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Abstract: Before COVID-19, post-secondary learning was dominated by in-person, institu-

tion-organized meetings. With the March 12, 2020 lockdown, learning became virtual, largely de-

pendent on commercial online platforms.  Already more likely to experience anxiety and depres-

sion in relation to their research work, perhaps no students have endured more regarding the lim-

itations imposed by COVID-19 on their mentorship and supervision than graduate students.  The 

increase in mental health issues facing graduate students has come to the attention of their 

post-secondary institutions.  Programs have been devised with the aim of reducing these chal-

lenges.  However, the additional attention and funds to combat depression and anxiety have not 

shown anticipated results.  A new approach to mitigate anxiety and depression in graduate stu-

dents through mentorship and supervision is warranted.  Offered here is an award-winning 

model featuring self-directed learning in a community based on consensus decision-making where 

consensus represents the adding together of different points of view rather than agreement.  The 

approach is non-hierarchical in structure, based in narrative research.  The proposed model and 

approach are presented and limitations considered.  This model and approach are offered as a 

likely solution to ebb the increase in anxiety and depression in graduate students—particularly in 

response to COVID-19. 
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1. Introduction 

Mental health issues are on the rise for all post-secondary students. [ 1 ,2 ] In 

post-secondary institutions supporting graduate programs, the most persistent and evi-

dent challenges facing graduate students today are those arising from anxiety and de-

pression caused by stress related to unmet research expectations. [3,4] Graduate students 

have been found six times as likely to experience depression and anxiety as compared to 

the general population. [5] This problem has only been further exacerbated by the isola-

tion and strain graduate students now feel as a result of the limitations imposed on their 

research work as a result of COVID-19. [6]   

 

An inability of graduate students to flexibly persist, through the period between the 

initial idea related to their research and the fulfilling of final program requirements, acts 

as an indicator of potential anxiety and depression. [7,8]  Overwhelming feelings re-

sulting from existential crises [9]—while knowing their degree requires timely comple-

tion of their research—mean that, when things are not going as planned with their work, 

graduate students may initially exhibit anxiety concerning their future that, if the neces-

sary clarity is not regained, develops into deep and all-consuming depression in relation 

to their lived experience.  When anxiety continues to accompany depression, tragically, 
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the likely result is suicide. [10]  If students recover, this existential challenge has at best 

lengthened the time to completion of the degree; if students survive but do not recover, 

these students and their supporting academic institutions suffer the loss of what might 

have been very productive and internationally recognized research.  The challenge is 

thus beyond a personal problem; it is critical to the future of graduate studies. 

 

With respect to the competitive research world, graduate students suffer these dif-

ficulties because, as a group, they represent the very lowest rung of the research ladder. 

[11]  They are isolated in their work, require mentorship in various aspects of academe, 

[12] and the supervisory communication they experience may be difficult and anxiety 

provoking. [13] When, because of COVID-19 restrictions, they are unable to meet directly 

with their mentors to increase employment opportunities and develop professional skills, 

or with their supervisors to gain insights into their work, their anxiety and/or depression 

can be further increased. 

 

Academic institutions have undertaken to improve the outcome of these difficulties 

faced by many graduate students through increasing access to university mental health 

services. [14]  With a graduate student population of over 20,000 students, [15] this 

perception of the need to improve funding to graduate mental health services has been 

taken up by the author’s own academic institution, the University of Toronto. [16,17]   In 

June 2020, the University’s School of Graduate Studies issued the School of Graduate 

Studies Mental Health Working Group Recommendations to create a concerted plan to 

improve the mental health of its graduate students. [18]  However, in each of these en-

couraging strategies, the problem of graduate student mental health has been assumed a 

personal one related to helping individual students so that they can reenter the hierar-

chical and uncertain life of graduate students.  Even though much effort has been put 

into reducing the stigma of mental health problems, [19] still, seen as merely a personal 

problem, the student remains the focus of the difficulty and it is the student who is ex-

pected to change to get back to their graduate work. 

 

More resources are being put into mental health of graduate students. [20]  This is 

especially so as a result of COVID-19. [21]  Yet, if this way of dealing with anxiety and 

depression were optimal we would be seeing at least a levelling off of the number of 

students looking for help with anxiety and depression.  Instead, these mental health is-

sues are on the rise at an alarming rate [22] and have taken off exponentially as a result of 

COVID-19. [23]  

 

To see a reduction in anxiety and depression in graduate students, a new perspec-

tive is required regarding to whom these issues belong.  The cause of mental health 

problems in graduate students, rather than being treated as an individual failing, needs 

to be recognized as a systemic issue resulting from the particular type of competition that 

is academe.   

