
ANIMAL SCIENCE 
September 2022 

Introduction 

Faculty of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences 
Department of Animal Science

Student-Supervisor Letter of Understanding 

The Supervision Letter of Understanding, now required by Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies (GPS) for all 
graduate students in thesis programs, is based on the premise that defining mutual expectations between a 
supervisor and graduate student supervisee plays an essential role in ensuring the success of the graduate 
student and their work.  

The Department of Animal Science strongly recommends that this letter be prepared in the context of a 
conversation between the graduate student and supervisor, rather than presented to the student as a 
completed document to sign.  

The document below is designed to provide a framework for composing the letter through discussion between 
the supervisor(s) and the graduate student, thus establishing a mutual understanding of the guidelines that 
will govern their working relationship. In Part 1, the supervisor(s) and student should review and discuss each 
of the points listed below, checking off each box to confirm that the items have been discussed and 
understood by the supervisor(s) and the student. In Part 2, the supervisor(s) and students should discuss any 
relevant additional topics that are not covered in Part 1, making notes outlining the main points of their 
discussion. Signatures are added in Part 3. 

The completed document is to serve as a framework on which to base planning and completing the thesis. It 
does not replace or supersede official McGill University statements of policy and procedures and is not 
intended to be legally binding. 

GPS requires that the document be dated and signed by the supervisor(s), student and the Graduate Program 
Director, and then uploaded to the student’s myProgress file. Ideally, this document should be completed prior 
to the start of any research and no later than the submission of the first Progress Tracking Report.  

The Graduate Program Director, Department Chair, or GPS can be contacted if the student or supervisor(s) 
have any questions or concerns regarding their graduate program or this form. Reference can be made to  
supervision section of the Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies website. 
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Part 1 | General Roles and Responsibilities 

Supervisors should:  

• uphold and transmit the highest professional standards of research and scholarship
• provide guidance in all phases of the student’s research
• meet with their students regularly; exactly how regularly should be discussed by the student and

supervisor
• provide prompt feedback when work is submitted, including drafts of the thesis, and
• clarify expectations regarding collaborative work, authorship, publication and conference

presentations.

Supervisees should: 

• familiarize themselves with the policies, procedures, and regulations established by Graduate and
Postdoctoral Studies

• inform themselves of program requirements and deadlines
• work within these deadlines
• attend department graduate seminars and special guest seminars
• develop the necessary skills and learning approaches suitable for an advanced degree
• exhibit independent judgment, academic rigor, and intellectual honesty
• complete research, course work and/or thesis within the period that is appropriate for specific

degree program
• give due consideration to workload and exercise care in the performance of the work assigned
• submit material in a timely manner so as to receive an adequate assessment
• make timely progress towards completion of degree and spend the required number of hours

carrying out research activities
• communicate regularly with the supervisor and committee, and
• submit annual progress reports to the supervisor and committee.

Additionally, both supervisors and supervisees should: 

• review the McGill Expectations for Graduate Supervision (see below)
• organize and schedule an in-person meeting with the entire advisory committee at least once

annually.
• disclose and discuss any potential conflict of interest (actual or perceived) that may arise, so that it

can be appropriately managed.
• demonstrate appropriate professional judgment, collegial behavior, academic rigor and integrity at

all times and in every facet of the graduate program.
• strive to maintain an environment of collegiality, respect and inclusion across all members of the

research group.
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Part 2 | Additional topics 

With the above responsibilities in mind, the following are examples of topics that can be included in the 
Letter of Understanding, as relevant to the program and discipline.  Write down specific details for each 
relevant topic as each is discussed, in the text boxes provided.  

1. Supervisee-supervisor meetings (e.g., format; frequency)
This varies from supervisor to supervisor, for example, some supervisors expect to meet each student once a week during the first year and 
then subsequently at longer intervals. Familiarise yourself with your supervisor’s expectations. Many supervisors have regularly scheduled 
research group meetings at which you are expected to be present and participate.

2. Communication between meetings (e.g., drop-in; email; frequency
Individual professors have different styles, you should acquaint yourself with your supervisor’s communication style. 

3. Feedback expectations (e.g., how often; turnaround times)

4. Expectations for written work (e.g., submitting chunks or large sections; submitted electronically or in hard copy)

5. Student funding
The baseline funding will be whatever was committed in your Offer of Admission letter. Additional funding is often conditional upon the 
supervisor’s research funding. Graduate students are usually expected to also apply for external funding (with supervisor support). In all 
such cases the student will be financially better off from receiving an external award, but not necessarily by the full amount; it is expected 
that a student will discuss this with the supervisor to ensure no misunderstanding. 

