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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.



10

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. 



13

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.



2 Model of graduateness
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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).



3 Exploration of instruments measuring concepts of 
graduateness in a research university context

This chapter is based on:

Steur, J.M., Jansen, E.P.W.A. & Hofman, W.H.A. (2011). Exploration of instruments measuring con-
cepts of graduateness in a research university context. Educational Research Quarterly, 34 (4), 
45-68.

Abstract
This article considers the 

appropriateness of international 
instruments to measure the separate 

concepts of graduateness for a research 
university context. The four concepts of graduateness 

– reflective thinking, scholarship, moral citizenship and 
lifelong learning – are operationalized using five existing 
instruments. These instruments were administered to 
students from the Social Sciences and the Humanities. 
Usability within a research university is determined. 
The Reflective Thinking Questionnaire and the Task and 
Win Orientation in Sports Questionnaire were found to 
be usable but there were problems associated with the 

Visions of Morality Scale when used in this context. 
The Research Self-Efficacy Questionnaire and 

subscales of the Motivated Strategies for 
Learning Questionnaire require minor 

adjustments when used within a 
research university.
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3.1 Introduction
3.1.1 Theoretical background of graduateness
Graduateness is considered an important generic learning outcome of university 
education (Barrie, 2004, 2005, 2006; Glover et al., 2002). However, this concept is 
difficult to measure as no theoretical model exists. In another paper, Steur and colleagues 
(2010) proposed a theoretical model which, unlike other models for generic learning 
outcomes, explicitly separates graduateness from employability skills. As graduateness 
consists of concepts that are abstract and difficult to detect, including employability 
skills in the definition leads to a greater focus on employability skills, which are more 
concrete and obvious. This paper focuses on the following research question: Can the 
instruments that are selected to measure concepts of graduateness be used in the 
context of a research university?

First, the theoretical framework of graduateness is briefly introduced. This serves 
as the background for the instrument selection. The different elements of graduateness 
are explained and the development towards graduateness is elucidated. Second, 
the instruments that measure the different aspects of graduateness are reviewed 
and selected. Some necessary adjustments to item formulations are made here. The 
exploration of these instruments in the context of a research university is then analysed 
in the results section. This exploration is performed by means of factor analyses and 
reliability analyses. Finally, the results are discussed.

3.1.2 Introduction to theoretical framework
Reflective thinking is a key aspect when considering the literature on graduateness 
and higher cognitive learning outcomes. Reflective thinking is the ability to construct 
your own knowledge by collecting evidence in social interaction with others (King & 
Kitchener, 2004). Several scholars have stressed the importance of reflective thinking 
as an outcome of university education (Kember et al., 2000; King & Kitchener, 2004; 
Procee, 2001, 2006). However, it is our claim here that simply focusing on reflective 
thinking does not do justice to the complexity of graduateness. We have therefore 
explored the concept of graduateness to identify other important elements. 

In a literature search another three concepts emerged related to graduateness: 
Scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning. An important aspect here is the 
notion that graduateness is a specific outcome of academic intellectual development. 
Concretely, this means that graduateness only occurs once a student has reached 
a specific stage in reflective thinking. It is argued here that this is accompanied by 
high achievement in at least one of the other elements of graduateness. Different 
developmental stages can be distinguished in these four domains. The separate concepts 
need to be operationalized before the theoretical model can be explored. They are then 
explored for their use in this specific context, as these instruments were not designed 
for use in research universities across disciplines. This is the central question in this 
article: To what extent can the selected instruments be used in a research university 
context? 

3.2 Instrument Selection
This section reviews and selects the instruments for measuring the four elements of 
graduateness. The selection is made in the light of future application of the instruments. 
As the group of students wishing to enrol in Master’s programmes becomes more diverse, 
pre-Master’s programmes are being developed to prepare students from institutes 
other than research universities. An appreciation of where students stand in their 
development towards graduateness is vital for achieving a better fit between student 
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needs and the pre-Master’s programmes. Given the large numbers of students enrolling 
in these programmes, the best type of instrument is one that can be administered to large 
groups. There are other potential applications too, such as an opportunity to monitor 
student development concerning graduateness for, say, accreditation processes.

The literature search yielded a wide range of instruments to measure the four 
elements of the graduateness model. Given the number of instruments and the 
opportunity they provide for building on existing knowledge, we opted in this study 
to make a selection from these instruments rather than to develop entirely new ones. 
The selection procedure was governed by a number of criteria that the instruments 
had to meet, bearing in mind the practical implications for the questionnaire. First, 
the instruments had to be administrable to large groups, resulting in minimum time 
investment for both respondents and researchers. Second, the instruments had to be 
applicable in a university context, or able to be adjusted for such a purpose. Third, as 
development is a component of the theoretical model, the instruments had to clearly 
show a student’s development. The instrument selection is presented here, based on 
these criteria. In order to minimize the load on students and to ensure higher response 
rates, the instruments were critically assessed beforehand. If necessary, changes were 
made to items or items were deleted. This was necessary because of differences between 
the Dutch situation where the instrument would be used and the situation for which the 
instrument was developed.

Although Kitchener and King’s (1981) Reflective Judgment Interview has been widely 
used in the field of reflective thinking, it had not been converted into a questionnaire. 
Kember and colleagues (2000) therefore developed a questionnaire – the Reflective 
Thinking Questionnaire – to measure this aspect. Its theoretical basis is derived from 
Mezirow (Kember et al., 2000), who distinguished different levels of reflective and non-
reflective action. Kember and colleagues (2000) explicitly excluded affective components 
of reflective thinking because they felt that their instrument should focus on the level 
of reflective thinking actually attained. The instrument consists of 16 items distributed 
over 4 scales: habitual action, understanding, reflection and critical reflection, with 
reported reliabilities ranging from .58 to .91 (Leung & Kember, 2003; Phan, 2006). The 
scales suggest development towards reflective thinking. The four-factor structure of 
the Reflection Questionnaire was verified in a confirmatory factor analysis by Mann, 
Gordon and MacLeod (2009), who reported reliability estimates from α = .62 (habitual) 
to α = .76 (understanding). As all items seem to fit the research university situation, no 
adjustments to the items were made.

Scholarship involves both the skills necessary to perform research and a scientific 
attitude. These aspects are commonly investigated in secondary education (e.g. Blalock 
et al., 2008; Gardner, 1995; Lederman et al., 2002; Noll, 1935; Stokking et al., 2004), 
but scholarship within universities has received less attention from researchers. Only a 
few studies have addressed student self-efficacy in performing specific research tasks. 
We found only four instruments, which focus on different elements of scholarship. One 
thing they have in common is that they feature a list of research-related activities. One 
of the instruments (Vodopivec et al., 2002) is specially designed to measure attitudes 
of first-year medical students. The content and context makes it unsuitable for general 
university-wide application. 

Both the Self-Efficacy in Research Measure (Philips & Russell, 1994, as cited in 
Forester et al., (2004)) and the Research Attitudes Measure (O’Brien et al., 1998) fail 
to make development explicit. They distinguish respectively four and six dimensions, 
and development is expected to appear in all dimensions, rather than the dimensions 
reflecting a specific level of development. This complicates the development measures. 
Nor do the instruments make a clear distinction between scholarship and employability. 
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The Self-Efficacy in Research Measure in particular builds heavily on the more specific 
employability. The Research Self-Efficacy Scale/RSES (Bieschke, 1993) seems to have 
the closest connection to scholarship as understood in the current model. It also has 
the potential to make development clearly evident. In a validation study of instruments 
for research self-efficacy, Forester and colleagues (2004) examined the structure of the 
RSES. Unfortunately, they were unable to confirm the intended structure in their study. 
They do suggest, however, treating the instrument as a single-factor scale.

The instrument was developed for use in the social sciences. Some items were too 
representative of the social sciences to be appropriate for other disciplines (e.g. those 
items with a strong emphasis on statistical data analyses). Where possible, these items 
were rewritten in more general terms, such as a general way of dealing with the data 
to answer a particular research question. If rewriting was impossible or would lead to 
statements that were already included, the items were omitted. The instrument was 
developed in the early 1990s, when computers were used less frequently than today. 
The statements on computer skills were rather general and were therefore not expected 
to have any discriminative value (e.g. ‘use computer software to prepare texts, like word 
processing’). These items were also omitted. An item on contributing to the body of 
knowledge within the discipline was added. The modified version of the instrument 
contains 46 items.

The idea of moral citizenship refers to two aspects of life: Moral reasoning ability 
and participating in and contributing to society. A substantial number of instruments 
have been developed in this field, some of which are also suitable for administration 
to adults. The instruments can be divided into those that are grounded in Kolhberg’s 
moral theory and those that are not. Kohlberg (1973) distinguishes different stages in 
moral development at which an individual makes moral judgments. These judgments 
become increasingly sophisticated as an individual develops. In earlier stages moral 
judgments are quite dualistic while at higher stages an individual takes different points 
of view and pieces of evidence into account before judging a situation. The instruments 
that are developed in the Kohlbergian (1973) tradition have a similar structure. A 
dilemma is presented in a short story, and the respondent is asked to state how (s)he 
believes the main character in the story should act. This structure differs substantially 
from the regular questionnaire format. We therefore decided not to use this type of 
instrument. Although commonly used in moral reasoning studies, the Defining Issues 
Test (Rest et al., 2000; Rest et al., 1999; Rest, 1975) requires students to formulate their 
own answers, which complicates data processing for large groups and makes it less 
appropriate for use in the present study. 

