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Summary

Supervisng students doing internships and writing thelr thesisin higher education istypically a matter
of persona interaction between supervisor and student. This leads, epecidly in higher education
organizations with many graduating students to a considerable additiona burden for lecturers and
professors. Thisbook contains apractical manua to enhance the quaity as well as efficiency of
supervison by way of thesisrings. A thesisring conssts of one or more supervisors and anumber of
students who share the responsbility for the supervison process of the student-members. As such, a
thesis ring forms a permanent capacity for thesis supervison. The authors describe the educeational
principles, rules and methods of thesis rings. They aso present a scenario to start anew thesisring.
In addition, this book provides some practical guidelines for collaboration between supervisors and
thed's students, and for leading discussions during meetings.

Why read this book?

This book was written for lecturers, supervisors and professors in higher education who want to get
more results from their supervison. In addition, it is aso very useful for sudents who (are going to)
participate in athesis ring, as an introduction to and orientation on working in thesis rings.

About the authors

Professor dr A.G.L. (Soerd) Romme s currently at Tilburg Universty, as aprofessor of
Management. Heis dso program director of the Business Studies program of Tilburg University. He
holds a Ph.D. degree from Maadtricht University. Soerd Romme has published severd booksand a
large number of articlesin Dutch and internationa journas about new organizationd forms, srategic
management, learning processes in organizations, and educationd design and innovation.

JF.H. (Jan) Nijhuis MA islecturer at Maastricht University, departement of Management Sciences.
He obtained his Masters degree in economics from University of Groningen. In his current position,
Jan Nijhuis organizes courses in the field of logistics and production management. He has published
anumber of contributions to books aswell as articlesin internationa journds, particularly on
problem-based learning.
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Chapter 1

I ntroduction

Supervisng students doing internships and writing their thesisin higher education istypicaly a matter
of persond interaction between supervisor and student. This leads, especidly in higher education
organizations with many graduating students, to a considerable additiona burden for lecturers and
professors. Moreover, this one-to-one interaction between supervisor and student has, besides
severd advantages, dso one potentidly problematic implication: if the supervisor and student can not
get on well together, this often resultsin delayed graduation, demoativation, waste of time, and the
like. The question is if the quadity and efficiency of the supervision process can be improved, for
ingtance by organizing supervison differently?

Early 1996 at Maadtricht University the idea arose to apply the principles of collaborative
learning to the supervison and organization of the graduating stage. In April of thet year the first
experimentd thesisring started a the Faculty of Economics and Business Adminigtration, in order to
supervise thesis projectsin the field of organization science. Subsequently, other supervisors have
been garting their own thesis rings (in Maadtricht University, and other schools and universitiesin
The Hague, Ddft, Leuven and Tilburg).

This book isthe result of this educationa innovation process. It describes a theoretica
framework taken from the literature on collaborative and cooperative learning, and dso includes a
practical manual for teachers and professors considering the start-up of their own thesisring. In
addition, this book can serve as aguide for students who actively participate in thessrings, for
example, as co-supervisor, chairperson or scribe.

1.1 WHAT ISATHESISRING?

A thesisring consists of one or two supervisors and 5 to 15 students writing their Magter’ sthesis,
who share the responghility for the supervison and assessment of these thesis projects. The am of
thisway of supervisng thesis projectsis: to enhance the quality and efficiency of supervising
activities. As such athesis ring forms a permanent supervisory capacity in which students can flow in
a any moment and flow out again after their graduation. It isimportant to understand that this
educationd indrument is explicitly amed a supervision and not a thesswriting itsdf. Soitisnot a
“thesisworkshop” where students are actudly doing work (e.g., writing a draft chapter), but a place
where they come to be supervised, and additiondly act as co-supervisor of other students. So the
thessring is, asit were, an extension of the supervisor.

A successful operation of athesis ring depends on the actud sharing of supervisory
responghility. If co-responshbility for supervison (including assessment) of thesesis actually imposed
on the student, the student- participant in athesis ring gets two different roles (seefigure 1.1). First,
the role of the thesis writer who is being supervised. As such, the thesiswriter isakind of customer
of the thesisring. The second role isthat of the (temporary) co-supervisor who supervises other
thesis writers in the ring together with the supervisor. This means that the student- participant



regularly switches between his/her role as athess writer and that as a member of the supervisory
team. This frequent change of rolesis an important condition for the exchange of ideas, knowledge
and experiences anong students. As athesis writer the student- participant gains experience by
writing athesis and as a co-supervisor he observes and reflects on the progress of other thesis
projects. Thus, the writer’s own learning process as well asthat of the other sudentsis stimulated.

Figure 1.1: Studentsfrequently switch between therole of co-supervisor and that of thesis
writer in athesisring.

CO-SUPERVISOR SUPERVISOR

THESSWRITER

1.2 STRUCTURE DETERMINES BEHAVIOUR

Two graightforward starting points are important for understanding the idea to organize the
graduating stage on the badis of joint supervison by teachers and students. The first starting point is
that structure — in the widest sense of the word — to a large extent determines behaviour. That
is, the way in which a system is arranged and organized (or structured), largely determinesthe
behaviour within that systlem. Think of, for ingance, the physicd structure of abuilding which
determines the walking routes of its resdents and visitors. There may be severd routes taking you
from A to B in that building, but you cannot walk through walls, wak into aroom through awindow,
jump from one floor to another, etc.

Another example is the scheduling and design of tests that determine students' study approach to a
high degree. In other words, the so-caled ‘path of least resstance’ through a system is determined
by this system’ s structure. Electricity, for instance, dways follows the way of the least resstance,
and this smple but sraightforward principle aso applies to the behaviour of students: they take the
eades, fastest or most obvious way through an educationd program, taking into account their own
competences and skills and the “resistance’ they expect to meet on the various routes.

A second garting point is that some structures are mor e effective than others for
achieving certain results. Though our common sense often tells us that results can be produced
especidly by means of changes in behaviour, the leverage effect of changesin sructureisgenerdly
much larger than that of changesin behaviour.

These two gtarting points underlie the idea to organize thes's supervison by means of thess
rings. Asto the structure of thesisrings, specid atention is paid in this book to the strong effect of
adequate rules for organizing the supervison and assessment of thess projects. In generd, these
organizing rules are intended to enhance the student’ s performance and involvement as well as solve
any problems faster and better.



1.3 PURPOSE OF THESIS SUPERVISION

The basic objective of any thes's (supervision) processis producing and ddlivering athess that fulfills
the requirements set for the thesis. In addition to this individua objective, supervisors may have
additiona purposesin mind, such as.

maximizing the qudity of thethess

activating the student’ s sense of responsibility and competence, dso with regard to the
supervison of others;

solving problems arising during the supervision process,

exploiting economies of scae when supervising thesis projects;

promoting and facilitating the exchange of knowledge and experience among students.

Particularly the role of the supervisor will be decisvein trying to redise (one of) these objectives. In
addition to their role as experts, supervisorsin thess need to develop facilitation skills. In order to
redise (some of) the objectives, the sudent’ s contribution as co-supervisor of other sudentsis of
great importance. In case of athesis ring this contribution can aso be as chairperson or sribe. In
addition, effective and efficient design of the collaboration between academic supervisors and
students - aso among themselves - will be decisve.

1.4 PREVIEW

The following chapters describe the theoretical background of thesisrings aswell as practica
procedures and guidelines for setting up thesis rings. Each chapter can be read independently; any
interdependencies between chapters are described on the spot.

Chapter 2 outlines severd theoreticd notions and empiricd findingsin the literature on
cooperative and collaborative learning.

Chapter 3 describes a script for starting anew thesis ring, which begins with the recruiting
of sudents and ends with the first fina assessment. During the Sarting period of a new thesisring the
academic supervisor gradualy introduces the students to this (in most cases) new collaborative
etting.

Chapter 4 dedsin more detail with the principles and decision rules required to obtain
effective collaboration within the ring. This chapter thus dedls with severd straightforward structura
tools that will promote optima supervison practice.

Chapter 5 deds with the effectiveness of (student-) supervisors within the scope of an
effective didogue between supervisors and thesiswriter. In chapter 6 we describe the tasks and
tools of the chair in meetings. Then, chapter 7 discusses the facilitation skills the supervisor needsin
order to increase the self-organizing capacity of the thesisring. In terms of the relation between
structure and behaviour, chapters 4 to 6 mainly focus on behavioura interventions.

Fndly, chapter 8 contains an explanation of the assessment process, in terms of externd
qudlity control aswell asthe application of assessment criteria and assessment procedures.



Chapter 2
Starting a New ThesisRing

This chapter describes the steps necessary to sart athesisring. These stepswill be
described sequentidly, dthough it is evident that in practice these steps will overlap each other to
some extent.

2.1 RECRUITING STUDENTS

Thefirg step involves recruitment of students who are interested in athesisring. In principle,
sudentsin severd stages of their thesis process, are eigible for this purpose: sudents who have
been busy writing their theses for alonger time (supervised by the teacher Sarting the thesisring),
students who have just started, and those who have not yet sarted. Thiswill resultina
heterogeneous composition of the start-up group concerning experience, stage of thesiswriting
process, and the like. This heterogeneity is very beneficid to the transfer of knowledge and
experience within the group. In addition, the workload will in thisway be spread over time, asthesis
projects progress towards completion they typicaly require more supervison time.

To recruit those who are interested, several canals can be used, such as websites, e-mall,
personal contacts, lectures or tutoria seminars, notice-boards, faculty or university journds, and the
like.

2.2 MUTUAL ADJUSTMENT OF EXPECTATIONS

If astudent is interested, the supervisor and the student concerned can express and mutually adjust
their expectations of the thesis ring. Especidly, if the student in question is unfamiliar with the
phenomenon of athesisring, it isimportant to give hinvher further information about it. Student
should know what is awaiting them and should not pitch any unreditic expectations.

Writing athessisavery individud, and in many cases londly, process. This may be astrong
motive for students to participate in athesis ring. By collaborating and consulting other graduates,
they no longer fed they are the only persons struggling with thesis writing. Another obvious
advantage for sudents is that they can regularly observe and discuss the development of the thesis
projects of anumber of their fellow-students. One of the student- participantsin athessring
described this advantage as follows. “Normdly, you write just one thesis. In this ring you write your
own thes's, but the amount of learning that arisesis asif you are writing five of them”.



2.3 PLANNING A MEETING

If the academic supervisor has obtained commitment from at least four or five students taking a
concrete interest in the new thesis ring, an appointment is made for the first meeting. When preparing
thisfirst meeting, afew things should be arranged by the supervisor, which can be done by student-
participants a a later stage. It concerns the following actions:

1. reserve amesting room
optional: arrange coffee and tea
draw up alist of addresses (preferably e-mail addresses)
prepare the proposed agenda (more about it later)
optional: make an outline of the objectives and working methods of the thessring
send invitations/agenda (with any corresponding documents) to al participants.

o gk wN

2.4 PRELIMINARY EVALUATION

In preparing the scheduled mesting, the supervisor eval uates the steps taken so far, for ingance on
the basis of the following questions
- Dol redly have enough students to start a thesis ring; how to proceed if some students drop out
after the scheduled meeting?
How do | stimulate the students to take up the role of co-supervisor?
Are these sudents ready for thisway of supervising? If this might not be the case, how do |
prepare them?
How do | explain how athessring functions?
Do | need any additiond support when starting athesisring, for ingtance in the form of an
experieced chairperson who is going to shoulder the task of leading the discusson during a
number of meetings? (Many new thesis rings in the Netherlands have been started by ajoint
effort of an academic supervisor and a student-chair, who had built extensve experience asa
chair in another thesisring.)