 

Graduate education has a long history of supporting hierarchical, disciplinary re-

search.  This type of research produces excellence within the discipline but does so at the 

cost of the mental health of researchers who are not at the top, most specifically, graduate 

students. [24]  As more and more undergraduate students choose graduate education, 

the number of graduate students aiming to get to the top increases. [25]  Unfortunately, 

the pinnacle still holds few places, so most graduate students never make it to the top.  

In the meantime, unable recognize truth related to their discipline at the level at which 

they research, if they leave their graduate studies, they feel as if they have achieved 

nothing of value, increasing their anxiety and depression. Left to flounder, it is the cul-

ture of institutional neglect experienced by those students who are not at the top that 

causes them to consider leaving their graduate work. [26] 
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If graduate schools are truly serious about wanting to improve the graduate student 

experience, they need to question and change the status quo regarding the research life of 

a graduate student in a way that will maintain excellence in research pursuits but at the 

same time improve both mentorship and supervision to lessen the anxiety and depres-

sion experienced by an increasing number of graduate students.  The aim needs to focus 

on reducing the isolation of graduate students—creating a community of researchers 

who work together, rather than merely in competition with each other.  As such, the 

type of model and approach to graduate studies that perhaps could be created to have 

the best chance of success is the one to be proposed here.   

 

2. Results 

What graduate schools have not investigated at an institutional level is 

non-hierarchical mentorship and supervision of graduate students.  In this model, be-

yond organizing research by discipline, researchers become part of interdisciplinary and 

multi-academic level groups where each person’s contribution as a point of view is con-

sidered equal and necessary to the group. 

 

How these groups would be structured would be similar to the Health Narrative 

Research Group that has been facilitated through the University of Toronto Faculty of 

Medicine since 2015, for which the facilitator, the author of this paper, has received two 

awards from that institution for program excellence in results [27,28]. 

 

The Health Narratives Research Group (HeNReG) allows researchers the oppor-

tunity to take the personally relevant stories that initiated their commitment to health 

care and develop them into narratives with a particular point of view. The process in-

cludes both personal reflection and the willingness to share one’s story and gain addi-

tional insights from the rest of the group. The aim is to help researchers reduce the de-

pression and/or anxiety that often accompany work as a researcher.  Information on the 

efficacy of this group from a number of perspectives—especially with respect to 

COVID-19—has been published in various journals. [29,30,31,32]   

 

The HeNReG is a weekly, voluntary, non-credit group, free of charge, open to any 

member of the university community interested in health care. Diversity of membership 

is both supported and encouraged.  The group includes students (undergraduate and 

graduate), Faculty, administrators and alumni.  Participants range from various disci-

plines.  For the 2020/21 academic year they include:  Diaspora and Transnational Stud-

ies, Paediatrics, Education, Statistical Science, Economics, Bioinformatics and Computer 

Science, Narrative Research, Social Work, Information Science, English, Neuroscience, 

Psychology, Bioethics, Family Medicine, Health Studies, Immunology, Medicine, Drama, 

and East Asian Studies. 

 

The HeNReG elicits the points of view of the researchers regarding how they see 

themselves as healthcare researchers through five minute writing prompts that follow a 

process.  The purpose of the prompts is to take the researcher’s story and develop it into 

a narrative with a particular point of view.  It is a method that acts as an example of 

Wittgenstein’s philosophy of therapy undertaking [33] and emphasizes Russell’s view 

that education with the freedom to develop a contemplative habit of mind is necessary to 

develop an appreciation for what is intrinsic to the significance of knowledge. [34] 

 

The prompts, developed by the facilitator, are arranged in a particular order.  The 

first prompt of the year is “Describe yourself regarding your research related to health.”  

This prompt elicits the story representing the researcher that would be the basis of their 

answers to the prompts that follow. 
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Questions are then asked each week of participants to construct each researcher’s 

point of view on their research story.  These questions are arranged from those that are 

most objective to those that are increasingly subjective.  As such, this is the order of 

questions: “when,” “where,” “who,” “what,” “how,” and then “why.”  For the HeNReG 

process, the first four questions (“when,” “where,” “who,” “what”).  have four weeks of 

prompts; the next two questions (“how,” and then  “why”), six weeks of prompts each.  