6. Teaching/ Teaching Assistant responsibilities
Your supervisor may expect you to assist, from time-to-time, with his/her courses; this is quite distinct from any Teaching Assistantship 
that the Department of Animal Science may employ you for.
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7. Research responsibilities (e.g., hours in lab; lab etiquette; safety training)
All students should ensure that they understand and apply all necessary SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) appropriate to the lab. 
Laboratory safety is essential, all students working in labs will need the appropriate safety training BEFORE they commence (e.g., 
Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System (WHMIS), the New Employee Health and Safety Orientation and Laboratory and 
Environmental Waste Management Safety training);. In addition, any work with animals or humans will require animal care and/or ethics 
approval. You must consult with your supervisor about these aspects prior to any actual such work. 

8. Other responsibilities (lab chores etc.)
#6, 7, & 8 – as appropriate to the research group and the student’s research work; i.e. graduate studies is not a 9-to-5 job and may well 
require evening or weekend work if the lab technique requires it (e.g. assay, or sample collection, data recording, etc.) 

9. Teamwork expectations 
Most research groups are expected to work cooperatively, hence teamwork with other students in your lab is expected, and they in turn 
will also be expected by your supervisor to assist you as necessary. Such assistance decisions must be arranged via your supervisor. 

10. Vacations
Students must verify with their supervisor that any holiday time taken will not interfere with the on-going research. As a McGill graduate 
student, you are entitled to “vacation leave equivalent to university holidays and an additional total of fifteen (15) working days in the 
year.” 

11. Conventions for data collection, lab notebooks, storage, archiving, etc.
Keeping permanent copies of all your data and ensuring that your supervisor has a copy is essential (granting agencies mandate this). 

12. Publication and intellectual property
Students must obtain approval from their supervisor before publishing or submitting any articles (academic, extension, conference 
abstracts etc) arising from their research. This is because supervisors are normally required to allow funding agencies or collaborating 
companies advance notice in case there is any commercially importance intellectual property. In addition, if there will be any publication 
costs then the supervisor has to know about these before submission. 
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13. Authorship policies 

These will be decided in consultation between the authors. If a student has not produced a manuscript from a particular research within 
one year, then the supervisor may (at his/her discretion) take over the production of any publication (in which case the student would no 
longer be first author, but may remain a contributing author [to be determined by the supervisor]). 

14. Professional development (e.g., conferences; writing courses; workshops) 

Students are encouraged to attend conferences and workshops; however before submitting any abstract or registering students must 
verify with their supervisor that this is OK, and whether such attendance will be funded (not all research grants allow conference travel 
etc). 

15. Length of time for graduate studies 

MSc studies typically are completed in 2 years; PhD studies should normally be completed in 3 to 4 years 

16. Other topics (an additional document may be appended if more room is needed).
Topic: 
Notes: 

Topic: 
Notes: 
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Name of Student: _________________________________________ 

Signature: _________________________________________ 

Name of Supervisor: _________________________________________ 

Signature: _________________________________________ 

Part 3 | Signatures 

The student and supervisor(s) listed below have reviewed, discussed, and understood these guidelines. Any 
questions or concerns about this document and its contents, even after signing, can be brought to the 
attention of the Graduate Program Director (Dept. Animal Science), the Faculty of Agricultural and 
Environmental Sciences Associate Dean (Graduate Education), or to a GPS Associate Dean, and will be 
treated confidentially. 

Signing this document indicates that the individual has read and understood this form, and that the 
information provided within is true and accurate to the best of their knowledge.. 
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McGill University Expectations for Graduate Supervision 
 

Supervising graduate students and postdocs at McGill University is a critical part of academic duties for 
faculty, as indicated in section 4.1 of the Regulations Relating to the Employment of Tenure Track and 
Tenured Academic Staff, henceforth referred to as “the Regulations”.  
 
In order to supervise graduate students and postdocs, faculty must complete an orientation.  
 
Supervisors are accountable to the Chair or leader of their academic unit, who is responsible for the 
allocation of academic duties (section 4.3 of the Regulations). To ensure all graduate students have the 
opportunity to succeed in obtaining their degree, the University expects all supervisors to meet the 
university-wide standards delineated below.  
 