2.5 AGENDA-PROPOSAL

With regard to contents of the agenda for the first and/or second meeting, the following items should
be included:

a. amaf thering;

b. domain of the ring (discipline and the kind of thesis-topics that can be incorporated);

c. method;
d. conditionsfor joining;
e. assessment gpproach;
f. dection of chair;
g. organization and maintenance of memory (regulations, decisons and the like);

h. eection of scribe.
It isimportant to know that some subjects need not to be definitely decided upon. A preliminary
decison can then be made, and subsequently (after severd meetings) it can be reconsdered. In this
way aso much uncertainty can be reduced for the students, because many questions will be



answered by learning-by-doing.

The first two meetings are decisive for the basis to be created for the role of co-supervisor
that the students are going to take up. So take dl the time necessary for this, possbly through a
second mesting.

From the very beginning, the role of chairman should preferably be filled by a different
person than the supervisor(s). This may be for instance an experienced chairperson, such asa
sudent from athessring dready exigting for alonger time. If thisis not possible, then it will be
necessary for the academic supervisor to lead the discussion in the first and possibly second
mesting.

2.6 FIRST MEETING

The meeting is best sructured asfollows:

Opening round

Organizationd part

Contents part

Evauation round.
Theins and outs of this meeting structure will be further eaborated in chapter 3. The am of the first
meeting isto create a number of enabling conditions for the functioning of the thessring in the next
mesetings. It isimportant that al participants commit themsdavesto - or do not object to - the
decisons that are made about am, domain, method and the like. It may be alegp into the dark for
many participants, but if they fed involved with the start of something “new”, a certain sense of
shared respongbility will arise immediately.

2.7 LAYING DOWN PRELIMINARY REGULATIONS

After dl items on the agenda mentioned before, have been discussed in the firgt (and possibly
second mesting), it will be of importance that the scribe lays down the decisions made, in
regulations. As an illugtration, the regulations of some Maastricht thess rings are attached (see
gppendix 1). The scribe should hand out the regulations (or make them available viathering’'s
website) to each new member.

2.8 FUNCTIONING OF THESISRING

After the firg meetings, the thesis ring can start focusing on its primary task — supervising thesis
projects. Mestings will then go off, for instance, asfollows:
- Opening round
- Organizationd part: - approving of minutes
- planning new meetings
- drawing up the definite agenda
- Contents: - discussion of progress of student A
- discussion of progress of student B, etc.
- BEvauation round



The contents part of the meeting usudly takes up about 90 per cent of tota meeting time. The
opening round, organizationa part and evaluation round together provide, asit were, the
infrastructure for these supervison activities. This meeting structure will be further described in
Chapter 3.

In the course of the first year of the new thessring, the initid rules, arrangements and
working methods may have to be revised. If this concerns minor issues, these can be discussed on
the spot and adjusted. If changes concern mgor issues in the field of the overdl objective, domain
or working method, these are better discussed in a separate meeting.

2.9 THE FIRST THESISBEING COMPLETED AND ASSESSED

The gart of anew thesisring is completed with itsfirst thesis being assessed and graded. The thesis
ring thus ddiversitsfirg product to the outside world. Thisisacriticad moment in the development
of the thesis ring towards mature teamwork between teacher and students. With respect to
assessment, it may be difficult for some academic supervisors to share his or her exclusive authority
in assessing athess. For the sudent on the other hand, the first assessment has mainly the character
of the ultimate ‘lamus’ test: will the principle of joint respongbility be actudly redized in the Stuation
of grading? We recommend to give the assessment procedure atria run some time before the actua
first red assessment.

In mogt universitiesthere is a second assessor who, within the scope of quality contral,
asesses thefind verson of the thesis together with the academic supervisor. In that way the internd
assessment of the thesis will be externaly gauged. Externd quality control can be organized in
severd ways, for that matter. Thiswill be further dedt with in chapter 7.
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Chapter 3

Rulesfor Organizing the ThesisRing

A st of rules has been devel oped as tools to redlize the purpose of the thesisring — adsoin view of the
leverage effect of structure on behaviour (see chapter 1). We shall discuss the three main rules regarding
decision-making and the structure of meetings, aswell asthe relation to the exam regulations.

3.1 POLICY DECISIONS ARE TAKEN BY CONSENT

Decision-making on policy issues of the thessring is based on the rule of consent, or non-argued
objection. That isto say that adecison istaken, if none of the participants has an argued objection. As
aresult, teachers and students are equal to each other as participants in decisionmeking, whichis
necessary to subgtantiate the key principle of shared responshility. The no-objection rule is used, for
ingtance, when choosing a chairman and scribe, delegating certain powers to members of the thesisring,
or assessing the find version of athess.

Therule of consent is sometimes confused with the rule of consensus. There are two main
differences between consent and consensus. Firdt, in case of consent, a decison is made if none of the
participants says no whereasin case of consensus adecison ismadeif dl participants say
wholeheartedly yes. Secondly, in case of consent argumentation takes a centra place, whereasin case
of decison-making by means of consensus, the underlying motives and reasons often remain unclear.

For decting the chairman and scribe aswell as for the assessment of theses, we developed a
procedure in the firgt thesis ring, in which the no-objection ruleis used to come to a decison. See the
example regulationsin gppendix | for a detailed description of these procedures. Both procedures are
amed at trying

- toreved inthefirg ingtance, the differences in proposals (with reference to candidates or

marks), particularly by minimalising the interdependence between the proposals,
subsequently, to examine and to discuss the common denominator in the proposals,
in order to findly come to a decison againgt which none of the participants raises any
argued objections.
In other words, these procedures form an instrument to stimulate the dialogue in the form of an
exchange of arguments and to elect a person or to determine the find mark, on the basis of this
didogue.

When ng the find version of athesis, the next two additiond rules are applied. Firg, the
author of the thesis has no say, that is, he or she does not dispose of the possibility to raise objections.
This means for that matter, that the thesis writer in question can indeed participate, for instance by a
short introduction and by answering questions, but does not participate in the ultimate decision-making
about the mark. So, this assessment procedure actualy conssts of a combination of (formetive) sdif-
evauation and (summative) assessment by fellow-students and academic supervisor(s). If the
involvement of fellow students in the forma assessment process raises substantia resistance among
superiors or colleagues of the supervisor in question, the status of assessment by the thesis ring can be
formaly defined as an advice to the authorized assessors (incl. the academic supervisor and any
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externa assessors).

A second additiond rule is that the supervisor acts as the only authority towards externa
stakeholders. That isto say: the supervisors delegate as it were, their authority to assess athesis, to the
thesisring (incl. the teechersin question), but remain the only ones who are ultimately responsible
towards any outsders. If an externd assessor isinvolved, assessment in the thesisring can dso be
looked upon as aform of interna quaity control (see chapter 7).

3.2 STRUCTURE OF THE MEETING

Every meeting proceeds according to the same set up, namely consecutively: opening round,
organizationd part, content part, and eva uation round. The opening and evauation round have a
trangtiona function between the outer world and the meeting, as well as a psychologica function,
because everybody’ s presence and contribution are explicitly acknowledged by means of such around.
In addition, the opening or evauation round may result in topics that can be put on the agenda of the
same or (one of) the next meeting(s).

The digtinction between the organizationd part and the content part is of mgor importance for
an efficdent and conveniently arranged flow of the meeting. The organizationd part involvesdl
organizationa issues, such as checking the report of the previous meeting, arranging subsequent
meetings, and the drawing up of the agenda (mostly on the basis of a proposed agenda, made by the
chairman and scribe). At dl events, the content part concerns the discussion of the thes's students
progress, sometimes supplemented by other subjects, such as proposed changesin the thesisring
regulations. By clearly distinguishing between the organizationa and content part, it will be easier for the
chairman to guide and lead the meeting.

Furthermore, it is dso highly recommendable to send dl participants any relevant documents
(such asathesis proposd or draft thesis chapters) together with the proposed agenda, minimdly five
working days beforehand. In addition, appropriate arrangements about a meeting-place, and copying
and forwarding documents are necessary. Internet and e-mail are very useful for this purpose. The
scribe drafts the agenda in consultation with the chairperson (and possibly the supervisor).

3.3THESISRING AND EXAMINATION REGULATIONS

An important question is how athesis ring fitsin with the examination regulations in higher education,
which typicaly assume that only authorized academic supervisors can act as assessor. Asfar aswe
know, none of the rules define this authority to act as an examiner as being completdy exclusive; that is
to say that, in principle, thereis practicaly aways a possihility to involve students in supervison and
as=ssment. But even if it would indeed be a question of exclusive examiner’ s authority, the supervisor is
freg, within certain limits— determined by the examination board in question — to shape and organize
hisher educationd or supervison work in higher own way.

With reference to the thesis ring, the following starting point may be applied: minimely one
supervisor functions as the representative of that thesis ring, authorized to supervise and to assess,
whereas he or she shares higher respongbility within the thesis ring with the sudents involved. As such,
the students can be given aformd advisory rolein the set of regulations devel oped for the thesisring
itsdf. Though, from alegd point of view, it will of course not be nominated for a prize for trangparency,
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the operation of the thesisring isin this way in accordance with the examination regulations.
In most cases, quality control of bachelor or master thesis project adso involves one or more
externd assessors, who are not involved in the supervision process and in thisway can give an

independent assessment of the find version of the thesis. In chapter 7 severd ways to organize externd
assessment in thesis rings are described.
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Chapter 4

|nstructions for Supervision

The supervisor is not the only person supervising the thesis sudent. In the thessring, (Sheisadso
supervised by hisher felow-students, who, as it were, jointly form the supervision team. This means that
the quality of the didogue between thesis writer and the supervision team and the dialogue within the
supervison team, is decisve for effective guidance and supervison of the thesis writer. In this chapter
we discuss a number of practical guidelines for this didogue.

4.1 INFERENCE LADDER

Before going into the concept of inference ladder, the following example is given from adiscusson of a
draft chapter between supervisor and thesis writer. Part of this discussion proceeds as follows:

Supervisor: | think that the way in which you are reviewing literature in chapter 2 is unacceptable. It is not clear what
your interpretation is and where you lean on the authors you read. Y ou should really tackle this differently! Thesis
writer: Yes, but last time you said that this draft-chapter should be written in amuch livelier and more fascinating
way to hold the reader’ s attention, and now (...) Supervisor interrupts: May betrue, but in your rewritten text you are
now really inclining to ajournalist’s story, in which facts and interpretation are running over into each other. | havea
few other remarks aswell, so let’ scontinue. (....)

This discusson between thesis writer and supervisor will very likely not lead to the improvements
required by the supervisor. Thisis mainly due to the gpparent incompetence of both personsto define
the problem and possible solutionsin away that is () clear and understandable to both parties and (b)
leads to ajoint way of solution.

In this respect, the work of Argyris and Schon in the field of reasoning, speaking and discussing,
provides some useful guiddines. These authors state that atypical diagnosis — such as from the text of
the thesis writer in the example — is executed on ahigh leve of inference. In figure 4.1, thisargument is
elaborated in terms of the so-called inference ladder. On the bottom of this ladder there are the directly
observabl e data, such as conversations among persons, written text, Satistical data, drawings, and the
like. In case of thesis supervision, these are for instance text fragments from a draft chapter, or data
arising from empiricd investigations by the thesis writer.

A gep higher up the ladder we find simple meanings, which we connect or alocate to directly
observable data, such asfor ingtance atext, conversation or drawing being either difficult, acceptable,
beautiful or pleasart or not. For the supervisor in the example given before, such ameaning isfor
ingtance the literature review in the draft chapter being “ unacceptable’.