Members are asked to respond to the questions stream of consciousness and should aim 

to write for no longer than five minutes. 

 

A private Facebook group is set up yearly by the facilitator for the purpose of 

communication.  For the 2020/21 academic year, as a result of COVID-19, there have 

been no in-person meetings of the HeNReG.  All meetings have taken place synchro-

nously on the hybrid private Facebook group.  In order to participate in the weekly 

meetings, all members of the HeNReG must become Facebook friends of the facilitator to 

be invited to the private Facebook group.  Members may or may not decide to become 

Facebook friends with any of the other participants.   

 

The facilitator initially posts the descriptions that have been provided by partici-

pants in answer to the first prompt for each member at the initial online meeting.  At 

subsequent meetings, the facilitator poses the question of the week through individual 

messages via Messenger and participants ask additional questions of each other in the 

private Facebook group, making sure their question begins with the same word of the 

week.  The facilitator, during the synchronous, weekly, two-hour meeting, posts re-

sponses to the prompts and poses questions to each member.  Members are encouraged 

to ask further questions to each other on the private Facebook group either during the 

synchronous meeting or at another, convenient time for them as well as to read the posts 

they are receiving regarding their research on the private Facebook group and respond to 

questions posted by other members either synchronously at the time of the meeting or 

asynchronously at another time. 

 

Another aspect of the HeNReG that has been shown to help reduce anxiety and de-

pression is the promotion of doodling during the academic meeting. [35]  Everyone 

participating in the online meeting is encouraged to doodle over the two hour period.  

Doodling can be done throughout the meeting at any time members are not otherwise 

engaged with posing questions to others or answering questions others have provided 

regarding their response to the writing prompt.  At the end of the meeting, members are 

asked to send their doodles to the facilitator who then posts their doodles and their de-

scriptions of the doodle on the private Facebook group. 

 

Feedback for the HeNReG is formally requested by the facilitator twice per year, at 

the last meeting in December and the last meeting in April.  The feedback form is one 

common to the Health, Arts and Humanities Program of the Department of Psychiatry, 

University of Toronto and is given as a Google survey to be completed online.  The re-

sults of these surveys are compiled and then conveyed to the Chair of the History of 

Medicine Program (the academic home of the facilitator) and the Director of Health, Arts 

and Humanities in the Department of Psychiatry. 

 

The HeNReG is a group focused on health research serving approximately 20 re-

searchers per year in various stages of their research programs.  However, narrative re-

search groups need not focus on health.  They could apply to the complete experience 

related to graduate studies.  In this case, the initial request of the researchers could be, 

Describe yourself regarding your research.  As well, many groups of twenty could be set 

up to serve additional researchers.   
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The point is that in these groups, mentorship and supervision have a different 

meaning than they do in hierarchical research.  In these proposed research groups, 

mentorship is a joint undertaking of all members of each other.  Supervision results from 

those members who are most able to communicate their positions.  In other words, the 

more easily and completely your point of view regarding your research is understood by 

others in the group, the greater your role as a supervisor.  As such, “mentor” describes 

members willing and able to provide questions to other members to encourage them to 

look more deeply at what they value in their research, helping them to develop routes to 

what is known by other researchers.  In these roles, rather than telling graduate re-

searchers what to do from their particular hierarchical position, each member is able to 

reach out to others to form an equal, academic connection. 

 

3. Discussion 

To understand the HeNReG model with respect to mentorship and supervision of 

graduate students, the background of the approach—both philosophically and with re-

spect to its particular features—will be presented. 

 

3.1. Two ways to approach truth through research 

Truth researchers are investigating can be conceptualized as a landscape with ob-

stacles.  To contend with those obstacles, there are two approaches to truth [36] that can 

be presented best through an analogy.  