Creating a respectful, inclusive, and professional research environment while also being present, 
providing regular feedback, recognizing limits, and knowing relevant policies helps faculty better 
support supervisees and prevent potential misunderstandings down the road.  
 

Supervisors have a responsibility to:  
 

1) Build and maintain a respectful, inclusive, professional research environment for 
their supervisees.   

 
a) McGill University expects supervisors to maintain a research environment free from sexual 

violence, harassment, and discrimination.  
 

Policy Resources:  
 

• Policy on Harassment and Discrimination 
• Policy against Sexual Violence  

 

b) If a supervisor observes behaviour that might constitute sexual violence, harassment, or 
discrimination, they must consult the Office for Mediation and Reporting or the Office of the 
Dean of Students to determine how to proceed.  
 

• Faculty should not assume that problems between supervisees in a lab setting will resolve 
on their own. Faculty and staff have a shared responsibility to ensure supervisees can learn 
in environments where they are respected and free from pejorative or offensive acts and 
comments. Trained professionals in the OMR and Office of the Dean of Students are 
available to support faculty and staff as well as students.  

 
c) Supervisors, as representatives of McGill University acting in an official capacity, have a 

responsibility to uphold students’ rights, as explained in Charter of Students’ Rights, Article 3:  
 

• “Every student has a right to the safeguard of [their] dignity and a right to be protected by 
the University against vexatious conduct displayed by a representative of the University 
acting in an official capacity”.  

https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/employment_of_tenure_track_and_tenured_academic_staff_regs_relating_to.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/employment_of_tenure_track_and_tenured_academic_staff_regs_relating_to.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/gradsupervision/supervisors/training-supervisors
https://www.mcgill.ca/omr/harassment-discrimination-0
https://www.mcgill.ca/omr/sexual-violence-0
https://www.mcgill.ca/omr/
https://www.mcgill.ca/deanofstudents/
https://www.mcgill.ca/deanofstudents/
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/personalrights/dignity
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• Supervisors have a duty to accommodate on the grounds of disability and religious belief. In 
some cases, there might also be a duty to accommodate on the basis of dependent care 
responsibilities. If you have any uncertainty about what constitutes a reasonable 
accommodation in a given situation you may contact the Office of the Dean of Students (in 
all cases) or the Office for Students with Disabilities (in situations involving students with 
disabilities) 
 

Policy Resources:  
 

• Policy Concerning the Rights of Students with Disabilities 

• Policy on Holy Days  

 
d) Supervisors’ words carry weight for supervisees. Offhand comments spoken in moments of 

frustration can leave supervisees doubting whether they can trust a supervisor to assess work 
fairly and equitably support supervises’ research and wellbeing. It is important for supervisors 
to keep the power differential in mind when speaking with supervisees and refrain from 
mocking, insulting, or undermining language. 
 

e) Supervisors, as members of the University, have the right to work in a respectful and 
professional research environment. The Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures 
holds that no student shall in a university context:  
 

• “Knowingly create a condition that unnecessarily endangers or threatens or undermines the 
health, safety, well-being, or dignity of another person or persons, threatens to cause 
humiliation, or threatens the damage or destruction of property”  
 

Resources: 
  

• Office of the Dean of Students: Supervisors are encouraged to talk to the Dean of Students’ 
office when a student or supervisee exhibits worrisome behaviour, including dangerous, 
threatening, disruptive, or uncharacteristic behaviour. See the Red File for guidance. 

 
f) Supervisors and supervisees must avoid conflicts of interest, and if one should arise, speak to 

a department chair or director to implement measures to properly address the conflict of 
interest. For supervisors, this means ensuring that supervisees are equitably treated (i.e., avoid 
steps or measures that might be perceived as partiality, favoritism, or bias) and that 
relationships with supervisees are professional and centred on academic wellness.  
 

g) Following major conflicts, the best resolution may be to dissolve the supervisory relationship 
and have the graduate student continue under the supervision of another faculty member. It is 
critical for faculty to speak to both the Graduate Program Director and the Department Chair 
when considering whether this presents the best solution for all parties. When approached with 
a request for a transfer, faculty are expected to collaborate to ensure as smooth a transition as 
possible, clarifying what will happen to ongoing research, lab access, etc.  
 

https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/rights-of-students-with-disabilities-policy-concerning-the_1.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/importantdates/holy-days-0/policy-holy-days
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/personalrights/dignity
https://www.mcgill.ca/deanofstudents/staff/worrisome-behaviour
https://www.mcgill.ca/deanofstudents/staff/helpingstudents


Version: September 2022 

2)  Be present for and accountable to supervisees by maintaining clear 
communication channels.  
 
a) Supervisors should meet regularly with supervisees, honouring the schedules agreed to in 

Letters of Understanding.  
 

b) Supervisors and supervisees should keep shared written records when it comes to important 
decisions about research projects, funding, authorship, graduation timelines, etc. 
  