14



Figure4.1: Inferenceladder (source: Argyriset al., 1985)

5 M eanings allocated by observer to inference processes on steps 1 to 4

4 Theories used to create meanings on step 3

3 Meanings allocated to simple meanings (often with reference to implicit suppositions)
2 Simple meanings allocated to directly observable data

1 Relatively directly observable data

On the third step of the inference ladder are the meanings, which are alocated again to the smple
meanings on the second step. This happens through suppositions or assumptions, which are made either
explicitly or not. In the example the supervisor supposes, among other things, that a good, acceptable
literature review should take place by a clear separation of literature review and one's own
interpretation. Besides, the supervisor gpparently supposes that this understanding had better be taught
to the thesis writer by means of powerful wordings. Findly, the supervisor aso supposes that the thes's
writer understands how to solve the problem mentioned. Anyway, these last two suppositions have an
implicit character: they are not made explicit and probably not ddiberately “thought” either.

On the fourth step, theories are used to create the meanings on the steps below. These theories
have abasc form, that is, they consst of a collection of dementary cause-effect rdations such as if A,
then B; if C and D, then not B, etc. In case of the conversation between supervisor and thesis writer,
one of the cause-effect reaions might be: “if | make clear to the thesswriter in powerful wordings thet
the text in question is unacceptable, he knows what to do to make it acceptable as yet”. Another
hypothesis might be in that case: “if | adopt avulnerable attitude, for instance by asking the thesis writer
if he knowswhat | mean, then thiswill increase the likelihood of loss of face for one of us’. In the
example, the cause-effect relations as such do not come up for discussion.

Findly, the highest step of the ladder conssts of meanings that an observer dlocates to the
severd meanings and inference processes on lower levels of the ladder. At this moment, we, as authors
of this book, and you as areader, are looking at the example and its interpretation, from thislevel. We
meake this observation with the help of the inference ladder as a centrd and integretive framework.

The inference ladder is of importance, because it makes you aware of the complex thinking
processes that occur in every conversation. You will seethat in practicaly every conversation, we:

pesk on arddivey high inference levd (especidly steps 3 and 4);
rarely openly test or check the things we say with the help of directly observable data;
in spite of that, mostly have the feding that we are very concrete and clear when speeking; and
can therefore avoid an open test.
These characterigtics of many conversations are to a great extent due to the fact that, at an dready early
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dagein our lives, we learn how to switch quickly and automaticaly from one meaning level to the other.
In order to be able to react and act timely and efficiently, we must, for that matter, quickly alocate
meanings to many Stuations on a higher inference leve. Just think of the automatic reaction to someone
in acar tooting his horn when you run up the street, or the actions you perform with the mouse on your
computer screen with reference to certain possibilities or problems you watch on the screen. Many of
these sorts of inference processes concern the skillsto survive in certain Situations, to solve a problem
quickly, and the like. Whenever acquired, these skills form a sort of deeply ingrained routines; they
operate by themsalves, as it were, without having to pay any attention to them.

These sorts of automatic processes are extremdy functiond in many Stuations, but in other
stuations, however, they are not functiona. The latter especialy occursin discussions which (should)
focuson learning and learning from each other. This dysfunctiondity can be reduced with the help of
four categories of speech acts, which will be discussed next.

4.2 EFFECTIVE SPEECH ACTS

Every contribution or pronouncement in a conversation can be characterized as a certain type of speech
act. There are four kinds of speech acts:

framing

advocating

illugrating, and

inquiring.

Y our persond effectivenessin conversations — in thess rings aswell as outsde — will incresse if these
four speech acts are increasingly more balanced and combined. Supervisors as well as students in their
roles as supervisors, can use these speech acts.

Framing

Framing refers to the explicit wording of the aim or motive of the meeting or conversation. Thisam may
refer to an unsolved problem, dilemma, conflict or difference of opinion, but aso to, for ingance the
garting up of anew project team, thesisring, €tc.

Example:
In the last meeting we came to the conclusion that the progress made in the DANE project isinsufficient, and we
agreed on further looking into the causes for this. So thisisthe purpose of this meeting.

In the example dial ogue between supervisor and thesis writer, which we looked at before, thereisno
question of an explicit frame. The supervisor assumes in this case that there is ajoint frame, without
verifying this assumption. Thisdso frequently occursin al kinds of other conversations, and leads to
quite anumber of fallures of communication, because the assumption of a shared frame is often not right.
Therefore, explicit wording of the assumed frame, and subsequently verifying if this assumed frameis
aso shared by others, is of decisive importance. If the supervisor, described before, wants to make the
frame he assumes explicit, he may for ingtance, Sart his conversation with the sudent as follows:

Supervisor: | assume that an understandable and conveniently arranged literature review exists of reviewing
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thematically or one author after the other, followed by an overall review of thisliterature, on the basis of criteria
drawn up before. In the second step the author’ s personal preference and interpretation, may play arole aswell.
What' s your opinion about such an approach?

Note thet in this example the frame is explicitly described, and subsequently, it isinquired if thisisaso
shared with the other. The latter isaform of inquiring, the fourth speech act, which will be discussed in
more detall |ater.

Advocating
Advocating is a gpeech act conggting of emphasizing, in rdatively abstract wording, an opinion, feding
or proposal. For ingtance: “we should try and increase the sales of this product considerably”. Or: “I
am dissatisfied and frustrated by the dow pace in this meeting”. Though, at first Sght, thislast example
looks like adescription of a certain feding, it isin redity, an emotiond advocating (in this case agangt
the pace of the meeting, which is experienced to be dow; in other words, thisis an argument in favour of
ahigher pace).

Some people tak in an amost exclusvely advocating way, and others hardly ever.
Both extremes are inefficient in most conversations. For most people it is very difficul to expressthelr
fedings, particularly fedings in the present Stuation, the here and now. Thisis difficult because we are
often not or only partly, aware of our fedings, and in addition, because we do not like to adopt a
vulnerable attitude. Both factors usudly result in negative fedings that are worded in common language
and are not expressed until they have become so strong that they ‘explode’: “Y ou just shut up!”,
“Watch it, don’'t you do that again!”, etc. Thiskind of speech tendsto evoke alot of unnecessary,
defensive reactions from the other person(s). It may be more effective to adopt a more vulnerable
atitude, for ingance: “I fed excluded from the discusson. Each timeif | want to say something, Paul
ratles on without me being able to come in between. That frustrates me enormoudy”.

[llustrating

The argued proposa or feding is substantiated by means of illustrating. Thisis done on the bass of
direct observable data such asfacts, events or pronouncements that provide specific illustrations,
implications, evidence, and so forth. Illustrating is important as a speech act, because you can be
convinced of the only possible effect or implication of your advocating, wheress the listener has atotaly
different effect or implication in mind.

In the conversation between supervisor and thesis writer quoted before, no useisin fact made
of illugrating, which is not beneficid to the communication between the two of them. The supervisor
could transmit his message more effectively by usng more concrete illugrations, for indtance in case of
the problems with the literature review:

The way in which you are now reviewing literature in chapter 2, is problematic for me (frame). Let ushavealook at a
number of concrete examples together, to start with page two of this chapter. Y ou first say therethat ... (supervisor
guotes a certain paragraph from the text). In this paragraph you clearly refer to three authors, which makes clear that
part of this paragraph is at all events based on these sources, but at the same time you also plead for your own
opinion and interpretation (illustration). How can |, as areader, now determine where literature review is ending and
where your interpretation starts? (inquiring).
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Inquiring
Inquiring as a speech act includes asking others questions, in order to obtain information or to be able to
learn something. Though this seemsto be very amplein itsdf, it isnot easy in practice to ask inquisitive
questions in an effective way. For, we are used to ask many rhetorical questions, in away from which it
gppearsthat we are not redlly interested in the answer. For instance, by the manner of speaking, or even
by not or hardly giving the other an opportunity to react: “Y ou agree to that of course, everybody
knowsit islike thet, isn't it?’

Another reason why it isnot easy in practice to ask an inquisitive question in the right way, is
that such a question should practicaly dways be combined with framing, advocating or illugtrating. A
“naked” question leaves the other in uncertainty about the frame, the scope or the intention. Asto that,
it may be agood thing to apply the following rule of thumb: an inquiring question aways follows after
framing, advocating and/or illugtrating. Example:

| feel rather frustrated by the slow pace of this meeting (advocating). Especially the discussion of Hans's progress
annoyed me, because | have this feeling that he is not willing to process the comment on his draft chapters; asto
that, it struck me that he did not make any notes (illustration). Am | the only one being annoyed about this?

(inquiring)

Figure 4.2: Overview of four typesof speech acts

Speech act Definition I mportance

Framing Explicit wording of the Making the frame explicit isimportant, because the
purpose of the conversation assumption of ashared frameis often not valid
or meeting (or part thereof)

Advocating Explicit wording of an opinion, Some people amost exclusively talk in advocating
feeling or proposal in terms, others hardly ever;
relatively abstract terms for many people, expressing one’ sfeeling isvery

difficult

llustrating Describing directly observable  In many situations the other(s) has atotally
data as a concrete point of different interpretation, effect or implication in mind
orientation of the advocated position

Inquiring Asking questionsinorderto  Regl questions are important, because we generally
obtaininformation or tolearn  5g many rhetorical questions;
something

inquiring questions are particularly powerful in
combination with framing, advocating or illustrating

These four speech acts can be gpplied to every conversation, talk or meeting. Appendix |1 includes an
exercise to enhance effective participation in meetings of athesisring.
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Chapter 5
Guidelinesfor Chairing M eetings

In this chapter we discuss the role of the chair, which is undoubtedly the most demanding and complex
task in ameeting. To have the chairman grow into his function, it isimportant to have him gppointed, if
possible, for anumber of meetings — for instance for five meetings or a period of three months.

The role and tasks of achairman at preparing and leading the meseting is extensvely discussed
elsewhere. In this chapter we assume that the reader is informed about these basics. We shdl therefore
pay little attention to a number of dementary skills that each chairman should have, for ingance, with
regard to asking questions, summearizing, and the like.

It should be clear that a number of skillsfor effective supervison, which were discussed in
chapter 4, are dso of importance for chairpersons. Wherever necessary, we shall therefore refer to the
previous chapter. In paragraph 5.1 the main tasks and tools of the chairman are discussed. In paragraph
5.2 therole of the chair in the discussion of progress of thesis projects is discussed.

5.1 TASKS AND TOOLS OF CHAIRPERSON

The chairperson can turn the meeting into the right direction in severd ways and with the help of severd
kinds of interventions. The main tools are the agreements made about decision-making and structure
of meeting (see chapter 3). Being able to gpply these rulesis very important for effective chairing. Part
of the rulesfor ingtance, refers to introducing a clear agenda structure. The agendaiis built up according
to aregular structure of an opening round, organizationd part, contents part, and evauation round. The
organizationd part contains a number of subjects which return again and again, such as the minutes of
the previous meeting and the definite determination of the part with regard to contents. The draft
agenda, which is sent to the members of the thesis ring by the scribe beforehand, mostly contains a
proposal for the organizational part, dependent on the letters to the chairman and other relevant
subjects. Figure 5.1 gives an example of aproposa for an agenda. When making a proposa for an
agenda (by chairman in consultancy with scribe), the time available should be taken into account. For a
somewhat longer mesting, it is sometimes of importance to vary the order of the subjects of the part
with regard to contents, which mostly takes up 90 per cent or more, of the time of meeting. The use of
separae rules will again and again come up for congderation in the rest of this chapter.

Opening and evaluation rounds

In the opening round the chairman gives every person an opportunity to indicate how he starts the
meeting (see chapter 3). Remarks may be “I have just heard that | failed last week’ stest, I'm fed up
with that”, “I’ve been very busy, do not expect much from me’, “I’m rather nervous and anxious to
know the comment on my paper”. Thus the round fills a trangtiond function between the outer world
and the thesisring. In addition, everybody will be persondly involved in the meeting by this round.
Besides, this round provides the chairman with information about the attitudes and contributions of the
participants in this meeting and as a result, he can better lead the discussion during the mesting.
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Andogue to the opening round, the evauation round is meant to create atrangtion from the
meeting back to the surroundings. Each participant indicates how he or she isleaving the meeting, dso
ng the process and outcomes of the meeting. Even for the evauation round gppliesthat the
presence and contribution of each member of the thesisring, is acknowledged. Strictly speeking, the
evauation round is not an evauation round, because a discuss on amnong the participants themsaves, is
not possible; however, the evauation round may have an evauation function, because problems are
observed there, which can be tackled in the next meeting. At the end of the evauation round, the
chairman can cdl atention to problems and conclusions, and promise to ded with them in the next
sesson (with or without a separate item on the agenda, for instance “evaluation”).

