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7 Summary, general conclusion and discussion
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7.1 Introduction
In this thesis, we considered graduateness as a specific stage in student development 
that students are expected to achieve upon graduation. By explicating the expected 
level of graduateness, we hoped to contribute to the discussion on the generic aspects 
of university education. When has a student achieved graduateness? Does graduation 
imply that graduateness has been achieved? In addition, is graduateness the same for 
all university graduates? Should something generic about university education shape 
graduates, regardless of the discipline studied? In addition, what should this generic 
achievement that we refer to as graduateness comprise? The objectives of university 
education have always been the subject of ample discussion, and different images of 
graduates have emerged over time. These images generally reflect what society deems 
important for university education. As such, the interpretation of graduateness differs 
not only over time but also among those who are somehow involved in higher education 
– such as policymakers, faculty, and students. People who agree that universities should 
pay more attention to graduateness may have fairly different understandings of what 
graduateness comprises. Some people strongly emphasise the qualities that they 
consider essential for the future; others highlight the formative function of university 
education when referring to graduateness. In the debate surrounding university 
education, is acknowledging that different interpretations of graduateness exist and 
leaving universities to decide on their perspective and their image of the graduate 
sufficient? Alternatively, is a different approach of graduateness necessary?

Generally speaking, two distinct perspectives on graduateness exist, which originate 
from different ideologies: utilitarian and neo-humanistic ideologies. The utilitarian 
perspective is mainly concerned with the practical benefits of university education for 
society, which are often restricted to economic benefits. Graduateness should comprise 
the skills, attributes and competences that are necessary in the labour market in the 
(near) future. Key skills, transferable skills, and employability are concepts that are 
typically associated with this perspective. According to the neo-humanistic perspective, 
graduateness should be concerned with the cultivation of students in relation to, for 
example, citizenship and human development. Bildung and liberal education are two 
types of university education that are founded in this tradition. The utilitarian and neo-
humanistic perspectives are two distinct perspectives, and combining the two into one 
curriculum is difficult. Including employability objectives in the curriculum appears to 
be at the expense of students’ personal development (Booth et al., 2009; Glover et al., 
2002). 

Why add another perspective to these perspectives when graduateness is essentially 
a concept whose meaning is constructed in a public debate? We are convinced that 
the debate benefits from a theoretical framework that invites all those concerned to 
explain their views on graduateness. In addition, a new perspective is useful when the 
existing perspectives fail to provide adequate answers to pressing questions concerning 
graduateness. One of these questions concerns the level at which the expected skills, 
attributes and competences should be mastered. In various countries, guidelines have 
been developed for graduateness to stimulate comparability among institutions and to 
ensure a specific set of skills, attributes and competences when someone is awarded a 
university degree. An important critique of this mainly utilitarian approach – apart from 
discussions regarding the selections’ arbitrariness – is that the graduate’s performance 
level is not specified in these guidelines (Davies & Hogarth, 2002). The same goes for 
the neo-humanistic approach. For example, the Dutch Minister of Education, Culture 
and Science (2015) recently presented her strategic agenda for higher education, which 
includes a call for more attention for 21st-century Bildung in university education. This 
concept is described as “a better understanding of the world, a strong moral sense 
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and empathy, pushing boundaries in thinking and action, and self-fulfilment driven by 
curiosity and critical thinking” (ibid, p. 6). Based on such a description, universities will 
find determining the intended performance level for university graduates difficult. As 
part of the European Tuning project, which aims to align higher education in Europe, a 
list of generic skills are proposed (Gonzalez & Wagenaar, 2003); again, the indication for 
the intended level remains implicit.

This performance level issue is not as redundant as it might seem. Although we 
are convinced that we – who work in academia – have a shared conviction regarding 
the expected performance level of graduates in terms of generic competences, this 
conviction is disputable. Barrie (2004) found that academics hold rather distinct views 
concerning the skills, attributes and competences associated with graduateness. The 
four categories that Barrie identified reflect a hierarchy in the relationship between 
the generic attributes and the disciplinary content of the study programme. In the first 
two conceptions, this relationship can be characterised as conditional (precursory) 
and additional (complementary) to the disciplinary context. Convictions in the third 
category (translation) still consider the generic attributes something separate; however, 
the relationship is closer, as it considers the capabilities associated with the application 
or transfer of skills and knowledge. In the last category (enabling), the skills, attributes 
and competences are considered inextricably bound up with disciplinary knowledge. In 
addition, this hierarchy discloses increasing complexity regarding the skills, attributes 
and competences involved. For example, teaching academic writing skills will have 
different outcomes when it is considered complementary (and is thus taught in separate 
generic courses) as opposed to enabling (when these skills are taught as part of the 
disciplinary curriculum). When the relationship with disciplinary knowledge is only 
loosely present, or even absent, teaching void skills is a risk (Barnett, 2010). Therefore, 
determining the performance level concerning graduateness is important.

The limited attention on the performance level in the graduateness debate (Davies & 
Hogarth, 2002) is not the only reason that a new approach to graduateness is advisable. 
The current perspectives on graduateness are strongly influenced by ideology, based on 
specific views regarding the purpose of university education. The utilitarian perspective 
believes that university education should provide societal benefits, which are often 
restricted to the labour market, whereas the neo-humanistic perspective argues 
that it should aim to cultivate humanity. In the decades, or even centuries, that these 
perspectives have been articulated in the debate surrounding university education, no 
adequate frameworks for graduateness have been developed. Such a framework not 
only is necessary to acquire a body of knowledge concerning graduateness but also 
provides guidelines for policymakers and curriculum designers that go beyond arbitrary 
lists of skills and broad statements regarding what should be included in university 
education. Research on graduateness is now often based on various interpretations of 
graduateness that are often unfounded (Holmes, 2013). Generalising the findings of 
these studies is difficult because they are inseparably linked to a specific interpretation 
of graduateness. Therefore, a theoretical framework for graduateness is preferably 
based in existing research traditions. In this thesis, such a theoretical model is proposed.