 

The first approach to truth is to climb to the top of the highest barrier and survey the 

landscape of truth from the highest point.  This, in effect, represents the competitive re-

search undertaking that graduate students generally find in their disciplines.  Obstacles 

in the landscape of truth are barriers to eliminate through climbing higher; and higher 

views supersede lower ones because research is recognized as hierarchical.  The purpose 

in this view of truth is to create the most accurate aerial view of the landscape dependent 

on the view at the top.  It is a view, attainable by very few, that only those holding the 

esteemed position of being at the top of the discipline can achieve. [37]  

 

The second approach to truth is that which is defined by narrative research [38] 

where each researcher is considered equal in having a unique, identifiable and com-

municable position that can be shown in the landscape. [39,40]  This uniqueness repre-

sents their point of view regarding the obstacles and, rather than climbing to the top to 

get an overall view of the landscape, obstacles in the landscape are interpreted as land-

marks to use as signposts in constructing various routes around the landscape. [41]  

Each point of view is equal in being necessary in successfully navigating the landscape of 

truth as the routes created from one point of view to another can be added together in a 

way that is non-hierarchical—as such, creating a “street view” of the landscape. 

 

Hierarchical, disciplinary research is open to a few and the only truly relevant work 

is done by those at the top of the obstacles in the landscape because, in this analogy, it is 

only they who can see the surroundings unobstructed.  Once a researcher is at the top in 

disciplinary research, the researcher is excellent at identifying relationships both quickly 

and expansively.  We continue to need this type of research producing clear and com-

prehensive views.  The problem is, before the researchers in this hierarchy are at the top 

they are unable to get an unobstructed view and what it is they see may be at the time 

unrecognizable and then understood as distorted once they are able to climb higher over 

the obstacles.  Graduate students following this hierarchical model for their research 

may be told analogously by their supervisors that there is an unimpeded view at the top; 

however, until they are able to reach the summit, it is no wonder that their lack of clarity 

regarding the truth of their discipline leaves graduate students stressed to the point of 

becoming anxious and depressed.   
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In contrast, the aim in non-hierarchical narrative research is to connect researchers 

and understand different points of view given the obstacles with which each researcher 

contends.  In fact, in narrative research, all points of view are necessary in order to get a 

complete picture of the landscape of truth—a view inspired by the later work of Witt-

genstein. [42]  Based on this view, supervisors are those who have more experience ex-

plaining their position in the landscape to graduate students while mentors are those 

who, by identifying how to get from their point of view to that of the graduate student, 

help the graduate student in developing routes to other points of view.  It is in having a 

position qua position, the point of view of both the supervisor and mentor is equal to the 

graduate student.  Accepted as an equal, working along-side their supervisor and in 

association with mentors, graduate students as narrative researchers can avoid the anxi-

ety and depression of the graduate student when working hierarchically. 

 

3.2. Self-direction in graduate work 

Perhaps the most important difference between graduate studies and other forms of 

learning is the necessity of graduate students to be able to self-direct their learning.  

Nevertheless, students’ transition toward internally driven ways of meaning making are 

not without difficulties. [43]  If unreflective about their approach to their studies, grad-

uate students may turn to supervisors and look for mentors to tell them exactly what to 

do or who impose a structure that guides them through a pre-determined process. [44] 

 

Graduate students who look for this type of other-directed support by supervisors 

and mentors are those who have traditionally been referred to as requiring 

“hand-holding” by graduate faculty. [45]  Yet, students have good reason to worry 

about not doing what is required given the hierarchical relationship between graduate 

students and their supervisors and mentors when, among other things, a very important 

consideration for them is the increasing burden of their student debt. [46]  There are 

many considerations regarding how graduate students select those who can advise them 

given the various limitations imposed by this hierarchical structure. [47] 

 

The importance of learning self-direction by graduate students is a necessity.  

Therefore, any ways that can be found to reduce the ominous weight of the hierarchy and 

make the graduate student feel comfortable and supported in self-directing would be of 

value.  Introducing narrative research to graduate studies is one proven way and serv-

ing the purpose and interests of inviting self-direction and can also have a positive in-

fluence on the groups and organizations in which they work. [48] 

 

4. Materials and Methods 

4.1. Phase I 

Adopting this model of mentorship and supervision—as self-directing, 

non-hierarchical and supportive of developing personal narratives—can be expected to 

reduce the anxiety and depression increasingly faced by graduate students as it has in the 

Faculty of Medicine with the HeNReG. The role of graduate mentorship and supervision 

would be to introduce this model beginning with those directly associated with each 

aspect of graduate education.  This model must be understood and championed by 

those invested graduate studies for them to be ambassadors of the model.   

 

Nevertheless, in keeping with the intent of non-hierarchical methods, the way to 

approach the various stakeholders of graduate education is by initially finding out and 

recording their current views on graduate supervision and mentorship before any new 

model is introduced.   
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In the non-hierarchical approach, the stakeholders include everyone involved with 

graduate education: graduate students through their elected student body, graduate 

faculty through their elected academic representatives, graduate studies administrators, 

the support staff for graduate education and graduate alumni. 