Students attending a meseting for orientation or as an introduction, but other guests as well, may
be invited by the chairman to participate in the opening and evauation rounds. However, it should be
avoided for persons who are not members of the thesis ring, to participate in the organizationa part and
the part with regard to contents. It would be wise to make clear to the persons involved, when they may
participate and when not, prior to the meeting. The main task of the chairman in opening and eva uation
rounds is therefore: (a) to give each participant an opportunity to say something and (b) to avoid
discussons among the participants themsalves, as much as possible.

Figure5.1: Example of an agenda

Proposal for agenda of thesisring 14 M ay1999
Pace: room 1.016. Time: 13.30- 16.30h

Opening round

Organizational part
Minutes last meeting
Fixing dates for new meetings
Drawing up agendafor content part

Contents
Admission of Anne as anew member (aim: decision-
making)
- Jeroen’s progress (aim: providing information)
- Discussion Piet’ s thesis proposal (aim: forming opinion)
- Assessment Klaas' thesis (aim: final grading)
- Electing new chairman (aim: decision-
making)
Draft chapter Marieke (aim: giving feedback)

Evaluation round

Outlining frame for item on the agenda

The introduction of each separate item on the agenda (particularly the part with regard to contents of the
mesting) is aso of importance. For, the way in which the discussion is held, will strongly depend on the
way in which the chairman outlines the frame within which the discussion of that item isheld (dso see
paragraph 4.3 about framing). A short, but firm way of outlining the frame, isindicating the aim of the
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discusson of the item concerned. It is sometimes difficult to determine the aim of the discusson of an
item on the agenda, beforehand. In many cases, however, the am can aready be described at the
drafting of the draft agenda (whether provisonary or not), as aso occurred with some itemsin figure
5.1. Inthis case you may think of:
Providing and/or exchanging of information. One can speek of providing information if, for
instance, the supervisor informs the other members of the thesis ring about recent changesin the
examination regulations. Giving feedback on a draft chapter, is an example of exchanging
information as am, at which the thesswriter firg listens to the comment on the text, and
subsequently asks for further explanation of some items, €tc.
Forming an opinion. Discussing the subject, in order to come to one or more ideas and opinions
together, without the need for ajoint decision.
Decision-making: reaching a decison about for ingtance, the admission of anew member, changing
apart of the thessring regulations, or the find mark for athess.

Seering in case of possible “ disturbances’

The chairman can aso steer during the discussion of each separate item. During the discusson, some of
the participants  contributions or remarks may (threaten to) disturb it. It may for instance be possible
that somebody is straying from the subject, is expatiating too much, is spesking before histurn, or is
going too much into detail. It will then be up to the chairman to seer in this. Figure 5.2 containsa
number of ingtructions to maintain the structure in frequently occurring Situations during meetings, at
which digtinction is mede in ineffective and effective interventions.

Figure5.2: Interventions by the chairperson in several situations.

PROBLEM /
SYMPTOM:

incomprehensible flood
of words

strayings

premature remarks

misplaced principal
discussions

misplaced interruptions

loose meaningless
remarks

NOT OR LESS
EFFECTIVE:

cutting it off or
ignoring it

reacting

cutting off or ignoring
them

breaking off, or letting
them continue

allowing them

ignoring them

EFFECTIVE INTERVENTION:

summarizing and asking for its underlying meaning

ignoring, cutting off carefully, or asking for meaning

reminding of structure (e.g. postponing discussion
until that item is relevant or on agenda)

summarizing with the emphasis on concrete aspects

cutting off, and keeping change of turns under
control

asking for meaning
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Memory of the thesisring and the scribe
An important condition for an effective chairmanship, isamemory system, in which agreements,
decisons and other relevant information, are lad down in away accessibleto dl participants. The scribe
manages and maintains the memory of the thesisring. In the Maadtricht thesisrings, the scribe has the
following tasks
- drafting of draft agenda
sending or making available to the members of the thesis ring the papers and documents — the
minutes of the previous meeting, the agenda and documents sent to the chairman - some
congderable time before the meeting
timely reserving and announcing of meeting-room (preferably together with agenda proposal)
checking if meeting-room isfree, just before the meeting
noting down the members present and absent and decisions (with main arguments) during the
meeting, and laying down these notes in the minutes, after the meeting
consulting together with the chairman about any possible actions to be taken, after the meeting.

Meeting-room and table formation

Another way of dructuring, which is often underestimated, concerns the choice of the meeting-room and
the table formation. The room in which the meeting is held, should be large enough, but not too large,
should have appropriate acoustics, and some visual aids should be present (board, flip chart, projection
screen, etc). There are severd possibilities for the formation of tables and chairs: acircular formation (in
case of round tables) or a square formation. The formation should be as such that it supports
communication, that the participants are able to see each other well, without making unnatura
movements, and that everybody can see and read the board or the flip chart. Findly, the chairman had
better be seated at a place enabling him to have direct eye contact with dl participants.

Supervision versus conditions
The key activity in each thess ring meeting is the supervisng and coaching of individua thesswriters. In
order to show this key activity to its full advantage, anumber of conditions are required. These are
agreements made earlier, about for ingtance, the scribe' s activities, the (maxima) number of the thesis
ring, the chairmanship, the assessment of theses, and the like. Sometimes, problems occur concerning
conditions, indicating the necessity to revise agreements made earlier. If so, the chairman may propose,
concerning the issue in question, to:
- put it on the order-paper and make it open to discussion at once (if postponement disturbs the
normd activities in the thesis ring),
discuss it separately, later in the same meeting (if the remainder of the agenda dlowsthis, and it is
not required to postpone it until a next meeting),
postpone it until anext meeting, in which sufficient time can be reserved for thisissue, or
have it further sudied by amember of the thesis ring or group of thesis ring members, who will
present awritten proposa about any possible solutions, in one of the following meetings.
By separating the normal supervisory activities and the policy with regard to the conditions to these
activities, it is avoided that these two matters get mixed up in vague and chaotic discussons.
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Allocating of tasks and functions

A chairman and scribe are two conditions for the proper functioning of athessring. So, for the
functioning of the thesisring it will be necessary to choose a new chairman and scribe regularly. The
current chairman leads the discussion leading to the choice of the (new) chairman or scribe. To solve
thisissue through an open question, after the manner of: “Who wants to be chairman?’, isto be advised
againd. Thiswill generdly not result in the best choice, because many members of the thesis ring will
then immediady exclude themsealves, for whatever reason. To make agood choice, it will be important
to congder as many dternatives as possible.

The procedure as has been decribed in gppendix 1, is something to go by. Each thesisring is of
course free to implement chairmanship and scribeship in its own way. Some generd understandings and
prl nciples that contribute to awell functioning chairmanship and scribeship are:

Look at al possible choices within the scope of the requirements the thesis ring makes to
chairmanship or scribe.

It is not aquestion of winning or losing & the decision to gppoint one person for a certain period; an
optima implementation of the functions of chairman and scribe, isto everybody's interest.

If two or more participants are good chairmen, you may talk of aluxury problem —for, at this
moment, only one chairman or scribeis necessary.

Seeto it that the person concerned enjoys a maximum scope and trust from the other participants.
Possibly choose a vice-chairman as wdl; there will then be somebody immediately taking over
charmanship in case of the chairman’sillness or absence.

Chairmanship in anew thesisring in the first meetings, may be taken care of by an experienced
chairman, for instance somebody from another thesisring.

It should be avoided as much as possible, that the supervisor is going to play the role of charman,
or has no other option. Thiswill quickly lead to an increasing dependence on the supervisor, and in
addition will go a the expense of effective charmanship.

Seering the tension level

Findly, we discuss a part of the chairman’ srole that everybody knows, but that is aso difficult to
describe. It concerns the atmosphere, the climate and the tension during the meeting. Perhaps the term
tension level isthe best indication of what is meant here. In genera, there are three possible tension
levels during meetings. If the tengon levd istoo low, fedings of boredom and frustration will be
dominating ("1 redlly have something better to do”). If the tenson levd istoo high, most participants
will beliable to gress, (initid) symptoms of exhaugtion, irritations among themsaves, and the like. So the
tenson leve required, is somewhere in between these two.

The tendon leve of the meeting is of course only partly determined by the chairman, but in many
Stuations he can, however, bring about a change into the direction required. In case tenson istoo low,
the pace may for instance be increased, straying discussions cut off earlier, more direct questions asked,
or aswitch may be made from forming of opinion to decision-making (by wording a proposal and
asking for consent). If the tenson leve istoo high, the chairman may decrease the pace, have an)
(additiona) bresk, add a round in which everybody can give his opinion, return from decision-making to
forming anotion or an opinion, or try to bring about some relaxation with alittle humour. All in dl,
deering the tenson leve is probably the most difficult part of chairmanship, which will certainly not be
learnt from abook, but by practice.
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5.2 DISCUSSION OF PROGRESS OF THESIS PROJECTS

The dways returning, and perhaps dso most important issue during athess ring mesting, concerns the
discussion of the progress of the separate thess projects. In addition to the ingtructions that have been
discussed in this chapter until now, we look in this paragraph at the part that the chairman can contribute
to these progress discussions.

In this case the chairman is confronted with three moments of steering, asking aquestion asa
frame for discussion, giving an opportunity to comment, and the reaction by the thesiswriter. The frame
for discussion can be indicated by asking:

an open question

adirect question.
In the former case, the chairman asks for instance “What do you think of Marjan’sthesis proposa ?’
An advantage of thisway of putting a question isthat every kind of comment or remark is welcome, but
its disadvantage is that the discusson that follows, will be diffcult to lead. In the latter case, the chairman
creates structure by adirect question about certain parts of the thesis. For instance: “ Are there any
remarks about the problem definition in Marjan’ sthesis proposa?’ or “What do you think about the
sructure and divison of this chapter?” If there are different opinions about a certain aspect of the text
discussed, the chairman can give scope to discussit. However, the chairman should take care that the
discussion does not stray from the subject. By an intermediate summary, and anyway one at the end of
the discusson, the chairman will increase the effectiveness of the feedback.

A second moment of steering concerns giving an opportunity to comment. After asking an
open or direct question, this may be possible by

waiting for an resction, or

giving every sngle participant an opportunity to react by making around.
In the former case, the chairman waits for any remarks from the participants, after asking the question.
At this approach there islittle structure. Everybody can react spontaneoudy, aso to each other, asa
result of whichthe discusson may get a chaotic and crestive nature. The second possibility concerns
making a round, during which everybody can comment individudly. The advantage of this gpproach is
that everybody is given an opportunity to contribute. The disadvantages are that those who get a chance
a the end of the round, sometimes have to wait along time, and that little or no discussion among the
participants themselves will be possible during the round.

A third moment of guidance concerns the moment of reacting by the thesiswriter. By
choosing the right moment, the chairman can have the thesis writer profit optimally from the feedback
given. The charman may have the thesis writer react:

directly, and

afterwards.
In the former case, the thesis writer each time immediately reacts to the remarks made by the other
thess ring members. The advantage is that misunderstandings and indistinctnesses, can immediately be
explained by the thesswriter. Reacting directly, however, is mostly at the expense of the thesswriter’s
willingnessto (redly) listen to the comment, and in addition dso a the expense of the possbility to get
an overview of al comment. In view of these disadvantages, direct reacting is to be advised againg,
gpart from questions that can be answered shortly. It is dso possible to have the thesis writer react
afterwards. Thisincludes that the thesis writer does not react until al participants have been given an
opportunity to comment. In thisway the thesis writer will get agood overview of the comment, can

24



subsequently determine what this means for his or her thes's, and can possibly ask for afurther
explanation at some points. Reacting afterwards, however, requires some sdlf-control from the thes's
writer.