In the first section of this chapter, the previous chapters are summarised. First, the 
model of graduateness is recapitulated, followed by an overview of the data collection. 
Subsequently, summaries of the other chapters are provided, from which the main 
conclusions of the thesis are derived. In the remaining paragraphs of this chapter, 
this thesis’ strengths and weaknesses are discussed. This discussion continues by 
presenting practical implications and suggestions for further research. Finally, this 
chapter concludes with some remarks regarding the public debate on graduateness in 
the Netherlands.
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7.2 Theoretical background
Many studies that address graduateness and associated concepts refer to the lack of a 
shared understanding and a theoretical framework (Barrie, 2005, 2006; Bennett, Dunne 
& Carré, 1999; Green, Hammer & Star, 2009; Holmes, 2013; Stoof, Martens, Merriënboer 
& Bastiaens, 2002). Still, many rely on interpretations that stem from policy papers, 
which seems reasonable because the interpretation of graduateness is constructed in 
public debates and established in policies. However, the use of policy papers introduces 
the risk of circular reasoning when policymakers use research findings to construct 
new interpretations of graduateness. In the current study, we thus propose a theoretical 
model of graduateness that is based on existing research traditions. 

First, graduateness lies at the heart of university education and is thus closely 
connected to disciplinary knowledge and understanding. In this respect, our 
interpretation of graduateness fits the enabling convictions category, as described by 
Barrie (2004), in which combining knowledge, skills and attitudes shapes students’ 
positions in the world. In this respect, enabling convictions resemble intellectual 
development that is concerned with the transformations that students experience with 
respect to how they relate to the world (Perry, 1970; Peters, 1975), that emerges from, 
for example, their perceptions of knowledge.

Building on Perry’s (1970) model of intellectual development, we propose a model 
in which graduateness resembles a specific stage in students’ intellectual development. 
Cognitive-structural theories such as that of Perry are advantageous because they 
describe intellectual development in light of different stages, which are characterised 
by an increasing complexity in reasoning. These descriptions provide guidelines 
through which the performance level of graduateness (hereafter: graduateness level) 
can be established. In his model, Perry (ibid.) describes nine positions in intellectual 
development that are divided across three clusters. This model provides us with a 
general idea of where to place the graduateness level (in the third cluster); nevertheless, 
we are still left with a rather broad interpretation of graduateness.

To further concretise the concept of graduateness, we propose four domains of 
intellectual development. These domains are linked to the aspirations associated with 
university education: reflective thinking, scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong 
learning. These domains cast the graduate as an intellectual, a scholar, a moral citizen 
and a lifelong learner. 

The next step involves using existing theories to identify the graduateness level in 
each domain. Insights from the reflective judgment model (King & Kitchener, 2004), 
classifications of research skills and scholarship (Stokking et al., 2004; Willison & 
O’Regan, 2008), the moral development model (Kohlberg, 1973; Thoma, 2014), and 
cognitive learning theories (Pintrich, 2000; Tight, 1998) were used to determine the 
graduateness level in each domain. The graduateness level is placed at the stages 
that presume higher cognitive abilities, similar to Perry’s commitment to relativism 
positions (Perry, 1970). This level is not necessarily in the top stage, as is illustrated for 
the reflective thinking domain in figure 7.1. This finding is in line with several authors’ 
observations (e.g., King & Kitchener, 2004; Kohlberg, 1973; Perry; 1970; Peters, 1975) 
that not everyone achieves the highest stage in the hierarchical models. The model 
would be trivialised if only exceptional students achieved the graduateness level. 

For the same reason, we propose a modest definition for our first explorations of 
the model, in which the graduateness level (see figure 7.1) is expected to fall within 
the reflective thinking domain – as the underlying domain – and at least one other 
domain (see figure 7.2). As such, the model does not presume a single interpretation of 
graduateness; instead, different emphases regarding the domains are possible, and they 
likely occur because of disciplinary differences (Jones, 2009).
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7.3 Design
To validate the model, survey data were collected among students from two departments 
(social sciences and humanities) at a research-intensive university (see chapter 1 for a 
more detailed description of the design). The theoretical model was operationalised 
using available survey instruments. First, we checked whether these instruments 
proved reliable in the Dutch situation (chapter 3). Second, we checked whether the 
theoretical model fitted the data (chapter 4). For the other two chapters in this thesis, 
we used data that consisted of two consecutive cohorts of master’s students across four 
faculties (social sciences, spatial sciences, business and economics, and law) who were 
invited to participate in two surveys: one at the beginning and one at the end of the 
master’s year. These data were used to investigate whether students displayed growth 
in their intellectual development towards graduateness (chapter 5). This study’s 
operationalisation differs from that of the aforementioned study; however, we found 
that the graduateness level of the theoretical model could be operationalised with these 
data, which produced reasonable fits (see the appendix). Finally, additional data were 
collected from the three faculties that participated in the aforementioned longitudinal 
study. Curriculum maps were drawn based on the course unit descriptions in these 
faculties’ master’s programmes. These data were combined with the survey data 
collected at the end of the master’s programmes. These data were used to investigate 
whether a correlation existed between the emphasis on graduateness domains and 
students’ perceived abilities in each domain (chapter 6). Various quantitative analysis 
techniques were used throughout these studies, including factor analyses, structural 
equation modelling, t-tests, and ANOVAs. For the study described in chapter 6, qualitative 
analysis techniques were used to draw the curriculum maps. 

7.4 Summary of the results
This section summarises the results of the studies described in chapters 3 through 
6 of this thesis. In the first study, the instruments used for the model validation are 
validated for use in the context of a Dutch research-intensive university. The second 
study is concerned with the model validation. In the third and fourth studies, the model 
is used to investigate growth in graduateness and its domains during the master’s year 
and the relationship between specific course characteristics and students’ perceived 
abilities, respectively.

