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In 2012, the scholarly project (SP) was reintroduced 
to the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of 
Psychiatrists (RANZCP) fellowship programme. The 

aim is to enable trainees to develop research interest 
and skills. Trainees can select a topic and decide on a 
research format. The scope is broad and can include a 
quality assurance project or clinical audit, a systematic 
critical literature review, original and empirical research 
(qualitative or quantitative) or a case series. The concept 
of the SP will be familiar to psychiatrists who trained 
prior to 2003, at which time a 10,000-word dissertation 
was a necessary fellowship requirement. SPs have histor-
ically been a component of subspecialty old age, forensic 
and consultation liaison training. Now that SPs are com-
pulsory, there is a need for supervisors to develop skills 
to supervise trainees in their specific research endeav-
ours. This may raise questions for psychiatrists who have 
limited experience in supervising research, such as: what 
are the required competencies to supervise SPs? Should 
there be specific training? Is there an implicit expecta-
tion to supervise SPs, similar to clinical supervision?

Previous literature relating to SPs has primarily focused 
on trainee needs.1,2 A mentoring framework for SP 
supervision may include: how and when to get started; 
the supervisor–supervisee relationship; framing a ques-
tion; planning and designing a study; conducting a 

study and project management; completing and submit-
ting the project; and troubleshooting.3 However, a lack 
of clarity about the scope, choice, and standard of SP is a 
potential barrier to psychiatrists providing supervision. 
In addition, psychiatrists may not believe they have the 
requisite research experience or skills. This paper shares 
a decade’s experience of supervising SPs in the subspe-
cialties of old age and forensic psychiatry. The examples 
illustrate the breadth of supervisory skills and the vari-
ous tasks involved in SP supervision.

Methods

A total of 10 consecutive old age and forensic psychiatry 
projects were reviewed. These had been directly super-
vised by two authors (GC and SHF) and passed the 
training requirements for subspecialty certificates of 
advanced training. The SP reports or publications were 
read by the respective supervisor with a focus on meth-
odology. This served as a memory aid for the supervisor 
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to recall the supervisor inputs, trainee tasks and addi-
tional resources required. The trainee supervisees were 
then invited to review the collated data which were fur-
ther refined.

Results

The old age and forensic psychiatry projects are shown 
in Tables 1 and 2. The main supervisor tasks included 
advice and support for: critical literature analysis skills; 
refining the research question; study design; ethics 
advice; constructing a database; completing data analy-
sis (both qualitative and quantitative); and academic 
writing for publication.

Discussion

The RANZCP emphasises that trainees must have a princi-
pal SP supervisor who is an accredited supervising Fellow 
(in New Zealand an affiliate member of the College can be 
the principal supervisor). Trainees can seek an additional 
co-supervisor with specific expertise in the area of study 
who does not need to be a RANZCP Fellow.

The RANZCP SP Education Training Procedure provides 
brief guidelines (Box 1) on the role of a supervisor that 
approximate our experiences of supervising old age and 
forensic psychiatry projects.

Guiding the trainee to pertinent literature to 
be reviewed

Trainees will develop skills to perform a literature review 
by undertaking an SP. These skills are critical for trainees 
who choose a systematic literature review; or in deter-
mining what research is needed to answer their research 
question. Given that these skills are critical, a supervisor 
should ensure that the trainee has current skills to per-
form a literature review. Medical librarians are often will-
ing to support trainees on an individual basis to advise 
on choices of keywords, search terms, inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, and databases. The literature review 
also includes critical appraisal and organisation of the 
findings, which in turn informs the final SP report and 
meets the requirements of the SP marking domains of 
‘literature review’ and ‘discussion’.

Development of scholarly question(s) or 
hypothesis(es)

Supervisors will need to use their judgement to critically 
evaluate the quality of the literature review performed 
by a trainee. It is of little utility for a trainee to undertake 
a project with a research question that has previously 
been answered, no matter how interesting the topic is. 
We view the trainee as the owner of the SP and believe 
that they should choose the topic of interest under the 
supervisor’s guidance, particularly if our aim is to 

develop scholarly thinkers who will be interested in pur-
suing research in the future.

A supervisor should have a good understanding of study 
design and guide the trainee on the most appropriate 
methodology to address the research question(s) and/or 
hypothesis(es). When a supervisor identifies a gap in 
their own knowledge on the chosen research methodol-
ogy, support from a co-supervisor with expertise in that 
area can be considered.

We recommend consulting a biostatistician at a univer-
sity department early as part of the process of develop-
ing a research question and study design. This can avoid 
making mistakes later on when performing statistical 
analysis and is especially beneficial for less-experienced 
supervisors. We encourage the supervisor and trainee to 
jointly meet with the biostatistician which creates a 
learning opportunity for all.

