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1 General introduction
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1.1 Introduction
Most of us, especially those who have completed a university degree, will generally have 
some sense of what we mean by university education and what it means to be academically 
educated. We expect others to share these associations and thus rarely explain how we 
understand university education. In addition, even in research that addresses this topic, 
the underlying theoretical notions are rarely explored. In this thesis, we argue that a 
more sophisticated definition of the concept is necessary to adequately answer some of 
the questions that universities are called on to answer. An increasingly heterogeneous 
population in university study programmes (e.g., Barnett, 2003; Pascarella, 2006; Star 
& Hammer, 2008), the increasing attention on employability in universities (Barnett, 
2009; Johnson, 1998; Scott, 2003), and growing diversity in university education, with 
honour programmes and university colleges that offer bachelor programmes in the 
liberal arts tradition (Adriaansens, 2014), call for a renewed explanation of what being 
a university graduate means or, to introduce our preferred term, an explanation of the 
meaning of graduateness, irrespective of the discipline studied. 

Ample research supports the idea that the university experience offers students 
more than just disciplinary knowledge and skills (Biggs, 1999; Booth, McLean & 
Walker, 2009; Bridges, 1993; Glover, Law & Youngman, 2002; Perry, 1970; Pascarella 
& Terenzini, 2005; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010; Yorke & Harvey, 2005). Some even 
argue that university students have something in common simply because they went 
to university (Glover et al., 2002; Wheelahan, 2003), meaning that university graduates 
are expected to possess distinctive characteristics compared with those who have not 
completed a university degree. However, different sources specify the commonalities 
among university graduates in various and distinctive ways. Some refer to this shared 
university experience as Bildung (Nordenbo, 2003) or liberal education (e.g., Hirst, 
1975, Nussbaum, 1997); others speak of generic or transferable skills (e.g., Bridges, 
1993; Gilbert, Balatti & Turner, 2004) or generic graduate attributes (e.g., Barrie, 
2005; Jones, 2013), whereas some use the term formation (e.g., Sutphen & De Lange, 
2015) to describe that ‘something’ that university graduates share. Overall, no common 
interpretation exists regarding what students obtain from the university experience. 
Some argue that these diverse interpretations stem from the absence of a sound 
theoretical framework regarding graduateness (Barrie, 2005; 2006; Bennett, Dunne & 
Carré, 1999; Green, Hammer & Star, 2009; Stoof, Martens, Merriënboer & Bastiaens, 
2002).

The term graduateness is adopted here to describe the characteristics that graduates 
can be expected to exhibit. To adequately investigate graduateness (i.e., to move beyond 
personal beliefs), a theoretical framework is indispensable because it explicates the 
presumptions that would otherwise remain undisclosed. The framework should be 
able to explain not only what graduateness is but also what it is not. Does graduateness 
concern academic skills, employability or personal development? We argue that our 
proposed theoretical model offers a useful framework through which educational 
directors, policymakers and lecturers can discuss what they want to offer students in 
a university education. In this thesis, not only is a theoretical model for graduateness 
proposed and empirically challenged but also the concept is empirically explored by 
investigating growth in various domains during the master’s year and the relationship 
between the items emphasised in curriculum descriptions and students’ reported 
abilities.
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1.2 Images of university graduates
1.2.1 Historical perspectives
Over time, various images of university graduates have emerged, expressing sets of 
characteristics and skills that are societally valued, which graduates are expected to 
achieve through their education. Various images have existed through the years, each 
highlighting distinctive features. Providing a detailed historical overview of the various 
perspectives on university education goes beyond the scope of this thesis; we instead 
highlight some typical ideals for academic education to illustrate that the images of 
graduates differ greatly from each other. A well-known image is that of the Renaissance 
man, an image that arose out of a humanist approach to university education; before 
students specialised, they were introduced to classical (i.e., Greek) texts accompanied 
by the lecturer’s comments and to a general education in various scientific domains 
(e.g., rhetoric, philosophy and natural sciences) (Clark, 2006; Grendler, 2004). Even 
now, some intellectuals are referred to Renaissance men, implying that the person in 
question is erudite and has wide-ranging interests. During the Enlightenment, another 
image of the educated man appeared. Students no longer relied on classical texts to 
find knowledge and truth, and they were expected to formulate their own ideas. In this 
Bildung view, university education concerns how one stands in relation to the world 
(Lovlie & Standish, 2003). Obviously, traits such as critical thinking or originality are 
appreciated differently in each of these examples. 