7.4.1 Instrument validation
The study described in chapter 3 explores the instruments’ suitability for use in the 
context of a Dutch research-intensive university. Five instruments were selected based 
on two criteria. First, the instruments needed to fit the theoretical model of graduateness. 
The second criterion was the instruments’ suitability for large-group administration 
to offer departments instruments that they can easily be used to check whether their 
study programmes meet their graduateness objectives. The following instruments were 
selected:

• Reflective thinking:  Reflective Thinking Questionnaire (Kember et al., 2000)
• Scholarship:  Research Self-Efficacy Scale (Bieschke, 1993)
• Moral citizenship: Visions of Morality Scale (Shelton & McAdams, 1990)
• Lifelong learning: Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (Pintrich
     et al., 1991)
•    Task and Win Orientations Questionnaire (Duda, 1992)
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When necessary, the instruments were slightly adjusted to match the context of a 
Dutch research- intensive university. Students from two study programmes in the 
social sciences and the humanities were asked to complete an online questionnaire. 
One hundred fifty-one respondents answered enough questions to be considered in this 
study, meaning that they at least answered all the questions for one of the instruments. 

For the reflective thinking questionnaire, the intended structure was found to have 
reasonable reliability estimates. Regarding the Research Self-Efficacy Scale, the intended 
four-factor structure could not be reconstructed, but the proposed single-factor solution 
(see Forester et al., 2004) was present in the current data. Almost all the items loaded 
on this single factor. For future use, we propose reducing the number of items in this 
scale. Finding an appropriate instrument for moral citizenship was difficult, and the 
instrument’s intended structure could not be replicated in the present study. For lifelong 
learning, the intended structure of the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 
could not be replicated; however, the reliability estimates for the intended subscales 
were quite good. Finally, the structure of the Task and Win Orientation Questionnaire 
was present in the data, and the subscales had good reliability estimates. Overall, with 
exception of the Visions of Morality scale, the instruments proved appropriate for use 
in the Dutch university context. 

7.4.2 Model validation
Chapter 4 investigated whether empirical evidence could be found for our proposed 
model of graduateness. The model is characterised by three domains (scholarship, 
moral citizenship and lifelong learning) and an underlying domain (reflective thinking). 
The data from the first study are used, with some adjustments, to test the model fit. The 
largest adjustment was made to the instrument measuring moral citizenship. Based 
on a content analysis of the items in the original instrument, 12 items were selected 
that best represented our interpretation of moral citizenship. The reliability estimates 
for this constructed subscale were good. In addition, for the Motivated Strategies 
for Learning Questionnaire, a confirmatory factor analysis revealed that the critical 
thinking subscale did not fit the latent concept of lifelong learning; therefore, this 
subscale was excluded from further analyses. Structural equation modelling revealed 
that the theoretical model (see figure 4.2) had a sufficient fit. The results supported 
the proposed model of graduateness. The relationship between reflective thinking and 
lifelong learning appeared to be the strongest relationship in the model. 

7.4.3 Development in master programmes
The study described in chapter 5 used the graduateness model to investigate whether 
students reported intellectual development during the master’s year. For this purpose, 
the survey data used were collected twice among master’s students in four faculties 
(social sciences, law, business and economics, spatial sciences). The first survey was 
scheduled for a couple of weeks into the master’s programmes, and the second survey 
was scheduled for a couple of weeks before the end of the master’s programmes. In this 
way, establishing whether students showed growth towards graduateness was possible 
according to their self-reports concerning three graduateness domains (reflective 
thinking, scholarship, and moral citizenship). Almost 60% of the respondents achieved 
graduateness, as we defined it in the theoretical model, by the end of the master’s 
programmes. These respondents thus achieved the graduateness level in the reflective 
thinking domain and at least one other domain. To establish whether graduation was 
a precondition for achieving graduateness, we analysed whether the respondents who 
graduated at the end of the year that they participated in this study differed from the 
students who did not manage to graduate by that time. However, no difference existed 
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between the students who graduated at the end of the master’s programme and the 
students who needed some extra time to complete the master’s programme. Finally, we 
determined whether growth occurred in each domain. As the study was conducted in a 
research-intensive university, the students perhaps unsurprisingly showed significant 
growth in the scholarship domain.

7.4.4 Curriculum influences
Chapter 6 described a study in which the relationship between students’ reported 
abilities in the graduateness domains and a particular aspect of the curriculum was 
investigated. In this study, the central question was whether the study programmes’ 
attention to the graduateness domains resulted in higher perceived abilities by 
students in those domains. The domains considered in this study were reflective 
thinking, scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning. Curriculum mapping 
was performed to establish the attention paid to each graduateness domain in 28 
master’s study programmes in three faculties (social sciences, business and economics, 
and spatial sciences). The curriculum maps were drawn based on the course unit 
descriptions that the university teachers wrote to inform students about what to expect 
in their course units. These curriculum mapping data were combined with survey 
data that were collected among master’s students at the end of the study programmes. 
Clustering the study programmes in each domain based on their scores (low, middle 
and high) on the curriculum maps seemed necessary because there were too few 
respondents for each study programme to be considered separately in the analyses. The 
data did not confirm the expectation that more attention on a specific domain would 
result in higher perceived abilities by students. Seemingly, no difference in students’ 
perceived abilities existed between the master’s programmes that placed little to no 
emphasis on reflective thinking, moral citizenship and lifelong learning and the master’s 
programmes that placed more emphasis on these domains. In the scholarship domain, 
the difference between the study programmes moved in the opposite direction. As these 
findings contradicted others’ findings (e.g., Visser-Wijnveen, 2009, and McNeil et al., 
2015), further research is advised.

