to the unique challenges of ODeL institutions. 

• Focus on equipping novice mentee postgraduate supervisors with tools and 

frameworks to navigate their supervisory roles effectively. 

• Prioritise mentorship by promoting diversity, equity and inclusion within the 

institutional framework. 

• Allocate dedicated resources to sustain mentorship programmes and practices. 

• Recognise and reward exemplary mentorship efforts to encourage a culture of 

excellence. 
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