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ABSTRACT 
Training and capacity building for academic supervisors in Africa are essential for 
improving the quality of postgraduate education and research. This critical 
narrative review examines postgraduate academic supervision in African higher 
education contexts, a process central to strengthening sustainable research 
capacity. The paper highlights persistent challenges that hinder effective 
supervision, including the lack of standardized training, inadequate funding, and 
reliance on supervisors’ personal experience rather than formal preparation. The 
review identifies three major models currently shaping supervisory practices: 
formal training models, membership-based professional networks, and digital 
supervision platforms. While each model contributes valuable support, they often 
operate in isolation, resulting in uneven supervision quality and fragmented support 
systems across institutions. The paper argues that a more strategic and systemic 
approach is needed to professionalize academic supervision and address 
longstanding challenges such as high student-to-supervisor ratios, weak 
institutional frameworks, and limited infrastructure. The review also highlights both 
shared constraints and important regional differences across Southern, East, 
West, Francophone, and North African higher education systems. Drawing on 
evidence from multiple initiatives and studies, the paper proposes a way forward 
that repositions supervision from a routine academic responsibility to a valued 
strategic function. Key recommendations include embedding mandatory 
supervision training within academic career pathways, strengthening communities 
of practice to support peer learning, and leveraging digital technologies to expand 
access to training resources. By adopting integrated and context-responsive 
approaches, African universities can strengthen research ecosystems, improve 
postgraduate outcomes, and support the development of a new generation of 
scholars capable of addressing the continent’s pressing challenges. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Training and capacity building for academic supervisors 
are essential components of efforts to strengthen 
postgraduate education and research across many 
African higher education contexts. Capacity building 
not only enhances individual supervisory skills but also 
contributes to improved institutional systems and 
organizational effectiveness¹’². 
 
It is important to distinguish between academic 
supervision and capacity building, as these concepts 
are related but conceptually distinct. Academic 
supervision refers to the direct pedagogical and 
mentoring process through which supervisors guide 
postgraduate students in research design, 
implementation, and completion. In contrast, capacity 
building refers to the broader institutional, professional, 
and systemic interventions aimed at strengthening the 
skills, competencies, and environments that support 
effective supervision. While capacity building 
enhances supervision, the two concepts should not be 
used interchangeably. 
 
Several initiatives have emerged to address these 
needs. The Consortium for Advanced Research Training 
in Africa (CARTA) offers structured workshops on 
doctoral recruitment, supervisory ethics, and 
mentoring. The African Institute for Capacity Building 
and Training provides seminars and certification 
programs, while the Centre for Regional Integration in 
Africa links academic training with regional 
development priorities. Digital platforms such as the 
CREST Online Training Course further expand 
opportunities for novice supervisors through flexible 
and accessible online learning pathways2-4. Together, 
these interventions strengthen supervisory 
competence, promote collaboration, and support 
contextually relevant solutions across diverse African 
higher education settings5,6. 

 
Despite these advances, important gaps persist across 
several African higher education contexts. Evidence 
from countries such as South Africa, Kenya, and 
Uganda highlights challenges related to institutional 
capacity, funding, and inconsistent training structures. 
However, comparable empirical data from West and 
Central Africa remain limited. As a result, caution is 

needed when generalizing these findings across all 
African universities. In many institutions, supervisory 
practices continue to rely heavily on personal 
experience rather than structured preparation, resulting 
in uneven supervision quality and variable student 
outcomes¹-³. 
 
Regional organizations such as the African 
Development Bank Group and the African Capacity 
Building Foundation have begun addressing these 
challenges through investments in higher education, 
governance, science, and technology. Nevertheless, 
concerns remain regarding the long-term sustainability 
of these initiatives. 
 
This paper adopts a literature-based critical narrative 
review design, relying exclusively on secondary data 
sources. The analysis integrates peer-reviewed 
publications, regional case studies, and organizational 
reports from institutions such as CARTA, the African 
Research Universities Alliance (ARUA), and the Council 
for the Development of Social Science Research in 
Africa (CODESRIA), alongside documented digital 
initiatives from multiple African regions.  
 
The review contributes to the literature in three ways: (i) 
by consolidating fragmented evidence on academic 
supervision models into a structured analytical 
framework (Tables 1–5); (ii) by highlighting regional 
contrasts often overlooked in pan-African discussions; 
and (iii) by proposing a conceptual framework that 
integrates formal, membership-based, and digital 
supervision approaches. 
 
METHODS 
STUDY DESIGN 
This study is designed as a critical narrative review 
rather than a systematic review. It uses purposive 
selection of high-relevance literature to develop an 
analytical synthesis instead of an exhaustive mapping 
of all available studies. The review draws exclusively on 
secondary data sources to examine the nature, 
effectiveness, and situational context of academic 
supervisor training and capacity-building initiatives 
across African higher education systems. 
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In this paper, “situational analysis” is used in a thematic 
sense rather than as a formal SWOT or systems-
analysis protocol. Themes were synthesized and 
organized in Table 3. As no primary data were collected 
from human participants, the study does not involve 
empirical fieldwork, experimental intervention, or 
survey-based data collection. 
 
This paper examines academic supervision as a core 
pedagogical process alongside capacity-building 
interventions designed to strengthen supervisory 
effectiveness at individual and institutional levels. 
 
Search Strategy and Source Selection 
The review integrates evidence from three broad 
categories of literature: (i) peer-reviewed journal 
articles retrieved from databases including PubMed, 
Google Scholar, JSTOR, and Scopus; (ii) regional case 
studies and institutional reports from pan-African 
organizations such as CARTA, ARUA, and CODESRIA; 
and (iii) documented digital and hybrid supervision 
initiatives implemented across multiple African 
regions. Grey literature, including policy documents, 
conference proceedings, and organizational reports, 
was also consulted where relevant. 
 