7.5 Main conclusions
7.5.1 What is graduateness?
In short, graduateness refers to a cluster of generic learning outcomes. Generic does 
not necessarily mean that graduates from all disciplines end up with exactly the same 
set of generic skills, attributes and competences. Because we defined graduateness as 
emerging when the graduateness level is achieved in the reflective thinking domain and 
at least one other domain, the model explicitly acknowledges the differences between 
disciplines in terms of the attention that they place on the separate graduateness 
domains. The key element of the model determines the graduateness level in various 
domains, which is generally neglected in utilitarian approaches of graduateness (Davies 
& Hogarth, 2002). Therefore, graduateness and any associated skills, graduate attributes 
and competences can be interpreted in a more meaningful manner. Presentation skills 
can be considered more sophisticated when they are taught as a mean of communicating 
knowledge, insights and understandings than when they are taught as a template for 
presenting just about anything. Intellectual development takes place in the interaction 
between knowledge and understanding (Barnett, 2009; Lea, 2011; Perry, 1970). In this 
thesis, graduateness is considered a specific stage in this intellectual development that 
extends over four domains. Structural equation modelling confirmed that reflective 
thinking underlies the remaining three domains – scholarship, moral citizenship and 
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lifelong learning (see chapter 4 and the appendix).

7.5.2 Development in the master’s year?
The data revealed modest growth in the proportion of students who achieved 
graduateness during the master’s year. Additionally, a fraction more of students 
achieved the graduateness level in the reflective thinking domain and the scholarship 
domain. Nevertheless, the development is limited, especially given that not all 
graduates achieved graduateness. This limited development is partially in line with the 
general notion regarding intellectual development, namely, that not everyone achieves 
the highest stages in the cognitive-structural models (King & Kitchener, 2004; Perry, 
1970). However, we already considered this factor when deciding where to place the 
graduateness level in the domains, which could be a concern; graduateness is not placed 
at the highest stage in any domain, which means that also the stages below the top 
level in the separate domains are not achieved by substantial proportion of university 
graduates (see chapter 5). 

7.5.3 Relationship with the emphasis on domains in curriculum?
The attention on the graduateness domains in curricula from the same university 
vary across study programmes. Moral citizenship received the least attention in the 
learning objectives of the various study programmes. As part of a research-intensive 
university, all the study programmes mentioned learning objectives associated with 
the scholarship domain. Nevertheless, differences exist between the faculties in this 
domain. Despite the differences in the emphasis on learning objectives associated with 
the four graduateness domains, the relationship with students’ perceived abilities in 
the separate domains is limited. This finding is in line with the findings of De la Harpe 
and David (2012), who observed that teachers do not always pay as much attention to 
the aspects of graduateness as they claim. Our findings imply that teachers have room 
to stimulate students’ intellectual development towards graduateness (see chapter 6).

7.6 Strengths and limitations
The nature of a concept such as graduateness presents some challenges to researchers 
who want to investigate the subject. These challenges include the lack of a shared 
framework, diverse views on what graduates should acquire from university education, 
and unspecified levels of skills and attributes. The lack of a shared interpretation of 
graduateness and, in turn, the lack of a theoretical framework were clearly the most 
challenging aspects of our research. Eventually, the core purpose of this thesis was 
to design a theoretical framework for graduateness. In this section, we reflect on the 
challenges that we encountered while investigating graduateness and the ways that our 
research contributes to the body of knowledge in this field by identifying the strengths 
and limitations of the studies that we conducted. 

7.6.1 Strengths
The most important contribution of this thesis lies in the theoretical model for 
graduateness proposed in chapter 2. With the proposed model, we bridge a gap in the 
study of graduateness, which several researchers have identified as a shortcoming in this 
field (Barrie, 2004; Bennett et al., 1999; Green et al., 2009; Stoof et al., 2002). Therefore, 
various interpretations interpret graduateness as what they define it to be. Barrie’s 
work (2004; 2005; 2006) showed that academic staff have distinct interpretations of 
graduateness. Therefore, developing a well-founded definition of graduateness that 
is supported by a theoretical framework is important. In contrast to the two most 
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prominent perspectives (neo-humanistic and utilitarian) on the general objectives of 
university education, our theoretical framework is based on research traditions instead 
of ideology. This approach has two advantages. First, it allows us to build on an existing 
body of knowledge that has been supported by empirical findings, such as the cognitive 
structural theories. Second, it provides us with the opportunity to overcome some of 
the issues that are typical for ideological perspectives. These issues primarily lie in how 
ideology shapes the interpretation of graduateness. In the neo-humanistic perspective, 
the interpretation of graduateness is based, for example, on beliefs regarding the 
human nature, which is problematic for the interpretation of graduateness because the 
humanity of those who did not achieve graduateness would, by definition, be questioned 
(Biesta, 2003; Habermas, 1987). The utilitarian perspective is problematic because, by 
definition, including moral development in a utilitarian framework for graduateness is 
impossible (Philips, 2010). 

Another advantage of the proposed model is that it can contribute to the body of 
knowledge regarding graduateness in a way that lists of skills and attributes cannot. 
These lists are critiqued on two grounds. First, these lists fail to explicate the intended 
level at which students are expected to master these skills and attributes (Davies & 
Hogarth, 2002). Second, these lists are generally treated as general outcomes of 
university education, meaning that their relationship to disciplinary knowledge and 
understanding is rarely explained. As both Barnett (2003) and Lea (2011) reason, 
relating skill development to disciplinary knowledge and understanding is important 
to prevent skill development from becoming empty cases. Both criticisms are addressed 
in the proposed model of graduateness, which considers graduateness as a stage in 
students’ intellectual development. This consideration makes establishing the intended 
level in each domain possible. Moreover, graduateness’ relationship with knowledge 
and understanding is covered, as the different stages of intellectual development are 
identified explicitly in terms of students’ attitudes towards knowledge.

