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2.1 Introduction
Many have debated what university education offers students beyond disciplinary 
knowledge and skills (Barrie, 2004; Barnett, 2009; Biesta, 2003, 2014; Biggs, 1999; 
Hirst, 1975; Holmes, 2013; Kreber, 2015; Lovlie & Standish, 2003; Nussbaum, 1997; 
Sutphen & De Lange, 2015). This debate is complicated by various terms used to refer 
to the commonalities among university graduates as a result of university education, 
especially because the terms emphasise distinct aspects of university education and 
consensus on what should be emphasised is lacking. Some interpretations emphasise 
employability is emphasised, whereas other interpretations emphasise students’ 
personal development. Both approaches have shortcomings, which we believe can 
be addressed by framing graduateness – our preferred term – in terms of cognitive-
structural theories.

In the previous chapter, we identified utilitarian and neo-humanistic perspectives 
on graduateness that are associated with the different aims of university education. 
The utilitarian perspective becomes apparent in the employability debate surrounding 
higher education. According to this perspective, university education should be 
concerned with teaching the skills and attributes that employers deem important, 
such as communication, teamwork, and critical thinking. This perspective has gained 
immense popularity in higher education in recent decades (Barnett, 2009; Habermas, 
1987; Lea, 2011). Various lists of skills and attributes have been formulated; however, 
these lists are criticised for their obscure and unfounded bases (Holmes, 2013), the 
inability to deduce the intended level (Davies & Hogarth, 2002), and their presumed 
generic – i.e., decontextualized – character (Barnett, 2009; Jones, 2009; Johnson, 
2003; Lea, 2011). Consequently, in this approach, graduateness runs the serious risk 
of being reduced to a superficial interpretation of skills (Baehr, 2013; Barnett, 2009; 
Jones, 2009). In other words, a profound interpretation of graduateness is lacking in the 
utilitarian perspective, making curriculum designers’ and teachers’ sufficient inclusion 
of graduateness in course programmes difficult (Hughes & Barrie, 2010). 

The neo-humanistic perspective is often presented as an alternative to the utilitarian 
perspective on graduateness, as it emphasises the importance of personal development, 
morality, and cultivation (Nussbaum, 1997; Willbergh, 2015). While graduateness in 
the utilitarian approaches appears to be fairly instrumental, it is primarily concerned 
with students’ development as humans or citizens in the neo-humanistic perspective. 
These ideas are manifested – albeit in different ways – in Bildung and liberal education. 
However, this perspective also has problems when it is used to define graduateness. The 
main criticism lies in its assumption of a known and immutable human essence from 
which the aims of (university) education can be derived (Biesta, 2014; Habermas, 1987; 
Peters, 1975). It assumes a typical set of human qualities that are implicitly or explicitly 
supposed to make the world a better place. However, history teaches us that human 
qualities can be used for various causes – good and bad. 

What does this mean for the definition of graduateness as an educational aim? Is 
defining graduateness without claims about human nature possible? We believe that 
it is possible. Instead of presuming an idealistic image of man – whether humanistic 
or utilitarian – as the basis for a definition, we propose an alternative interpretation 
that departs from intellectual development. This idea is not new because many 
interpretations of graduateness acknowledge the value of intellectual development 
to some extent, for example, in the sense of reflective or critical thinking (Gonzalez & 
Wagenaar, 2003; Jones, 2009; King & Kitchener, 2004; McNeil et al., 2012; Schön, 1983; 
Star & Hammer, 2008; Vaatstra & De Vries, 2007), reasoning (Baehr, 2013; Kohlberg, 
1973; Perry, 1970), or knowing (Barrie, 2004; Barnett, 2009; Kreber, 2015). As we 
will explain below, this approach is advantageous because graduateness is inextricably 
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bound up with knowledge and knowing, which is comparable with the enabling 
interpretation of graduateness that Barrie (2004) identified as the most complex and 
integrated interpretation among academic staff. We take this interpretation a step 
further by applying findings from cognitive-structural theories to construct a theoretical 
framework for graduateness. 

2.2 Academic intellectual development
When regarding the effects of university education, terms such as change and 
transformation are often used to describe the learning process (Baehr, 2013; Perry; 
1970; Peters, 1975; Stevenson, 2003; Sutphen & De Lange, 2015; Van Rossum & 
Hamer, 2010). These terms inspired us to consider graduateness from a developmental 
perspective. By placing intellectual development at the core of graduateness, we can 
step away from an ideological interpretation of human development because we 
can use empirical research conducted in this domain – notably Perry (1970) – when 
defining graduateness. In his influential study on intellectual development, Perry 
described a nine-stage transformation that students went through at university, which is 
characterised by students’ changing views about knowledge and their reasoning. Since 
Perry, others have developed stage models for various domains related to intellectual 
development. These cognitive-structural theories make defining graduateness in terms 
of a specific stage in academic intellectual development possible. 