The other instrument in this tradition has its own complication. The Sociomoral 
Reflection Objective Measure (Gibbs et al., 2007; Gibbs et al., 1984; Gibbs et al., 1982) 
does not cover the entire developmental range. Two instruments seem potentially 
suitable for measuring development to a limited extent. Like the instruments in the 
Kohlbergian tradition, the Moral Authority Scale (see Bringle et al., 2004 for references) 
consists of six moral issues in a story format. In the Visions of Morality Scale/VMS 
(Shelton & McAdams, 1990) the situations are outlined in short sentences, which better 
fits the common item structure of a questionnaire. The items are distributed over 
three dimensions: private, interpersonal and social. It seems possible to significantly 
reduce the number of items in this instrument, which is not possible in the story-type 
instruments. After critically reviewing the instrument, we found 36 situations that were 
applicable in a university setting. Some needed minor modifications. 

Although the VMS consists of three subscales, Punzo (1993, as cited in Fry (2005)) 
and Fry (2002, as cited in Fry, 2005) argued that one subscale, the social morality scale, 
should be omitted. These two studies deal with the remaining scales as a single scale 
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with sufficient reliabilities (α = .86 and α = .88 respectively). An alternative suggestion 
was to use all items as one scale (see Bringle et al, 2004). This would be preferable for 
the present study, since moral citizenship is believed to cover all three dimensions.

The idea behind lifelong learning is that, at a certain stage in their development, 
students are capable of directing their own learning (among others, Paris & Newman, 
1990). This fits more within the Self-regulated Learning Approach tradition (e.g. 
Pintrich, 2004; Boekaerts & Corno, 2005) than the Student Approaches to Studying 
tradition (Biggs, 1999; Marton & Saljö, 2005). Self-regulation is not an explicit part of the 
latter tradition, however it is an important element of graduateness. The instruments 
in the Self-regulated Learning Approach tradition therefore seem more appropriate for 
the graduateness model as used here. Although these instruments are not explicitly 
designed to measure development, the subscales suggest this possibility. 

The Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire/MSLQ (Pintrich et al., 1991) 
is commonly used in self-regulation research. It consists of a number of subscales on 
motivation and learning strategies. We used only five subscales: rehearsal, elaboration, 
organization, critical thinking and metacognitive self-regulation, which cover 31 items. 
The instrument has been validated in several countries and situations. The MSLQ 
subscales used are all cognitive elements of self-regulation, whereas the theoretical 
foundation of the MSLQ explicitly expects integration of both cognitive and affective 
elements. 

Two scales concerning goal orientation (Duda, 1992; Van Yperen & Diderich, 1998) 
were added to satisfy this. These are mastery orientation and performance orientation, 
which are covered by a total of 18 items. The option of limiting the number of items was 
the main reason for choosing this instrument over the MSLQ motivation subscales. Only 
minor modifications were made to both instruments. In addition, this instrument has 
a less complex structure and it has already been validated in a Dutch situation by Van 
Yperen and Diderich (1998).

3.3 Method
All instruments were translated into Dutch and then back into English to check the 
appropriateness of the Dutch translation. As described in the previous section, some 
adjustments were made to ensure a better fit between the items and the context of a 
research university and to prevent item bias (Van der Vijver & Hambleton, 1996). Some 
items were omitted, as their specific character made it impossible to rewrite them for 
a generic university context. In the domain of scholarship, for example, the instrument 
was oriented to the social sciences. Items that dealt with data analyses in the social 
sciences were omitted. 

At a Dutch research university, students from two different disciplines – social 
sciences and the humanities – were invited to participate in this study. Unfortunately, 
it was not possible to contact the students from each discipline in the same way. The 
social science students were invited by e-mail to fill in the online questionnaire. If they 
did not respond, they received at most two reminders. The humanities students were 
asked to participate through a notice placed in their electronic learning environment. It 
was not possible to send these students a reminder. This resulted in a different response 
rate for the two groups. 

The length of the questionnaire appeared to affect the response rate. Some students 
did not complete the entire questionnaire. The students who completed most of it (e.g. 
they left out no more than 10 answers) were selected for the analyses. Most of the 
questionnaire was completed by 108 out of 420 social sciences students and by 43 out 
of 728 humanities students. However, we know that only 88 humanities students had 
read the invitation to participate, as they had viewed at least the opening page of the 
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online questionnaire. For each analysis the missing values were deleted pairwise.

3.4 Results
The aim of this article is exploring the usability of the instruments in a research 
university context. To what extent are the instruments applicable within a research 
university? Factor analyses with varimax rotations were performed to explore the 
intended structures, together with a calculation of reliability estimates in the form of 
Cronbach’s alphas. The analyses were performed for each instrument separately. For 
the factor analyses, the number of factors were pre-set within the analyses, according to 
the intended number of factors. In the tables below, the grey cells indicate the intended 
factor that these items should load on. A brief summary is provided of the items, but 
these are not the exact phrases used in the questionnaire. Summaries were preferred 
to the exact wording for reasons of readability and because of constraints concerning 
table layout.
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doing without thinking
repeating many times
remembering handouts
following what lecturer says

.765

.742

.745

.770

.770

understanding concepts
understanding content
understanding material
thinking about material

.777

.870

.698

.648

.814

question the way others do things
thinking of alternative ways
reflecting to improve
reappraising experience

.518

.724

.659

.676

.610

changed way of looking at myself
strongly held ideas are challenged
changed normal way of doing things
discovered faults in beliefs

.649

.777

.773

.817

.777

Eigenvalue
% variance explained

2.002
13.35

2.788
18.59

1.989
13.26

2.565
17.10

Only factor loadings over .40 are presented.

Table 3.1 Factor loadings and Cronbach’s alphas for Reflective Thinking Questionnaire
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The factor analysis on the reflective thinking instrument neatly reflects the intended 
four-factor structure. The reliability measure indicates sufficient internal consistency 
within the scales, with the exception of the critical thinking scale, which has a relatively 
low Cronbach’s alpha. Table 3.1 shows the factor loadings on the four factors and the 
reliability estimates. 
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assessing quality of scientific articles
participating in brainstorming session
discussing ideas with students
consulting senior researchers
knowing when to stop looking for lit.
knowing when to stop developing ideas
relating various ideas and findings
identifying useful research areas
putting forward logical reasoning
drawing up research questions
drawing up research proposal
editing texts to make them concise
presenting ideas to study group
revising research ideas based on criticism
selecting appropriate research design
being flexible in developing alternative re-
search strategies

.591

.668

.547

.620

.461

.400

.544

.702

.465

.583

.556

.459

.432

.439

.492

.437

.414

.458

.707

.871 .615
.493

.547

.494

.525

.653

.606

.667

.628

.519

.448

.490

.580

.617

.721

working independently in research group
selecting best way to collect data
selecting appropriate analytical techniques
obtaining permission 
ensuring access to required objects
instructing assistants
observing research procedures
ensuring reliable data collection
supervising assistants
awareness of appropriateness of data coll.
preparing data for analyses
processing results into tables, figures etc
using computer for data analyses
drawing reliable conclusions from results
presenting results visually

.721

.666

.407

.634

.640

.501

.709

.416

.784

.780

.615

.577

.445

.403

.527

.881 .430
.675
.736
.545
.618
.531
.607
.631
.432
.581
.664
.572
.455
.680

obeying ethical research principles
knowing where to start in literature
finding references
finding articles in other libraries

.733

.545

.505 .530
.644
.552
.581
.458

Table 3.2 Factor loadings and Cronbach’s alphas for Research Self-Efficacy Scale
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Table 3.2 reports the factor loadings for the four-factor solution of the Research Self-
Efficacy Scale, together with the reliability estimates. The factor that the items are 
intended to load on is shaded in grey. The intended structure was not found in an 
explorative factor analysis, which is in line with the findings of Forester and colleagues 
(2004) concerning the structure of this instrument. They found that the items loaded 
best on a single factor structure. This solution was also considered here, even though 
the reliabilities of the intended scales are good, with the exception of the Early Tasks 
scale. It appears that almost all items have high loadings on the single factor. The entire 
scale has a reliability estimate of .95, partly due to the large number of items. 

The Visions of Morality Scale assumed a three-factor structure but this was not 
found in the explorative factor analysis (see Table 3.3). Furthermore, Cronbach’s alphas 
– ranging from .220 - .446 – for the intended scales suggested no internal consistency 
within the scales. Following Bringle and colleagues’ (2004) suggestion to treat all items 
as a single factor does not lead to a satisfactory solution. Nor does omitting the social 
scale items and allowing a two-factor solution (not reported here).

The factor analyses on the MSLQ did not reveal the intended five-factor structure. 
Items were deleted from the MSLQ subscales Elaboration and Metacognitive Self-Efficacy 
to improve reliability. Selection was performed on both item content and statistical 
measurements (improvement in Cronbach’s alpha when items were omitted). No 
hierarchy was found, which is in line with Pintrich’s theory on Self-Regulated Learning. 
The reliabilities are presented in Table 3.4.

