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Strong Start to Supervision
Supporting Mature and Part-time Graduate Students

Preamble

Cultivating an awareness of mature graduate students’ individual circumstances can
positively contribute to the quality of the supervisory relationship and to learners’ success.
Parenting and elder care responsibilities, demands brought on by outside work
commitments and other non-school demands, rusty academic skills, or low academic
confidence following extended absences from participation in formal education are common
aspects of mature graduate students’ experiences. Yet, mature graduate students come with
a wealth of transferrable work- and life-skills and are typically highly motivated to succeed.
An effective supervisory approach will be one that helps mature graduate students to
translate skills developed through their lived experiences to the academic environment. It
will provide timely referrals for wrap-around services and supports. And, taking an equity
lens, it will flexibly accommodate students when challenges arise in their non-school roles.
Supervisors who take a strengths-based approach to supervision with mature and part-time
graduate students build trust and confidence between the supervisor and the student and
help to establish and maintain a context that supports well-being and maximizes students’
abilities to contribute to campus life and to the academic discipline.

The Supporting Mature and Part-time Graduate Students Guide aims to broaden

awareness of the unique experiences of mature and part-time students while fostering open
dialogue between supervisor and student. It is offered as a companion to the Strong Start to
Supervision Checklist and recognizes that some components may be relevant to all graduate

students but it expands the lens to focus on considerations salient for mature and part-time
students.

The guide can be reviewed annually along with the Strong Start to Supervision Checklist at
the beginning of the student- supervisor relationship and be revisited periodically to discuss
additional items that become relevant, especially during significant changes in circumstances
or committee membership.
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Understanding Mature and Part-time Graduate Students

Identities and Pathways

Including a research-informed profile of mature and part-time graduate students provides
important context for understanding the diverse identities, experiences, and strengths these
learners contribute to graduate education. Such awareness helps supervisors recognize the
varied skills and pathways students may bring, supporting approaches to supervision that
are respectful, inclusive, and responsive to individual needs.

Mature and part-time graduate students contribute valuable insights from diverse life
experiences and workplaces and enrich scholarly inquiry and classroom or lab dialogue.
Many mature and part-time graduate students are 25+ years old, often returning after time
away from academia while balancing personal, family, and professional responsibilities.
They bring rich professional, personal, and community experiences, along with strong time-
management, prioritization, and adaptability skills. Some identities from the research
include:

e Career changers

e Caregivers, parents or both

e Mid-career professionals

e First-generation university students

e Adults with disabilities

e Seizing a second chance and ‘finally doing it for me’

e Advancing skills for career advancement or other employment
e Motivated by personal growth, relationships and life events

Strengths of Mature and Part-time Graduate Students

Academic and Professional Knowledge

e Deep subject matter knowledge from professional contexts.
e High levels of intrinsic motivation and goal clarity.
e Strong work ethic and time management skills.
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Interpersonal and Relational

e Lived experience navigating complex responsibilities, for example, caregiving, leadership
and advocacy.

e Emotional intelligence and collaborative problem-solving.

e Ability to draw interdisciplinary and real-world connections into research.

e Time management skills.

Learning

o Reflective learners who self-monitor and advocate for their needs.
Resourceful and independent thinkers.

Know their preferred learning styles and can adapt.

Resilience built through personal and professional transitions.
Passion for and commitment to learning, growth and improvement.

Common Challenges Faced

Academic literature identifies common challenges for mature and part-time graduate
students such as balancing multiple responsibilities while navigating academic expectations
and timelines. Understanding these challenges can raise awareness inspiring supervisors to
foster equitable and effective supervisory relationships that are sufficiently flexible given
these common challenges.

Academic and Institutional

e Re-adjusting to academic writing, research, and technology.
= Supervisors may consider sharing links to the Writing Centre, SPARK (Student Papers
and Academic Research Kit) and YorkU Library along with normalizing the learning
curve, encourage low-stakes practice (submit an informal draft) and model

technology.
e Limited access to full-time campus services and events when offered or open during
typical business hours.
= Supervisors may be supportive by offering meetings or check-ins outside typical
business hours when needed; sending key information via email to ensure students do
not miss out.
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e Academic progression may be at a slower pace for part-time students as well as mature
students when they face interruptions to their progress and need to take time to address
issues outside of school. Both situations can impact funding and networking.

e Attendance policies with no flexibility.

= Supervisors may consider allowing reasonable flexibility and asynchronous
alternatives.

e Class locations that are difficult to find or get to.

= Supervisors may consider organizing a short campus walk or virtual tour, sharing
campus maps before classes begin and pairing new students with peers who can help
them navigate.

e Often do not have the same amount of time to commit to the whole student experience due
to the balance of graduate school, personal and work responsibilities.

e Fear of failure.

= Supervisors may be supportive by encouraging students to focus on progression, not
perfection; reassuring students that challenges, uncertainty and revisions are
expected in graduate studies and are not signs of inadequacy; and fostering an
environment where students feel comfortable discussing issues and feelings without
judgement. Supervisors can share the Graduate Student Wellness Services website

information as well.