 

The first few months of implementing the proposal would entail the facilitator 

meeting with as many representatives from each of these groups as possible.  In keeping 

with the restrictions of COVID-19, these meetings would take place with a video con-

ferencing tool.  It should be cautioned, though, that the video conferencing platform 

currently most popular, Zoom, is a commercial platform and has not been developed 

specifically for academic meetings.  As a result, it has its limitations.  With certain of 

these groups, who it is that would be included in these video conferencing meetings 

would be evident—there are a limited number of graduate studies administrators, for 

example, and who they are and how to get in touch with them is easily determined.  For 

other groups, such as graduate alumni, contact information may be out of date and in-

clude duplicate records.  As such, getting in touch with all those recognized as involved 

with graduate education may take time and effort. 

 

When the facilitator contacts these various groups, members would be asked what 

they think of the current methods of graduate supervision and mentorship.  Recording 

and analyzing their responses using qualitative research methods appropriate for narra-

tive research [49] would take place well before they are introduced to the notion that a 

major change is planned to take place in how both are undertaken. 

 

After this preliminary information is gathered, the facilitator—in administering this 

process—would compile it and write a report on the current perceptions of graduate 

supervision and mentorship associated with graduate studies in the academic institution.  

This report would be submitted to the graduate studies administrative team and pre-

sented to the elected members of the faculty, students and alumni.  A forum would also 

be set up to present the results to graduate support staff.   

 

In presenting this report, the facilitator would look for feedback from the stake-

holders.  The questions asked and the concerns provided would be those incorporated 

into the next phase of modifying graduate supervision and mentorship at the academic 

institution to increase self-direction and decrease anxiety and depression in graduate 

students through non-hierarchical narrative research. 

 

4.2.  Phase II 

Those directly involved graduate education would be invited by the facilitator to 

become part of one of a number of Graduate Narrative Research Groups based on the 

work of the Health Narratives Research Group since 2015 in the Faculty of Medicine, 

University of Toronto.  Potential members directly associated with graduate stud-

ies—students, faculty, administrators, support staff and alumni—would receive an email 

from the facilitator asking if they would like to be involved in a pioneering project to 

improve their own understanding of their relationship to graduate education and, at the 

same time, help other members of graduate studies understand theirs.  If they agree, 

they would be sent information on how the group would operate, including being part of 

one of the of a number of private Facebook groups set up for only these members.   

 

The groups would be created with the intent of having a diverse composition to each 

group including representatives from each of the stakeholder groups of various academic 

disciplines.  Once the groups are formed, the facilitator would send weekly prompts to 

the group members over Messenger for them to respond to in writing for five-minutes.  

How many are formed will depend on the number of representatives of the various 

stakeholders in graduate education at a particular institution.  Their response would be 
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posted to the private Facebook group during a two-hour synchronous time period in 

which members of the group can ask questions of the others to clarify the relationship 

each member has to the School and answer questions they themselves receive from other 

members. 

 

The initial prompt would be, “Describe yourself regarding graduate studies.”  

From that question, each week a new prompt would be provided starting with questions 

that are most objective moving to those that are increasingly subjective.  As such, the 

prompts would be questions that begin with “when,” move to “where” questions, then 

“who,” “what,” “how,” and “why.”  The different private Facebook groups, which 

would have their synchronous meetings at separate times organized by the facilitator, 

would run for 24 weeks from the first week of October to the last week in March.  There 

would be four weeks of each type of question (differing from the HeNReG, which runs 

for 28 weeks) to have group ending date coincide with the academic yearend.   

 

Concurrent with the question asking of the synchronous meeting, group members 

would be encouraged to doodle as they wait for others to ask and answer questions.  

The purpose of the doodling is to help to reduce any anxiety and depression in group 

members who are experiencing these difficulties.  The ability of doodling to act as 

measure of the mental state of some researchers has been demonstrated in HeNReG 

groups and has been reported. [35] 

 

Being part of the proposed Graduate Narrative Research Group, those associated 

with the graduate learning would see what it is like to experience non-hierarchical su-

pervision and mentorship in that, for the purposes of the group, each person would be 

treated as equal in helping the others understand their relationship to graduate studies.  