The factor analysis for the Task and Win Orientation in Sports Questionnaire 
neatly revealed the intended two-factor structure. This is presented in Table 3.5. The 
Cronbach’s alphas indicate good internal consistency for the scales. 
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producing professional research report
discussing findings in light of current literature
identifying and reporting limitations
describing implications
presenting results to research group
presenting results at a conference
defending results to critical audience
writing publication for academic journal

.407

.574

.498

.482

.404

.753

.733
.756

.503

.781 .626
.473
.607
.612

.457

finding and applying for grant
keeping references well organized
contributing to development of discipline

.652

.532

Eigenvalue
% variance explained

6.994
15.20

5.711
12.42

5.930
12.89

3.491
7.588

3.491
7.588

Table 3.2 continued

Only factor loadings over .40 are presented.
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giving euro you found to charity
smiling to make others feel better
helping motorist stuck in snow
taking over colleague’s shift 
taking clothes to Salvation Army
donating money from lottery to street party
donating money to family after fire
change money for parking
giving blood when asked to on the street
giving to charity
filling in questionnaire
volunteering at annual open day 

.431

.653

.573

.606

.549 .224 .507

helping at evening with celebrity speaker
watching basketball match
offering concert ticket to exchange student
helping fellow student with difficult course
giving money to student who lost wallet
giving blood to student after an accident
being friendly to lecturer whose father is ill
helping neighbour with shopping
helping organize high school reunion
apologizing after heated discussion
helping blind lady on the street
offering lift to job fair if petrol is paid for
helping lady to carry heavy bags

.502

.598

.454

.442

.404

.513

.542

.446

.437

.471

.479

.442

participating in sponsored run for charity
voting for tax rise to benefit the poor
going to shop that sells sustainably produced 
goods
not going to a film that encourages sexist and 
violent behaviour
helping prepare meal for homeless
writing protest letters 
eating less and donating money to world food 
programme
not eating in restaurant that bars ethnic 
minorities
telling student with money problems about a 
vacancy at work
no longer buying favourite snack
introducing more sustainable lifestyle in dorm

.511

.551
-.470

.429

.562

.509

.621

.490

.220
.425
-.423

.460

.633

.412

.550

.435
Eigenvalue
% variance explained

2.875
8.22

2.591
7.40

3.448
9.85

4.405
12.24

Table 3.3 Factor loadings and Cronbach’s alphas for Visions of Morality Scale

Only factor loadings over .40 are presented.



37

Reliability 
(intended 
scales)

.6
71

.6
03

.7
30

.7
83

Metacognitive 
self-regulatoin

Critical thinking

.4
94

.4
74

.5
41

.5
56

.7
05

.7
94

.5
07

Organization

.7
51

.7
81

.8
38

.7
95

Elaboration

.4
72

.6
26

.4
20

.4
75

.7
49

.4
49

.5
23

-.4
22

Rehearsal

.4
03

Ite
m

pr
ac

tis
in

g 
by

 sa
yi

ng
 th

e 
m

at
er

ia
l t

o 
m

ys
el

f o
ve

r a
nd

 o
ve

r
re

ad
in

g 
cl

as
s n

ot
es

 a
nd

 co
ur

se
 re

ad
in

gs
 o

ve
r a

nd
 o

ve
r

m
em

or
iz

in
g 

ke
yw

or
ds

m
ak

in
g 

an
d 

m
em

or
iz

in
g 

lis
ts

pu
lli

ng
 to

ge
th

er
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
fr

om
 d

iff
er

en
t s

ou
rc

es
re

la
tin

g 
id

ea
s i

n 
th

is
 su

bj
ec

t t
o 

ot
he

r c
ou

rs
es

re
la

tin
g 

m
at

er
ia

l t
o 

w
ha

t i
s a

lr
ea

dy
 k

no
w

n
w

ri
tin

g 
br

ie
f s

um
m

ar
ie

s
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g 

by
 m

ak
in

g 
co

nn
ec

tio
ns

 b
et

w
ee

n 
le

ct
ur

es
 a

nd
 re

ad
in

g 
m

at
er

ia
l

ap
pl

yi
ng

 id
ea

s f
ro

m
 co

ur
se

 re
ad

in
g 

to
 o

th
er

 cl
as

s a
ct

iv
iti

es

m
ak

in
g 

ou
tli

ne
 o

f m
at

er
ia

l t
o 

or
ga

ni
ze

 th
ou

gh
ts

go
in

g 
th

ro
ug

h 
re

ad
in

gs
 a

nd
 cl

as
s n

ot
es

 to
 fi

nd
 m

os
t i

m
po

rt
an

t i
de

as
m

ak
in

g 
ch

ar
ts

, d
ia

gr
am

s, 
et

c. 
to

 o
rg

an
iz

e 
co

ur
se

 m
at

er
ia

l
m

ak
in

g 
ou

tli
ne

 o
f i

m
po

rt
an

t c
on

ce
pt

s

Qu
es

tio
ni

ng
 th

in
gs

 in
 th

e 
co

ur
se

 a
nd

 d
ec

id
in

g 
if 

th
ey

 a
re

 co
nv

in
ci

ng
De

ci
di

ng
 if

 th
er

e 
is

 g
oo

d 
su

pp
or

t f
or

 th
eo

ri
es

, i
nt

er
pr

et
at

io
ns

 e
tc

.
Us

in
g 

co
ur

se
 m

at
er

ia
l a

s s
ta

rt
in

g 
po

in
t t

o 
de

ve
lo

p 
ow

n 
id

ea
s

Pl
ay

in
g 

ar
ou

nd
 w

ith
 o

w
n 

id
ea

s r
el

at
in

g 
to

 co
ur

se
 co

nt
en

t
Th

in
ki

ng
 o

f a
lte

rn
at

iv
es

 fo
r a

ss
er

tio
ns

 o
r c

on
cl

us
io

ns

Ta
bl

e 
3.

4 
Fa

ct
or

 lo
ad

in
gs

 a
nd

 C
ro

nb
ac

h’
s a

lp
ha

s f
or

 M
ot

iv
at

ed
 S

tr
at

eg
ie

s f
or

 L
ea

rn
in

g 
Qu

es
tio

nn
ai

re



38

Reliability 
(intended 
scales)

.6
01

Metacognitive 
self-regulatoin

.6
95

.6
90

1.
68

2
5.

43

Critical thinking

3.
53

8
11

.4
1

Organization

3.
55

9
11

.4
8

Elaboration

.5
92

.6
80

.5
53

.5
37

3.
73

4
12

.0
4

Rehearsal

.6
15

-.5
93

.7
40

2.
35

9
7.

61

Ite
m

of
te

n 
m

is
si

ng
 im

po
rt

an
t t

hi
ng

s (
re

ve
rs

ed
)

m
ak

in
g 

up
 q

ue
st

io
n 

to
 fo

cu
s r

ea
di

ng
in

 th
e 

ev
en

t o
f c

on
fu

si
on

, g
oi

ng
 b

ac
k 

an
d 

tr
yi

ng
 to

 fi
gu

re
 it

 o
ut

fo
r d

iff
ic

ul
t t

ex
ts

, c
ha

ng
in

g 
th

e 
w

ay
 y

ou
 re

ad
sk

im
m

in
g 

ne
w

 re
ad

in
g 

m
at

er
ia

l
as

ki
ng

 q
ue

st
io

ns
 to

 m
ak

e 
su

re
 y

ou
 u

nd
er

st
an

d
ch

an
gi

ng
 w

ay
 o

f s
tu

dy
 to

 fi
t c

ou
rs

e 
m

at
er

ia
l a

nd
 te

ac
hi

ng
 st

yl
e

re
ad

in
g 

co
ur

se
 m

at
er

ia
l w

ith
ou

t k
no

w
in

g 
w

ha
t i

t i
s a

ll 
ab

ou
t (

re
ve

rs
ed

)
th

in
ki

ng
 a

bo
ut

 a
nd

 d
ec

id
in

g 
w

ha
t y

ou
 a

re
 su

pp
os

ed
 to

 le
ar

n
de

te
rm

in
in

g 
w

hi
ch

 e
le

m
en

ts
 a

re
 n

ot
 u

nd
er

st
oo

d 
w

el
l

se
tt

in
g 

go
al

s t
o 

di
re

ct
 st

ud
y 

ac
tiv

iti
es

co
nf

us
io

n 
w

ith
 n

ot
e-

ta
ki

ng
 d

ur
in

g 
le

ct
ur

e 
is

 so
rt

ed
 o

ut
 la

te
r

Ei
ge

nv
al

ue
%

 v
ar

ia
nc

e 
ex

pl
ai

ne
d

Ta
bl

e 
3.

4 
co

nt
in

ue
d

On
ly

 fa
ct

or
 lo

ad
in

gs
 o

ve
r .

40
 a

re
 p

re
se

nt
ed

.



39

3.5 Conclusion and Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore the use of instruments selected to operationalize 
the theoretical model on graduateness in the context of a research university. The 
instruments shown to be applicable within Dutch research universities will be used in 
a follow-up study to test the theoretical model empirically. First, the instruments were 
selected based on their appropriateness for the theoretical model and their suitability for 
large-group administration. This latter criterion was necessary due to the instrument’s 
practical implications. Second, empirical data were presented on the usability of the 
instruments in the context of a Dutch university. This section summarizes the results 
and draws conclusions on the suitability of the different instruments in this particular 
situation.

Five instruments were selected to measure four concepts. The selected instruments 
were adjusted, where necessary, to match the context of a Dutch university. This 
modified version was then administered to students of the Social Sciences and the 
Humanities across all years (from first-year Bachelor’s students to Master’s students). 
Factor analyses and reliability analyses were used in this explorative study.

For the Reflective Thinking Questionnaire the intended structure was found, with 
reasonable reliability estimates. This confirms the usability of this instrument in a 
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improving yourself in some respects
observing self-improvement
attaining new knowledge or skills through hard work
learning something new that is great fun
attaining something that inspires you to do even better
doing your very best
performing to your best ability
acquiring new knowledge or skills that used to be trouble-
some
learning something that inspires you to go on
performing to your maximum ability
perfectly mastering new knowledge or skills

.649

.620

.720

.625

.643

.766

.727

.653

.599

.702

.582

.873

others do not perform at your level
you perform better than others
you can demonstrate clearly that you perform better than 
others
you have contributed the most to a group assignment
you are the best
others fail, but you don’t
you succeed where others do not
you are the only one to master certain knowledge or skills 

.860

.825

.818

.609

.828

.572

.817

.777

.903

Eigenvalue
% explained variance

4.913
23.40

5.316
25.32

Table 3.5 Factor loadings and Cronbach’s alphas for Task and Win Orientation in Sports 
Questionnaire

Only factor loadings over .40 are presented.
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Dutch university context. Because this instrument is already as compact as possible, no 
recommendations are made to reduce the number of items.