Finally, the proposed model still allows for various interpretations of graduateness, 
which might seem to contradict the purpose mentioned earlier to provide a theoretical 
framework to solve the problem of diverse interpretations. Nevertheless, we consider 
this feature a strength of the proposed model because it acknowledges that study 
programmes differ. We consider these differences a consequence of our approach, 
in which graduateness is considered an intangible aspect of disciplinary education. 
Although graduateness is often considered a generic learning outcome, graduateness 
has been shown to be less generic than sometimes is assumed (see Jones, 2009). Some 
domains might be resemble some disciplines more than others; for example, moral 
reasoning might receive more attention in philosophy than in mathematics. The model 
assumes that graduateness can be achieved in at least three ways. This is an important 
advantage that the proposed model has in comparison to the model Barrie (2004, 2005, 
2006) developed. 

7.6.2 Limitations
When interpreting this thesis’ findings, the following limitations should be 
acknowledged. First, this thesis began as part of a research project that aimed to 
evaluate the factors related to the success of professional bachelor’s graduates who 
were continuing their studies in a research university’s master’s programme. This 
part of the research made the need for a theoretical framework obvious because we 
did not want to add another list of more or less coincidental skills. Fortunately, after 
we developed the model of graduateness, it could be operationalised in the repeated 
measure data, albeit in a suboptimal manner. The operationalisation in these data 
differed from the operationalisation that we used in the data that we collected to test 
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the theoretical model; however, the results of the structural equation modelling were 
rather similar (compare figure 4.2 and table 8.1), which convinced us that the repeated 
measure data could be used for the studies described in chapters 5 and 6. Unfortunately, 
for the lifelong learning domain, no suitable operationalisation could be found for the 
first measurement moment; therefore, this domain could not be included in the study 
described in chapter 5. 

Second, the results in this thesis were based on students’ self-reports of their 
performance and abilities. Although some known limitations are associated with this 
type of data, we chose this approach given the role that the model could play in quality 
assurance. In recent decades, quality assurance has developed a strong emphasis on 
what is measurable (Barnett, 2003; Lea, 2011). Self-reports are commonly used in 
quality assurance surveys, and quality assurance would benefit from instruments 
that are easily administered and processed, which can easily assess whether students 
meet the graduateness criteria. Whether self-reports provide adequate insights into 
students’ abilities is sometimes discussed; however, Vaatstra and De Vries (2007) 
showed that students were able to adequately report their abilities concerning generic 
and reflective competences. Because we chose self-reports, we were restricted in terms 
of the instruments that could be used to operationalise the domains because only a 
limited number of items could be included in the studies to operationalise the domains. 
We accepted the limitations of using self-reports because it also gave us the opportunity 
to include a range of study programmes and faculties in our studies, which made 
comparisons possible.

Third, the studies were all conducted in particular faculties within the same university; 
hence, the results only apply to the faculties involved, especially because the faculties 
do not cover all the disciplines within the university. Medical sciences and natural 
sciences are not included in this study, and only the humanities discipline that has the 
closest relationship to the social sciences, namely, history, was included. In addition, the 
university’s research-intensive focus will likely influence the results. Therefore, finding 
different coefficients for reflective thinking and the other graduateness domains is 
possible when the study is repeated in, for instance, an institution for liberal education. 

7.7 Implications
7.7.1 Educational practice
The proposed framework can be useful in discussions among curriculum developers 
and academic staff on how to define graduateness because, regarding graduateness 
and its secure place in the curriculum, seeking agreement on how it is understood is 
the first step. As long as academic staff teach from unspoken private interpretations 
of graduateness, adequately supporting students in their intellectual development 
towards graduateness is difficult (Hughes & Barrie, 2012). The model does not 
prescribe a particular interpretation; instead, it invites stakeholders to discuss how 
they would rank the graduateness domains for their particular curriculum. Moreover, 
it can challenge them to think about the required level of skills, graduate attributes and 
competences associated with the graduateness domains and their embeddedness in 
knowledge. 

Subsequently, the model can be used to map the current curriculum to determine 
how well it meets expectations and which domains need reinforcement. For example, 
the curriculum mapping that we conducted (see chapter 6) indicated that study 
programmes within a faculty that had recently revised its educational programmes 
with respect to scholarship were more alike than those within other faculties that had 
not made such revisions. Moreover, in the course descriptions, the learning objectives 
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associated with the scholarship domain were articulated more often than those within 
other faculties, which suggests that a fruitful alignment of graduateness principles can 
result in a more coherent study programme in terms of graduateness.

However, we need to be modest about the role that the model can play in supporting 
students’ intellectual development towards graduateness. Other factors are involved, 
such as students’ willingness to acquire understanding and to make an effort towards 
achieving this goal (Herbart, 1914, cited in Uljens, 2003). De la Harpe and David 
(2012) showed that, although teachers acknowledge the importance of graduateness 
attributes, these beliefs are not always equally reflected in their teaching or assessments. 
As such, even if an individual values certain aspects of graduateness, he does not 
automatically integrate it into the course unit, such that students acquire the intended 
learning outcomes. In this respect, Van Rossum and Hamer’s (2010) observations 
are particularly interesting because, based on a review study, they conclude that a 
substantial proportion of teachers realised a stage in thinking that preceded the stage 
that is generally considered the intended purpose of higher education. Therefore, it 
will be difficult, if not impossible, for these teachers to support students in achieving a 
stage that is beyond their own understanding. Nevertheless, the theoretical model can 
serve an important role in explicating and aligning how graduateness is understood 
by teachers and curriculum designers. The model can also be used to develop a 
sophisticated interpretation of the lists of skills, graduate attributes and competences.