If these images have anything in common, it is that they change over time and that 
they are not universally accepted. Although universities originally sought to educate 
teachers that could teach at any (European) university, differentiation occurred in the 
university curriculum over time (Clark, 2006). Therefore, the images of educated men 
could have differed across universities. For example, with its emphasis on independent 
inquiry (Von Humboldt, 1968), the Bildung perspective, which sought to examine inner 
life, or humanity, (Biesta, 2003), dominated at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
while Newman’s ideals, in which university education was mainly concerned with 
teaching universal knowledge, gained popularity only a few years later (Newman, 1852). 
Although graduates were educated as inquiring minds in the former view, they were 
not in the latter view. These distinct traditions existed in different parts of the world – 
i.e., Northern Europe and the United Kingdom, respectively. However, their institutions 
attracted the same type of students: predominantly those with elite backgrounds. The 
constellation of students entering universities has changed since the second half of the 
twentieth century.

Consequently, the variety amongst universities increased, and institutions for 
professional higher education (e.g., polytechnics in the United Kingdom or HBO’s in the 
Netherlands) were founded; thus, the number of graduate images increased accordingly. 
One could argue that graduates from these new institutions for professional higher 
education do not project the same image of university graduates because they primarily 
focus on students’ vocational training. 

However, this idea of different images for different institutions was challenged when 
an academic drift occurred within institutions for professional higher education (Scott, 
2003) and a vocational drift occurred universities, which began paying more attention 
to employability (Barnett, 2009; Johnson, 1998; Scott, 2003). This simultaneous drift 
made the differences between these two types of institutions less pronounced; for 
instance, in the United Kingdom and Australia, the polytechnics have been put on par 
with universities, however, this does not mean they are valued the same (Pratt, 1997). In 
addition, in countries with a binary system of higher education, such as the Netherlands, 
many debate whether the differences between graduates of different higher education 
institutions are as pronounced as is suggested by their institutional divergence (Leune, 
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2007; Van Hout, 2007). The conversion, in the Netherlands, of technical professional 
institutions into technical universities demonstrates that the boundaries between 
universities and institutions for professional higher education are not fixed.

The aforementioned developments have generated new images of graduates, 
although none among them predominates. Before we can extract the most prominent 
images, more time may need to pass to create more distance from this period. 
Nevertheless, in all likelihood, the increased complexity of the world and the demands 
made on higher education have resulted in a variety of equally spread images. For 
example, Donald Schön (1983, 1987) attempted to formulate an image for professional 
education (e.g., medicine, law and business) in universities: the reflective practitioner. 
He argued that university education should not only be about technical knowledge but 
also stimulate reflective capacities to address ill-structured, real-life problems. Another 
image arose from the ideal of liberal education, which has the same Greek roots as the 
Bildung ideal (Lovlie & Standish, 2003). While Bildung aimed to cultivate the student’s 
inner life, liberal education aimed to educate global citizens (Nussbaum, 1997). In 
addition, the Bildung ideal did not fully disappear from the debate in period where 
liberal education arises, especially in Germany and the Northern European countries 
(Lovlie & Standish, 2003). We do not claim to have provided an exhaustive overview 
of the different images of graduates; instead, the examples illustrate the existence of 
increasingly diverse images in this context.
 
1.2.2 Contemporary perspectives
Two main developments in higher education contributed to new images of graduates. 
First, an increasing number of graduates found employment in non-traditional sectors, 
such as small and medium-sized businesses. As these employers have fewer resources 
to train their employees, new demands are made on graduates’ capabilities (Yorke & 
Harvey, 2005; Lee, 2008). These demands were less of a concern when universities 
educated only a small proportion of the population; however, as student numbers 
increased, universities had to pay more attention to their graduates’ employability 
(Barnett, 2009, Johnson, 1998). Second, the world is rapidly changing, and knowledge 
is becoming outdated at a faster rate than ever before, which requires continued 
learning after graduation. From these developments, two new images of graduates 
have emerged: the lifelong learner (e.g., Tight, 1998; Deakin Crick, Broadfoot & Claxton, 
2004) and what we will label the skilled professional. Arguably, the skilled professional 
should also be a lifelong learner; however, in the literature, she appears as a distinct 
image among graduates, probably due to the lack of consensus with respect to the skills 
or competences that the skilled professional should master (Barrie, 2005; Green, et al., 
2009). As such, the skilled professional appears in different forms. 