Search terms included academic supervision, 
postgraduate training, research capacity building, 
supervisor development, and higher education in 
African contexts. Searches were not restricted by 
publication date, although priority was given to 
literature published between 2005 and 2025 to ensure 
contemporary relevance. 
 
Approximately 40–50 peer-reviewed journal articles, 
15–20 institutional and programme reports, and 10–15 
policy and strategy documents were included in the 
review. Priority was given to sources that explicitly 
examined academic supervision, supervisor training, 
supervision models, supervision policies, or 
postgraduate research capacity building in African 
higher education settings. 
 
Analytical Approach 
Given the complexity and heterogeneity of the available 
literature, this study adopts a thematic synthesis 
approach within a critical narrative review framework. 
Rather than conducting a formal quantitative synthesis 

such as meta-analysis, the review systematically 
identifies recurring themes, patterns, and tensions 
across the literature. 
 
Thematic synthesis was used to organize findings 
around four core areas: (i) supervision types and 
models; (ii) situational status and structural 
challenges; (iii) implemented interventions and 
reported effectiveness; and (iv) emerging innovations 
and recommendations. 
 
Analytical rigor was strengthened through transparent 
source triangulation, cross-referencing evidence from 
institutional reports, empirical studies, and policy 
documents to identify areas of convergence and 
divergence. 
 
Scope and Limitations 
This review focuses on sub-Saharan and North African 
higher education contexts, with attention to regional 
variation across Southern, East, West, and 
Francophone Africa. Although the available literature is 
unevenly distributed geographically, efforts were made 
to include evidence from diverse national and regional 
contexts. 
 
As a critical narrative review, this study does not claim 
to provide a systematic or exhaustive review of all 
literature on academic supervision in Africa. Rather, it 
synthesizes selected high-relevance evidence to 
develop an analytical narrative and advance evidence-
informed recommendations for policy and practice. 
 
The review also acknowledges several limitations. The 
evidence base is heavily concentrated in Southern 
Africa, particularly South Africa, while empirical data 
from West and Central Africa remain limited. This 
imbalance may introduce regional bias and restrict the 
extent to which findings can be generalized across the 
continent. The review therefore highlights the need for 
more geographically diverse research on supervision 
practices and capacity-building initiatives. 
  
AFRICAN ACADEMIC SUPERVISION: TYPES AND 
MODELS  
Academic supervisors in African higher education 
contexts increasingly employ multi-modal approaches 
to training and capacity building, drawing primarily on 
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formal, membership-based, and digital models of 
professional development⁷. These models have 
emerged in response to evolving institutional demands 
and the growing complexity of postgraduate 
supervision. 
 
Formal training models are institutionally anchored and 
commonly include university-organized workshops, 
supervision courses, pedagogical training, and 
research ethics modules. For example, South Africa’s 
National Research Foundation (NRF) has supported 
structured supervisory development within 
universities. Tools such as the grid-based planning 
framework developed by Bitzer and Alberty have also 
been used to strengthen supervisory processes and 
capacity building⁷. Universities such as the University of 
Nairobi and Makerere University have integrated 
supervisory development into academic induction 
programs to improve student support and research 
quality⁸. 
 
Membership-based models, typically offered through 
academic societies, regional networks, and research 
consortia, provide peer learning, mentorship, and 
professional support. Organizations such as ARUA and 
CODESRIA facilitate collaborative training, policy 
dialogue, and resource sharing. CODESRIA’s College of 
Mentors program, for example, brings together 
supervisors from across Africa to deliver structured 
mentorship and supervision training⁹’¹⁰.  
 
The digital model has expanded rapidly in recent years, 
particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic. Online 
platforms now provide webinars, virtual workshops, 
and supervision-focused training modules. Initiatives 
such as the British Council’s Supervision Matters 
program and the African Institute for Capacity 
Development (AICAD) have piloted online supervisor 
training across multiple contexts11,12. 
 
Hybrid approaches are also emerging. The African 
Science Frontiers Initiatives (ASFI), for example, 
integrates membership-based and digital approaches 
to provide standardized and accessible supervision 
training across multiple African contexts¹³.  

While these models provide valuable approaches to 
supervision capacity building, their effectiveness varies 
according to context, institutional capacity, and 
resource availability. Formal training models offer 
standardization and quality assurance but are often 
resource-intensive and difficult to sustain. 
Membership-based models promote peer learning and 
collaboration, although access remains uneven and 
frequently dependent on external funding. Digital 
models improve access and flexibility, particularly in 
resource-limited settings; however, their effectiveness 
depends on infrastructure and the quality of academic 
engagement. 
 
Overall, these findings suggest that no single 
supervision model is sufficient in isolation. Instead, 
context-responsive integration of multiple approaches 
appears more effective for strengthening supervision 
outcomes across African higher education contexts. 
 
IMPLEMENTED STUDIES ON ACADEMIC 
SUPERVISION MODELS IN AFRICA  
A growing body of research highlights the increasing 
complexity and importance of academic supervision in 
African higher education¹⁴’¹⁵. Formal training programs 
play a central role in developing core supervisory 
competencies and promoting consistency across 
institutions. Membership‑based models support 
professional growth by fostering networking, peer 
learning, and shared standards. Digital supervision 
expands access and flexibility, making it a valuable 
complement to traditional approaches. Collectively, 
these models emphasize community‑building, peer 
mentorship, and collaborative learning through regional 
and institutional consortia. 
 