At every progress discussion, the ultimate main issueis, if the thesswriter can go to work with
the feedback received. The chairman should check this during the discussion, for ingance: “Marjan, are
the remarks made, clear to you now?" A closure of the discusson isonly possible, if the thesswriter in
guestion understands the comment. Besides, the chairman can make akind of continuation
appointment with the thesis writer, when closing the discussion. For instance by asking and having
answered the question:” What can be expected from you next time?’ With this, akind of psychologicd
contract is entered into, between the supervision team and the thesis writer. By the way, the need of
such a contract strongly differs for each student. Many students do not need such abig stick, but for
some of them, such an appointment will be an additiona stimulance.
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Chapter 6

Guidelinesfor Supervisor-Facilitators

At starting up and during the further development of a thesis ring, the implementation of the role of the
supervisor, is of great importance. To agreet extent, this role corresponds with that of the tutor in
problem based learning, a which a number of duties and responsbilities, which are usudly carried out
by teachers, are taken over by students, or shared with them. Besides his role as a professond, the
supervisor should therefore stimulate this process towards an increasing independence. The latter part
requires the skill to act as afacilitator. The two levels of facilitation will be discussed in paragraph 6.1.
After that, the congructive role of facilitation, which is of decisive importance for the thesis ring, will be
further elaborated in paragraph 6.2.

6.1 FACILITATION ON TWO LEVELS

Thefacilitator’ s role of supporting and stimulating duty-aimed groups, can be implemented on two
different levels, namdy dementary and congtructive facilitation (Schwarz, 1994). The elementary
facilitator steersthe group into the direction of defining and solving a certain problem —such asa
problem in problem based learning or the progress of athesswriter in the thessring. In thisrole the
supervisor takes principa responsbility for leading the group and as a result hel ps the group to
temporarily improveitsway of operating. The consequence of implementing the role of facilitator in this
way, is usudly a permanent dependence on the presence of and steering by the supervisor.

In case of constructive facilitation the object of the group isto solve current problems,
wheress, at the same time, it learns to solve these kinds of problems itsdlf. In this role the supervisor
helps to structuraly incresse the problem solving capecity of the group, for which it is necessary to share
the respongihility for leading the group with other participants. A result of thisimplementation of the role
of the facilitator, is a decreasing dependence on the supervisor for defining and solving problems. Table
6.1 gives an overview of the differences between e ementary and congtructive facilitetion. In the
development of the supervisors skills, dementary facilitation is afirst necessary step towards the skills
needed for condructive facilitation.

The supervisor's congructive fadilitator skill is decigve for the functioning of thessrings.
Naturdly, thisfacilitator role cannot be disconnected from the supervisor's professona knowledge. It is
just this professiona knowledge that gives the supervisor the status and legitimateness to steer the group
process towards joint control and respongbility, during the start-up period of anew thesisring.
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Table 6.1: Theeementary and congtructive facilitator (source: Schwarz, 1994)

Elementary facilitator Constructive facilitator

Aim of the group: Solves current problem Solves current problem, whereas
the group learnsto improve its
way of operating

The supervisor asfacilitator: @ Helps group to temporarily improve @ Helps group to permanently

its way of operating improve its way of operating

@ Takes principal responsibility for @ Sharesresponsibility for

leading of group leading the group
Consequence for the group: Dependence on supervisor for solving  Increasing independence on

problems supervisor for solving problems

6.2 THE CONSTRUCTIVE FACILITATOR

Collaborative learning and supervisng may be very interesting and defiant for students as well as
teachers. In practice it may be difficult, however, to switch over from the traditiona teacher-
supervises-thesis writer stuation, to the fraterna co-operation processin athesisring. If the supervisor
does not dispose of sufficient skills as a condructive facilitator, he may steer the complex combined
action between the participants in histhesis ring, into a destructive direction. We shal now give afew
indructions for congructive facilitation.

In order to get a good understanding of congtructive facilitation, two factors are of importance.
Fird, the sudents' level of independence asto their learning activities and collaborative behaviour.
Studentsin the last stage of their studies are generdly more independent than in the initid stage.
Students, who are dready familiar with independent forms of learning, are also more independent than
students who were only confronted with instruction.
The second factor isthe degree of steering by the teacher. Thereisfor instance a high degree of
seering, if the teacher shows how a professiona in hisfield of study, tackles a problem, or
demongtrates how an andysis should be done. The teacher can have a strong steering influence a the
learning of effective collaborative behaviour, for instance by structuring and leading the meeting as a
chairman. The degree of steering on the other hand, isrelatively low if the teacher fraterndly shares his
experience and knowledge with students (as junior professonas), a which supervisonin thefidd of
independent learning and co-operation, isfor the greater part omitted.

Asisshown in figure 6.2, each level of sudents' independence goes with a certain degree of
seering by the teecher. Thisfigure is an adapted verson of asimilar figure in Moust en Schmidt (1998).
The diagond line from top left to bottom right represents the increasing degree of the sudents

27



independent learning and collaborative behaviour, and as a reflected image, the decreasing degree of
geering by the supervisor. The diagond line does not run from the top Ieft corner to the bottom right
corner, because on the one hand, students — individudly and in groups — in the first ingtance dreedy
dispose of some independence, and on the other hand, there are dways moments of learning, at which
the teacher’ s contribution will be necessary.

Students who are relatively dependent on others, need to be steered to a high degree, and more
independent students are thriving best at less steering. In generd, astudy isaimed at letting the student
grow towards the level of independent professionaism, during his training period. Dependent on the
garting point of the studentsin question, the supervisor can lead athesisring to adulthood in acertain
period. He can do so, by gradudly changing his interventions as condructive facilitator, from role modd
to coach, and subsequently to adviser.

The teacher as arole model means that the teacher moddl s the students study-behaviour. The
teacher then shows the student what activities and skills are necessary to master (part of) the professon
and in addition takes the lead as arole modd at guiding the co-operation processes in the group. That
means that the teacher actsin astrongly steering way as a professona role modd, as well as supervisor
and leader of the group process. The teacher’ s role modd in athesis ring was indicated by dementary
facilitation in the previous paragraph.

As a coach the teacher leaves, to an increasing degree, the course of things to other
participants. The teacher only contributes, if he observes that the functioning of individua students or of
the group as awhole, isinsufficient within the scope of the ams or criteria agreed upon. That means that
he asks for ingance questions that invite for thinking more deeply about the problem discussed. In case
of coaching, dimulating of sdf-steering and co-operation are essentid, and not so much the
compensating of alack of self-steering and co-operation. In other words: the main issue is to develop
the participants potentid skills, o that on the one hand, good theses are written, and on the other hand,
agradud less independence on the teacher is created. Coaching is mainly gpplicable to educationd
gtuaions, in which the student has clearly |eft the learning stage of the beginner, but has not yet reached
the adult stage of the prospective professiondl.

Theroleof an adviser means that the student- participants consult the supervisor in those fidds
inwhich heis an expert. If the thesis ring has reached thisleve of independence, it dmost exclusively
gpped s to the teacher’ s professona knowledge. In this stage, at least one or two student- participants
have attained a quite professond leve of competence in advising and coaching, and the teacher only
has to use knowledge and killsin his or her field of expertise (e.g. organizational design, marketing
research, information systems). The teacher makes his persond professond knowledge available,
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Figure 6.2: Congtructive facilitation: steering by theteacher and thelevel of independence of
students (adapted from: Moust en Schmidt, 1998).

Degree of students
Low independence high

High Degree of steering low
by teacher

teacher as teacher as teacher as
role model coach adviser

In practice, especialy the role model and the role as a coach, appear to be the most demanding
and complex. It is somewhat paradoxicd that the role of an adviser isthe least demanding — of coursein
combination with the students high degree of independence. Thisislogica though, because a greet
number of activitiesin the field of learning, supervising and co-operating, will then be done by other
participants.

Especidly the stage in which coaching is paramount, is decisive for the success of anew thesis
ring. As a coach, the supervisor should dicit and stimulate the process into the direction of increasing
independence. This happens on the basis of a so-cdled constructive friction between the students
competence level and the steering by the teacher: the teacher then somewhat anticipates asit were, but
not too much, the development from the left to the right, in figure 6.2. On the horizonta axis, one can
then speek of alimited distance between the teecher’ s style of supervising and the students
independence — a which the teacher is somewhet farther away to the right in the figure, than is

necessary for a perfect congruence.
If the teacher gppealsto the students' independence to a high degree, whereas their actua
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learning dtrategy is still characterized by alow independence, then the teacher bresks away, asit were,
from the students and one can speak of destructive friction. This adso happensif the degree of the
sudents' independenceis high, but the teacher provides too many solutions and too fast as well.

The complex nature of the supervisor’s congructive role, can therefore be summarized as
follows. On the one hand the teacher should guard the harmony between the students' competence leve
and the degree of steering; that isto say that for instance in case of low independence, especidly modd
interventions are applied. On the other hand, the teacher should ddliberately make use of congtructive
frictions, by creating alimited but stimulating distance between his own way of seering and supervisng
and the student-participants level of independent learning and co-operating.
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Chapter 7

Final Assessment

The assessment of theses is generdly an emotiondly charged issue. The student invests alot of time and
energy in hisher thesis, and is therefore anxioudy looking forward to the reward in the form of the mark
(and ultimately, academic degree) that follows from a completed thesis. This marking is usudly carried
out by two teachers authorized for this purpose, either after afina conversation or akind of public
defence, or not. In athesisring, the fellow-students participating in it, get, in addition to these teachers, a
role in the assessment process aswell. Thisis of importance, because only in this way, felow-students
are simulated and given an opportunity — and compelled to some extent — to actually take their co-
responghbility.

In many universities and colleges, students can formaly not be authorized to assess and grade
other students' work. In that case, sudents are given the authority to advise those formdly in charge
(e.g. the thesis supervisor) with regard to the assessment.

Externa assessors can partake in marking in two different ways. In paragraph 7.1, we shdl
discuss two possible situations. In paragraph 7.2, we shal pay attention to a number of aspects with
regard to contents and form of theses. A discussion of the rendering of the assessment of form and
contents of the thessinto amark, that is to say, the process of marking in the thesisring, followsin
paragraph 7.3. By involving alarger number of personsin assessment than usud, the process of find
marking, will not only become more open, but also more complex. That iswhy a procedure is discussed
in paragraph 7.4, to get from individua assessments, to a group assessment.

7.1 PLACE OF EXTERNAL ASSESSOR

In addition to the first assessor, most examination regulaions of higher educationd inditutions, often
include an obligation to have the thesis assessed by one or more members of staff aswel. Itsam s
quality assurance and quality control. Thus the following steps are to be distinguished in the totdl
supervison and assessment process.

- supervison

- internal assessment

- externad assessment

- find marking.

We discuss afew possibilities for placing the externa assessor in the assessment process. In dl cases
we start from the supervisor of the thesis ring considering the thesisin question to be “ assessable’ (i.e.
probably leading to a sufficient final mark) anyway. If not, the thesis had better not be assessed (yet).

Thefirgt posshility is shown in figure 7.1. In this scenario interna and external assessments are
made separately, and they are subsequently compared to and turned into a definite find mark Thefind
mark can be determined through a smple arithmetic solution, for instance as the weighed or norn+
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weighed average of internal and externd assessment, or through a separate meeting, in which the interna
and external assessments are compared. A combination of the two proceduresis aso possible: for
instance taking the average asfind mark; if the first and second assessment differ 1 mark maximdly, and
further deliberation, if the difference between the first and second assessment is more than 1 mark.