Advising about timeframe

The SP should be successfully completed by the time the 
trainee has finished 60 months of full-time equivalent 
training. Trainees are advised to start their SP early in 
stage 1 training to allow time for various ethics, organi-
sational and governance approvals.4 However, we 
acknowledge that trainees have other training tasks and 
demands in their personal life. A supervisor and trainee 
should negotiate a realistic timeframe for completion of 
the SP. Research and writing may take longer than 
expected; it is our experience that a SP takes an average 
of 18 to 24 months to complete. The use of a Gantt 
chart5 can be a useful way to monitor progress.

Assisting with data collection and analysis

Most trainees have limited or no prior research experi-
ence. For quantitative research, a supervisor should have 
some knowledge of data collection and analysis (includ-
ing statistical software packages such as the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)). For qualitative 
research, a supervisor should have some experience of 
thematic analysis.6 A more advanced understanding of 
other qualitative methodologies such as grounded the-
ory is desirable. A supervisor may be required to perform 
analysis independently from the trainee and understand 
the concept of triangulation to enhance the rigour of 
analysis. Knowledge about qualitative data analysis 
computer software packages such as NVivo and CAQDAS 
can be useful when there is a significant amount of qual-
itative data. A supervisor can direct their trainee to enrol 
on a SPSS or NVivo training course offered by medical 
libraries and private consulting firms.

Providing advice and guidance in the 
conduct of the research and writing up

A supervisor should be familiar with the Branch Training 
Committee SP approval process, as well as national, hos-
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pital and university ethics approval processes as there 
are different requirements for varying types of research. 
Hospital and university-based research offices can sup-
port a trainee to negotiate these processes. We believe 
that ethics applications should process with the support 
and direction of the supervisor but project ownership 
should belong to the trainee.

As with other good educational approaches, a supervisor 
should be aware of the SP marking domains (Box 2) so 
they can align supervision activities and their advice 
with the assessment.

Most trainees require support for academic writing.7,8 A 
reference management system such as EndNote or 
RefWorks can be valuable in conducting a literature 
review and as an aid to writing more efficiently. One 
important task of the supervisor is editing a trainee’s writ-
ing. Seeing the work published in an academic journal is 
rewarding. Trainees should be encouraged to publish the 
project in a peer-reviewed journal and present their work 
at meetings or continuing medical education sessions.

The process of research supervision

There is no set prescription for high quality research 
supervision.9 The supervisory relationship is a highly 

mutual and interactive process that contributes to a 
trainee’s productivity and research quality.10–12 The SP is 
a major focus of academic energy; supervisors must be 
committed to investing time and energy in the trainee 
to develop the relationship.13 There are many aspects of 
SPs that motivated trainees are capable of handling out-
side of meetings with the supervisor. However, unless 
the trainee has prior research experience, they are likely 
to need significant guidance regarding critical research 
tasks. Trainees value a research supervisor who has a car-
ing attitude, provides timely and constructive feedback, 
and, has expertise in the trainee’s area of interest.9 The 
capacity to guide, stimulate and inspire may encourage 
further research collaborations.10

Recommendations and conclusion

Supervising an SP can be immensely rewarding, on a per-
sonal and a mentoring level. However, SP supervision is 
not for everyone and herein we have illustrated the 
breadth of skills required. To ensure our trainees a qual-
ity learning experience, we need to take care with SP 
supervision. A lack of experience can lead to supervision 
problems. Offering supervisors the opportunity to 
upskill may develop research excellence and promote 
timely completion.11

We recommend that supervisors understand the above 
roles and responsibilities before taking on a trainee with 
an SP. A potential supervisor should consider their expe-
rience in research and academic writing. Supervisors 
may need support that could include an academic 
co-supervisor, attending a course (refer to Box 3) or peer 
review groups (e.g. with an academic acting as the super-
visor for the supervisors).17 The RANZCP could continue 
to host research courses for psychiatrists and trainees at 
the annual Congress and potentially develop e-learning 
modules on its Learnit platform. Supervisors should seri-
ously consider whether they have the time to supervise 
if they require significant upskilling. We hope that this 
paper will start a conversation to help shape a govern-
ance structure around SP supervision.

Box 2.  Marking domains of scholarly projects

a)  Clinical relevance;
b)  Presentation and content;
c)  Objectives and/or hypotheses;
d)  Literature review;
e)  References;
f)  Methodology;
g)  Results;
h)  Discussion; and,
i)   Conclusion.

Box 1.  Supervision of the scholarly project (RANZCP 2012 Fellowship Program Regulations, Policies and 
Procedures: scholarly project chapter)

Supervision of the scholarly project could take the form of regular meetings and discussions with the trainee. The supervisor’s 
role could include:
a)  guiding the trainee to pertinent literature to be reviewed;
b)  helping with the development of a scholarly question(s) or hypothesis(es);
c)  advising the trainee about the timeframe for completing the project;
d)  providing advice and guidance in the conduct of the research and writing up.
The supervisor may also assist the trainee with data collection and/or analysis but should not undertake or subsume the 
project tasks for the trainee.
The scholarly project supervisor or co-supervisor should be contactable by the Scholarly Project Subcommittee and the Branch 
Training Committee.
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