An illustrative example is the Southern African doctoral 
network examined by Golding and Kapenda¹⁵, which 
demonstrates how platforms such as the Southern 
African Regional Universities Association (SARUA) and 
the African Research Universities Alliance (ARUA) 
facilitate resource sharing, mentorship programs, and 
the development of supervisory policies.  
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Table 1. Academic Supervision Types and Models in African Contexts  
Manifestations Definition / Description  Examples in Africa (with 

references) 
Implications for Practice and Policy 

SUPERVISION TYPES  
Formal Supervision (Traditional One-to-
One) Manifestations: Regular scheduled 
meetings; individualized feedback and 
mentoring; clearly defined supervisory 
roles; institutionally guided processes 

Structured, institutionally 
recognized supervision 
relationship between a 
single supervisor and a 
postgraduate student 

Widely practiced across 
African universities, 

including South Africa, 
Nigeria, and Kenya8, 23, 28 

Ensures accountability and tailored student 
support; however, contributes to supervisor 

overload and inconsistent quality where formal 
training and institutional frameworks are 

limited, highlighting the need for 
standardization and workload regulation 

Group Supervision Manifestations: Group 
supervision meetings; peer-to-peer 

learning; shared supervisory 
responsibilities; community-based 

engagement 

Supervision conducted 
through group-based, peer-

supported, or networked 
structures  

SARUA and ARUA doctoral 
networks; digitally 

facilitated collective 
supervision models15,17 

Enhances peer learning and reduces 
supervisory burden, but may limit individualized 
attention and requires strong coordination and 

facilitation mechanisms 

SUPERVISION MODELS  
Formal Training Model Manifestations: 
Workshops and certification programs; 

research ethics and methodology training; 
structured supervision frameworks; 

integration into academic development 
programs 

Institutionally structured 
programs designed to train 

and develop academic 
supervisors 

NRF-supported programs 
in South Africa; University 

of Nairobi workshops; 
Makerere University 

training initiatives7,8, 21, 22 

Promotes standardization and improves 
supervisory competence; however, it is 

resource-intensive and often lacks continuity 
and scalability 

Membership-Based Model 
Manifestations: Mentorship programs; 
peer learning platforms; collaborative 

workshops; long-term network 
engagement 

Supervision development 
through academic networks, 

research consortia, and 
professional communities  

ARUA initiatives; 
CODESRIA College of 

Mentors; CARTA 
supervision 

programs9,10,15,16, 54,55 

Strengthens collaboration and sustained 
professional development; however, access is 

uneven and sustainability often depends on 
external funding 

Digital Supervision Model Manifestations: 
Webinars and virtual workshops; 

supervision via Zoom, WhatsApp, email; 
asynchronous and synchronous 

engagement; online modules 

Use of digital platforms and 
tools to support supervision 

and training 

British Council 
“Supervision Matters”; 
AICAD digital training; 

ODL institutions in South 
Africa11,12,18–20 

Expands access and flexibility, but depends on 
digital infrastructure and may weaken 

interpersonal engagement if poorly 
implemented 

Hybrid Model:  
Blended learning (online + face-to-face); 

integration of structured training and peer 
support; flexible delivery systems 

Integrated approach 
combining formal, digital, 
and membership-based 

supervision models 

ASFI supervision training 
model; Makerere 

University blended 
supervision approach13,43 

Provides a comprehensive and adaptable 
framework; however, requires strong 

institutional coordination, policy alignment, and 
sustained resources  
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Membership‑based models also strengthen collective 
accountability and enable contextual adaptation. 
CARTA, for example, brings together universities across 
Africa to engage in peer‑based supervision 
development through retreats, mentorship programs, 
and collaborative evaluation sessions¹⁶. These 
communities of practice provide sustained support 
over time, contrasting with one‑off training events that 
often lack continuity. 
 
The COVID‑19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of 
digital tools in academic supervision, making remote 
communication essential, particularly for students in 
rural or underserved areas. Yang¹⁷ introduced the 
concept of “Collective Academic Supervision,” a 
digitally facilitated model that promotes interaction 
between supervisors and postgraduate students within 
peer‑supported online communities. This approach 
enhances academic engagement while addressing the 
emotional isolation commonly experienced during 
postgraduate research. 
 
Similarly, Mbongo et al.¹⁸ examined digital supervision 
practices in an Open Distance Learning institution in 
South Africa, finding that platforms such as Zoom, 
WhatsApp, and email became central to supervisory 
communication during lockdowns. Although these 
tools improved access and flexibility, students 
expressed a need for more structured and personalized 
engagement, underscoring the limitations of purely 
digital interactions. Kumar et al.¹⁹ explored remote 
supervision across countries, noting benefits such as 
flexible scheduling and broader access, but also 
challenges including unreliable internet connectivity 
and weaker interpersonal relationships. Clarke et al.²⁰ 
similarly found that the effectiveness of digital 
supervision depends more on its implementation—
particularly in fostering community, feedback, and 
academic rigor than on the specific platform used. Both 
synchronous and asynchronous approaches can be 
effective when thoughtfully designed. 
 
Overall, studies suggest that strategies combining 
structured training, community support, and 
technology tailored to local contexts may enhance 
research supervision in African contexts. Table 2 
synthesizes implemented supervision models in 
African contexts, providing a practice-oriented 

framework that links model type, context and policy 
implications. 
 
A cross-analysis of the studies presented indicates 
clear contextual differences in model effectiveness. In 
relatively well-resourced settings such as South Africa, 
formal and hybrid models demonstrate stronger 
outcomes due to institutional support and established 
training systems. In contrast, in multi-country and 
resource-constrained contexts, membership-based 
models such as CARTA show greater adaptability by 
leveraging regional collaboration and shared expertise. 
Digital models appear particularly effective in 
expanding access across geographically dispersed or 
underserved populations; however, their limitations in 
fostering engagement highlight the need for 
complementary structured and interactive approaches. 
These findings reinforce that effectiveness is not 
inherent to the model itself but is shaped by contextual 
factors including infrastructure, institutional policy, and 
human resource capacity. 
 