Figure7.1 Internal en external assessment are done separ ately

Internal assessment of thes's External assessment of the
by the first assessor and other thesis by one or more
members of the thesisri ng, in authorized teachers
the presence of the thesis
writer

N - |

Find mark

A second possibility isto have the internal and externa assessment made Smultaneoudy and in an
integrated way, such asindicated in figure 7.2. In that case, the externa assessor participates in (that
part of) the meeting in which assessment is made. In this scenario there are saverd options:

1) theexternd assessor isat the same time one of the supervisors (so, in that case there are minimally
two teachers as permanent members of the thesisring); in this case internal and externd assessment
areintegrated to a high degree

2) the permanent externa assessor only participates, if afind assessment is on the agenda

3) apermanently changing externa assessor only participates, if afind assessment is on the agenda.

The last-mentioned option assumes that the external assessor in question, is familiar with the assessment

method of the thesisring.

Figure7.2. Internal and external assessment are made at the sametime

Smultaneousinterna and externa assessment of the thesis by
supervisor, other members of the thesisring and externa —» | Fna mak
assessor, in the presence of the thesis writer

These two possihilities for externa quality control in the thessring, differ particularly, asfar asthe
degree of dialogue between internal and externa assessment is concerned. In the former caseitis
limited and is high in the latter. Experience therefore shows us that Smultaneous internd and externd
assessment, are the most ingtructive for the students, particularly as far as the gpplication of assessment
criteriaand the discussion about it, are concerned.

7.2 FORMING AN OPINION ABOUT A THESIS

The assessment of athesis starts with the forming of an opinion about the contents and form by each
member of the thesis ring. Objective standards for the assessment of the contents of thesistexts are
hardly present. To some extent, one should therefore gppedl to subjective sandards, which are
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characterized by personal experiences and preferences, foreknowledge and the like. In order to plan the
discussion about contents and form as much as possible, this paragraph further elaborates the
requirements with regard to contents and forml. The following aspects with regard to contents are
discussed:

- am and problem definition

- research method

- andyss

- argumentation

- consistence

- evauation / discussion

- value added

- origindity.

Subsequently the following aspects with regard to form are discussed:

- structure

- care.

In gppendix Il achecklist isincluded, which canbe used at assessment or at giving feedback. If
necessary, this checklist can be adapted to the demands made by the field of study in question.

Aim and problem definition

Before describing the problem definition, the author should explain how and why he has come to this
problem definition. Modtly it is an incidence, observation, phenomenon or problem, giving rise to further
research. An understandable description of this motive - whether referring to relevant literature or not -
should make clear to the reader, why the subject and problem definition of thisthess are of importance
and deserve to be further researched into. Mentioning one€' s own interest in the subject, may be part of
thisintroduction, but will not suffice.

In many cases, it is to be recommended to formulate a concrete am. Theam of athesis
indicates in what way the thesis tries to contribute to the fidld of study in question. A possibleam isfor
instance, filling the gaps in a certain theory or the explanation of a certain phenomenon.?

As areference frame for the assessment of the (actua versus the required) level and depth of
the problem definition, the assessor can make use of that which was studied during the training prior to
the graduating stage. Other relevant aspects of the problem definition are: clearness, origindity and
defining (for instance to geographic area, population, period of time, and the like).

Because of the complexity and/or degree of the problem definition, it is mostly useful to split it
up into a number of subquestions. In thisway the problem definition is divided into smdler parts, which
are easer to handle. A rule of thumb, which proved its value in practice, is to subsequently work out
and to answer each subquestion in one chapter. The answers to the subquestions should jointly
contribute to the conclusion. In order to obtain a good connection between problem definition and
subquestion, the same terms as are used in the problem definition, often return in the subquestion. Mind
the missing subquestions or even the superfluous subquestions. Will the expectations that were raised by
am and problem definition, be redized?

1 For more detailed information about the parts, see Nederhoed (1993) and Renkema (1995)
2 See Nederhoed (1993).
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Research method

A thesisisasearch for new knowledge or the application of existing knowledge. So, in generd, we
must confine oursaves to an assessment of the research method, especidly with regard to the vdidity
and reliability of the results. An adequate description of the research method applied, may therefore not
be missng in athesis. The main issue with regard to contents at choosing the research method(s) s,
whether it fits in with the problem definition of the research. We are mentioning here the following
research methods, which can be used separately or combined: literature research, participant-
observation, case study, survey, and experiment.* Other criteriamay result from the examination and
thess regulations of the educationd indtitution.

Analysis

Each research method implies a certain way of analysing data, dates or observations. In case of study of
literature the stressis laid on the interpretation of literature. The assessor watches the use of definitions,
the reflection of severd views, the distinction in essentia's and matters of secondary importance, and
whether the andysis of literature leads to concrete findings or atements (either in the form of
hypotheses or not). With a case study quditative processing of datais mostly carried out. With
assessment the following questions are of importance: does the researcher give aclear description of the
data, what relations are researched, has the researcher’ s influence on the dataset been neutralized as
much as possible? With a survey the emphasis will be more on quantitative processing and atistic
andyss. Are the right techniques used? With an experiment the stressis laid on the relations between
the intervention and the effect measured. Is the relation to be expected tested in the right way? Are
(known) disturbing influences corrected?

Argumentation

During the preparation and the writing of the thesis, the author makes a number of important choices, for
ingtance with the (re)fomulating of the problem definition, the theory and literature to be reviewed, the
research method applied, chapter divison, paragraph divison, etc. The argumentation for these choices
must be clear(ly) (explained) to the reader, and aso be explained at the moment when the choiceis
described. So, the reader should not find the explanation of the choice made, three pages further onin
the thess.

Consistence

“Consgtence” stands for congstent reasoning and the correct connection between the severa parts of
the thesis. Isthetrain of thought about a certain issue sufficiently pursued? If the thesis writer analyses
two cases of datasets, isthis then carried out in the same way? Do problem definition, subquestions,
research method, andysis and conclusion link on well to each other?

Evaluation / discussion
The discussion about or evauation of the findings, concerns a reflection on the restrictions and the

! Each field of study knows its own research methods. The enumeration mentioned, is especially

characteristic for business research. Business research methods are, among other things, described inYin
(1994), Verschuren and Doorewaard (1995), Baarda and de Goede (1995), Hammersley and Atkinson (1995),
Jorgensen (1989), Kervin (1992), den Hertog & van Sluijs (1995), Schindler and Cooper (1998).
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implications of the research. In this, the thesis writer indicates, among other things, to what degree the
findings of the research refer to (or generdization to) other populations, cases, and the like. In how far
are the results to be generdized to other fields (of study)? What new questions are raised because of the
research? What could, in retrogpect, be improved or done differently? What is the meaning of
assumptions that were made at the beginning of the research?

Value added

By formulating the am of the thess, the thesis writer indicated earlier what he wants to contribute to the
exiging knowledge in acertain fied. The vaue added of the thes's, exists on the one hand of the
relevance of thisam, and on the other hand of the degree to which this aim was redlized. What is the
contribution of the aim of this thess to the scientific knowledge and/or practice in thisfied? In how far
has the aim been realized; has any knowledge actually been added or understanding obtained? In order
to pass a postive judgment on the value added of the thesis, the evauation of both parts—am
relevance and aim redlization - should be pogtive.

Originality

When assessing origindity, the am isto determine in how far the thessisthe thess writer’s own work.
Has the thesi's writer copied literature ALl or has heindeed described/placed it in his own wordings and
frame? Do the main ideas and choices originate from the thesis writer, or have they indeed been brought
forward by the supervisors? Is the relation between thess writer and thesis ring to be described as that
between researcher and sound-board, or that between executor and stimulator/problem solver?

Sructure

For the structure of the thesis the following parts are of importance: summary, table of contents,
introduction (incl. am, problem definition, relevance, subquestions), structure in chapters, and
concluding chapter. Each chapter should consist of an introduction, argument and conclusion.

The structure on the level of paragraphs includes the following parts: use of rdlevant
(sub)headings; connection between sentences and paragraphs, adequate use of enumerations (with the
help of for ingance: fird, then, findly); indicating contradictions by means of on the one hand/on the
other hand, however, but, contrary to, though; indicating of cause and effect relations with copulatives
(by this, that iswhy, as aresult, etc.) or verbs (cause, bring about, result). Each paragraph should
contain exactly one key sentence, and besides, it should not be too short.

Structure on the level of separate sentences contains the following aspects: the length of the
sentence (rule of thumb: fourteen to eighteen words per sentence is the optimum), grammar, sentence
structure, punctuation marks; the frequent use of active sentences (subject, verb, etc.) and alimited use
of passive sentences (subject, form of to be, past participle). Alsomind the use of words, formal or
colloquid language, use of spoken language, and the number of statements in one sentence. Istherea
pithy sentence structure or not?

Care

When assessing care, the following, among other things, may be watched: lay-out, figures and tables,
readability, letter Sze, paper format, line space, margins, page numbering, volume, title page, and
literature references.
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7.3 GRADING AND FEEDBACK

In generd, when assessing and marking the find versons of Magter’ stheses, it isa question of form
aspects and aspects with regard to contents. That isto say that the form of the thesis should meet
certain minima requirements. If these are not met, the thes's camnot be marked sufficiently, irrespective
of its qudity with regard to contents.

It isimportant that the supervisorstimely cal attention to a draft chapter or draft thesis not
mesting the requirements with regard to form, and indicate what parts have to be improved. By doing
S0, you can prevent the nasty Situation that it is established with the final assessment, that the formiis
(dtill) insufficient; in such a Stuation the student in question may not only suffer loss of face, but one can
as0 spesk of of awaste of time of Al participating assessors.

With asufficient form, the contents will be decisive for the mark. A bad finish (insufficient form),
can therefore not be compensated by a good contents! If the form of the thesis is sufficient, there may
be a possible weighing between aspects with regard to contents and those with regard to form (for
instance 60 respectively 40%).

In every supervison process, al kinds of secondary, often implicit achievement criteria, thresten
to be included in assessment. Think for ingance of: what did this sudent actudly learn himsdf? How
much work and time did she spend on the thesis? Did the thesis writer perform to the best of his ability?
What did he contribute to the other tasks in the thesis ring, such as supervision, chairmanship and
scribeship? Did she actively contribute to the supervising of other students in the thesis ring? What to do
now with these so-caled secondary criteria? Experience shows that aready at a very short time, this
kind of criteriaisthe cause of a pollution of marking. They may be interesting aspects of the
achievement and the functioning of the thess writer in question, but, gtrictly spesking, they are, asfar as
assessment of thethesisasfind product is concerned, not relevant. Primary requirements with regard to
form and contents, should be paramount.

Thereis one exception to thisrule. Only in case of doubt, for instance between a6 and a7,
secondary considerations may be decisive. It will then be like touch and go: secondary criteriamay then
tip the balance upwards or downwards. This exception is of course less relevant for educational
ingtitutions, where marking may aso congst of haves.

Onthe basis of the criteriadiscussed in the two previous paragraphs, we can now make an
overview of relevant aspects of the assessment for athesis. Thisisafeedback or score form, see
appendix 111. Thisform is meant to give the thesswriter an understanding of the strong and weak sides,
on the one hand. On the other hand, the form may aso be hepful at find marking. The scores for each
part may then be used as abasis. Of course, thisform may aso be used to give an interim feedback on
the draft chapters. By way of example, we have completed the form on the basis of an exiting thess,
you can find thisform & the end of this chapter.