This includes the facilitator of each of the separate Graduate Narratives Research Groups 

who would act as an equal member.   

 

This method must be experienced to be understood.  It is for this reason that a 

change can begin to take place in the School related to supervision and mentorship only 

once all the stakeholders can themselves be part of such a research group where each 

person’s voice counts and is equal.  This is a completely different type of supervisory 

and mentoring relationship than that with which most of those associated with academe 

have experienced. 

 

These initial, narrative research groups would take place over one academic year.  

During this time, a feedback form would be provided twice yeary to all members of the 

each of the private Facebook groups, at the end of the fall term and again at the end of the 

spring term.  The results from this feedback form would then be tabulated and pre-

sented by the facilitator in a yearly report to the council with charge of graduate educa-

tion at the institution. 

 

4.3.  Phase III 

From the report presenting results of these meetings of the Graduate Narratives 

Research Groups, guidance would be sought from the graduate council concerning the 

construction of a policy that would be written regarding changes to supervision and 

mentorship in graduate studies with the purpose of including non-hierarchical methods 

in graduate studies to increase self-directed learning in graduate students and consensus 

decision making based on narrative research. This policy would be written in conjunction 

with representatives from each of the stakeholders of graduate education who partici-

pated in the Graduate Narratives Research Groups. 

 

The expectation is that, based on their experiences participating with a Graduate 

Narratives Research Group and with the help of the new policy with respect to supervi-

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 29 January 2021                   doi:10.20944/preprints202101.0631.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202101.0631.v1


sion and mentorship, this type of non-hierarchical group supporting self-directed learn-

ing and consensus decision making through narrative research would be able to be initi-

ated by any person associated with graduate studies to help with self-reflection on their 

relationship to graduate studies.  In doing so, the stress that leads to anxiety and de-

pression would be reduced and, as such, the School would become a more socially en-

gaged and well-integrated organization. 

 

5. Limitations 

5.1.  Facilitator 

A limitation of this proposal is the necessity of finding the right type of facilitator for 

the proposed Graduate Narrative Research Groups.  The qualifications to be a facilitator 

are many and various.  As well, the facilitator must be comfortable with and thrive in a 

non-hierarchical environment.  Within the hierarchical domain of graduate studies, such 

a person is a rarity. 

 

Important to the success of these Graduate Narratives Research Groups is the ability 

of the facilitator to gain the trust of all those participating in each individual group.  

Given that the group is grounded in non-hierarchical relations, the most important re-

quirement for a facilitator of the group is an understanding of, and familiarity with, par-

ticipating in non-hierarchical groups where the facilitator has been an equal member.  

Such a person would have been drawn to such organizations in the past in both student 

government and broader university relations.  As well, the person best suited to act as 

facilitator would be an active alumni member, volunteering their time to mentoring, at 

their alma mater. 

 

The facilitator should also be creative in originating writing prompts and distrib-

uting them to group members by Messenger, methodical in posting information to the 

private Facebook group and persistent to keeping participants involved—sending mes-

sages to engage them in the online discussion when they are on Facebook but have not 

yet signed on to the group to participate.  Furthermore, the facilitator must have the 

ability to think constructively about the feedback received by the group members twice a 

year to find ways to improve the functioning of the group based on the responses that 

participants provide. 

 

With respect to the outcome of the Graduate Narratives Research Groups, the facil-

itator should be capable of devising policy for the mentorship and supervision of gradu-

ate students in collaboration with all stakeholders.  At the same time, the facilitator 

should be able to analyze and evaluate the groups’ results as a form of qualitative re-

search relevant to narrative research to be published in appropriate and significant 

peer-reviewed journals. 

 

Finding such a facilitator will not be simple.  However, once identified, the facili-

tator will have the ability devise and initiate and maintain each of the three phases sug-

gested for creating these non-hierarchical narrative research groups to encourage 

self-direction and consensus decision making in graduate students.  

 

5.2.  Risking Self-Direction 

The need to improve supervision and mentorship in graduate studies results from 

increases in each of:  the number of graduate students, the high cost of graduate educa-

tion, the amount of information that must be absorbed and understood by graduate 

students, and the expectation that graduate students are to publish regularly in 

peer-reviewed journals.  Graduate education has become a progressively high stakes, 

risky business.  As a result, graduate students have become more reluctant to self-direct 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 29 January 2021                   doi:10.20944/preprints202101.0631.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202101.0631.v1


their learning.  This is especially so as they view their own contribution to scholarship as 

limited and at the lowest rung of the academic ladder. 