ACADEMIC SUPERVISION PROGRAMS: CURRENT 
STATUS IN AFRICA SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS  
Training for academic supervisors appears insufficient 
in several documented contexts, particularly in settings 
where formal training structures are limited; however, 
the extent of this challenge varies across regions and is 
not uniformly evidenced across all African universities. 
 
It is important to note that much of the available 
empirical evidence is concentrated in a few countries, 
particularly South Africa. While these studies provide 
valuable insights, they may not fully represent the 
diversity of supervision practices across West and 
Central African contexts, where published data remain 
limited. This uneven evidence base introduces a 
potential generalization bias and highlights the need for 
more regionally representative research Historically, 
supervisors assumed their roles without formal 
preparation, relying on personal experience or 
informal mentoring. 
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Table 2. Implemented Studies on Academic Supervision Models in African Contexts  
Supervision Model Country / 

Setting 
Methodology  Manifestations Main Findings Implications for Practice and 

Policy  
Membership-based 
model (CARTA 
supervision 
approach) 

Multi-
country 
(CARTA 

network, 
Africa) 

Qualitative 
study 

(supervisors’ 
experiences) 

Structured mentorship; 
regional collaboration; 

joint training 
workshops 

Improved supervisory capacity, 
enhanced research output, and 

strengthened regional 
collaboration networks54 

Demonstrates effectiveness of 
structured regional networks; 
supports scaling collaborative 

supervision models 

Membership-based 
/ capacity-building 
model 

Multi-
country 
(Africa, 
CARTA) 

Program 
evaluation 

Supervisor training; 
mentorship systems; 

institutional 
partnerships 

Strengthened doctoral training 
systems and improved 

supervision quality across 
institutions55 

Highlights importance of long-term 
investment in structured programs 

and partnerships 

Formal supervision 
(one-to-one) 

South Africa Cross-
sectional 

case study 

High supervisor–
student ratios; 
individualized 

supervision 

Supervisor overload negatively 
impacts postgraduate student 

success and completion rates26 

Urgent need for workload 
regulation and integration of 

alternative supervision approaches 

Digital supervision 
model 

South Africa 
(ODL 

institution) 

Qualitative 
study 

(student 
experiences) 

Online supervision; 
remote 

communication; digital 
engagement 

Digital supervision improved 
access and flexibility but 

resulted in limited interaction 
and engagement challenges18 

Digital approaches should be 
complemented with structured 

and interactive supervision 
strategies  

Remote/digital 
supervision 

Multi-context 
(including 

Africa) 

Qualitative 
study 

Virtual meetings; 
asynchronous 

communication 

Identified communication 
barriers, delayed feedback, and 

student isolation in remote 
supervision contexts19 

Need for clear digital supervision 
frameworks and training for 

supervisors 

Digital supervision 
transition 

International 
(incl. African 

contexts)  

Qualitative 
analysis 

Adaptation to online 
supervision tools and 

methods 

Effective supervision can be 
achieved through multiple 

digital pathways when 
adaptability is ensured20 

Supports institutional investment 
in digital infrastructure and 

capacity building  

Group supervision Applied in 
African-
relevant 
contexts  

Case-based 
educational 

study 

Online collective 
supervision; peer 

engagement; shared 
feedback 

Collective supervision 
enhanced collaboration, peer 

learning, and research skill 
development17 

Encourages integration of group 
supervision models to 

complement traditional 
approaches  

Digital + 
institutional support 
model 

South Africa 
(ODL) 

Mixed-
methods 

study 

Institutional support 
systems; supervisor 

training; digital 
platforms  

Identified gaps in supervision 
support, training, and 

institutional readiness in ODL 
settings16 

Reinforces need for institutional 
policies and structured support 

systems 
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Formal training 
model 

South Africa Reflective 
study 

Supervisor training 
experiences; skills 

development 

Supervision training enhances 
supervisor confidence and 

improves supervision quality21 

Supports embedding supervision 
training within academic 
development programs 

Formal supervision 
training 

South Africa 
(clinical 
context) 

Cross-
sectional 

survey 

Training exposure; 
competency 
assessment 

Identified gaps in formal 
supervision training and need 

for competency-based 
frameworks22 

Calls for standardized and 
competency-driven supervision 

training systems 

Hybrid / 
institutional model 

Uganda 
(Makerere 
University) 

Program 
model 

description 

Blended supervision 
training; institutional 

systems strengthening 

Hybrid supervision models 
improved institutional capacity 

and supervision systems43 

Demonstrates value of integrated 
and context-adapted supervision 

approaches  
 
Arendse’s reflective study highlights this issue by comparing her 
experiences as a postgraduate student and later as a supervisor, 
while Hendricks et al. found that most clinical supervisors in South 
Africa lacked formal training and institutional guidance, highlighting 
the need for national standards²¹’²².  Research indicates that 
structured training enhances supervisory effectiveness and 
contributes to student success²³–²⁵. These patterns are synthesized 
under the training‑related themes in Table 3. 
 
Another major constraint is the heavy workload borne by academic 
staff, who must balance teaching, administrative duties, and 
research responsibilities, leaving limited time for high‑quality 
supervision and timely feedback²⁶. Across different contexts, studies 
have linked supervisor overload and resource constraints with 
prolonged postgraduate completion times and variable supervision 
quality²⁶,²⁷. 
 
Limited funding and inadequate infrastructure restrict institutions’ 
ability to invest in supervision training, quality monitoring systems, 
and digital tools, thereby limiting the adoption of modern supervision 
models²⁷, as illustrated by university and NGO experiences in 
countries such as Malawi²⁷–²⁹. These interlocking challenges are 
summarised in the workload, funding, and structural rows of Table 3. 
 