7.7.2 Quality assurance
In Dutch higher education policy, new regulations have increased the importance of 
a properly functioning quality assurance system within universities (MINOCW, 2010; 
NVAO, 2010). Since 2013, the quality assurance system within higher education 
institutions has been evaluated as part of the Dutch accreditation system. An 
institutional accreditation is awarded when the quality assurance system is found to be 
in order, meaning that all the study programmes within this institution can be assessed 
using a shortened accreditation procedure. Many universities started to professionalise 
their quality assurance systems. In addition, the Ministry of Education, Culture and 
Science entered into performance agreements with higher education institutions. 
These agreements were solely based on quantitative indicators, such as dropouts, 
switch, graduates, and students’ participation in excellence courses. The funding partly 
depends on performance on these indicators. Both trends result in increased paper work 
for programme coordinators, with a focus on the quantitative indicators, as university 
boards feel the need to collect information on study programmes to assert their control. 
Because of the emphasis on quantitative indicators, other aspects of educational quality 
seem marginalised in quality assurance systems, which also seems to be the case for 
graduateness. 

Graduateness would be useful if it could be efficiently established, which was one 
of the main reasons that we conducted a quantitative study, as graduateness is usually 
measured in a time-consuming way (e.g., through interviews or extensive tests). A survey 
approach would be an efficient way to measure graduateness. Our operationalisation of 
the model is a first step in the direction of developing key indicators for graduateness. 
The instruments that we used contained too many items to be suitable for the quality 
assurance purpose of the present configuration, given the number of respondents 
who commented on the length of the questionnaire. Nevertheless, the model could 
play a role in establishing a prominent role for graduateness in quality assurance. It 
could help programme coordinators develop an image of graduates that reflects the 
educational quality that they offer. Furthermore, it could help raise awareness amongst 
policymakers regarding the importance of graduateness, especially because educational 
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quality cannot be reduced to a number of quantitative indicators. 
Quality assurance in universities is faced with an interesting challenge in the coming 

years. Because accountability is placed at a greater distance from educational practices, 
university teachers increasingly resist the information that higher management 
says it needs to be in control. For instance, in a recent protest in Dutch universities, 
students and staff expressed their discontent regarding university policies and the 
management’s focus on output indicators (De Jong, 2015; Jansen, 2015). In addition, 
the body of knowledge regarding what works in education under which circumstances 
requires coordination by educational experts. Every teacher cannot be expected to have 
up-to-date knowledge about education research results. In the discussion on quality 
assurance, separating its two major aims – accountability and quality improvement – is 
vital. Otherwise, the quality improvement at the programme level will likely suffer from 
resistance against accountability at the board level. For quality improvement, academic 
staff committing to a shared interpretation of graduateness that is specified concerning 
the intended level in each domain is essential. This shared interpretation should be 
explained in the objectives of the study programme, and these objectives should be 
referred to throughout the study programme. A theoretical model that identifies 
graduateness domains and provides guidelines to establish the intended level within 
these domains could be helpful.

7.7.3 Research practice
The studies presented in this thesis are a first step in building a body of knowledge 
regarding graduateness. The findings of current research in this field are generally 
restricted to a particular interpretation of graduateness. The absence of a shared 
framework makes building a consistent body of knowledge regarding graduateness 
difficult. In chapter 2, we proposed a theoretical model of graduateness that could be 
replicated in the empirical data that we collected (see chapter 4 and the appendix). 
Subsequently, we further examined the model’s usability by investigating students’ 
growth in the graduateness domains and the extent to which students achieved 
graduateness by the end of the master’s year. These studies are a starting point for 
research that focusses either on further elaborating the model or on applying the 
model. We recommend various lines of further inquiry that we will detail below 
through concrete research questions in a number of areas. We conclude this section 
with a general remark regarding further investigations of graduateness.

First, we encourage further inquiry into the features of the theoretical model. In 
this thesis, we worked with a simple interpretation of graduateness. We only assumed 
the graduateness level in the reflective thinking domain and one other domain. No 
assumptions were made regarding the intended level in the other domains. Additionally, 
a limited number of domains were considered. For the first exploration of the model, this 
limitation is satisfying because it illustrates the possibilities of the model; nevertheless, 
some aspects can be investigated in further research. 

• What are the minimum requirements for the graduateness stage?
In the current study, the criteria for the graduateness stage are rather modest. 
Graduateness currently only requires the graduateness level in reflective 
thinking and at least one other domain. We did not set any criteria regarding 
the achieved level in the other domains; however, minimum levels in the other 
domains are likely favourable for university education. However, they do not 
necessarily have to be at graduateness level; instead, they could be placed in one 
of the preceding stages in the domains.
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• How is graduateness related to the other objectives of university education?
One aspect of research in this domain involves identifying other relevant 
domains that can be included in de model. In addition, the relationship between 
graduateness and employability should also be investigated further. Can 
employability be formulated as a separate domain within the framework of 
graduateness, or are the components of employability present in the current 
graduateness domains? In this latter approach, the connection with disciplinary 
knowledge comes naturally, whereas the first approach is critiqued because 
disciplinary knowledge is detached from skills development (Barnett, 2003; 
Lea, 2011).

A second line of inquiry concerns with students’ development regarding graduateness 
and the factors influencing this development. The developmental aspects that were 
used to determine the graduateness level in each domain can also be used to investigate 
students’ development during their educational careers. 

• How do students develop graduateness during their education careers?
In the current study, we focused on the graduateness level; however, 
investigating students’ development towards graduateness in the preceding 
stages will be valuable. As a substantial proportion of students has already 
achieved graduateness by the start of the master’s programme, performing such 
a longitudinal study in bachelor’s programmes is advised. To obtain an adequate 
description of the developmental process, a sufficient number of measurement 
moments is required, for example, at least one every semester.