 

Yet, in order for graduate students to be successful, they must take the risk of being 

self-directed in their work.  How to do this has been the problem.  Especially when 

graduate students may be suffering from anxiety and depression as a result of the 

enormous stress under which they feel. 

 

5.3.  Situation of Graduate Students 

A method that has been successfully introduced in the Faculty of Medicine through 

the Health Narratives Research Group has been offered as a viable and peer-reviewed 

option.  However, there are limitations to this method that may result based on the 

current situation in which graduate students find themselves. 

 

Although these problems have not been recognized with the HeNReG in particular, 

other non-hierarchical groups have identified that those who participate in the 

groups—entirely conditioned to hierarchy and accepting of its necessity—may see the 

narrative groups as a waste of time and merely an opportunity to focus on themselves 

without regard for what they might learn from others. [50]  

 

To mitigate these concerns, the facilitator of this model would take note of group 

participants who appear to be getting less from the opportunity to self-direct their 

learning than others and communicate with them about these concerns over Messenger.  

Messenger is chosen over Zoom because the conversations can be recorded and used in 

documents by the graduate student.  Yet, it is less formal and less intimidating than the 

use of email, which may be interpreted as a method of communication associated with 

hierarchical structures not in keeping with the interests of current graduate students. [51]  

 

5.4.  COVID-19 

A final limitation is the COVID-19 pandemic itself.  As of the third week in January 

2021, both Pfizer and Moderna have produced vaccines that are being administered 

worldwide.  Each require two doses, the timing of which is less than thirty days apart. 

[52] Yet, there is a scarcity of material and labor to create the billions of doses required. 

[53] Until enough people have received the vaccine, lockdown measures are considered 

the most effective strategy to stopping the spread of COVID-19. [54] These lockdowns 

place an additional strain on graduate students with respect to worry concerning their 

own health and that of their families as well as a decreased ability to be productive as a 

result of working at home while contending with family matters. [55] Although graduate 

students may want to participate in these non-hierarchical Graduate Narrative Research 

Groups, the toll of the pandemic on their personal and professional lives may be too great 

for them to find the time or energy to participate. 

 

It is unknown how long COVID-19 will be so prevalent that lockdowns must con-

tinue.  However, not all graduate students are equally affected by the constraints of 

lockdown.  The overriding feature for determining the ability of people to cope with 

lockdown appears to be resiliency.  Furthermore, psychological resilience in the face of 

the pandemic is related to modifiable factors including physical exercise and personal 

support by family, friends and a clear belief system. [56]  Yet, given that the aim of this 

proposal is to help reduce anxiety and depression in graduate students, these students 

are those less likely to demonstrate resilience.  Therefore, it can be antiquated that they 

will be more affected by the lockdowns than other graduate students and less able to 

engage in modifiable factors.  Fortunately, cognitive emotion regulation strategies can 

contribute to resilience in patients with depression and/or anxiety disorders. [57] The 

proposed Graduate Narratives Research Groups is one such strategy. 
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6. Conclusions 

The importance of effective supervision and mentorship through non-hierarchical 

methods has become increasingly clear and prominent. [58,59]  As well, the need for in-

stitutional reform in graduate education has become evident. [60]  If this proposed 

model for introducing self-directed learning through narrative research is initiated in 

graduate studies this would be in line with supporting diversity, equity, fairness and 

ethical conduct in graduate education.  As well, it would do much to encourage a close 

and positive relationship between graduate students and their supervisors and mentors.  

Furthermore, it would improve the student experience and support mental health, espe-

cially during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Graduate mentorship and supervision are seen to represent an area primed for new 

models and approaches.  The method and approach to graduate mentorship and su-

pervision that has here been proposed is one that has proven successful in the University 

of Toronto Faculty of Medicine since 2015.  It would be a coordinated effort across mul-

tiple units, one that is highly visible and, through the research that would be undertaken 

and submitted for publication in peer reviewed journals by the facilitator of the model, a 

program that is a leader to help bring about the change.  During the COVID-19 pan-

demic, the need for a new model for graduate mentorship and supervision is imperative.  

The one outlined in this proposal has the ability to not only to improve graduate men-

torship and supervision during COVID-19 times, it also offers a lasting solution to re-

ducing anxiety and depression suffered by an increasing number of graduate students. 
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