• Annual Progress reports provide a framework to give feedback on a student’s progress in 
writing and objectives for the following year in writing and represent a critical opportunity 
to indicate to students if their work is unsatisfactory. 
 

c) Supervisors must plan to ensure that graduate supervisees have appropriate supervision during 
prolonged absences (e.g., sabbatical leaves).  
 

• Supervisors who are not planning to maintain regular communication with supervised 
students during a sabbatical or other leave should ensure supervisees have an appropriate 
interim supervisor (e.g., a committee member) who will stay in regular communication with 
the supervisee and ensure they progress.  

 
 

3) Provide supervisees with regular, timely feedback that clearly indicates how to 
meet their program requirements for graduation.  
 
a) Uphold the commitments made in Letters of Understanding regarding how long it will take to 

return student work with feedback. Providing regular updates for students on when to expect 
feedback is also helpful for ensuring accountability and on-time degree completion. 
 

b) Clarify expectations ahead of major milestones (e.g., proposals, qualifying examinations, thesis 
submission, oral defences). Supervisees should understand how they will be assessed, what is 
required to pass major milestones, and the departmental standards for thesis research and 
other evaluated graduate work.  
 

• Feedback on submitted work should be clear, substantial, and provide specific, actionable 
recommendations for improvement. Evaluations of student work must be made principally 
on the basis of the demonstrated quality of the student’s research, and not comparisons 
with other students or supervisor opinions of the student’s readiness to graduate or ability 
to succeed in a specific subsequent profession. 
 

• Supervisors must not prevent students from seeking to graduate if they have completed all 
the degree requirements and their work meets departmental standards.  
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4) Respect their limits in supporting supervisee wellbeing.  
 
a) Supervisors are often among the first to notice when a graduate student or postdoc is unwell. 

Supervisors should offer a supportive ear while respecting their limits when it comes to 
addressing student mental health. The Student Wellness Hub connects students with help 
from trained clinicians.   
 
Resource:  
 

• Tips for talking to a student in difficulty  
 

b) Supervisors and supervisees alike benefit from flexibility and understanding when it comes to 
balancing work responsibilities and personal wellbeing.  

 

• Supervisors should encourage supervisees to maintain reasonable working hours and clarify 
expectations that supervisees will take time to rest, recharge, and connect with friends and 
family.  
 

• Supervisors and supervisees should communicate their availability limits in Letters of 
Understanding (e.g., unavailable to meet after 3pm, will respond to emails within 48 hours, 
etc.).  Supervisees should respect these limits and make use of available supports to 
maintain their wellbeing (e.g., Local Wellness Advisors, the Student Wellness Hub, etc.). 

 
c) Supervisors must respect their supervisee’s autonomy when it comes decisions that impact 

the supervisee’s future. Supervisees should be able to freely choose to pursue a particular 
career path, take advantage of professional development opportunities, start a family, take a 
leave of absence, etc., without fear that their supervisor will withdraw support. 
 
Policy Resources:  

 

• Parental Leave: 
https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/students/policies-and-guidelines/parental-leave   

• Leave of Absence and Vacation Policy: 
https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/students/registration/progress/leave-vacation  
 

5) Know policies relevant to graduate studies well enough to advise supervisees. If 
unsure, ask for clarification.  

 
Resources:  

 

• Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies  

• Secretariat  

• A Graduate Program Director or Department Chair 

 
 

https://www.mcgill.ca/wellness-hub/hub-clinical-services/hub-clinicians/local-wellness-advisors
https://www.mcgill.ca/deanofstudents/staff/helpingstudents
https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/students/policies-and-guidelines/parental-leave
https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/students/registration/progress/leave-vacation
https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/students/policies-and-guidelines
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/policies-and-regulations
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