
Dr. René Schneider sees the hurdles and
problems faced by PhD candidates not as a
burden but as an enrichment and
something that both the supervisor and the
supervisee can benefit from and grow
together. This, for him, is the best thing
about supervision and what defines “good
supervision.” Every supervisor brings their
own unique SUPERpowers to the process.
The initial scope for exploration in the
doctoral process is just as important as
structure and clear research questions. 

As a supervisor, you have
many roles—and no one really
learns how to do it from
scratch. You grow into this role,
make mistakes, and bring your
own understanding of people
with you, which of course has
its limits, but also its individual
potentials. 

GOOD SUPERVISION REQUIRES
ROOM TO EXPLORE AND
CLEAR STRUCTURES LIKEWISE

DR. RENÉ SCHNEIDER
Interview with the 2025 award recipient 
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https://schneider-lab.de/
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If you briefly rewind and pause at your own PhD 
phase: how would you describe it from today’s 
perspective? 

At the time, I was very happy. I was surrounded by 
people who supervised me well, who recognized 
early on what I was capable of, but also what I still 
needed. Above all, they gave me space, but mainly: 
a great deal of independence, time, and even about 
a year in which I was able to simply “play around” 
with the subject matter at first. It was not about 
producing results immediately, but about making 
mistakes and learning from them. 

That is precisely what I try to pass on today within 
my own research group. I wish every doctoral 
researcher room to explore and the scope to 
experiment, because that is exactly where good 
science emerges. 

You were awarded a prize for good supervision for 
the first time last year. What does this award mean 
to you personally — now in your role as a 
supervisor? 

I was genuinely pleased. This award represents a 
clear recognition of the values that are important 
to me in supervision. Especially as a young group 
leader, one otherwise receives little direct 
feedback, as hierarchies can create inhibitions. This 
made it all the more valuable to receive positive 
reflection for once: what one is doing is evidently 
working well. 

In addition, the award was also received very 
positively within the faculty. Colleagues were 
sincerely pleased for me. I can see that good 
supervision has become more visible as a result—
and that is not insignificant for one’s further career 
development either. 

Supervision is associated with many expectations, 
but it often goes unnoticed. Does such an award 
make this work more visible? 

Indeed, that is exactly the point. As a supervisor, 
you have many roles – and no one is being taught 
any of them from the beginning. You grow into the 
role, make mistakes, and bring your own 

understanding of people with you, which naturally 
has its limits, but also its individual potentials. For 
me, the SUPERvisor Award is an acknowledgement 
that I’m not doing everything wrong. It makes 
visible that there are areas in which students say: 
this is why I choose this research group. Students 
talk to each other about where good supervision 
takes place. Through the award, this is made known 
beyond the group itself—within the faculty, but 
also among the greater student body.   

How do you typically structure the start of a PhD?  

That is in fact depends on the individual. I am 
currently supervising four doctoral researchers, 
and each person brings a different “package” with 
them. Typically, however, there is a clear idea of the 
research question at the outset: Why is it new? Why 
is it interesting? And what makes our approach 
distinctive? The focus here is on the meaning, —
this is the foundation that ideally carries you 
through the entire PhD.  

It is important to me not to focus solely on the 
paper from the very beginning, but rather on the 
scientific topic in general. Some are highly 
motivated to research something that no one has 
seen before – in the literal sense: to be the first to 
sit in front of the microscope and observe a process 
for the first time.  

[Eyes light up]  

At the same time, I address early on what might 
come after the PhD. Most people will not remain in 
academia—or may not even wish to. For this 
reason, it is important to me to teach skills that are 
also relevant beyond academia. 

So you present a realistic picture of science — 
without creating false expectations, but with a 
great deal of fascination? 

Exactly. Scientific questions often develop 
differently than planned, and one encounters dead 
ends. What matters then is to find alternative paths 
together. I often have the impression that doctoral 
researchers come into my office feeling somewhat 
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discouraged—and leave again with a new, positive 
approach. 

Mistakes and dead ends are part of science. What 
is crucial is to support people well in these 
moments and to show them that failure does not 
mean the end, but rather a detour. 

How would you describe your role as a 
supervisor—more as a coach, a mentor, or a 
sparring partner? 

In fact, all of these at once. I most like to see myself 
as a sparring partner who helps to keep the 
fundamental scientific questions in focus. At the 
same time, there are many practical and 
administrative matters where guidance is 
needed—from writing an email to strategic 
communication. 