Despite the apparent overlap between these two images, the skilled professional 
and the lifelong learner essentially stem from separate responses to the two 
developments mentioned above. While the skilled professional responds to requests 
from the labour market, the lifelong learner is a response the notion that rapid 
(technological) developments in contemporary society have consequences for the 
tenability of knowledge learned in university. Therefore, these images emphasise 
distinct characteristics of graduates. The skilled professional can be characterised by 
a set of skills, competences and attributes associated with employability; these skills 
may include communication, collaboration, and problem solving. The lifelong learner is 
mainly characterised by his/her ability to learn and shape his/her own learning process, 
which typically involves, among other things, adequate (meta-cognitive) learning 
strategies, a willingness to learn and self-efficacy (Biggs, 1999; Deakin Crick et al., 2004; 
Pintrich, 2000). In education policies, these images are regularly combined to address 
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both developments in higher education; see, for example, the Dublin descriptors, which 
include both communication skills and learning skills (Gonzalez & Wagenaar, 2003). 

Several initiatives have sought to determine what characterises a graduate. Various 
terms are used to describe what we call the skilled professional. These initiatives occur 
at different levels: within universities, through inter-university collaboration, at the 
national level and even at the international level. Categorised as, for example, key skills, 
transferable skills or twenty-first century skills, different sets of skills and competences 
are listed. The lists not only do differ from each other but also serve distinguishable 
purposes. In a world with increased competition among higher education institutions 
(Barnett, 2003), highlighting the identity of a graduate from a specific institution 
becomes more important. Furthermore, the increased attention on quality assurance 
(Barnett, 2003; Harvey, 2006; Wimmer, 2003) has stimulated several national quality 
assurance institutions to develop standards for university education, including generic 
learning outcomes (e.g., the Australian Qualification Framework, 2013; Quality 
Assurance Agency, 2010). These standards apply to all funded universities in certain 
countries. In the Tuning project, which has been carried out in the wake of the Bologna 
process, generic skills are defined for university education in all participating countries 
(Gonzalez & Wagenaar, 2003). In the Netherlands, a framework for academic skills was 
developed by Meijers, Van Overveld and Perrenet (2003) which has been adopted by 
the three Technical universities, and also by a general university in the Netherlands. 
This framework lists skills and attitudes across seven domains that are considered to be 
essential for university education. Despite the consultations with different stakeholders, 
the lists that emerge from these approaches generally lack a theoretical foundation 
(Bennett, et al., 1999; Barrie, 2004; Holmes, 2013; Stoof et al., 2002), which results in 
myriad specifications for these graduate images. 