Beyond institutional challenges, structural constraints shape the 
broader supervision landscape. Higher education systems in African 
contexts often operate within underfunded research environments, 
weak institutional frameworks, and limited access to research 
infrastructure. These conditions result in fragmented, 
donor‑dependent training programs that lack scalability and 
sustainability³⁰’³¹. These structural and human‑capital constraints 
are consolidated in the corresponding themes in Table 3.  
 
Human capital challenges. Including brain drain and weak academic 
career incentives, further reduce the pool of experienced 
supervisors³², while the absence of national or regional supervision 
guidelines contributes to inconsistent practices, and uneven 
research support for students³²,³³.  This inconsistency negatively 
affects research quality, as students may receive inadequate 
guidance on research design, data analysis, and ethical 
considerations, resulting in unreliable research outputs³³. These 
structural and human-capital constraints are consolidated in the 
corresponding themes in Table 3. 
 
Gender and socio‑cultural factors also shape supervision dynamics 
but remain underexplored. Hierarchical academic norms, gendered 
expectations, and language barriers influence communication and 
power relations in supervisor–student relationships, with studies 
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showing that female academics often face additional constraints 
linked to family responsibilities and under‑representation in senior 
roles³⁴–³⁶. Studies showing that female academics often face 
additional challenges linked to family responsibilities and under-
representation in senior roles³⁴,³⁶. Addressing these issues through 
inclusive, gender‑responsive, and culturally sensitive frameworks is 
essential for improving postgraduate experiences and promoting 
equity within African higher education, as highlighted in the gender 
and socio‑cultural rows of Table 3. 
 
Across the continent, the situational analysis suggests variation 
rather than uniformity in supervision systems. While South African 
universities are relatively well represented in the literature and 
demonstrate more institutionalized training structures, evidence 
from West and Central Africa is comparatively limited and often 
based on smaller-scale or descriptive studies. Consequently, 

observed patterns—such as reliance on informal mentorship or lack 
of structured training—should be interpreted cautiously and not 
assumed to apply universally across all African context.  
 
Uneven access to formal supervisor training persists alongside 
chronic under-funding, resulting in fragmented, donor-dependent 
initiatives that are difficult to sustain or scale. High supervisor 
workloads, weak institutional frameworks, and limited research 
infrastructure further constrain the effectiveness of even 
well-designed capacity-building programmes. These dynamics 
intersect with gendered and socio-cultural hierarchies, which shape 
who becomes a supervisor, how authority is exercised, and how 
openly students can engage in critical dialogue. Together, these 
cross-cutting factors help explain why supervision quality remains 
highly variable across African contexts, despite growing recognition 
of its strategic importance. 

 
Table 3. Situational Analysis of Academic Supervision Programs in African Contexts 

Theme / Issue 
Manifestation  

Description Evidence / Examples link to Training and 
capacity building 

Implications for 
Supervision 

Lack of formal 
supervisor training 

Many academic supervisors 
assume supervisory roles 

without formal preparation, 
relying on personal experience or 

informal mentoring 

Arendse's reflective study comparing 
experiences as a postgraduate student 

and later as a supervisor21 

Highlights the need 
for structured 

supervisor training. 

Universities should 
implement structured 

supervisor training programs 
to improve supervisory 

quality and student support 
Limited 
institutional 
guidance 

Institutional frameworks for 
training and supporting 

supervisors remain weak or 
inconsistent across universities 

Hendricks et al. found that most clinical 
supervisors in South Africa lacked 

formal training and institutional 
guidance22 

Integrate structured 
supervisor training 
within institutional 

policies  

The development of national 
and institutional standards 

for supervisor training is 
required 

Uneven training 
availability 

The availability and quality of 
supervisor training vary widely 

across institutions, and in some 
cases, training is absent entirely 

Multiple studies demonstrate that 
structured supervision training improves 

supervisory effectiveness and student 
outcomes 23_25 

Ensure equitable 
access to training 

 
 

Establishing standardized 
training frameworks could 

improve supervision 
consistency across 

institutions 
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Heavy academic 
workload 

Academic staff must balance 
teaching, administration, 
research, and supervision 

responsibilities  

Studies report that overburdened 
supervisors often struggle to provide 

timely feedback and adequate 
support26,27 

Include workload 
management 

strategies  

Reducing workload or 
allocating dedicated 

supervision time may 
enhance student progress 

and completion rates  
Funding and 
resource 
limitations  

Many African universities lack 
sufficient funding to support 

supervision training, monitoring 
systems, and research 

infrastructure  

Evidence from Malawi indicates that 
NGOs and institutions face limited 

funding, staff capacity, and time 
constraints for research 

development27_29 

Invest in 
infrastructure and 

funding 

Increased investment in 
research capacity and 

infrastructure is necessary 
to strengthen supervision 

systems 
Structural and 
institutional 
constraints 

African higher education 
systems often operate in 

underfunded research 
environments with weak 

institutional frameworks and 
limited infrastructure 

Training programs are frequently donor-
dependent and fragmented, limiting 

sustainability and scalability30,31 

Promote 
institutional 

reforms. 