With marking, diffences occur between assessorsin the field of the score for each part and the
weighing of each part. They depend on the persond preference of the assessor and the values and
gandards of the discipline involved. Some assessors highly appreciate origindity and crestivity, others
have a keener eye for thoroughness and validity of the results of the research. For certain disciplines,
such as psychology, an empirica research isa Clmustl], other disciplines, such as literature and
historica sciences, are far more aimed a the study of literature and indirect source materia. The
argumentation for the mark will come forward a marking.

When anew thesis ring determines afind mark for the first time - or for thefirst time for quite
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sometime -, one can, to some extent, aso speak of determining a standard measure within the thesis
ring, influencing dl following assessments to a high degree. The supervisor(s), who is (are) the only
ong(s) having agood view and understanding of final mark standards committed to faculty and
discipline, should therefore steer this moment of assessment specidly well. This may for instance be
done by making anumber of theses with find marks (and completed assessment form), which were
assesad earlier, available for ingpection to the thesis ring members. In this way, the thesis ring members
get access at this point, to the memory of the thesis ring, department or educationa ingitute. A second
solution for the standard measure issue, exists of an externd quality assessment by an external assessor.
In paragraph 7.1 several options were discussed for having an externa assessor participate in decisiont
meaking.

7.4 GRADINGIN THE THESISRING

We confine ourselves here to marking in the thesisring, amed a determining a well-argumentated
common find mark. If it isaquestion of an externd assessment or qudity control, then one can spesk of
aproposed joint marking in the thesis ring, leading to a definite mark through an externd quality control.

It is an enormous chdlenge to try with agroup of for ingance, Sx student- supervisors and two
upervisors, to determine ajoint final mark that isin accordance with the external standards. We
therefore devel oped a detailed procedure, enabling the chair to lead this assessment process (see
appendix I).

The assessment process begins with putting the assessment on the agenda by the scribe, and
meaking copies of the thess available (or forwarding them) to dl participants of the thesisring. If this
occurs not later than one week before the meeting in question, each member of the thesis ring will be
able to read the thesis and to form afirst notion of amark. If required, the scribe may provide an
assessment form (see example in gppendix 111).

During the meseting the joint assessment procedure begins with a short introduction by the author
of the thedis. Then, each participant, with the exception of the thess writer himsdf, isgiven an
opportunity to propose a mark. It isimportant that this is done without any interaction among the
assessors. When doing so, a sort of ballot-paper isused, saying: I, ....... (name) propose: ...... (mark).

These proposed marks are submitted to the chairman, who then asks each participant to argue
hisher proposed mark shortly, whether on the basis of the used assessment form or not. The chairman
confines himsdf in this round to reading out each proposed mark, and the request for an explanation:
"Henk marks 6. Could you explain that?’ After Henk’ s explanation, the chairman proceeds with the
next proposed mark, etc. The order, in which the chairman asks for arguments for the proposed marks,
is not important. The chairman seesto it, however, that each member of the thesisring (with the
exception of the thesswriter) gets histurn, and in addition, immediately cuts off any discussons among
the participants. Especidly in case of alarger number of participants, it isto be recommended to sort
out the proposed mark, per mark, after an explanation.

After this argumentation round, another round follows in which each participant is given an
opportunity to change the proposed mark. So, the proposed mark can be changed as aresult of the
arguments and proposed marks put forward by others. In generd, thisround is very short: to the direct
question for the need to change the mark, the answer is“no” or “yes’; in case of “yes’, the personin
guestion should indicate the changed mark (whether with or without a short explanation).

After thisround the thesis writer is given an opportunity to react and if required, to withdraw the
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thesis from the assessment procedure. Even during this stage the chairman does not dlow any
discusson.

On the basis of the individud proposed marks, whether changed or not, the chairman then
makes aproposa for ajoint mark, and asks for consent for this, from each member of the thesisring
(with the exception of the thesswriter). During thisround, it is, in the first instance, only needed to give
consent or not. The chairman can give a participant who is il doubting, some additiona time by
continuing the round, and ask the participant in question as yet for consent, at the end of the round. If
each participant gives consent, ajoint decision has been taken.

If there is minimally one person who gives no consent, or objects, he subsequently gets a chance
to explain his or her objections. Thisis often asignd to Sart a discusson on the weighing of severd
arguments and its rendering into afind mark within the scope of the thesisin question. At agiven
moment, the chairman returns, on the basis of discussion, to the persons who did not give their consent
in the firgt instance, asking them if their objections are Adominant0. |'s the objection of one or more
persons not dominant, then the proposed mark will be accepted as yet.

If the objection of one (or more than one) person(s) is dominant though, then the chairman asks
those who proposed the mark — to which there is a dominant objection — to change their proposed
mark. Subsequently, the other participants are dso given an opportunity to change their individually
proposed marks. The chairman can make anew proposal on the basis of the new information. This
process repeats itsef, just aslong as a decison on the joint mark has been made, or until it is clear that
ajoint decison is not possible (at this moment). This latter Stuation may be solved for instance by:

- asking the thesswriter to revise the thess a a number of points, and submitting it again to the thesis
ring a alater sage;
postponing a definite decison until the next meeting, and reassessing it there;
inviting an additiona (external) assessor before the next meeting, to put forward his’her assessment;
leaving the decision up to the teacher-participant of the thesis ring, who determines the definitive
mark in consultation with one or more externa assessors,
one of the other solutions within the scope of external assessment, discussed in this chapter before.

The experiences in Maastricht thesis rings show that students and teachers ded with thess assessment in
aresponsible way. The chairman can turn the assessment process into the proper channels by applying
the procedure described above, as a steering-insrument. Below you will find some additiond
ingructions and understandings, contributing to an efficient assessment process.

From divergence to convergence

The assessment procedure generally progresses from divergence at the begnning of the assessment, to
increasing convergence a the end, aimed at the objective of ajoint find mark. Thefirst step of
assessment, in which each participant proposes his or her individualy proposed mark, is characterized
by minimd interdependence and interaction among the participating assessors. During the process, more
and more interdependence is dlowed, amed at diaogue and convergence towards ajoint mark. To
some extent, this procedure therefore forces to convergence towards a joint decision.

Differences of opinion in learning processes

In generd, differences of opinion are experienced as negative: they take time, go at the expense of
productivity, put pressure on relaions and may degenerate into a struggle for power, etc. Especidly in
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learning processes, differences are, however, of a pogtive nature to a high degree, because learning to
ded with differences, isacrucid skill in any Stuation of co-operation. Practice shows that a great
difference of opinion during marking, ddivers an important learning and developing moment in athesis
ring. It isthe most explicit confrontation with the issue of interdependence and intersubjectivity, which is
crucid for the professond and academic training of sudents in indtitutions for higher education.

What to do at stalemate?

If selemate arises, one can spesk of afundementd difference of opinion about the assessment of the
thess. We shdl explain this on the basis of figure 7.3, in which a black square indicates the proposed
mark and grey stands for marks that are acceptable as well. In thisfigure, no joint decison is possible
(yet), because no single mark has afull basis. Anne does not give consent to a 7 and Jan does not give
consent to a7.5. In thistype of Stuations, very exceptiondly by the way, thereis only apossible
solution, if the arguments given are returned to, and are tested again for their vaidity and mutud weght.
It isessentid for the chairman not to panic, but to stress the joint responsibility for the assessment and to
ask directly for arenewed assessment of the thess. (“Anne, what do you think of Judith’sand Jan’s
remarks about the faulty congtruction of chapters 3 and 4, particularly concerning .....”). Inthisway it
appears to be possible in 9 out of 10 stalemates, to bring about as yet, a convergence in assessment and
marking. In generd, such stalemates appear to be very indructive for al participants, because a solution
isonly possible by sriving for maxima tranparation of the process and its result.

Figure 7.3: Individually proposed marks

Member of thesis 6.5 7 75 | 8 8.5
ring

Henk

Klaas (GL)

Anne

Jan .

Judith

The black squares represent the proposed marks, the grey squares represent marks that
are acceptable to this assessor aswell.

Creating a negotiating climate?

Sometimes, the procedure previoudy described, strongly creetes the impression of a negotiating
process. Thisis, to some extent, an inevitable consequence of the interdependence among the assessors
and the no-objection rule gpplied. The larger number of participating assessorsin athesisring, requires
to atrangparant procedure in which each individud reaction is heard, and is subsequently discussed,

39



weighed and integrated into the find mark.

In practice, the risk of a negotiating climate in thess rings gppears to be limited. First, because
the author of the thed's leaves the thesisring after a sufficient find mark, and favouritiam is therefore not
rewarded. Secondly, supervisors appear, on the basis of their expertise and experience, to dispose of
an additiond “power of the argument” in such Stuations.

At thisspot it is also very appropriate to stress that the teacher in athess ring gives nothing away of his
influence on the find mark. For, teachers keep ther influece on the find mark for 100%: they must agree
to, or give their consent to the mark, and so it will never be possble for amark to be given that is
unacceptable to the teachers.

Several kinds of arguments

During assessment, severa arguments may be used. The chairman can take this into account when
geering the discusson. We shdl discuss four sorts of arguments here, indicating how the chairman can
ded with them, without having to comment with regard to contents.

Fird, there is sometimes a difference of opinion about parts of the mark. Some members of the
thesis ring give ahigh marking for, for ingtance, the part “ sentence structure’, whereas others give alow
grade. In this case, the chairman should steer the discussion with the question, why there is a high versus
alow marking for sentence structure in the thesis. Subsequently, the chair structures the discussion by
comparing the arguments with each other and checking on what points there is agreement and on what
points difference of opinion is maintained. For comparison of arguments, the chairman can use a
feedback form.

Secondly, there may be a difference of opinion about the trandation of the severd parts of the
mark, into the find mark. It concerns the generd frame of reference: when do you give a5 and when do
give a 10?7 By mentioning extremes, the arguments used are becoming clearer. Marks for theses
assessed earlier, or the assessment of an externd assessor, may dso function as aframe of reference.

Thirdly, dso non-arguments can be given, such as.” If Hans objects to that now, he should have
sad 0 at earlier meetings. “Or: “I think that Annélies has done her very best on thisthesis” Thistype
of argument isin fact a non-argument, which may confuse the discussion to a high degree. It makeslittle
sense to go into this sort of arguments, and therefore the chairman had better cut them off, possibly with
ashort question (like: “What does your remark have to do with the assessment criteriain our
regulations?’). Figure 7.4 summarizes the severa sorts of arguments and the way in which a charman,
or any other participant, can intervene.
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Figure 7.4. Chairman’sintervention is dependent on thekind of difference of opinion

Difference | neffective inter vention: Effective inter vention:

of opinion on:

Parts of the thesis Comparison of several parts; Comparing similar parts and

confusing discussion about asking for standard measure
final mark

Fina mark Negotiating about a Asking for standard
compromise measure;

Comparing with external
assessment or other
assessed theses

Non-argument Going into contents Asking for relevance for
assessment
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Appendix | : Example of regulations of thesisring

The following regulations are based on the second assessment method, discussed in
paragraph 7.1, a which externd assessment (in the form of a second and possible third
assess0r) takes place a the same time with internd assessment in the thesisring. In case of
another form of externd qudity control, the assessment procedure part in these regulations,
should be adapted. The most current version of the regulations, as used by Maastricht thesis
rings, isto be found on the website;

http://mww.personed .unimaas.nl/j.nijhuiskringen/start.htm

1. AIM

Theam of the thesisring is supervising students who want to graduate by means of athesisin
the field of (...).

2. METHOD

2.1  Thethedsring makes policy decisons on the basis of the consent or no-objection
principle and it determines the contents, form and frequency of the meetings itsdlf.

2.2 According to the no-objection principle, the argumentation for making a
decison a decison-making, is paramount. That isto say that aproposd is
accepted, if none of the members of the thesisring present in the meeting raises
argued objectionsto it.

3. MEMBERSHIP

3.1  Thethedsring has minimaly one supervisor, who is authorized to supervise and
assess theses at this educationd indtitution.