1.3 Studies on graduateness
The variety of graduate images already hints at the complexity surrounding what 
university education should offer students. Several attempts have been made to 
illuminate the matter from different angles. Before describing the main trends in this 
field, we should acknowledge that the field of graduateness is characterised by its 
breadth. On the one hand, graduateness is sometimes understood as a comprehensive 
concept that covers various functions of university education (e.g., Barrie, 2004; 
Nussbaum, 1997; Von Humboldt, 2000). On the other hand, some studies consider 
specific academic outcomes, such as employability (e.g., Bennett et al., 1999; Holmes, 
2013; Tariq et al., 2004; Yorke & Harvey, 2005), meta-cognitive learning (e.g., Biggs, 
1999; Pintrich, 2000; Entwistle, McCune & Tait, 1997), and moral development (e.g., 
Kohlberg, 1973; Thoma, 2014). In their review of college education, Pascarella and 
Terenzini (2005) presented an even more detailed overview of potential generic yields 
of university education, including subject matter competence, intellectual development, 
attitudes, career choices and economic benefits. This diversity makes graduateness a 
challenging subject to study, as these aspects are commonly combined; for example, 
in some interpretations of generic skills, cognitive skills are included, whereas they 
are not included in other interpretations (Kearns, 2001). In addition to this diversity 
in subjects relating to graduateness, researchers, (educational) philosophers and 
policymakers apply distinct approaches to elucidate the matter. In this section, we 
review the literature to glean the current knowledge of and approaches to graduateness 
and to discover a more sophisticated way of defining this elusive term. 
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1.3.1 Philosophy of education
To explore the possible interpretations of graduateness, starting with the philosophy of 
education seems logical because this field is pre-eminently concerned with answering 
fundamental questions in education, including the meaning of ‘being educated’ and 
the functions that a university education serves in society (Barrow, 2010; Carr, 2003). 
A review of the literature on graduateness clearly demonstrates that these questions 
are often addressed from a neo-humanistic perspective – in the traditions of Bildung 
(in Northern European countries) or liberal education (in Anglo-Saxon countries). 
These traditions agree on the formative function of university education; the student’s 
cultivation lies at the core of the neo-humanist perspective (Biesta, 2014; Hirst, 1975; 
Lovlie & Standish, 2003; Nussbaum, 1997). Students are not merely taught in their 
discipline; education also contributes to their overall personal development (Biesta, 
2003; Nussbaum, 1997). Bildung and liberal education differ in terms of the ways in 
which students’ personal development is realised. The former advocates an integral 
approach in which students are immersed in the sciences, whereas the latter often 
introduces an additional programme to the disciplinary curriculum. Over time, the 
interpretation of the neo-humanistic perspective has been challenged as society has 
developed. For example, the premise of Bildung, i.e., that personal development is 
fostered through cohesion among the sciences, has had to confront the realities of an 
academic world in which the sciences are becoming increasingly specialised (Habermas, 
1987). Nevertheless, the idea that university education comprises more than just 
disciplinary knowledge and skills continues to be considered in current debates on 
university education, along with various appeals for renewed interpretations of neo-
humanistic principles (e.g., Biesta, 2003, Nordenbo, 2003; Wimmer, 2003; Corson, 
2000; Hersh & Geary Schneider, 2005; Nussbaum, 1997). However, these attempts have 
often operated in a utopic sphere, as they fail to affirm the relationship between neo-
humanistic education and societal morality (Biesta, 2014; Habermas, 1987). 

More recently, utilitarian or functionalist perspective has gained ground in the context 
of university education (Barnett, 2009; Habermas, 1987). This perspective judges the 
content of university education in terms of its societal value, primarily in economic 
terms (Portelli & Menashy, 2010). As such, educated individuals should learn a number 
of skills and aptitudes that have an instrumental function in society or, more accurately, 
in the labour market. The increased attention on employability and the devaluation of 
philosophy as the core of university education stem from this perspective (Habermas, 
1987). University education is thus reduced to an instrument that engenders economic 
prosperity. At its core, this utilitarian perspective does not concern itself with morality 
(Philips, 2010), even though some issues in contemporary society should be regarded 
as questions of morality. A utilitarian approach to university education is incapable of 
adequately addressing such questions. Barnett (2009) signals another shortcoming 
of the utilitarian perspective, namely, its relationship with knowledge. In university 
education, the value of mastering disciplinary knowledge is increasingly pushed aside 
in favour of being able to collect and retain information. 

Of course, other philosophical approaches to graduateness exist; we have only 
described the most prominent ones. In attempts to define the concepts, other 
philosophical notions are presented. For instance, formation is regarded as the change 
that students undergo during their time at university and beyond (Sutphen & De Lange, 
2015), and authenticity is considered the core of graduateness (Kreber, 2015). The latter 
notion somewhat echoes Schön’s (1983) ideas regarding the reflective practitioner 
and the value of practical reasoning in developing authenticity. Furthermore, Holmes’ 
(2013) suggestions concerning a relational approach to graduateness must be 
mentioned. He argues that the meaning of graduateness stems from whether a student 
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considers himself a graduate and whether others affirm this claim. Finally, others refer 
to the concept of ‘coming into the world’, which Biesta (2014) considers an alternative 
meaning for graduateness; this concept does not involve or presume claims about the 
essence of human nature, as in the neo-humanistic perspective. According to Biesta, 
individuals ‘come into the world’ through their actions, which others make meaningful 
through their responses. Consequently, these perspectives allow only a limited role for 
education regarding graduateness. Although we acknowledge that there are some valid 
objections to cultivation in terms of the way that it presumes a known essence of human 
nature that should be strived for – i.e., a good way of living (see, for example, Biesta, 2014; 
Habermas, 1987), we are reluctant to conclude that education should not be concerned 
with graduateness. Indeed, explicating the interpretation of graduateness can foster 
debate on the position that graduateness should occupy in university education.