Defining graduateness in terms of academic intellectual development has major 
advantages over the present interpretations of graduateness. It explicitly posits the 
value of knowledge as an inseparable element of graduateness, which provides depth 
for skills that otherwise would have remained superficial (Barnett, 2009; Peters, 1975; 
Stevenson, 2003). As Baehr (2013) argues, intellectual development requires students 
have inquiring minds, i.e., a willingness for knowing and understanding. For example, 
we argue that presenting can only be considered an academic skill when the presenter 
applies it to a sufficient body of knowledge and understanding. Without the knowledge 
base, the presenter’s skills are nothing more than a bag of tricks. Approaching 
graduateness from this perspective distances it from unfounded lists of generic skills 
and attributes.

2.3 Graduateness domains
Interpreting graduateness in terms of academic intellectual development still leaves 
us with a rather abstract notion of the concept. Instead of listing skills, attitudes and 
competences, we follow Peters (1975), who argued that intellectual development occurs 
in different domains, such as scholarship and morality. We add reflective thinking and 
lifelong learning as relevant domains based on the complexity of contemporary society 
(Barnett, 2009). We propose a model that comprises domains that stay as close as 
possible to the current ideas in higher education practices. If more interpretations are 
present, we explain how our interpretation of a concept deviates from the others.

Unlike Barrie (2004), we do not include employability as a separate domain 
because we want to acknowledge the importance of graduateness in its cognitive 
interpretation. Including employability as a separate domain would risk trading the 
attention to the intellectual aspects of graduateness for skill development in the domain 
of graduateness (Booth et al., 2009; Glover et al., 2002), which would negate the concept 
of transformation as a key principle of graduateness. Although we can see the potential 
to elevate employability by applying the proposed model’s principles to this domain, it 
is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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2.3.1 Reflective thinking
Reflective thinking is generally associated with intellectual development (Baehr, 2013; 
King & Kitchener, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005); moreover, it is also presented 
as the key distinction between novice and experts (Procee, 2001; Schön, 1983). The 
academic process is not only about learning how to apply certain skills and knowledge 
in particular situations but also about taking action when the nature of the situation 
is unclear and when the individual concerned does not know which knowledge skills 
and attitudes are required to handle the situation (Procee, 2006; Schön, 1983). In 
other words, reflective thinking is about reflecting on the situation, the required 
instruments, and their applications according to the individual’s judgement. In some 
cases, individuals even lack the knowledge and skills required in a certain situation and 
have to acquire them on the spot.

2.3.2 Scholarship
One of the key functions of university education remains educating future scholars. 
Although most students pursue a career outside the academic world, the characteristics 
of competent scholars, as Schön (1983) argues by introducing the image of ‘the reflective 
practitioner’, are also valued in the labour market outside university. For some decades 
now, an academic drift has occurred in vocational training (Scott, 2003). Apparently, 
research competences are needed in contemporary society, which is characterised by 
increasing complexity (Barnett, 2009). This scholarship encompasses not only the basic 
research skills but also a scholarly attitude (Byrne & Johnstone, 1987; Van der Rijst, 
2009; Visser-Wijnveen, 2009) or, as Baehr (2013) puts it, a desire for knowledge and 
understanding. 

2.3.3 Moral citizenship
Studying at university is not equivalent of becoming competent in research; many 
have highlighted the importance of personal development in education. Perry (1970) 
mentioned the moral aspect of intellectual development, as others have stressed since 
then (e.g., Gottlieb, Handelsman & Knapp, 2008; Peters, 1975; Nussbaum, 1997). For 
example, moral development is a prominent part of liberal education. Here, we adopt 
the term moral citizenship to underline how it deviates from Barrie’s (2004) concept 
of global citizenship, in which employability is the core concept. In our interpretation, 
the concept of morality lies at the core of the domain, as it involves students’ moral 
development and responsibilities towards society. In this domain, students are 
educated to question, adjust and develop their own beliefs with respect to societal 
issues (Kohlberg, 1973; Nussbaum, 1997; Rest et al., 2000; Thoma, 2014). 

2.3.4 Lifelong learning
Another domain for learning outcomes is lifelong learning, which has become 
increasingly important because of the rapid technological change characterising our 
contemporary society (Barnett, 2009; Tight, 1998). Lifelong learning acknowledges 
that student development will increase the complexity of self-regulation due to 
developmental changes in the student’s epistemological theories (Schunk, 2005). 
According to this interpretation, lifelong learning not only is a means of acquiring the 
required knowledge, skills and attributes but also represents a certain attitude towards 
that knowledge, those skills and those attributes. It represents an ability to guide one’s 
learning process and a willingness to learn (Biggs, 1999; Pintrich, 2000). The terms 
associated with a lifelong learning attitude include applying, reflecting, enabling and 
generating (Baehr, 2013; Barrie, 2004; Pintrich, 2000; Tight, 1998). These activities 
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require more than memorising what has been said in class; they presuppose the 
student’s active attitude in approaching the subject matter. 