Sustainable institutional 
policies and long-term 
funding strategies are 

needed 

Human capital 
challenges 

Brain drain and limited academic 
career incentives reduce the 

availability of experienced 
supervisors 

Many countries struggle to retain senior 
academics capable of supervising 

postgraduate research32 

Focus on retention 
and mentorship 

Policies to retain and 
incentivize academic staff 

are essential 

Lack of national or 
regional 
guidelines 

Absence of clear supervision 
standards leads to inconsistent 

supervisory practices across 
institutions 

Students may receive uneven guidance 
in research design, data analysis, and 

ethics33 

Develop national 
frameworks 

The development of national 
or regional supervision 

guidelines could standardize 
practices 

Gender and socio-
cultural factors  

Hierarchical norms, gender 
roles, and language barriers 

affect supervisor–student 
relationships 

Female academics face additional 
challenges due to family responsibilities 
and underrepresentation in leadership 

roles34_36 

Integrate inclusive 
approaches  

Inclusive and gender-
responsive supervision 

frameworks are needed to 
promote equity and effective 

communication 
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INITIATIVES TO IMPROVE THE QUALITY OF THE 
ACADEMIC SUPERVISION PROGRAM  
Building on the cross‑cutting challenges outlined in the 
situational analysis, a range of institutional, regional 
and continental initiatives has emerged to strengthen 
supervision quality and capacity, with their main 
features and implications summarised in Table 4. 
Significant progress has been made in strengthening 
postgraduate supervision in African contexts, with 
South Africa demonstrating some of the most notable 
advancements. South Africa has formalized support 
structures for postgraduate supervision through 
initiatives such as the Southern African–Nordic Centre 
(SANORD), which promotes regional collaboration and 
the exchange of effective supervisory practices³⁷. 
Universities including the University of Cape Town, 
Stellenbosch University, and the University of Pretoria 
have established supervisor training programs that 
integrate research ethics, mentoring, and professional 
development components³⁸,³⁹. 
 
South Africa has also implemented structured training 
programs with measurable outcomes. The 
Strengthening Postgraduate Supervision program, 
delivered across several universities, combines 
workshops, mentoring, and reflective practice. 
Evaluations indicate improvements in supervisor 
confidence and enhanced student satisfaction⁴⁰.   
 
In East Africa, progress has also been observed in 
countries such as Kenya and Uganda. The University of 
Nairobi offers workshops and basic supervision 
support systems⁴¹,⁴², while Makerere University has 
introduced a blended supervision training program that 
integrates online and face‑to‑face modules. 
Supervisors reported improvements in communication, 
time management, and clarity of supervision goals⁴³.  
The Inter‑University Council for East Africa (IUCEA) has 
advocated for regional qualification frameworks and 
supervision standards, although implementation 
remains uneven across the region⁴⁴,⁴⁵. 
 
In West Africa, many universities still rely on informal 
one‑to‑one mentoring without structured orientation or 
institutional guidelines⁴⁶-⁴⁸. Although countries such as 
Nigeria and Ghana have introduced review panels and 
supervision manuals, the absence of national policy 
frameworks and incentives has limited scalability and 

sustainability²⁶. Francophone West African countries—
including Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, Benin, Togo, and 
Burkina Faso—have adopted co‑supervision models 
through organizations such as CORAF to strengthen 
research quality despite persistent structural 
constraints⁴⁹,⁵⁰. 
 
In North Africa, countries such as Egypt, Morocco, and 
Tunisia are improving postgraduate supervision through 
structured, collaborative, and digital approaches. 
Egypt’s Fulbright–Assiut joint supervision grants 
promote international mentorship⁵¹, while Tunisia’s 
écoles doctorales formalize supervisor training and 
monitoring. Programs such as RAQMYAT enhance 
supervision through digital literacy and online 
mentoring⁵²,⁵³. 
 
Continental initiatives have also contributed to 
strengthening supervision. The Consortium for 
Advanced Research Training in Africa (CARTA) has 
introduced structured training models that include 
workshops, supervision contracts, mentorship 
guidelines, and ethics courses. Van Schalkwyk et al. 
report that CARTA’s model improved supervisory 
practices, strengthened feedback mechanisms, and 
clarified supervisor–student roles⁵⁴. Bondjers et al. 
similarly highlight that these interventions build 
long‑term institutional capacity for research training⁵⁵.  
  
Digital innovations are increasingly shaping supervision 
practices. E‑learning modules and supervision toolkits 
developed by ARUA have shown positive outcomes. A 
pilot online research writing course in Rwanda achieved 
an 89% completion rate and high participant 
confidence in publishing, demonstrating the potential 
of digital approaches to strengthen research and 
supervision capacity⁵⁶. 
 
Recent initiatives within the African Science Frontiers 
Initiative (ASFI demonstrate innovative approaches to 
strengthening academic supervision in African 
contexts. Findings from Abdullahi et al.¹³ show that 
requiring supervisors to articulate personal supervision 
philosophy statements fosters reflective practice and 
enhances clarity in supervisory roles. Complementing 
this, Onyeka¹⁴ emphasizes the importance of 
structured preparation for
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supervisors, highlighting African Science Frontiers Initiative ASFI’s 
contribution to improving supervisory readiness and professional 
identity. Together, these interventions illustrate how targeted, 

competency‑based training models may advance supervision 
quality and promote a more coherent supervisory culture across 
African contexts. 

Table 4. Initiatives to Improve the Quality of Academic Supervision Programs in African Contexts  
Manifestation  Region Description Evidence Link to Training and 

Capacity Building 
Implications for 

Supervision 
Structured supervisor 
training programs 

Southern 
Africa (South 

Africa) 

Institutionalized training 
integrating mentoring, ethics, 

and professional development 

Universities of Cape 
Town, Stellenbosch, 

Pretoria38 –39 

Formal curriculum-
based supervisor 

training 

Improves supervisory 
competence and student 

support 
Regional collaboration 
networks 

Southern 
Africa / 

International 

Cross-institutional collaboration 
for sharing supervision practices 

SANORD initiative37 Peer learning and 
collaborative 

training 

Enhances standardization 
and knowledge exchange 

Integrated supervision 
training programs 

Southern 
Africa 

Multi-component programs 
combining workshops, 

mentoring, & reflective practice 

Strengthening 
Postgraduate 
Supervision 
program40 

Continuous 
professional 
development 

Improves supervisor 
confidence and student 

satisfaction 

Blended training 
models 

East Africa 
(Kenya, 
Uganda) 