The four-factor structure of the Research Self-Efficacy Scale could not be 
reconstructed with the current data. However, this was also found in another replication 
study in the US. The alternatively proposed single factor solution did lead to satisfactory 
results. Almost all items loaded on that factor and the reliability estimate was high. For 
further use of this instrument it is suggested that the number of items be reduced. 
One important drawback of using a single factor to measure scholarship is that it is 
more difficult to make the development component apparent, which is a key aspect of 
the theoretical model for graduateness. This problem could be solved by looking for a 
hierarchy in the items by means of item-response analysis. This could be considered 
when selecting items for the shortened version of the instrument. 

The use of the Visions of Morality scale could be problematic. The intended structure 
could not be replicated, nor could a single factor solution be produced covering all items. 
Considering the low reliability estimates, it is not advisable to use this instrument in its 
present form. If possible, considerable adjustments need to be made. We should also 
ask ourselves whether looking at moral behaviour in everyday situations is the best 
guide to moral academic behaviour. However, given the available instruments, the VMS 
was the best choice (although suboptimal). We should also consider whether other 
additional instruments are needed to measure this complex concept. Another option 
is to step away from the intended subscales and freely explore the items for underlying 
constructs.

Two instruments were selected for Lifelong Learning, one to measure the cognitive 
aspects and one to measure the affective aspects. The cognitive aspects were measured 
using five subscales of the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire. The 
intended structure could not be replicated. However, the reliability estimates were 
quite good. Relatively low reliabilities for some subscales were found elsewhere (Artino, 
2005), with the suggestion that lower reliabilities were preferred to an increase in the 
number of items. We recommend checking whether the elimination of a couple of items 
would improve these reliability estimates. Pintrich (2000) suggests that the subscales 
are strategies that everyone adopts, regardless of their learning routines. This could 
explain why it is hard to find a rotation with maximum differences between the five 
factors. They are somehow related to each other. The affective aspects were measured 
using an adjusted version of the Task and Win Orientation in Sports Questionnaire. This 
structure could be replicated easily in the available data. The reliability estimates were 
also good. This instrument could therefore easily be used. However, given the number 
of instruments to be administered for measuring graduateness, we recommend taking 
a close look at which items could be omitted.

An important limitation of this study is that it is confined to two distinct disciplines 
within a research university. The sample was selected based on availability and the 
general character of the selected disciplines. The variety in responses was obtained by 
considering all year groups within the discipline. The usability of the instruments in 
the research university context was confirmed for all instruments, with the exception 
of the Visions of Morality Scale. We suggest a free exploration to detect any underlying 
constructs within the items. For the other instruments, reducing the number of items 
should be considered because the long version led to low response rates. 



4 Graduateness: an empirical examination of the formative 
function of university education

This chapter is based on:

Steur, J.M., Jansen, E.P.W.A. & Hofman, W.H.A. (2012). Graduateness: an empirical exploration of the 
formative function of university education. Higher Education, 64 (6), 8611-874.

Abstract
The formative merits of 

university education are at risk of 
being reduced from graduateness in the 

sense of broad academic cultivation to professional 
training with a strong emphasis on employability. 

The difficulty in opposing this trend is the absence of a clear 
framework for academic cultivation. The aim of this study is to 
construct a model that uses the formative function of university 
education as a starting point, that distinguishes graduateness from 
employability, and that integrates theories on reflective thinking, 
scholarship, moral reasoning and lifelong learning. This approach 
offers the possibility of making use of insights from established 
theoretical traditions in the study of the intellectual development 
of students. For this study, a questionnaire was developed to 
investigate graduateness, or intellectual cultivation, among 

students in a research university. Structural equation modelling 
revealed that the expected structure was confirmed by 

the data. Reflective thinking has the strongest 
influence on lifelong learning; however, 

scholarship and moral citizenship 
are also important elements.





43

4.1 Introduction
Ask ten randomly chosen people what they expect from university graduates, and you 
are likely to receive at least ten different answers. Some will stress the importance 
of disciplinary knowledge and research skills, whereas others will expect university 
graduates to primarily function as professional experts. A few people even might 
view the graduates in relation to their responsibility in society, culture and the arts. 
You will probably hear such notions as problem solving, professional expertise, 
lifelong learning, research skills, (multidisciplinary) team work, contributing to the 
public debate, and creativity. Maybe someone will point out to you that it is difficult 
to answer such a general question, given the diversity among disciplines, institutes 
and students. Nevertheless, there is some common understanding that university 
graduates, regardless of their field of study, share something that could be recognised 
as graduateness. In other words, university education, regardless of the discipline, does 
something to its students that distinguishes university graduates who have completed 
an entire degree programme from non-university graduates or even from university 
graduates who received exemptions (Wheelahan, 2003). 

Although university education is believed to have an essence that is shared by all 
disciplines, it appears to be difficult to reach consensus on what this essential shared 
communality of university disciplines is. Different expressions are used to address 
this shared experience, such as graduateness, generic graduate attributes, generic 
skills, core skills, key skills, transferable skills, and cultivation. Each expression has 
its own interpretation and, sometimes, even more than one. The concept of generic 
skills, for example, is used in the US to identify a broad set of general skills ranging 
from basic skills to personal skills to values and ethics, whereas in the UK and Australia, 
this expression is mainly used to identify employability skills, i.e., those skills that 
are considered necessary in the labour market (Kearns, 2001). Consequently, little 
theoretical foundation for graduateness, the expression of our choice, exists (Barrie, 
2006; Bennet et al., 1999; Clancy & Ballard, 1995). 

This lack of consensus is not only confusing but also limits the opportunities for both 
researchers and educational policy makers to address graduateness adequately. Glover 
et al. (2002) highlighted that the difference between employability and ‘the wholeness 
of the university experience’ (p 303) is rarely acknowledged when investigating 
graduateness. More recently, Booth et al. (2009) observed that universities emphasise 
short-term economic indicators, such as employability, at the expense of personal and 
intellectual growth. With an increasing focus on economic indicators to determine 
educational quality (Barnett, 2003) and financial resources that depend heavily 
on scores of these indicators, it is only rational that universities focus on economic 
indicators. This focus is enhanced by applying graduateness models that make no 
distinction between employability and intellectual development. It is our concern that 
in this way, universities as institutions are selling themselves short.

The objective of our study is to take the discussion on graduateness a step further 
by introducing an integrated model that distinguishes graduateness from other 
generic attributes that are not typically considered intellectual development, such as 
team working skills, literacy and presentation skills. According to Stevenson (2003), 
the major difference between experts and novices lies not in the amount of skills they 
master but rather in their ability to make connections, for example, between conceptual 
understanding and skills. Moreover, there is a difference between skill development and 
intellectual development in the sense that the first does not imply transformation within 
the student (Stevenson, 2003). Mastering presentation or teamwork skills does not lead 
to a transformation of beliefs and attitudes. These statements about graduateness are 
still rather abstract; however, they reflect the basic idea of graduateness: transformation. 
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In order to provide a more prominent place for graduateness in university education, 
the definition of graduateness needs to be made clear.

In the following section, we explore graduateness using insights from different 
(developmental) theories. This section will provide a theoretical model of graduateness 
that will be tested empirically. The outline of the article is as follows. First, we will 
restrict the interpretation of graduateness by explaining what graduateness is and what 
it is not. Subsequently, we will determine the domains of graduateness using common 
elements from comparable concepts. This section concludes with the introduction of 
the theoretical model of graduateness. In the third section, the different elements of the 
model are operationalised, and the testing procedure is explained. In section four, the 
results are presented, and, in the final section, we draw conclusions from the results 
and discuss them.

4.2 Graduateness
The search for the meaning of graduateness is as ancient as university education itself. 
Every era has its own, sometimes conflicting, views on university education and what 
makes someone a graduate. Inevitably, these different views contain a normative 
element, which complicates the construction of a theoretical framework. In an attempt 
to construct a theoretical foundation, certain authors (e.g. Barrie, 2006; Oost et al., 
1998) have attempted to determine what graduates have in common regardless 
of the discipline they studied. Such an approach results in a wide range of different 
generic domains that are not necessarily typical for university education. Nevertheless, 
these lists have value in themselves as a representation of what is currently valued in 
university education. However, the models built on these lists are less appropriate for 
discriminating between generic skills, employability and intellectual development, as 
those models regard them as elements of the same construct.

The necessity of discriminating graduateness from employability skills is emphasised 
by both Booth et al. (2009) and Glover et al. (2002). Therefore, we advocate a different 
approach to determining graduateness. When looking at what common results graduates 
have within such generic and varied lists, how should we interpret graduateness such 
that it discriminates better between the different domains? Pascarella and Terenzini 
(2005) show that higher education affects students in a wide range of domains, such 
as verbal and quantitative competences, cognitive skills, identity, attitudes and values, 
moral development, career choices and development, and educational attainment. 
Regarding all this as graduateness would reduce graduateness to an empty construct, 
as discriminating between domains would be impossible. If graduateness is not all that 
students learn during their university years, then what is the essence of graduateness?