Personal and Life Circumstances

e Managing multiple responsibilities such as employment, family and caregiving.

e Balancing ascribed and achieved roles.

e Parental stress and guilt, letting go of the idea of ‘doing it all’.

e Finances, limited access to scholarships and funding.

e Time constraints and time scarcity.

e Social isolation, social exclusion and feeling ‘out of place’ in an environment of younger
students.

e Self-confidence, resiliency.

e Fear of failure and/or pressure to perform.

e Age disconnect and stigma in higher education environments.

e Double-transition which is mature and part-time students experiencing educational
changes at the same time as their children.
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Supervisory and Relational

e Mature and part-time students may have professional expertise, leadership experience, or
seniority in their own careers, which can shift or challenge the traditional supervisor-as-
expert and student-as-novice dynamic. At the same time, they may feel uncertain when
navigating unfamiliar academic norms, technology, or research practices.

= Supervisors can be mindful of these dynamics and foster mutual respect and value the
student’s expertise while providing clear guidance in areas where they are less
experienced.

= Supervisors can create space for dialogue to acknowledge expertise of both people
and avoid assumptions about authority and capability.

Benefits of Pursuing and Succeeding in Graduate Studies

e Personal transformation through engagement with higher education, in particular for
women.

e Increased confidence leading to a greater sense of personal independence.

e A positive influence and role modeling on the children of mature and part-time students
with potential impacts for future generations.

e Establishing new peer relationships which can provide mutual support and foster
retention.

e Feeling proud and persevering.

e Have better organizational and multi-tasking skills as a mature student.

Effective Practices for Graduate Supervisors

Build Trust and Respect

e Use strengths-based language, for example, ‘your opinion is worthy’ and thus, avoid deficit
framing such as ‘you are out of touch’.

e Acknowledge and value prior expertise and professional experience. Recognize that each
student’s journey to graduate study is unique and all pathways bring valuable strengths
and perspectives to academic work.

» “I’'m interested in learning about your prior academic experiences. Understanding your
background will help me tailor my support to your needs and expectations.”
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e Co-create definitions of academic or milestone success that reflect individual goals.
e Empathize with the barriers that mature and part-time students must overcome.

» “Trecognize balancing grad study with other responsibilities is tough and I'm here to
support you in making it feel more manageable and meaningful.”
e Share your supervisory style (.pdf) and be flexible and willing to adapt it to meet the

unique needs of individual students over time.
» “I’d like to share my supervisory approach with you. I tend to be...”

Career and Professional Development

e Explore how mature and part-time students’ prior work and life experiences enhance their
current research and goals.

e Discuss career goals beyond academia such as mid-career transitions, promotions, and
entrepreneurship; normalize nonlinear trajectories in career planning.

» “I’d like to hear more about where you see your career moving, inside or outside
academic, so we can align your graduate experience with that vision.”

e Connect students to mentorship, academic and professional networks, and opportunities

aligned with their interests or next steps.

Community and Belonging

e Normalize diverse pathways in graduate studies and consider that graduate students may
arrive through diverse academic, professional, and personal pathways, each bringing
unique strengths and perspectives that can enrich the supervisory relationship.

e Encourage participation in mature and part-time student groups to avoid feelings of

isolation along with transition support, mature student orientation and becoming familiar
with the Atkinson Centre for Mature and Part-time Students (ACMAPS).

e Embed inclusive values in lab (.pdf) or research environments.

e Encourage peer mentorship, cooperative learning and intergenerational learning.

Communication and Planning

Offer flexible meeting times (e.g., evenings or asynchronous check-ins) and consider the life
circumstances and availability of the mature and part-time students when doing so.

» “Let’s set up regular check-ins to discuss your progress. How often would you feel
comfortable meeting—weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly?

» “Here is a Meeting Agenda (.docx) template and a Meeting Notes (.docx) template
that we can use together.”
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Initiate discussions to understand the students’ preferred learning styles.

» “Let’s discuss your preferred learning style. Do you work best independently, or do you
prefer more structured guidance?”
Collaborate on supervision agreements that reflect realistic pacing and shared

responsibilities. Use the Strong Start to Supervision Checklist (.pdf) as a beginning.
Co-create a supervision plan with realistic timelines taking into consideration the
students’ commitments, responsibilities and availability.

Provide clear expectations for the supervisory relationship, milestones, feedback,

assignments, research, and creative works.
Share conflict management resources with students such as the Faculty of Graduate

Studies Conflict Resolution policy and Quick Tips for Difficult Conversations (.pdf) .