• How is students’ graduateness development influenced by the educational context?
To elaborate our understanding of how graduateness is influenced, investigating 
the possible effects of the educational context on both graduateness achievement 
and development is important. A possible line of inquiry involves comparing 
the success of study programmes that consider graduateness development as 
an inseparable element of university education to study programmes that have 
accommodated graduateness development into separate courses. Furthermore, 
investigating the effect of different assessment methods (e.g., multiple-choice, 
essays, and portfolios) on graduateness achievement would be interesting. 
Another aspect of the educational context is the use of a second language. 
Advanced proficiency in a language is an important element in reflective 
thinking development (Floyd, 2011). Investigating the effect of education in a 
foreign language on students’ intellectual development would be interesting.

• Which student characteristics explain students’ graduateness development?
This study has neglected the preconditions of achieving graduateness on the 
students’ side. To achieve graduateness, students’ willingness to acquire 
understanding and their willingness to make an effort to acquire understanding 
are essential in their development towards graduateness (Herbart, 1914 as 
cited in Uljens, 2003). From a broader perspective, students’ motivation and 
self-efficacy can be included in studies that aim to obtain insights into the 
relationship between students’ characteristics and graduateness.

• How do various groups of students compare with their graduateness achievements?
Universities are faced with the increasing diversity of the students entering 
their programmes (Pascarella, 2006), which might require different approaches 
in supporting students’ development towards graduateness. Investigating 
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whether students differ based on their pre-university education is thus 
necessary. Various groups of students can be distinguished, such as students 
with a professional bachelor’s degree who are entering university master’s 
programmes, mature students with considerable work experience who are 
entering university education, and foreign students who are not native English 
speakers.

Finally, we want to suggest some lines of research regarding quality assurance. In recent 
decades, the emphasis on quality assurance in university education has increased 
(Barnett, 2003; Harvey, 2006). There are two sides to quality assurance. The first 
concerns the extent to which study programmes succeed in achieving their intended 
learning outcomes, which requires adequate instruments. The second involves shaping 
conditions, such that the intended learning outcomes are likely to be achieved, for 
instance, by using adequate assessment methods and designing coherent curricula. For 
each aspect of quality assurance, we provide a suggestion for further research. 

• What are the key items that adequately establish achievement in graduateness?
Quality assurance in education has an interest in efficiently establishing 
whether students have achieved graduateness. For this purpose, the number of 
items should be reduced further. To ensure that the selected items are typical 
for graduateness, selecting these items based on their correlation with the 
qualitative measures of the graduateness domains is recommended. These 
qualitative data could be collected via interviews or paper-and-pencil tests in 
which students are required to respond to predefined situations or dilemmas.

• How can the model support teachers and curriculum designers by implementing 
graduateness in the curriculum? 
The practical implementation of the model (see §7.7.1 for an elaboration) raises 
a couple of questions. For example, does the model help university teachers 
and curriculum designers develop a shared interpretation of graduateness? 
Additionally, the conditions under which university teachers succeed in including 
graduateness as a learning objective in their study programme needs to be 
investigated. One could compare several conditions with increasing support for 
teachers – from providing the model and some assessments to structured and 
supervised sessions in which experiences are shared among peers. Of course, 
these studies should also consider the effects of teachers’ efforts on students’ 
performance concerning graduateness.

Concerning the proposed lines of inquiry, we want to single out a particular dilemma in 
investigating graduateness, namely, the use of students’ work in the form of assessments 
that are part of the university curriculum. It is seemingly a convenient source for 
determining whether students achieved graduateness; however, we made a conscious 
decision not to use students’ work, such as essays, assignments or theses. The criteria 
for these assessments are supplied by university teachers with distinct interpretations 
of graduateness. These products do not always provide an adequate reflection of 
graduateness because the performance might be influenced by the framing of the 
assignment or its restrictions (e.g., length or time restraints). The objectives of these 
assignments do not always seek to test students’ capabilities concerning graduateness; 
at times, they are only designed to test whether students master certain skills, methods 
or techniques. Students’ available work should not be used because controlling the 
conditions under which this work is produced is difficult. In some cases, the influence 
of peers or supervisors will be more pronounced than in other cases; as a researcher, 
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you cannot distinguish the first case from the latter. All these aspects make comparing 
students or study programmes difficult. Therefore, developing assignments specifically 
for the investigation of graduateness would be preferable.

7.8 Graduateness in the public debate
In the introduction of this thesis, we mentioned the persistent discussion about what 
graduates should have acquired after completing a university degree. It is a complex 
debate because different emphases are placed on different aspects in various countries, 
which can be illustrated by the manner in which ‘generic skills’ are defined. In the 
US, this term is used to refer to a broad set of skills – ranging from ethics to personal 
attributes and workplace competencies; however, in the UK and Australia, this term is 
mainly used to identify employability skills – the skills that are considered necessary 
in the labour market (Kearns, 2001). The same applies for terms such as ‘liberal arts’, 
‘Bildung’ and ‘graduateness’. Therefore, in different debates in various countries, 
the same language is seemingly used. Moreover, in the debate, the interpretation of 
graduateness is rarely articulated and is even diffused by referring to some romantic 
ideas about what university education used to be, regardless of whether that kind of 
university education has ever existed (Collini, 2012). Consequently, even within their 
countries, the participants in the debate do not always speak the same language. All 
these aspects complicate the debate on graduateness.

In this section, we restrict ourselves mainly to the Dutch situation because we are 
most familiar with this system of higher education, which prevents the debate from 
becoming distracted by details regarding various international systems of higher 
education. International readers should understand that the Netherlands have a 
binary system of higher education with a rather egalitarian academic landscape. Dutch 
universities are relatively similar, especially compared with universities in, for example, 
the UK. In the Netherlands, research-intensive universities offer bachelor’s and master’s 
degree programmes as well as PhD programmes. Although we focus on this Dutch 
situation, our statement is relevant to the international debate. 