Combination of online and face-
to-face training approaches 

Makerere 
University43, 
University of 
Nairobi41–42 

Flexible hybrid 
training models 

Enhances 
communication, time 

management, and clarity 

Regional policy and 
qualification 
frameworks 

East Africa Development of regional 
supervision standards and 

frameworks 

IUCEA 
frameworks44,45 

Policy-driven 
capacity building  

Promotes harmonization 
across institutions  

Informal mentorship 
practices 

West Africa Reliance on unstructured one-
to-one mentoring 

Nigeria and Ghana 
studies26,46–48 

Limited formal 
training structures  

Leads to inconsistent 
supervision quality 

Co-supervision 
models 

Francophone 
West Africa 

Collaborative supervision across 
institutions 

CORAF and regional 
networks49,50 

Shared supervision 
and mentorship 

Improves research quality 
despite constraints  

International co-
supervision 
partnerships 

North Africa 
(Egypt) 

Joint supervision with 
international institutions 

Fulbright–Assiut 
collaboration51 

Global mentorship 
and exchange 

Enhances research 
exposure and quality 

Formal doctoral 
training systems 

North Africa 
(Tunisia) 

Structured doctoral schools with 
supervision monitoring 

Écoles doctorales52 Institutionalized 
training systems 

Strengthens 
accountability and 

standards 
Digital supervision 
initiatives 

Africa-wide Online platforms for supervision 
training and mentoring 

RAQMYAT53, ARUA 
initiatives56 

Technology-enabled 
training 

Expands access and 
flexibility 



 
 

  
ASFI Research Journal. 2026;3(1): e14342. doi:10.70040/asfirj-7kjc-r3rf 13 

 

eISSN: 3043-4262 

Continental structured 
training models 

Africa-wide Integrated programs combining 
training, mentoring, and 

guidelines 

CARTA model 54,55 Holistic capacity-
building approach 

Improves feedback and 
clarifies roles  

Digital research 
training support 

Africa-wide Online courses supporting 
research and supervision skills 

Rwanda online 
course56 

Scalable digital 
training 

Enhances research 
output and confidence 

Competency-based 
supervision training 

Africa-wide Focus on reflective practice and 
supervision philosophy 

ASFI initiatives13,14 Competency-driven 
training 

Promotes 
professionalization of 

supervision 
 
 
SUPERVISION IN AFRICAN UNIVERSITIES: CHALLENGES AND 
INNOVATIONS  
Persistent disparities in supervisory practices across African 
contexts, documented in the situational analysis and Tables 3–4, 
underscore the need for structured training and sustained 
capacity‑building. Effective supervision extends beyond academic 
guidance; it profoundly shapes students’ intellectual and personal 
development, as highlighted by Manathunga⁵⁷. Yet in many African 
contexts, supervision is still treated as a routine academic duty 
rather than a dynamic pedagogical process. Programs such as 
CARTA⁵⁸ demonstrate that even well‑designed initiatives require 
strong institutional support and enabling environments to achieve 
long‑term impact. In this section, we synthesise regional patterns of 
challenges and emerging innovations, with Table 5 providing a 
structured overview of how specific supervision constraints are 
being addressed across different African university contexts. 
 
In Southern Africa, universities such as Stellenbosch, Cape Town, 
and Pretoria offer structured training supported by international 
collaborations like SANORD³⁷–³⁹ and national bodies such as South 
Africa’s NRF⁷. East African institutions, including Makerere University 
and the University of Nairobi, have adopted similar frameworks but 
continue to face challenges such as high student‑to‑supervisor 
ratios and slow uptake of regional standards promoted by the 
Inter‑University Council for East Africa⁴¹,⁴²,⁴⁴,⁴⁵. 

 
Supervision in West Africa remains informal despite efforts in Nigeria 
and Ghana to introduce supervision manuals and review panels²⁸,⁴⁶–

⁴⁸. Francophone Africa faces additional constraints, including limited 
French‑language resources, rigid academic hierarchies, and funding 
gaps, with sporadic support from the Agence Universitaire de la 
Francophonie (AUF)27. Regional networks such as ARUA, SARUA, and 
CODESRIA’s College of Mentors continue to facilitate collaboration 
and peer learning⁹,¹⁰, ¹²,¹⁵. 
 
Regional development bodies such as the African Development 
Bank (AfDB)⁵⁹,⁶⁰ and the African Technology Policy Studies Network 
(ATPS)⁶¹ have emphasized higher education, science, and 
technology as drivers of development. However, their initiatives 
rarely target academic supervision directly. Similarly, the African 
Capacity Building Foundation (ACBF) focuses on governance and 
institutional strengthening but seldom engages in academic 
mentorship or supervision⁶². 
 
The rise of digital technologies presents new opportunities to 
enhance supervision. Traditional pathways often leave supervisors 
to learn through experience—a process Amundsen and McAlpine 
describe as a “trial by fire64.” Increasing recognition of peer learning 
and communities of practice, now facilitated through virtual 
platforms, offers a more supportive alternative. Online training 
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modules and digital supervision toolkits can expand access to 
capacity‑building resources, particularly in under‑resourced or 
remote institutions⁶⁵,⁶⁶. These tools also support cross‑institutional 
collaboration and reflective practice. However, their success 
depends on adequate infrastructure, internet access, and digital 
literacy—challenges that remain unevenly addressed across the 
continent. Digital tools must also be embedded within broader 
academic development strategies and national higher education 
policies to achieve sustainable impact. 
 