= “Conflicts can happen in any working relationship including graduate supervision. If
something isn’t working for you, please bring it up so we can address it together.”
Use shared technology tools to streamline collaboration and engagement for example,
calendars; project management tools (Mural); Teams; Google docs.
» “How do you prefer to communicate? For example, by email, in-person meetings, or
online platforms?”
» “Taim to respond to emails within [X] days. If it’s urgent, please let me know in the
subject line or follow up if I haven’t replied.”
Discuss absences, sick time and vacation time of both supervisor and students as early as
possible to help with personal and academic plans and arrangements.
» “If I'm unavailable for an extended period, I’ll let you know in advance andsuggest
alternatives for support.”

Responsive Academic Supervision and Support

e Encourage self-investment so that mature and part-time students understand their value
enough to believe that personal growth, learning and education are needed and deserved.
e Offer structured, regular feedback and scaffolding, especially during early stages of
graduate studies and supervision to enhance confidence and respect the commitments
and schedules of the students.

= “I appreciate your hard work on (a specific task). Here’s what I think you did well, and
here is an area to focus on improving.”

= “For draft feedback, I usually need (X) weeks.”

= "I want to provide you with feedback that is constructive and helpful. Is there a
particular way you prefer to receive feedback?"

» “What approach to feedback would you find most helpful?”

» “The reasonable expectation to receive feedback from me or your committee
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for submitted work is normally up to 15 business days and depends on the size of the
document and timing of submission.”
Consider your supervisory style (.pdf) and the possibility of adjusting throughout the
supervisory relationship to meet the needs of the students.

Revisit discussions periodically and reassess the effectiveness of the current supervisory
approach as mature and part-time students may need different levels of support as they
move along the graduate studies journey.
» “Do you feel you’'re getting the right level of support and feedback? It not, what can be
improved?”
= “Let’s revisit our discussion about learning styles and supervisory approaches. Has
anything changed since we last talked about this?”
Offer a variety of assessment methods rather than assuming mature and part-time

students will simply adapt to systems not designed for them.
Encourage early connection with the writing centre or academic workshops on campus.
Support skill-building in research tools and academic technologies.

Wellbeing

Acquaint yourself with the Supporting Graduate Students in Distress: A Response Guide
for Supervisors (.pdf) for more information.
Share with students Where Can You Go for Support? (.pdf) and How Are You Feeling?
(.pdf).
» “I’d like to share that there are wellbeing resources available if you ever need them. I'm
happy to help connect you with anything you might find useful.”
Encourage students to visit FGS’ Graduate Wellness Services website as well as the

Student Wellness section of the Graduate Supervision Toolkit. Graduate supervisors may

visit the Supervisor Wellness section for more information, tools and resources.
Model and foster work-life balance.

Reflective Questions for Graduate Supervisors

Have I consulted the Principles for Graduate Supervision at Ontario Universities for

information on my supervisor role and responsibilities?

Am I making assumptions about the mature or part-time students’ availability or
readiness?

Am I willing to be an advocate for my students?

Do I understand these students’ reasons and motivations for graduate study?
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Do I understand the connection between mature student motivation, persistence and
retention in graduate studies?

Have I adapted my expectations to accommodate their other life roles?

Do I recognize the strengths these students bring to their research?

How can I aligh my expectations and feedback to build on their autonomy and motivation?
Am I acknowledging and meeting the individual needs of these students?

Reflective Questions for Graduate Programs

Do we understand the mature and part-time students’ reasons and motivations for
graduate study?

Do we provide guidance on how to access funding for these students and is it well-known
and easy to find?

How might we adapt our program offerings to better reflect the needs of these students
and learning preferences?

Have we created or expanded the pathways and opportunities for these students?

How do we actively target mature and part-time students when planning for or
communicating about campus services, information and resources as traditional
marketing techniques do not often work for these students.

Have we created an orientation program specific to the needs of these students? For
example, do we include details for relationship-building activities; program expectations;
goal-setting activities; information for technology, computer skills, library research, study
skills and strategies; available campus support services; counselling and wellbeing
services at FGS; inviting families to campus; networking opportunities and career
counselling?

Do we offer forms of guidance about the research process, technology and software,
ethics, presentations, and submissions of work for these students at the beginning of and
throughout the graduate studies and supervision journey?

Do we foster practice discussions for graduate supervisors on how to supervise mature
and part-time learners?

Do we offer guidance or other services that mature and part-time students can access
outside of the standard 9am-5pm, Monday to Friday schedule and how many times per
academic year?
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YorkU Support Services

e Atkinson Centre for Mature and Part-Time Students (ACMAPS) ACMAPS mature student
success workshops

e Academic Advising

e Career Centre

e Funding
= Academic Excellence Fund

= Bursaries
» Scholarships and Awards and Award Search based on student information
= York Internal Awards
» YUGSA Funding and Financial Aid
e Graduate Studies
e Graduate and Postdoctoral Professional Skills (GPPS)
e Graduate Wellness and Counselling
e Learning Skills Resources
e Mature Student Orientation
e Peer Mentorship Programs
e Student Accessibility Services
e Student Counselling Health and Wellbeing
e Writing Centre and SPARK (Student Papers and Academic Research Kit)
e York University Library
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