The essence of graduateness is closely related to the formative function of university: 
cultivating students, that is, contributing to their personal growth. Besides research 
and the professional preparation of students, universities have this formative function 
(UNESCO, 1998; Ministery of Education, Culture and Science, 1992). What are the 
characteristics of this personal growth, or graduateness, as we prefer to address it? First, 
and foremost, graduateness implies a transformation in students (e.g. Jansen, 2009; 
Perry, 1970; Stevenson, 2003; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). This transformation means 
that freshmen and graduates are in different stages of their intellectual development 
(Perry, 1970; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). We consider graduateness to be a specific 
stage in students’ intellectual development that is most likely to be achieved by the 
time the students graduate. This timing, however, is not ironclad; a portion of students 
might not have achieved graduateness upon graduation (Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). 
This approach allows us to build a theoretical framework for graduateness on existing 
research traditions.
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The idea of transformation through university education forms the essence of Perry’s 
(1970) theory of academic development. He noted that students transform in the way 
that they deal with knowledge during their years in university. In his model, Perry 
distinguishes nine developmental positions distributed among three clusters. All 
of these positions represent different views of knowledge starting from a dualistic 
position (in which something is held to be either true or untrue, and certain authorities 
are held to know the answer) to the commitment in relativism position (in which 
one commits to certain ideas, values and responsibilities). These positions are by no 
means static; rather, they are the subject of continuous re-evaluation, reorganisation 
and repositioning. These developmental positions comprise a complex process during 
which students gain new facts, insights and knowledge and use them to restate their 
commitments.

It is in the relativism cluster of positions where the stadium of graduateness should 
be placed. How knowledge is viewed is an important element of graduateness, but 
graduateness is not limited to knowledge. From a cognitive learning point of view, 
Stevenson (2003) highlights the importance of linking different types of knowledge, 
for example, theoretical knowledge and functional knowledge. This linking of different 
types of knowledge means that graduateness is not merely about expanding knowledge 
but that it also enables the practical application of theoretical knowledge. According 
to Schön (1983), the application of theoretical knowledge is facilitated by a complex 
process that mainly revolves around reflection (upon the situation, one’s interpretation 
and one’s theoretical knowledge). Experienced professionals will find it hard to explain 
the exact steps of this process, as it has become part of their tacit knowledge (Schön, 
1983). 

Let us summarise the characteristics of graduateness. We interpreted graduateness 
in the context of the essence of university education instead of in the context of the 
generic element in university education. Graduateness refers to a stage in the intellectual 
development of students. This stage is situated in the highest cluster of Perry’s (1970) 
model of intellectual development and is characterised by what Van Rossum and Hamer 
(2010) interpret as ‘widening horizons’ and ‘growing self-awareness’. We identified 
reflective thinking as a key element of graduateness. The university needs to cultivate this 
reflective ability, especially in an era in which most students will become professionals; 
furthermore, the students need to be receptive toward developing a reflective attitude.

4.3 Domains of graduateness
How can universities cultivate graduateness in students? Is there only one way, or do 
numerous roads lead to Rome? Jones (2009) found generic graduate attributes, which 
have some similarities to graduateness, to be interpreted and valued differently among 
disciplines despite the ‘generic’ label. This difference in interpretation and value will 
also be the case for graduateness. We illustrate this difference by highlighting two 
different approaches that contribute to a student’s intellectual development. First, Von 
Humboldt (1809-10) emphasised that self-cultivation takes place through research and 
inquiry and by reading philosophy and arts. The discipline studied takes a prominent 
place; personal growth and scholarship need to be developed together. Most universities 
in continental –Europe are founded in this tradition. Second, in liberal education, 
university education has a formative function. However, this formative study takes place 
in a separate curriculum and is mainly focused on creating democratic world citizens 
(Mulcahy, 2009; Nussbaum, 1997) by introducing them to different (sub)cultures in the 
world (Nussbaum, 1997). This tradition has flourished mainly in the US, however the 
emergence of University Colleges in Europe shows that it ideals become more popular 
in Europe as well. 
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What these two ideals have in common is that students’ development in one area 
(scholarship or world citizenship) is expected to have an overspill to a more general 
area: students’ intellectual development. This fits our basic idea of graduateness: 
development in one area contributes to a higher-order level of development: reflective 
thinking. Graduateness occurs where development in these two areas reinforce 
intellectual development, reflective thinking. Given the increasing importance of 
lifelong learning in current society (Commission of the European Communities, 2002; 
Dearing, 1997) and its generic character (it is important in all academic disciplines) we 
decided to include it in our model to assure the contemporary character of the model. 
All of these elements of graduateness (reflective thinking, scholarship, citizenship and 
lifelong learning) are elaborated below.

4.3.1 Reflective thinking
We have already emphasised that reflective thinking is at the essence of graduateness. 
In the same tradition that Perry developed his model of intellectual development, 
Kitchener and King (1981) developed a theory of reflective judgment, distinguishing 
seven stages in three clustered groups: pre-reflective thinking, quasi-reflective thinking 
and reflective thinking. Comparable to Perry’s model (1970), graduateness is situated 
in the third cluster of reflective thinking. At this stage, students should recognise that 
knowledge is uncertain and that they must translate and integrate information from 
different angles in order to reach a conclusion (King & Kitchener, 2004). The academic 
process is not only about learning how to apply certain skills and knowledge in 
particular situations, but it is also about acting in a situation in which it is unclear what 
the situation is and what knowledge, skills and attitudes are necessary to tackle the 
situation (Schön, 1983). In other words, reflective thinking is about reflection on the 
situation and reflection on the required instruments, such as theoretical knowledge and 
various skills, and it is about the application of such knowledge and skills based on 
one’s own judgement.

4.3.2 Scholarship
Scholarship is not merely reserved for students who aspire to an academic career. A 
scholarly attitude is also appreciated outside academia, as the situations professionals 
face have become more complex and require more of the cognitive and inquiry skills of 
professionals and citizens (Boyer, 1990; Schneider, 2004; Schön, 1983). One example 
is the scholarship of application (Boyer, 1990), which is explicitly concerned with 
complex problems within organisations and society. This subject requires the ability 
to link theoretical and functional knowledge in order to solve complex problems 
conscientiously. In most cases, the problem at hand requires analytical investigation 
before an appropriate solution is proposed, and, after implementation, the solution 
needs to be evaluated as to whether it was appropriate. Scholarship is not merely about 
basic research skills, which, again, will differ between disciplines (because research in 
the natural sciences requires different skills than research in the humanities), but it is 
also about a scholarly attitude (Byrne & Johnstone, 1987). The transformative character 
of scholarship is not merely about mastering research skills; it is also about developing 
a scholarly stance towards the world.

4.3.3 Moral citizenship
The use of the term moral citizenship requires explanation because it is not commonly 
used. By using this expression, we want to highlight a domain in graduateness that is 
concerned with students’ moral development and their responsibilities toward society. 
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In liberal education, these elements are closely related. Nussbaum (1997:294), while 
describing students in liberal education, writes ‘[t]hey (…) want to learn a good deal 
about other ways and people – both in order to establish respectful communication 
about matters of importance and in order to continue rethinking their own views about 
what is best.’ In an attempt to adjust liberal education to contemporary requirements, 
Schneider (2004) refers to this desire as ‘social responsibility and civic engagement’. 
The emphasis is not on what are considered ‘good’ decisions; instead, students are 
educated to question their own beliefs. This does not necessarily mean that students 
need to change their beliefs and opinions. However, they need to know from where 
their beliefs stem, and they need to know that other people might hold different beliefs. 
The similarities with Kohlberg’s (1973) theory on the development of moral reasoning 
are evident. This theory in which individuals become less dependent on authority 
with respect to their moral judgements originates from the same line of thinking as 
Perry’s model of intellectual development and King and Kitchener’s model of reflective 
judgement. To emphasize both elements (social responsibility and moral judgment), we 
choose ‘moral citizenship’ to address this domain.

4.3.4 Lifelong learning
The last element that is added to the theoretical framework of graduateness is lifelong 
learning. According to Biggs (1999), academic learning is one of the objectives of 
university education. In this interpretation, academic learning is not only a means to 
acquire required knowledge, skills or attributes, but it also represents a certain attitude 
towards knowledge, skills and attributes. This attitude consists of higher-level cognitive 
activities, such as connecting new knowledge to what is learned previously and reflecting 
upon its value and consequences. Furthermore, lifelong learning represents the ability 
to guide one’s own learning process and the willingness to learn (Pintrich 2000). 
Academic learning includes the ability to recognise flaws in one’s knowledge base or 
competences and the ability to overcome these flaws by studying or training. Moreover, 
academic learning includes the desire to change, to direct one’s personal development, 
and to become a professional or an academic (Jansen, 2009). We use the expression 
‘lifelong learning’ to emphasise that it is a continuing process. These learning skills are 
not only means to ensure graduation, but they also enable the graduate to adapt when 
future situations require knowledge and skills that are not yet known. Consequently, 
the graduate is expected to provide his or her own study or training by acquiring the 
knowledge and skills that are necessary to adequately deal with any given situation.

4.3.5 The model
The aim of this study is to present a theoretical model of graduateness. We have already 
explored the domains of graduateness: reflective thinking, scholarship, moral citizenship 
and lifelong learning. These domains have in common that they all refer to some kind of 
transformation in students or what we consider to be the essence of graduateness. We 
now need to define the relationships between the aforementioned domains. Our model 
revolves around the idea that reflective thinking underlies the other three domains. In 
other words, development in either one of the other three areas is expected to reinforce 
development in reflective thinking. Figure 4.1 represents the model of graduateness in 
its most elementary shape; only the relationships with reflective thinking are specified. 
We are aware that this model is an oversimplification of the complex reality of such a 
construct as graduateness; however, we want to investigate the model in its purest form 
to test our hypothesis that reflective thinking is indeed the element that ties together 
the other domains. We argue that graduateness appears where reflective thinking is 
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linked to any of the domains of scholarship, moral citizenship, lifelong learning or a 
combination of these. In other words, reflective thinking can be achieved in (at least) 
three different ways, but for it to be considered as graduateness, it requires high-level 
functioning in both reflective thinking and at least one of the other domains.