2.4 Model
The four domains described above are the key elements in our model; however, to 
define graduateness, we need to describe how we perceive the relationships between 
the domains. In our model of graduateness, we place reflective thinking at the centre 
of the model, meaning that development in reflective thinking is a necessary condition 
for graduateness. Nevertheless, adequate reflective thinking alone does not sufficiently 
describe graduateness; the concept is more complex. To speak of graduateness, specific 
stages of development need to have been achieved in reflective thinking and at least 
one other domain; we refer to these stages as the graduateness level within a particular 
domain. 

As mentioned earlier, we consider graduateness to be a specific stage in intellectual 
development; therefore, the following question must be answered: what level of 
intellectual development represents graduateness? As Perry (1970) notes, not all 
students will make it to the highest level of intellectual development; therefore, the 
level of graduateness cannot be determined based on the level achieved by graduates. 
Developmental models are required to determine the crucial point at which a student 
can be regarded as having achieved graduateness. Developmental theories, cognitive-
structural theories and others theories, enable us to indicate levels of intellectual 
development, not based on how stakeholders want to see it but on the actual development 
observed in students during time at university. We argue that graduateness occurs in 
the higher levels of the developmental model, in which students recognise the relativity 
of knowledge. This recognition is represented by the upper three positions in Perry’s 
(1970) model of intellectual development, which is the basis for determining the level 
of graduateness in the other domains.

The strategies that individuals can apply in these situations are described in the 
Reflective Judgment Model of King and Kitchener (2004). They distinguish between 
seven stages in the development of reflective judgement, in which students’ beliefs, 
similar to those in Perry’s model of intellectual development, become increasingly 
aligned with the world’s complexity. Only the top two stages of the model are considered 
reflective thinking. The difference from the other stages lies in acknowledging the 
relativity of knowledge. In the fifth stage (quasi-reflective thinking), knowledge is 
regarded as contextual in the sense knowledge is considered according to arguments 
within a particular context. In the sixth stage (reflective thinking), the student 
acknowledges that knowledge is constructed by evaluating various positions and that, 
in turn, different considerations lead to different interpretations.

Willison and O’Regan (2007) developed the Research Skill Development Framework, 
which distinguishes between seven levels based on the extent of students’ autonomy, 
which are specified for six facets of research (e.g., Find & Generate, Evaluate & Reflect, 
and Analyse & Synthesise). Levels 6 and 7 are dedicated to research that contributes to 
the disciplinary body of knowledge and are thus unlikely to apply to master’s students. 
For a master’s education, we expect students to perform at least at level 5, in which 
students’ research within self-determined guidelines that are in accord with discipline 
of context (Willison & O’Regan, 2008). Therefore, they are capable of self-directing their 
research in all facets, ranging from their ability to translate experience and expertise 
into researchable research questions to the independent development of an appropriate 
research design and insightful reflections on both one’s own research and that of others.

In the same tradition as Perry and King and Kitchener, Kohlberg (1973) developed 
a six-stage model for moral development. This model is criticised mainly because of 
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some strong claims Kohlberg made in the model, including the model’s universality and 
the lack of consistent empirical evidence for the sixth stage. Still, other ideas behind 
the model still prove valuable, including the model’s developmental aspect. Rest and 
colleagues developed these valuable aspects into a neo-Kohlbergian approach to moral 
development (Rest et al., 2000; Thoma, 2014) with three so-called schemas: personal 
interest, maintaining norms, and post-conventional schema. These schemas represent 
how new information is processed (Rest et al. 2000). Graduateness is situated in the post-
conventional schema. Moral citizenship is a broad concept covering different aspects, 
from ethical development to opinion forming and social awareness. In the current study, 
we emphasise a specific aspect of moral citizenship, namely, the acknowledgement of 
societal relevance. In terms of the post-conventional schema, this aspect refers to the 
student’s ability to acknowledge controversial topics, which contributes to a scientific 
and social debate, and to acknowledge that all opinions are open to scrutiny.

Unfortunately, little information is provided regarding how this development fits 
into the conceptual model. However, the instrument that was developed to measure 
self-regulated learning distinguishes between cognitive and metacognitive strategies, 
which differ in their complexity. These strategies – rehearsal, elaboration, organisation, 
critical thinking and metacognition (Pintrich, 2004) – suggest some kind of development 
in students whereby they tend to apply more complex strategies as they progress. In 
the final stage, students are capable of strategically applying the appropriate learning 
strategy (Schunk, 2005).

In conclusion, the model of graduateness comprises four domains (see figure 2.1), 
where each domain’s level of graduateness is determined in the higher regions of the 
developmental models (see figure 2.2). The concept of graduateness is applied when the 
level of graduateness is achieved in reflective thinking and at least one other domain, 
meaning that this model of graduateness can be applied to various disciplines and 
even institutions, regardless of the prominent vision regarding university education. 
This model not only provides a better understanding of graduateness by determining 
the expected level, which is lacking in so many other interpretations of graduateness, 
but also acknowledges that different qualities are appreciated in various disciplines 
(Thoma, 2014). Moreover, it allows for different interpretations of skills and attributes 
that occur, as observed by Jones (2009).