Despite these challenges, promising practices are emerging. In 
South Africa, national reports emphasize the importance of 
strengthening and formalizing doctoral supervision, examining 

models, experiences, and systemic approaches to improve 
quality⁶⁷,⁶⁸. In Uganda, structured mechanisms addressing 
supervisor–student relationships, guidance, and feedback have 
improved graduate student progression, offering insights for other 
institutions³². Altbach⁶⁹ highlights the role of international 
exchanges, co‑supervision, and academic partnerships in 
strengthening capacity in the Global South, though he and others 
caution that such collaborations may perpetuate dependency if not 
carefully managed. Recent evidence from African institutions 
confirms that while these partnerships offer substantial benefits, 
they can also reinforce inequities when power imbalances remain 
unaddressed⁷⁰. 

 
Table 5. Supervision in African Universities: Challenges and Innovations  

Challenge Description Country / Region Innovation / Solution Impact 
Uneven supervisory 
practices 

Lack of structured training 
and variation across 

supervisors 

South Africa Structured supervisor training 
programs (NRF, SANORD); university 
initiatives (Stellenbosch, Cape Town, 

Pretoria)37–39 

Improved consistency and 
supervision quality 

High student–supervisor 
ratio 

High student load per 
supervisor 

East Africa  Institutional frameworks and regional 
supervision standards (IUCEA); 

university-level guidelines (Makerere, 
Nairobi)41,42, 44,45 

More structured 
supervision and workload 

management 

Informal supervision 
practices 

Unstructured supervision 
processes  

West Africa (Nigeria, 
Ghana) 

Supervision manuals and formal review 
panels28,46–48 

Enhanced transparency 
and accountability 

Limited supervisor training 
access  

Restricted professional 
development opportunities  

Multiple African 
regions 

Digital and hybrid supervision models; 
online training platforms (Supervision 

Matters, AICAD, Makerere blended 
model)11,12,40 

Expanded training access 
and flexibility 

Limited resources and 
language barriers 

Infrastructure limitations 
and linguistic challenges 

Francophone Africa Support from regional and international 
academic networks (AUF)27 

Increased access to 
resources and academic 

support 
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Fragmented supervision 
practices 

Lack of coordination across 
institutions 

Pan-African Regional collaboration and mentoring 
networks (ARUA, SARUA, 

CODESRIA)9,10,12,15 

Strengthened 
collaboration and 

mentoring capacity 
Weak institutional policies Limited incentives and 

unclear supervision 
frameworks 

Multiple African 
institutions 

Development of institutional 
supervision policies and capacity-

building programs12,63 

Strengthened governance 
and supervision standards 

Funding constraints and 
staff shortages 

Limited funding and 
academic workforce 

East and Southern 
Africa (Uganda, 

Malawi) 

Research capacity strengthening and 
supervisor development initiatives29,32 

Improved supervision 
capacity and research 

output 
Brain drains and limited 
incentives 

Loss of academic staff and 
limited career incentives 

Global / African 
context 

International partnerships, co-
supervision, and academic exchange 

programs69,70 

Enhanced collaboration 
and retention potential 

 
Conceptual Framework for Academic Supervision and Capacity 
Building in African contexts  
Based on the synthesis of supervision models (Table 1), 
implemented studies (Table 2), situational analysis (Table 3), and 
regional initiatives (Tables 4 and 5), we propose a conceptual 
framework to illustrate how different components interact to 
influence the effectiveness of academic supervision in African 
contexts. The framework integrates three core dimensions: (i) 
supervision models (formal, membership-based, and digital), (ii) 
contextual factors (institutional capacity, funding, policy 
environment, and human resources), and (iii) outcomes (supervision 
quality, research productivity, and postgraduate success). It further 
highlights that effectiveness is mediated by enabling conditions 
such as infrastructure, training availability, and collaborative 
networks. The framework emphasizes that no single model operates 
in isolation; rather, optimal supervision outcomes emerge from the 
interaction between models and context-specific conditions  
 
CONCLUSION AND WAY FORWARD 
This review demonstrates that academic supervision and 
supervision-related capacity-building initiatives across African 
higher education contexts continue to face persistent and 

interconnected challenges. These include limited formal training 
opportunities, inadequate funding, high supervisory workloads, 
weak institutional systems, and structural inequities that collectively 
undermine postgraduate supervision quality.  
 
The findings synthesized from implemented supervision models, 
situational analyses, and regional initiatives indicate that 
strengthening supervision requires a systemic and multi-
dimensional approach. Structured training programs, supportive 
institutional policies, and context-sensitive supervision systems are 
essential for improving postgraduate completion rates, research 
quality, and ethical supervisory practice. 
 
A key insight emerging from this review is that no single supervision 
model is universally effective across African contexts. Instead, 
effectiveness depends on three interrelated factors: the availability 
of structured training systems, the strength of institutional and policy 
support, and the ability to adapt supervision approaches to local 
conditions. Integrated models that combine formal training, peer-
learning networks, and digital technologies appear to offer greater 
sustainability and long-term impact. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework for Academic Supervision and Capacity Building in African contexts  

 
Future priorities should include the development of 
comprehensive supervision policies, the integration of 
mandatory supervision training into academic career 
progression, and the implementation of blended and 
context-responsive training approaches. Strengthening 
peer-learning networks such as ARUA, CODESRIA, 
CARTA, and ASFI will also be important for reducing 
supervisory isolation and promoting collaborative 
professional development. Digital technologies will 
continue to play an important role in expanding access 
to supervision training and strengthening regional 
knowledge exchange. However, sustainable impact will 
depend on investment in infrastructure, digital literacy, 
and supportive institutional policies.  
 
Ultimately, academic supervision should be 
repositioned as a strategic academic function rather 
than a routine administrative responsibility. 

Strengthening supervision systems across African 
universities is essential for building resilient research 
ecosystems, advancing institutional development, and 
promoting long-term continental knowledge 
production and autonomy. 
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