3.2 New participants can be proposed by members of the thesisring.

3.3 A dudent can officidly become amember of the thessring, if he/she, after having
been present a minimally one meeting (as an introduction), participates in a next
mesting. An explicit decison is made about this, during the latter meeting. With the
membership, the person in question aso obtains an officid right to vote in decison
making by the thesisring.

4. ASSESSSMENT OF THESIS
4.1 In case of afind assessment of athesis, minimally two authorized supervisors (among

which the regular supervisor), should participate in the meeting in question.
4.2 Magter’' s theses and trainee reports are assessed in the thesis ring according to the
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4.3

4.4

no-objection principle. The following procedure is pursued:

1

The author of the working paper (heresfter: thesis writer) to be assessed, holds a
short introductory speech, in which his own working paper is evauated, and at
which the main learning moments and learning points can be gone into.

Each member of the thesis ring present, except for the thesiswriter, isgiven a
balot- paper on which he writes his own name and the proposed mark.

All participants hand in their ballot- papers to the chairman. Subsequently, the
chairman asks each participant in around, to give arguments for the proposed
mark.

The chairman gives the thesis writer an opportunity to react (without discussion)
and, if required, to withdraw his working paper from the assessment procedure.
Each participant is given an opportunity in around, to change his’her proposed
mark with reference to the arguments heard in steps 3/4.

The chairman proposes amark and asks al participants (except for the thesis
writer) in around, to give consent for this proposd. If nobody raises any
objections, then the proposed mark is accepted.

Members of the thesis ring who do not give their consent, have to explain their
objections after the latter round. Subsequently, an open discusson may arise, in
which the arguments given, are tested to their validity and weight.

The chairman asks the persons who did not give their consent in step 7, if their
objections are dominant. If not, then the proposed mark is accepted as yet. If a
least one objection is dominant though, then the chairman asks the participants,
who earlier proposed in steps 2 and 5 the mark to which dominant objections
are now raised, to change their proposa. Also other participants can possibly
change their proposal.

The chairman may come up with anew proposa, on the basis of the new
information. This process will repeet itsdlf from step 6, until anew proposd is
made, to which none of the participants raises dominant objections.

The academic supervisor(s), together with any externd assessors, has (have) the
ultimate authority for assessing and grading the find verson of athess. Formdly,
students act in an advisory capacity when it comes to grading.

The following aspects are considered in the assessment of Master’ s theses:

FORM CONTENTS

yle problem definition
readability subquestions

lay-out research method used
sentence structure depth

paragraph connections answer to problem definition
guotations argumentation

table of contents relevance of literature used
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sructure of chapters cregtivity
references to literature practical or socid relevance
reading list scientific relevance

If necessary, these aspects may be turned into concrete criteria. In illustration, the aspect of
reading list has been worked out below:

The reading list should contain the following details:

In case of a book: Author, title book, publisher, place of publication, year.

In case of contribution to book: Author, title contribution, editors of book, title book, publisher,
place of publication, year, page numbers of contribution.

In case of article: Author, title article, title journal, volume number, year, page
numbers of article.
In case of source on Internet: Author of organization, title of source/contribution (if

present), title and/or address of webpage, date, year.
Seeto it that title book, title journal and title webpage, have the same typographic design.

45  Toatrainee report apply the same assessment aspects asto a Master’ sthesis (see 4.4), at
which the stressislaid on the practica relevance of the trainee report for the company or
indtitution a which traineeship took place.

5. ELECTING PERSONS

5.1  Thefunction of leader of the discusson, dso cdled chairman, consgts of:
structuring the meeting, among other things, on the basis of the agenda being divided
into the opening round, organizationd part, part with regard to contents, and fina round;
ad
steering the tension level in the mesting.

5.2  Thefunction of scribe mainly condggts of maintaining the memory of the

thess ring, supplemented with afew organizational maiters:
drawing up a of list of decisons of each thesis ring mesting;
drafting of the provisonary agenda, in consultation with the chairman and supervisor(s);
timely sending round of list of decisions, agenda and the documents to be discussed;
maintaining and sending round of list of addresses of members of the thesisring;
recording of dl the theses assessed by the thesis ring, and to keep them for ingpection
for members of the thesisring and other personsinterested;
making regulations of the thesis ring available to each new (prospective) member;
possible organizationa tasks, such as reserving of meeting room, coffegltea, and the
like.

Mmoo

@ m

5.3  Electing personsfor filling certain functions (such as chairman and scribe), is carried out
according to the no-objection principle. For this purpose the following procedure is gpplied:
A. Each participant (i.e. member of thesisring present) gets a balot-paper, on which he
writes down his own name and the name of the person whom he/she considers the most
suitable for the vacant function.



. All participants hand in their ballot- papers to the chairman. The chairman asks everyone
in around, to give higher arguments for the person proposed.

. Each participant is given an opportunity in around, to change his’her proposa on the
bass of the arguments heard in B.

. Theleader of the conversation makes a proposd for the person coming forward most
expresdy from steps B and C and asks dl participants in around, for consent (no
objection) for this proposal. He asks the person proposed, last. If nobody raises
dominant objections, then the proposal is accepted.

. Members who do not give their consent, should explain their objections after the round
in D. An open discusson may arise in which the arguments given, are tested to their
vaidity and weight.

. Theleader of the conversation asks the people who did not give their consent in the first
ingtance, if their objection is dominant. If not, then the proposal will be accepted as yet.
If the objection is dominant though, then the leader of the conversation asksthe
members of the thesis ring who had proposed the person (against whom objection is
rased), to change their choice. Others may then change their choice aswell.

. The chairman may come forward with a new proposd, on the basis of the new
information. This processisto repeet itself from step D, until there is a proposa to
which none of the participants raises dominant objections.
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Appendix || Speech acts exercise

In chapter 4, four speech acts were discussed (framing, advocating, illustrating, inquiring). Increesing
effective participation in conversations, egpeciadly those in thesis rings, may be accomplished as
follows

@ Firgt write out (part of) an interesting conversation, preferably on the basis of atape
recording. It is aso possble to take a dialogue written out by others - for indance an
interview in the newspaper. Then andyse this conversation on the basis of the four above-
mentioned speech acts: this may be done by characterizing each spoken sentence or part of
a sentence as frame, advocating, illugtration or inquiry. It occurs only very rarely that a (part
of a) sentence fals under more than one category. It is to be recommended, especidly in
case of doubt, to have the same conversation analysed by others as well.

(b) A second step is to examine one's own contribution to conversations. This may be done on
the basis of tape recordings, or by having colleagues, fellow-students or other members of
the thesis ring, write out a didogue rather accurately. Anayse this conversation again, on the
basis of the four speech acts, preferably together with a second person who was not
involved in the conversation in question. It is good for this anadysisto be repeated a couple
of times for severd conversations. The length of the analysed parts of the conversation is not
important. A two-minute diaogue ddivers more than one page of written text in no time.

(© Make a sdlf-diagnosis on the basis of the analysesin step b. Which speech acts do you use
most, and which the leest? Whét is the effect on the interlocutors in the conversations
studied? Subsequently, you determine which changes you want to make in speech acts.
Ambitious plans are fine in themesalves, but seeto it that they are carried out in stages and
redigicaly. Start with ardatively easy change. For instance: ask more inquisitive questions.
If this change has been redlized sufficiently, you can work towards a more complex change.
For ingtance: | am going to improve my description of the frame a the opening of important
conversations. Some rules of thumb:

concentrate on one change at the time, that is complex and challenging enough;
be selective in the conversations in which you are experimenting; in order to learn
from them, these conversations should not be too complex, but not too smple
ether;

the effectiveness of these changesis determined by the reactions of other

participants, however, do not be dicouraged if an interlocutor reacts akwardly, this
is often areaction to his own akwardness.
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Appendix |1 Feedback / score form

AUhOr: . THE et ASSESSON: et
Part Score | Remarks
Aim goodis:
problem
definition to be improved:
subqguestions
Research method goodis:

to beimproved:
Analysis goodis:

to beimproved:
Argumentation goodis:

to beimproved:
Consistence goodis:

to beimproved:
Discussion goodis:

to beimproved:
Vaue added good is:

to beimproved:
Originality good is:

to beimproved:
Structure goodis:

to beimproved:
Care goodis:

to beimproved:
Other remarks

Proposed mark: .........ccccveennee. Date ..o
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Appendix |V Frequently asked questions

Below, you will find a description of short answers to questions often raised with regard to thesis rings.

Question: What isathesisring?

A thesisring isasupervisory tool, in the form of agroup of students, who organize and design the supervision of
their theses together with one or more supervisor(s). So, the thesis ring consists of minimally, one authorized
examiner and all the students who are supervised by this (these) teacher(s) at that moment. A student joinsathesis
ring at the moment when he or she starts with the thesis (or the traineeship that should lead to it), and leaves the
thesis ring at the moment when the thesis has been finished and assessed. On average, once every three or four
weeks, the thesis ring members convene. During a meeting, students and teachers discuss the progress of each
thesis together.

Thesis rings have regulations in which agreements were laid down about decisi on-making, assessment and
meeting processes. These regulationsimply that the final version of each thesisis assessed in thethesisring. This
occurs on the basis of consent, which means that none of those present (among which the 1st and 2nd faculty
assessors) raises dominant objections to the final mark. The thesis writer himself, has of course no vote in the
decision-making about the final mark.

Question: Do |, asateacher, give my power away?

No, the supervisor should agree to all decisions that fall under the policy domain of the thesis ring, such as
admission of new studentsand final marking for theses. So you do not give away anything as ateacher. It istrue
though, that decision-making on for instance a mark, happens far more open, than normally. Supervisors should
therefore argue their final mark in athesisring, far more explicitly. That meansthat expertise with regard to contents,
isgiven priority to formal authority. We sometimes call thisthe power of argument.

The main reason to organize the supervision and assessment processin thisway, is the enormously motivating and
activating effect it has on students. In addition, it links well up to the important academic values, such as dialogue
and intersubjectivity.

Ultimately, all formal authority rests with the teacher or supervisor. That is, formally students are only authorized to
advise regarding grades of other students’ work. In practice, students as advisors and academic supervisors as
formally-in-charge can collaboratively arrive at a shared decision on the final grade.

Question: Arestudentsreally critical enough to co-supervise?
It appears that student and teachers together, dispose of a unique combination of ideas and experiences, asaresult
of which the quality of the supervision processisincreasing.

Experience also shows that students, if an appropriate learning environment is created for this purpose,
approach each other in a very critical, but constructive way and give valuable feedback. The role model of the
supervisor is decisive for this, by the way. Even during the assessment of athesis, fellow-students are generally
honest. Occasionally, one can speak of (attempted) favouritism, which is, however, corrected and neutralized by
consistently applying the rule of consent.

Question: What happensif you disagree on the final mark?

It may occur that an assessment of athesisis progressing slowly and that it seemsasif no decision ispossible. In
general, it appearsthat, if arguments are properly weighed and the discussion is cleared from improper arguments a
joint final mark will be possible anyway. Pursuing the procedure that was laid down, is very important with this. This
procedure should also include aform of quality assurance, such as an external assessor who assesses the thesisin
guestion aswell. It is self-evident, that this external quality assurance should be in accordance with the examination
regulations of the educational institution.

Question: What can athesisring do for me?

In general, teachers experience their thesis rings asa means to organi ze the supervision process more efficiently and
effectively. A few thingswere already said about its quality. Asto efficiency: one can speak of economies of scale,
especially for teachers who have, either jointly or not, ten to fifteen studentswriting their Master’ sthesisayear, if
students are supervised through athesis ring. These economies of scale arise by concentrating conversations and
discussions with thesis students at one moment (every three or four weeks) and reduced reading efforts from the
teacher. In addition, there is an economy of scale within the scope of mutual |earning effects and the exchange of
experiences among students.
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