4.4 Methods
4.4.1 Participants
This study was performed in a research-oriented university among students of study 
programmes with a social orientation. These students were selected because of 
the similarity between the study programmes, and all domains (reflective thinking, 
scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning) were most likely to occur jointly 
in these programmes. Both bachelor’s- and master’s-degree students were asked to 
complete an online questionnaire in order to ensure sufficient variation in the different 
domains. One of the departments imposed restrictions on e-mailing their students; 
therefore, an invitation to participate was posted at the electronic learning environment. 
Of the 79 students who clicked on this invitation, 27 decided to participate (34%). All 
students (340) in the other department received a personal invitation by e-mail and a 
reminder after two weeks. For these students, the response rate was 22% (N=76). A 
total of 103 students completed the entire questionnaire.

4.4.2 Instruments
The instruments were selected from the same theoretical traditions that build the 
theoretical model. Furthermore, only instruments which had been proven reliable 
in other studies were selected. Finally, these instruments were proven reliable in the 
context of a Dutch university (Steur, et al., 2011). The Reflective Thinking Questionnaire 
(Kember et al., 2000) was used to measure reflective thinking. This instrument is 
derived from the transformative learning theory of Mezirow (1991). Transformative 
learning addresses the capabilities to ‘become critically reflective of assumptions and 

Re�lective thinking

Scholarship

Moral citizenship

Lifelong learning

Figure 4.1 Model of graduateness
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to participate more fully and freely in critical-dialectical discourse’ (Mezirow, 2003:62). 
The Reflective Thinking Questionnaire consists of four subscales: habitual action (‘When 
I am working on some activities, I can do them without thinking about what I am doing’); 
understanding (‘To pass in this study programme you need to understand the content’); 
reflection (‘I like to think over what I have been doing and consider alternative ways 
of doing it’) and critical reflection (‘During this study programme I discovered faults 
in what I had previously believed to be right’). The 16 items are formulated for the 
educational learning context. A confirmatory factor analysis showed that the habitual 
subscale did not fit the latent concept of reflective thinking; therefore, this subscale was 
not included in further analyses. Confirmatory factor analysis also showed that in the 
reflection subscale, a non-significant coefficient for the first item occurred; therefore, 
the first item was subsequently excluded from further analyses. 

The Research Self-Efficacy Scale (RSES) of Bieschke (1993) serves as an indicator of 
scholarship. The original instrument consists of 52 items. In an earlier study, the items 
were designed with a research-intensive university context in mind (Steur, Jansen & 
Hofman, 2011). For this study, the number of items is reduced to six; these six items, 
taken together, form a Mokken Scale, representing advanced levels of scholarship. An 
example of one of these six items that represents advanced scholarship is the following: 
‘Organise your proposed research ideas in writing’. This Mokken scale has an H-value of 
0.43, which means that this selection of RSES items forms a usable scale. For comparison, 
the Cronbach’s alpha for this instrument is .77.

Moral citizenship was measured with Shelton and McAdams’s (1990) Visions of 
Morality Scale (VMS). This instrument provides the respondent with 45 short everyday 
dilemma descriptions, for example, ‘In order to make people aware of world hunger, 
students at my university are requested to restrict their food intake at lunch during 
the month of March and donate the money they save to a world hunger drive. I take 
the pledge to be part of this drive and donate my lunch money.’ For each dilemma, a 
behavioural response is specified. The respondent is asked to state to what extent he 
or she would react in the described manner. This instrument required adjustments 
for appropriate use. Finally, a single factor solution of 12 items was obtained with a 
reasonable reliability estimate (Cronbach’s Alpha = .75).

The learning strategies subscales of the Motivated Strategies for Learning 
Questionnaire MSLQ (Pintrich et al., 1991) were used to measure lifelong learning. 
These subscales measure different aspects of learning: rehearsal (‘When I study for this 
class, I practice saying the material to myself over and over’), elaboration (‘I try to relate 
ideas in this subject to other courses whenever possible’), organisation (‘When I study 
the readings for this course, I outline the material to help me organise my thoughts’), 
critical thinking (‘I treat the course material as a starting point and try to develop my 
own ideas about it’) and metacognitive self-regulation (‘When reading for this course, 
I make up questions to help focus my reading’). The original subscales consist of 31 
items. Certain items were excluded from the elaboration and the metacognitive self-
regulation subscales (Steur et al., 2011). A confirmative factor analysis revealed that the 
critical thinking subscale did not fit the latent concept lifelong learning as measured by 
the MSLQ. For this reason, this subscale is left out of further analyses.

All of the instruments were measured on a 5-point Likert-like scale with answer 
options ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. For the analyses, the scale 
scores were standardised by dividing the original scale scores by the number of items 
in the scale. This standardisation makes it easier to compare scale scores across scales 
with different numbers of items and this way, possible effects due to scale length are 
prevented from occurring. Table 4.1 presents the reliability estimates for all of the (sub)
scales as they were used in this study. In Table 4.2, the correlation coefficients for all the 
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4.4.3 Analysis
The data were analysed with the LISREL programme (Jöreskog & Sörebom 1985). 
The analyses were performed on covariance matrices. Only standardised results are 
reported in the Figures. The missing values were removed listwise, which resulted 
in 102 valid cases. In cases in which only one observed variable loaded on a latent 
variable, the programme required that the error variance of this observed variable be 
fixed (Hayduk, 1996). The number to which the error variance was fixed was based on 
the Cronbach’s alpha for that particular scale. In the present model, the error variances 
of two observed variables (scholarship and moral citizenship) are fixed.

4.5 Results
The theoretical model, which suggests relationships between reflective thinking and 
the three remaining domains (scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning), is 
translated into a structural equation model in which the four domains are represented 
as latent variables. The use of multiple subscales to operationalise reflective thinking 
and lifelong learning make Structural Equation Modelling the appropriate analysis 
technique. The results are shown in Figure 4.2; only the standardised results are 
presented.

The goodness of fit is determined by a number of measures, which are compared to 
accepted cut-off values. The cut-off values are derived from the overview provided by 
Schermelleh-Engel et al. (2003). For this model, the Standardised RMR is .079, which 
falls within the range of acceptable values (0.05 – 0.10). The RMSEA for this model is 
.091, which is considered a mediocre model fit. Finally, the model has an acceptable fit 
according to the GFI, which is .91. In conclusion, combining the goodness-of-fit measures 
with the careful procedure by which the instruments were selected to fit the theoretical 
model (Steur, et al., 2011) the model is considered an acceptable representation of the 
data. 

All coefficients are observed to be significant by the standard t > 2.00 for each 
coefficient. The measurement model consists of two variables, Scholarship and Moral 
Citizenship, that are determined by one observed variable, and the model consists of 
two latent variables, Reflective Thinking and Lifelong Learning, that are determined by 

Instrument Subscales Reliability

Reflective thinking Questionnaire understanding
reflection
critical reflection

.81

.78

.78
Research Self-Efficacy Scale - .77

Visions of Morality Scale - .75

Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire rehearsal
elaboration
organization
metacognitive self-regulation

.67

.67

.73

.70

Table 4.1 Reliability estimates

subscales are presented, including the subscales that were excluded as a result of the 
confirmatory factor analyses for the individual instruments.
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more than one observed variable. The observed variable Reflection is, with a coefficient 
of .68, the largest contributor to the latent variable Reflective Thinking. The observed 
variables of Understanding and Critical Reflection are comparable in their contribution 
to the latent variable (resp. .44 and .47). For the latent variable Lifelong Learning, four 
observed variables are included in the measurement model. The largest contribution to 
this latent variable comes from the subscales of Metacognitive Self-regulation (.74), and 
Elaboration (.64). Rehearsal (.57) and Organisation (.52) contribute the least.

The structural model is determined by the relationships between the latent 
variables. The expectation that Reflective Thinking underlies the three domains 
of Scholarship, Moral Citizenship and Lifelong Learning is confirmed by observed 
significant relationships between Reflective Thinking and the remaining three latent 
variables. In this structural model, Lifelong Learning appears to have the highest 
loading (.62). This finding means that Reflective Thinking has the strongest association 
with Lifelong Learning. For Scholarship and Moral Citizenship, the association with 
Reflective Thinking is less strong (resp. .31 and .40). However, following Kline (1998), 
these loadings might be considered to be medium effects, whereas the effect on Lifelong 
Learning is considered a large effect.

Re�lection

Critical 
re�lection

Re�lective thinking

Scholarship

Moral citizenship

Lifelong learning

Understanding RSES

VMS

Rehearsal

Elaboration

Organization

Metacognitive 
self-regulation

.44

.68

.4
7

.3
1

.40

.6
2

.94
.86

.5
7

.64

.52

.74

Goodness of �it: Standardized RMR = .079

Figure 4.2 Structural model of graduateness
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4.6 Conclusion and discussion
The aim of the current study was to examine the theoretical foundations and empirical 
evidence for our model of graduateness. A model like this could help explaining why 
some students from pre-master programmes are more successful than other students 
when entering master programmes. Providing more insight in what it is that university 
graduates share opposed to non-university graduates would help to design more 
appropriate university master preparation programmes, for students who completed 
a non-university bachelor degree and want to enter a university master programme. 
Previous attempts of providing a theoretical model for graduateness began with 
determining what graduates from different disciplines have in common (Barrie, 2006; 
Oost et al. 1998). This process resulted in models that included both employability 
skills and reflective thinking. Glover et al. (2002) and Booth et al. (2009) showed that 
emphasis on employability overshadows graduateness, when no explicit distinction is 
made between the two, Furthermore, this approach of detecting similarities suggests 
that graduateness has the same meaning across all disciplines. Jones (2009) found that 
this claim does not hold; generic elements of university education can have different 
interpretations in different disciplines, despite uses of the same vocabulary. Our 
approach is innovative in the sense that it makes the formative function of university 
education a starting point instead of searching for what graduates from different 
disciplines resemble. Transformation appeared to be the key essence of this formative 
function, which explains why freshmen differ from graduate students. This resulted 
in a much more restricted interpretation of graduateness. Moreover, it allowed us to 
use valuable insights from established research traditions regarding the intellectual 
development of students (e.g. Perry, 1970; King & Kitchener, 2004; Kohlberg, 1973). 