1.3.2 Empirical studies on graduateness
As a generic outcome of university education, graduateness has been the subject of 
empirical studies for many years (Jones, 2013). In addition to the jumble of terms used 
in this field to describe the concept (or aspects of it), Holmes (2013) signals another 
serious problem with most of these studies, namely, that they are mostly based on 
lists of skills, competences, attributes and/or attitudes suggested by previous authors. 
Moreover, these lists have seldom been adequately validated. Indeed, several studies 
have based their understanding on policy papers (e.g., Barrie, 2004; McNeil et al., 2012; 
Moreau & Leahwood, 2006; Tariq et al., 2004), which present lists that are based on 
other lists; see, for example, how the generic skills list is composed in the Tuning project 
(Gonzalez & Wagenaar, 2003). Davies and Hogarth (2002) present another objection 
concerning empirical studies in the field of graduateness, namely, that the level at 
which students are expected to perform concerning graduateness remains uncertain. 
Nevertheless, some results provide useful directions when exploring the nature 
of graduateness, which will be discussion in greater detail below. Despite a widely 
acknowledged concern regarding the absence of a theoretical framework (Barrie, 2005; 
Bennet et al., 1999; Green et al., 2009; Kreber, 2015; Moreau & Leathwood, 2006; Stoof 
et al., 2002), attempts to adequately address this defect are scarce.

The most fruitful attempt to develop a theoretical framework comes from 
Barrie (2004, 2005, 2006), who performed an epistemological study on academics’ 
understanding of generic graduate attributes – a concept closely related to graduateness 
– from which he derived a research-based policy framework. First, he revealed that 
academics in the same department can have rather different understandings of generic 
graduate attributes that are rarely articulated but that affect for how generic graduate 
attributes are taught. For example, two of the four types of interpretations see no link 
between generic graduate attributes and the disciplinary curriculum; for academics who 
hold these views, these attributes are either something precursory or complementary 
to university education (Barrie, 2004), such as literacy, study skills or methodological 
skills. Barrie considers the other two types of interpretations – translation and labelling 
– more interesting. The translation interpretation regards generic graduate attributes 
as the ability to ‘translate’ knowledge and skills to situations with which students are 
unfamiliar. From the enabling perspective, the acquired knowledge and skills ‘enable’ 
students to develop new knowledge and to work on their personal development. 
These interpretations are the basis of the research-based policy framework that Barrie 
proposed, with three dimensions at the enabling level and five clusters at the translation 
level that help students acquire the dimensions at the enabling level. Unfortunately, 
how a typology that essentially describes different interpretations of a concept turns 
into a hierarchical model in which ‘the development of [the] three overarching enabling 
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graduate attributes [are] supported by the development of skills and abilities in [the] 
five clusters’ (ibid., 87) remains unclear. However, that generic graduate attributes are 
understood in these different ways remains a valuable insight which also applies to 
graduateness.

We already mentioned that some findings from empirical studies provide relevant 
insights concerning graduateness, even though different concepts are used in these 
studies; the concepts that they consider closely resemble to our interpretation of 
graduateness. From the debate on generic graduate attributes, Jones (2009) raises 
another issue with respect to the attributes being considered de-disciplined. Her 
epistemological study clearly demonstrates that attributes are perceived differently 
across disciplines, not only with respect to their interpretation but also with respect 
to the importance placed on specific attributes. For example, law and mathematics 
likely interpret and value communication abilities in different ways. Another valuable 
insight comes from studies investigating students’ graduateness in relation to their 
development concerning employability (Booth et al., 2009; Glover et al., 2002). An 
increased emphasis on employability seemingly comes at the expense of graduateness, 
which is understood as students’ personal development. 