One needs a certain sensitivity: to the individual, to 
the specific problem, and to the respective phase. 
And one must accept that it is not possible to cover 
everything. Supervisors are not omniscient either.  
What matters is being aware of one’s own 
strengths and weaknesses—and enabling students 
to seek additional support when needed. 

Have you deliberately pursued further training to 
strengthen your supervisory skills? 

Yes, throughout my postdoctoral period, I 
repeatedly attended workshops on leadership and 
group development, including PoGS programs 
such as Research Management & Leadership. 
Particularly formative for me was the International 
Teaching Program, which placed a strong emphasis 
on conflict management and cultural differences.  

Especially in international research groups, it is 
crucial to understand that ideas of “good 
supervision” and approaches to hierarchy can vary 
greatly across cultures. The ideal of independence 
is also not understood in the same way by 
everyone and does not carry the same weight in all 
contexts as it does within our academic system—
something I had to learn myself. 

Which challenges do you encounter repeatedly in 
supervision? 

A major issue is the initial phase: finding 
accommodation, securing health insurance, and 
dealing with organizational matters. Without the 
Welcome Centre, this would hardly be 
manageable. Added to this are long commuting 
distances and financial pressures. Particularly 
affected are students who cannot rely on financial 
support from their families. For them, paid 
employment alongside their studies is a necessity, 
often with significant consequences for academic 
success and equal opportunities—a problem that, 
in my view, is discussed far too little at a societal 
level. 

Where do you see a need for improvement in PhD 
conditions? 

I believe that more binding structures are very 
important. Supervision agreements are often little 
more than a piece of paper. In graduate schools—
for example at the Max Planck Institute or at TU 
Dresden—there are fixed, mandatory meetings 
involving multiple supervisors, as well as written 
reports. This provides orientation and 
accountability.  

I also consider mandatory qualification programs 
in the first year to be very beneficial—combined 
with a degree of choice. Time is the most precious 
resource during a PhD, and without clear structure, 
many things get put off. 

So a clear framework and individual room to 
explore do not exclude one another? 

On the contrary, they complement each other. 
Room to explore requires a reliable framework. 
Especially during a PhD, with its highs and lows, 
having a clear roadmap is very helpful. Relying 
entirely on voluntariness is not the key. What is 
needed is a combination of both—and this does 
not necessarily involve sanctions. However, it does 
require an external structure. 

What role can graduate centers such as PoGS play 
in this context?? 

A very central one. They provide a neutral space 
and can confidently act as a point of contact for 
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students, PhD candidates, and supervisors alike. If 
one asks what roles PoGS can take on, these are 
manifold: mentor, coach, as a mediator—but also a 
kind of “testing ground” for trying out new 
structures. This space to explore should be made 
use of. 

Finally, have you already used the prize money of 
€3,000? 

We are currently in the midst of planning and will 
be travelling to France as a group to visit another 
research group working in a similar field. In 
addition to scientific exchange, the focus is above 
all on networking and international collaboration, 
but also very much on career opportunities. Such 
changes of location often open up new 
perspectives and are essential for healthy group 
dynamics. 

Last but not least: what do you personally find most 
rewarding about supervising PhD candidates?  

Working together to fully grasp (scientific) 
problems — and seeing how people overcome 
obstacles. Delving into the nature of a problem, 
identifying possible approaches, and jointly 
considering how it might be navigated. The 
moment when it suddenly “clicks” is particularly 
rewarding. Tools such as artificial intelligence, for 
example ChatGPT, can genuinely help to break 
down barriers. They significantly lower the 
threshold for getting started, for instance in 
programming. Often, all it takes is a small impulse 
to move into action.  

 

Many thanks to Dr. René Schneider for this 
insightful interview. 
 

Editorial note: In this interview, the German term Freiräume is translated as 
“room to explore” or “freedom within a clear framework” to reflect its meaning 
in the context of PhD supervision. 

 

        The interview was conducted by Theresa Tholen for the 
        Potsdam Graduate School in January 2026 on  
        Wissenschaftsetage. 

 

 

 

 

Biographical note:  

Dr. René Schneider is an independent research 
group leader at the Institute of Biochemistry and 
Biology within the Faculty of Mathematics and 
Natural Sciences. With his interdisciplinary 
research group, the physicist investigates how 
plants transport water efficiently. 

https://schneider-lab.de/  
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