We know of one other study concerning graduateness that is founded in the 
intellectual development of students. Van Rossum and Hamer (2010) performed an 
epistemological study regarding the intellectual growth of students. These researchers 
regularly asked students to answer general questions concerning what they learned 
and how they view knowledge. The students would respond to these questions in their 
own words. We wanted to develop a less time-consuming instrument that could be 
easily administrated among larger groups of students. A short questionnaire that allows 
fully computerised processing is preferred. We examined in another article whether the 
instruments can be used in the Dutch university education context (Steur, et al., 2011). 
Although the original questionnaire consisted of over a hundred items, we have already 
showed (Steur, et al., 2011) that these items can be reduced to a more manageable 
number. 

Our key hypothesis, that reflective thinking underlies the other three domains 
of scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning, was confirmed by the data. 
Nevertheless, several limitations should be mentioned regarding this study. First, the 
data for the study were collected at one time period. Therefore, no conclusion can 
be drawn regarding causality. In order to address causality and thereby refine the 
relationships among the four domains, a longitudinal design is necessary. Second, the 
model could be made more sophisticated by the way moral citizenship is operationalised. 
Currently, we operationalised it by considering everyday morality; however, other 
aspects of moral citizenship, such as political awareness (Ahier, Beck & Moore, 2003) 
or ethical reasoning (Dearing, 1997) would be appropriate additions. At the time the 
questionnaire was constructed, we knew of no instrument that was appropriate for fully 
computerised processing of these elements at levels comparable to reflective thinking. 
Third, the measurements in our study were based on self-reports. Consequently, 
we do not know the extent to which these self-reports accurately reflect students’ 
graduateness. Naturally, the results should be interpreted with caution, but there are no 
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indications that they solely reflect biased respondent reporting. Combining self-report 
data with data obtained in a more objective manner, such as grades, is recommended 
for future research so that powerful statistical techniques can be applied for hypothesis 
testing. The findings of the present study can be used to generate hypotheses for future 
research. Finally, the model should be tested across different disciplines.

In spite of its limitations, our study has several important strengths. First, the current 
study ventured into a novel domain of graduateness, by building a model using the 
formative function of education instead of looking for similarities between graduates 
in various disciplines. Second, measurement error was contained, because the study 
employed established instruments with known psychometric properties. Reliability 
analysis shows that the measurements satisfy psychometric standards. Third, we 
adopted a theoretical framework that may help to organise research findings across a 
variety of investigations. Finally, the observed associations between reflective thinking 
and scholarship as well as moral citizenship and lifelong learning, respectively, were not 
only statistically significant but also interesting and meaningful. Although, this work 
is only a first step, and future studies are needed to reach a better understanding of 
graduateness, we believe that awareness of graduateness and how the different areas 
of students’ development reinforce reflective thinking will be useful in redesigning 
academic degree (-preparation) programmes that address the students intellectual 
development, beside knowledge and (professional) skills. It can help universities shape 
their formative function in a contemporary way. 



5 Towards graduateness: exploring academic intellectual 
development in university master’s students

This chapter is accepted for publication in an adapted form:

Steur, J.M., Jansen, E.P.W.A. & Hofman, W.H.A. (in press). Towards graduateness: exploring academic 
intellectual development in university master's students. Educational Research and Evaluation.

Abstract
Our research aims to 

contribute to the body of knowledge 
on graduateness by proposing a model 

that explicates the expected level performance of 
graduates. In this study, the model is elaborated for three 

graduateness domains: reflective thinking, scholarship, and 
moral citizenship. We used data on students’ perceived abilities 
in these domains that were collected at both the beginning and 
end of one-year master’s programmes in three faculties at a 
research-intensive university. The model appears to be suitable 
for investigating students’ academic intellectual development. 
Not all students appeared to achieve the expected level of 
graduateness by the end of the master’s programme. However, 
the results revealed an increase in the proportion of students 
meeting the thresholds for graduateness. The students’ reports 

reveal growth in reflective thinking and scholarship 
during the master’s programme. Differences 

between faculties were found, suggesting 
that faculties place different emphasis 

on the graduateness domains..
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5.1 Introduction
University graduates of all disciplines are expected to have something in common as 
a result of their time at university (Barrie, 2005; Perry, 1970; Van Rossum & Hamer, 
2010; Wheelahan, 2003). However, there is no consensus on what is expected of 
graduates (Barrie, 2006), at what level it is expected (Davies & Hogarth, 2002) and 
when it should be achieved by students (Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). This lack of clear 
expectations makes it challenging to investigate whether study programmes succeed in 
establishing this ‘something’ in graduates, particularly because interpretations of this 
‘something’ range from providing students with key skills (Gonzalez & Wagenaar, 2003) 
to supporting students’ personal (intellectual) development (Fuller, 1999; Glover, Law 
& Youngman, 2002; Perry, 1970; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). To ensure readability in 
this paper, we adopt the term ‘graduateness’ to refer to what graduates are expected to 
have in common. This term represents a specific stage in students’ academic intellectual 
development (Steur, et al., 2012). By introducing developmental theories to determine 
the level at which graduateness occurs and by applying this model to the development 
of master’s students towards graduateness, we aim to contribute to the international 
debate on what universities offer students to support their intellectual development. 

Do all students achieve graduateness upon completion of their master’s programme? 
Do they show progress in their academic intellectual development during their master’s 
year? Alternatively, is graduateness achieved after students obtain their bachelor’s 
degree? Answers to these questions provide further insight into the dynamics of 
students’ academic intellectual development and reveal the extent to which universities 
succeed in addressing their formative function in a world with increasing emphasis on 
employability (e.g., Moreau & Leathwood, 2006). However, the lack of a shared theoretical 
framework and, consequently, the lack of shared terminology makes it difficult for 
researchers and scholars to investigate graduateness (Barrie, 2006, Bennett, Dunne & 
Carré, 1999; Green, Hammer & Star, 2009). Additionally, these factors make it difficult 
for curriculum designers to design a curriculum that optimally supports students in 
their academic intellectual development towards graduateness (Hughes & Barrie, 
2010). With this study, we aspire to investigate students’ growth in graduateness and 
its domains by applying a model of graduateness (Steur, et al., 2012) that is enriched 
with insights from developmental theories in three graduateness domains. 

5.2 Theoretical framework
5.2.1 Graduateness
A variety of terms are used to refer to outcomes of university education, such as key 
skills, transferable skills, graduateness, generic skills, (generic) graduate attributes, and 
(academic) intellectual development. The terminology is not solely a matter of speech; 
these terminologies also accentuate different functions of university education. For 
example, many terms emphasise the employability and professional skill development 
of graduates (e.g., Barrie, 2005; Bennett et al., 1999; Green et al., 2009; Gonzalez & 
Wagenaar, 2003; Schön, 1983; Yorke & Harvey, 2005). Certain researchers place more 
emphasis on domain-related elements, particularly those concerning research skills and 
attitudes (e.g., van der Rijst, 2009; Visser-Wijnveen, 2009), whereas others emphasise 
students’ intellectual or personal development when referring to the generic learning 
outcomes of university education (e.g., Booth et al., 2009; Glover et al., 2002; Perry, 
1970; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). We do not claim that this paper is an exhaustive 
enumeration; rather, it illustrates the diversity in the field.

Similar terminology is sometimes used for different aspects of generic learning 
outcomes of university education. For example, ‘graduateness’ (Wheelahan, 2003), our 
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preferred term, is used to refer to both professional skill development (employability) 
and students’ personal intellectual development. Despite the ambiguity associated with 
this term, we adopted this term because we find it to be the most appropriate term to 
express that university education also has a formative function (e.g., UNESCO, 1998). 
Graduateness has the connotation of representing something generic that is developed 
through the university experience and is expected to be achieved by graduates. Although 
we acknowledge employability to be an important aspect of university education, we do 
not include it in our interpretation of graduateness because there are some indications 
that focusing on employability in university education can occur at the expense of 
students’ intellectual development (Booth et al., 2009; Glover et al., 2002). Hence, they 
are indeed two separate concepts in higher education, and they should be treated as 
such when investigating the generic learning outcomes of university education.

Our interpretation of graduateness shows certain similarities to Barrie’s work in 
this field (e.g., Barrie, 2004, 2005, 2006). Both acknowledge that university education 
can provide students with experiences that enhance their higher-order cognitive 
abilities. Barrie (2004) identified this experience as the enabling perspective on what 
we refer to as graduateness. At this level, students have transformed such that they are 
able to determine their positions in current (public) debates, to create new knowledge, 
to shape their intellectual development, and to engage in different types of reflection. 
However, despite providing a hierarchical model (Barrie, 2004), the developmental 
aspects remain underexposed in Barrie’s work. For example, the manner in which 
students evolve from the translating level to the enabling level remains unclear. We 
argue that additional perspectives are needed to illuminate the transformative aspects 
of academic intellectual development towards graduateness.