In the Netherlands, graduateness is often the subject of public debates regarding 
higher education. The general tenor is that universities pay too little attention to 
graduateness (Adriaansen, 2014; Minister of Education, Culture and Science, 2015; De 
Jong, 2015; Schuyt, 2011; Van Vught, 1997; Verbrugge; 2014). The basis for this tenor 
remains unclear. It seems to be a mixture of nostalgia to a past that might never have 
existed and a general dissatisfaction with the transitions that universities seem to 
experience. Collini (2012) makes this remark regarding the British situation; however, 
to a certain extent, it also adequately describes the Dutch situation. Universities are 
faced with an increasingly heterogeneous group of students who need to be prepared for 
the increasing diversity of professions. For some, universities seem to shift away from 
their essence in this situation, which is often implicitly or even explicitly implied in the 
phrasing used in the discussion. Universities should pay more attention to the formative 
function of university (academische vorming in Dutch), which is a typical statement in 
this debate. In addition, only recently, the Minister of Education, Culture and Science 
(2015:6) called for more attention on ‘21st-century Bildung’. These statements imply 
that they refer to sound and indisputable images of graduates, although they actually 
evoke a variety of interpretations by the different stakeholders in the debate, as Barrie 
(2004) showed for ‘generic graduate attributes’. 

Because we implicitly assume that we all share the same interpretation of 
graduateness, the debates seem to revolve around a variety of solutions to increase the 
attention for graduateness in university education. Adriaansen (2015), for example, 
argues for a reform of university education, whereby each phase of university education 
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is dedicated to a specific objective of university education. In his opinion, broad 
bachelor’s programmes are where students can work on their development towards 
graduateness. In addition, Oudeman (Van de Krol, 2015) argues for multidisciplinary 
bachelor’s programmes. However, some students (De Jong, 2015) claim that their 
development towards graduateness would benefit from an extended course duration 
and increased opportunities for electives in the study programmes. Finally, Verbrugge 
(2014, 2015) advocates a revaluation of language in university education, both as 
independent study programmes and as a pre-condition for intellectual development. 
These examples illustrate that the opinions regarding how graduateness should be 
facilitated in university education differ immensely. 

The public debate partially suffers from the same issues as the research field, 
namely, that a consensus is lacking. Universities often struggle to incorporate their three 
functions (research, the professional preparation of students and the contribution to 
student growth) in coherent study programmes (e.g., Adriaansen, 2015; Star & Hammer, 
2008; UNESCO, 1998). Undoubtedly, including graduateness in a study programme is 
difficult when it is interpreted in so many different ways. However, most interpretations 
consider graduateness a learning objective that is distinct from the disciplinary 
content. A similar perspective echoes in the recently published Strategic Agenda for 
Higher Education (Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, 2015), which states 
that ‘educational quality is not only knowledge and craftsmanship but also general 
cultivation of every student’ (p. 6). Despite the curious phrasing in this statement, it 
implies that knowledge and general cultivation are considered two separate activities. 
This separation is typical for the complementary perspective on graduateness (Barrie, 
2004), which occurs in the second stage of the four-stage hierarchy (see chapter 1 for 
a brief elaboration). The model proposed in this thesis is more ambitious because it 
perceives graduateness from an enabling perspective, which is at the top of Barrie’s 
(ibid.) hierarchy. 

However, there is another reason to argue for an enabling perspective on 
graduateness. In a situation in which graduateness is considered a separate aspect of 
university education, it runs the risk of losing the relationship with knowledge out of 
sight. Following Barnett (2003) and Lea (2011), we argue that knowledge and proper 
understanding are essential to achieve graduateness. Although future problems are 
complex and require multidisciplinary approaches, all the required knowledge and 
skills to solve these problems are not necessarily present in a single graduate. Instead, 
as the problems become increasingly complex, genuine experts in particular fields are 
likely to be needed on multidisciplinary teams. Therefore, for university education, 
knowledge transfer is only part of the story, but the main challenge for universities lies 
in stimulating students to deepen their understanding and to make them aware of their 
perceptions towards knowledge to achieve graduateness. In other words, stimulating 
students’ intellectual development by studying a discipline in which particular aspects 
of graduateness are emphasised. 

Time is a necessary, though only partially understood, factor in achieving 
graduateness. Extended course duration is no guarantee of a larger proportion of 
students achieving graduateness. For example, our findings showed that at the start and 
at the end of the master’s year, one-third of the students did not achieve graduateness. 
Students understandably argue against measures that aim to reduce students’ study 
duration, but whether the proportion of students whose study duration exceeds the 
nominal duration spend this time actually cultivating activities, as opposed to re-taking 
failed course units, is debatable. The issue for universities to solve is that extended 
freedom of choice could be at odds with securing educational quality, as departments 
should guarantee that graduates achieve the intended learning objectives. However, 
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this objection is surmountable when using the framework for graduateness. The extent 
to which each course unit contributes to students’ intellectual development towards 
graduateness and the associated level can be described. Based on a discipline’s intended 
learning objectives, students can design their own programme and ensure that all the 
requirements are met. 

We started this thesis with a brief inventory of historical and contemporary images 
of graduateness, which revealed diverse interpretations. These images reflect the 
discussion on generic learning objectives in university education. Our proposed model 
is unlikely to end the discussion on what graduates should obtain. On the contrary, 
in writing this thesis, we hope that the discussion will continue, albeit in a more 
sophisticated manner than in previous research and debate; i.e. no longer implying 
that everyone understands the terminology used in the debate in the same way; we 
instead articulate the advocated image of graduateness and explain the choices made 
in this process. We are convinced that the proposed model can serve as a guide in this 
discussion by highlighting not only the skills or domains that should be served by 
university education but also by identifying the level at which student performance 
in these domains is expected. This approach should prevent policymakers from using 
unspecified phrases such as ‘academische vorming’, ‘21st century Bildung’ or the next 
fashionable catchphrase in the conviction that these terms speak for themselves. 
We would like to invite university teachers, students, curriculum designers and 
policymakers to take a moment to consider their interpretation of graduateness and 
to jointly specify the proposed model for their study programme, university or country. 