1.3.3 Cognitive-structural approach 
Finally, in our quest to achieve a better understanding of graduateness, we want to 
introduce a field of research that is concerned with students’ intellectual development. 
Cognitive-structural theories offer an alternative approach to what university education 
offers students. Theories in this field characterise development as passing through 
a limited number of stages or stadia (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). As an individual 
progresses through these successive stages, he develops a new interpretation of the 
world around him. A similar change or transformation is sometimes noticed in relation 
to graduateness (Sutphen & De Lange, 2015); however, to our knowledge, graduateness 
has never been explicitly approached from a cognitive-structural perspective. Whereas 
skill development is merely considered an expansion of the skills at a person’s disposal 
(Barnett, 2009), intellectual development assumes a transformation concerning beliefs 
and attitudes (Stevenson, 2003). 

Building on the work of Dewey and Piaget, Perry (1970) conducted an influential 
study about students’ intellectual and ethical development in university. From his 
interviews with students, he identified a scheme with nine positions of intellectual 
development, which essentially describe how students’ positions regarding knowledge, 
values and people change during their years at university. This change is ranked from 
dualism (positions 1-3) via relativism (positions 4-6) to commitments (positions 7-9) 
and is characterised by increasing complexity in reasoning (Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005). Perry’s approach fuelled cognitive-structural studies in several other fields, 
such as morality (e.g., Kohlberg, 1973, Thoma, 2014), reflective judgements (e.g., King 
& Kitchener, 2004), and university learning and teaching (e.g., Van Rossum & Hamer, 
2010). Approaching graduateness from this perspective presents great opportunities, 
not only by providing leads for a more sophisticated definition of graduateness but also 
by providing a better understanding of the aspired level of graduateness in university 
education.

1.4 Relevance of a theoretical model of graduateness
The appeal for a theoretical framework for graduateness comes from different 
developments in higher education. Here, we focus on the aspects in the Dutch higher 
education context that increased interest in a theoretical approach to the concept. 
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Although the interest for this study originates in the Dutch situation, we argue that the 
use of this theoretical framework is not restricted to the Netherlands. On the contrary, 
questions regarding what university students should attain and what differences exist 
among graduates from different institutions are universal, regardless of whether the 
national system of higher education is binary or unitary. Furthermore, the consequences 
of the renewed Dutch accreditation system reflect an international trend of increased 
emphasis on quality assurance (Barnett, 2003; Harvey, 2006).

1.4.1 Binary context higher education
The first motivation for this study comes from the context in which the research was 
originally formulated. The Netherlands have a binary system of higher education, 
meaning that separate institutions award professional bachelor’s degrees while 
universities offer both bachelor’s and master’s academic degrees. Professional 
bachelors can enter a university master’s programme after completing a pre-master’s 
programme, which is a disciplinary deficient programme. Academic staff noticed that, 
despite the pre-master’s programmes, master’s students with professional bachelor’s 
degrees had more trouble in attaining master’s degrees than master’s students who had 
completed university bachelor’s degrees. This disparity raised a question about whether 
the pre-master’s programmes should pay more attention to graduateness. To determine 
what professional bachelors lacked in relation to their success (or lack thereof) in 
university master’s programmes, an image of what makes a graduate a university 
graduate was necessary. The literature clearly indicated that no such image existed or 
that many distinguishing images existed, as shown above. As no theoretical framework 
exists, each image is as legitimate as the next. Moreover, the selected interpretation of 
graduateness will have an impact on how problems, such as the ones described above, 
are investigated. For example, when graduateness is interpreted in terms of writing 
skills, the solution will differ from one in which graduateness is interpreted in terms 
of disciplinary understanding. The literature not only revealed the aforementioned 
kaleidoscope of terms and interpretations but also clearly demonstrated that many 
approaches to graduateness refrain from determining the level at which the different 
components should be acquired (Davies & Hogarth, 2002). Therefore, a theoretical 
approach to graduateness was needed to obtain a better understanding of the concept 
and to investigate the practical problems that academic staff experience because of the 
increasingly diverse intake of university students. 

1.4.2 Quality assurance in higher education
In recent decades, the emphasis on quality assurance in university education has 
increased, (Barnett, 2003; Harvey, 2006). In the Netherlands, the finances that 
universities receive depends on a number of performance indicators, such as 
the proportion of graduates, first-year dropouts, and students who participate 
in programmes of excellence. These quantitative indicators only have indirect 
relationships with actual educational quality. In addition to these indicators, in the 
new accreditation system (NVAO, 2010), universities’ quality assurance systems are 
reviewed and awarded. In some universities, such assessments result in yearly reports 
regarding how educational programmes perform to inform the university board on a 
wide range of standards. Despite the explicit reference to quality, quality assurance has 
become increasingly concerned with quantitative standards (Barnett, 2003; Lea, 2011). 
This focus has become especially problematic when it concerns the higher cognitive 
aspects of graduateness, which are difficult to quantify because instruments that are 
able to collect information from large student groups have yet to be developed (Kember, 
et al. 2000). We argue that countering this trend of quantification is difficult without a 
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decent understanding of graduateness. 

1.5 Research questions
The main purpose of this thesis is to elucidate the more formative aspects of university 
education. At the heart of our proposed model is the following question: What is 
graduateness? In addition, we aim to use the theoretical model to empirically investigate 
the matter by addressing the following questions: Do master’s students develop towards 
graduateness during the master’s year? Does the attained level in the four domains of 
graduateness relate to the emphasis that the curriculum places on them? These questions 
are addressed in separate chapters of this thesis.

1.6 Design
To investigate the research questions, three different studies were conducted in a Dutch 
research-intensive university. The first dataset was collected using a survey that was 
distributed among bachelor’s and master’s students in two different disciplines – one in 
the social sciences and one in the humanities. The survey was designed to operationalise 
the theoretical model proposed in this thesis. To validate the instruments, which are 
described in chapter 3, data from 151 respondents were used. Five instruments were 
included in this study: the Reflective Thinking Questionnaire (Kember et al., 2000), the 
Research Self-Efficacy Scale (Bieschke, 1993), the Visions of Morality Scale (Shelton 
& McAdams, 1990), the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (Pintrich et 
al., 1991) and two scales concerning goal orientation (Duda, 1992). To validate the 
theoretical model, only data from 103 respondents could be used due to missing values 
in the instruments that were used to validate the theoretical model. Based on these 
validation findings, the theoretical model was operationalised, which means that some 
minor adjustments were made to the original compilation of instruments (see chapter 
4).

The second dataset was collected according to a repeated measures design. Two 
cohorts of master’s students across four faculties (social sciences, law, business and 
economics, and spatial sciences) in a research university were asked to participate 
in this study. This study was designed as follows: a survey was administered at the 
beginning of the master’s year and then repeated at the end of the master’s year. 
These surveys included the ASSIST (Entwistle, McCune & Tait, 1997) and several 
items that were initially developed to measure graduateness through self-report. The 
questionnaires used at the beginning and end of the master’s year were identical, 
except for the scales measuring learning goal orientation (Button, Mathieu and Zajac, 
1996), which were only included in the questionnaire that was distributed at the end of 
the master’s year. These data were completed with administrative data concerning the 
involved students’ graduation dates. This dataset included responses from 295 master’s 
students who completed the questionnaire at the beginning and end of the master’s 
programme. These data were used to re-validate the theoretical model (see appendix) 
and to examine growth during the master’s year (see chapter 5). 

The third dataset is based on the curriculum mappings that were conducted in 28 
study programmes across three faculties (social sciences, business and economics, and 
spatial sciences). The course descriptions for all compulsory course units were used 
to draw curriculum maps for each study programme. This dataset was combined with 
the survey data from the second measurement moment in the second database. For the 
analyses, 232 respondents’ answers could be used. These respondents had no missing 
values for the variables used in the analyses, and they provided sufficient information 
regarding the study programme in which they were enrolled. 
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1.7 Outline of the thesis
This thesis comprises a theoretical model of graduateness that is subsequently tested 
and used in different studies. Here, we provide a brief outline of the thesis:

In chapter 2, we explain the theoretical foundation of graduateness as understood 
in this thesis. The four domains we distinguish are explained in this chapter, which 
includes a description of the level at which graduateness can be expected. Chapter 3 
examines the usability of the instruments in the context of a Dutch research-intensive 
university. Chapter 4 describes the results of the model’s validation. In chapter 5, the 
developmental aspects of graduateness are investigated. Chapter 6 investigates the 
relationship between students’ reported abilities in the four domains of graduateness 
at the end of the master’s programmes and the attention that the study programmes 
place on the domains. Finally, the results are summarised and discussed in chapter 7, 
along with the studies’ practical implications and directions for further research.