5.2.2 Graduateness domains
Before we delineate the developmental aspects, we first introduce the domains of 
graduateness that are considered in this study. As in Barrie (2004), we consider 
graduateness to cover different clusters, or domains, as we prefer to refer to them. 
Graduateness is a multidimensional construct that encompasses interwoven domains 
and enables different emphasises on different aspects in different disciplines. The 
domains that we consider in this study overlap with the classification of Barrie (2004). 
This overlap is particularly pertinent to the domain of scholarship. In addition, our 
domain of moral citizenship shows great similarities to Barrie’s interpretation. However, 
where Barrie used the term global citizenship, we prefer the term moral citizenship to 
emphasise that this domain includes not only students’ stance on the world (Nussbaum, 
1997) but also their moral development (Kohlberg, 1973; Perry, 1970), which is 
considered an important element of students’ development in university education 
(Gottlieb, Handelsmann, & Knapp, 2008). In contrast to Barrie, we choose to place 
explicit emphasis on the reflective thinking domain because it appears to be at the heart 
of academic intellectual development (Perry, 1970; Schön, 1983; Van Rossum & Hamer, 
2010). This perspective results in the following interpretations of the three domains of 
graduateness:

• Reflective thinking – refers to higher-order thinking abilities, including meta-
cognitive thinking.

• Scholarship – refers to a set of knowledge, skills and attitudes that is associated 
with research in practice.

• Moral citizenship – refers to the idea of students as global citizens, including 
and highlighting students’ moral development.
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5.2.3 Graduateness and development
Using a developmental approach, we aspire to acknowledge some of the associated 
complexity that cannot be addressed by listing different skills and attitudes under the 
flag of graduateness. For example, such lists fail to address the level at which students 
are expected to perform (Davies & Hogarth, 2002). Furthermore, development is not 
merely covered by performance at a higher level, i.e., within an increasingly complex 
context; rather, (academic) intellectual development implies a transformation in 
students (Stevenson, 2003). This transformation is marked by a different way of 
thinking, a different way of approaching the world, and/or a different way of positioning 
oneself (Perry, 1970). At some point in their educational careers, students come to 
recognise the uncertainty of knowledge, realising that what is taught by their teachers 
may not be the one and only truth but that other teachers, researchers or scholars 
may hold different positions on the same subject matter. When students acknowledge 
this fact, they will find it difficult to return to a previous stage; their way of thinking 
has changed. By contrast, skill development enables students to address increasingly 
complex situations but this does not require a change in thinking.

Although development is underexplored in the field of graduateness and generic 
learning outcomes, in epistemological traditions, development is theorised and 
investigated in different graduateness domains (e.g., reflective thinking, moral and 
ethical behaviour). These models are concerned with the nature of knowledge and 
individuals’ experiences in constructing knowledge in different domains (Boyles, 2006; 
King & Kitchener, 2004). Several researchers have found evidence for developmental 
stages to occur in these domains (King & Kitchener, 2004; Kohlberg, 1973; Perry, 
1970), through which individuals develop at their own pace and according to their own 
capabilities. This indicates that not everyone achieves a specific stage at the same age 
and that the higher stages may be achieved only by a few people (King & Kitchener, 
2004; Kohlberg, 1973; Perry, 1970). However, because university students, especially 
master’s students, are a specific group within the human population, high expectations 
appear to be justified. Therefore, it seems reasonable to regard the graduateness level 
as referring to advanced stages in the developmental models.

Using a developmental approach allows us to identify where the stage of 
graduateness occurs in students’ academic intellectual development. We achieve this 
goal by determining the graduateness level in developmental models in the fields in our 
domains of graduateness. Perry (1970) was one of the first to design a developmental 
model of students’ intellectual and ethical development, but we found models developed 
for specific aspects of intellectual development to be more suitable for our purpose. 
Certain aspects of graduateness, including scholarship, are not addressed in Perry’s 
model. Moreover, for reflective thinking, a more specific model is available (King & 
Kitchener, 2004). Below, we briefly describe the models that we used. 

Reflective thinking
Inspired by the cognitive-developmental tradition (e.g., Perry, 1970) and constructive-
developmental perspectives (e.g., Fischer, 1980), King and Kitchener (2004) developed 
a developmental model for reflective thinking, the Reflective Judgment Model. Central 
in their model is how knowledge is constructed and the role of authority in this process. 
This model distinguishes seven stages of reflective thinking divided into three clusters: 
pre-reflective judgement, quasi-reflective judgement and reflective judgement. In 
this latter cluster, we place the graduateness level of reflective thinking at stage 6 of 
the Reflective Judgment Model. This stage is characterised by the ability of students 
to recognise that knowledge is uncertain and that they must translate and integrate 
information from different angles to reach a conclusion. Furthermore, concerning 
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knowledge, there is no such thing as ‘truth’ as being something that is known to an 
authority (in case of education, the teacher). A student functioning at the graduateness 
level in the reflective thinking domain is aware that knowledge is constructed by 
collecting information and opinions from different sources and views.

Scholarship
To the best of our knowledge, there are few models concerning development in 
scholarship devoted to the stages of becoming experienced researchers. Of course, a 
scholarly attitude includes some aspects of reflective thinking (van der Rijst, 2009; 
Schön, 1983). However, we believe that it is valuable to use a separate developmental 
model for scholarship to acknowledge its domain-specific aspects, such as research 
skills and an inquiring attitude. Willison and O’Regan (2007) developed the Research 
Skill Development Framework that distinguishes seven levels based on the extent of 
students’ autonomy according to six facets of research (e.g., Find & Generate, Evaluate & 
Reflect, and Analyse & Synthesise). Levels 6 and 7 are dedicated to research contributing 
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, 
which is characterised by ‘students research within self-determined guidelines that are 
in accord with discipline or context’ (Willison & O’Regan, 2008). This expectation entails 
that students are capable of self-directing their research in all facets, ranging from the 
ability to translate experience and expertise into researchable research questions to 
independently designing an appropriate research design and engaging in insightful 
reflection on one’s own research and that of others. 

Moral citizenship
Moral citizenship is concerned with both students’ ethical and moral development and 
their development towards global citizenship. In a previous work, Kohlberg and Hersh 
(1977) noted that ethical and moral development is closely related to the concept of 
‘citizenship’. Nussbaum (1997) described global citizenship as having knowledge 
about other cultures and being able to place oneself in the position of other people 
who live different lives. An explicit purpose of liberal education, which promotes global 
citizenship, is to continuously reconsider one’s opinions and beliefs (Nussbaum, 1997). 
In the same tradition as Perry and King and Kitchener, Kohlberg (1973) developed a 
six-stage model for moral development. This model is criticised primarily because of 
certain strong claims that Kohlberg made in the model, such as the universality of the 
model and the lack of consistent empirical evidence for the sixth stage. However, other 
ideas behind the model still prove to be valuable, such as the developmental aspect of 
the model. Rest and colleagues developed this model into a neo-Kohlbergian approach 
to moral development (Rest et al., 2000; Thoma, 2014) with three so-called schemas: 
Personal interest, Maintaining norms, and Postconventional schema. These schemas 
represent how new information is processed (Rest et al. 2000). Graduateness is situated 
in the postconventional schema. Moral citizenship is a broad concept covering different 
aspects ranging from ethical development to opinion forming and social awareness. In 
this study, we emphasise a specific aspect of moral citizenship, namely, acknowledging 
societal relevance. In terms of the postconventional schema, this means that students 
are capable of engaging with controversial topics, contributing to a scientific and social 
debate, and acknowledging that all opinions are open to scrutiny.

5.2.4 Model of graduateness
Despite the claim of genericity, the context is important to how graduateness is 
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interpreted and taught (Jones, 2013). Similarly, considering moral development, 
Thoma (2014) stated that students in political sciences or philosophy, for example, are 
more likely to have achieved the postconventional schema than are students in other 
disciplines. An interesting characteristic of graduateness is thus revealed, namely, that 
different aspects of graduateness will be highlighted in different disciplines as a result 
of the nature of the specific discipline. For our model of graduateness, graduateness 
can thus be achieved through development in different domains. The importance of 
reflective thinking as an outcome of university learning is emphasised so often (Biggs, 
1999; Kember et al., 2000; King & Kitchener, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Procee, 
2001, 2006; Schön, 1983; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010; Willison & O’Regan, 2008) that 
we consider reflective thinking to lie at the heart of graduateness. Hence, we consider 
that performance at the reflective judgement level is a necessary but insufficient 
condition for graduateness to be achieved. In addition to advanced performance (i.e., 
at the graduateness level) in the domain of reflective thinking, graduateness presumes 
advanced performance in at least one other domain (see figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1 Schematic model of graduateness
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5.3 Research questions
Can the model of graduateness that is rooted in developmental models be used to 
adequately describe graduateness in terms of both achievements and growth? If the 
model successfully measure graduateness, we expect to find that a proportion of students 
achieve graduateness by the end of the master’s programme. We expect an adequate 
model to be able to detect growth during the master’s year both in the achievement of 
graduateness and in the separate domains. Finally, we expect the model to be suitable 
for different disciplines. We translated these expectations into the following research 
questions:

1. Do master’s degree graduates achieve graduateness according to their self-
reported abilities? 

2. Do graduates achieve graduateness more often than non-graduates do? 
3. Is graduateness achieved more often at the end of a master’s programme than 

at the beginning?
4. Can growth in students’ perceived abilities be determined in all three domains 

of graduateness considered?
5. Do faculties differ regarding the extent to which graduateness is achieved in 

the graduateness domains? 

5.4 Method
5.4.1 Data collection
We consider several master’s programmes in this study because we expect a higher 
proportion of students to achieve graduateness in master’s programmes than students 
in bachelor’s programmes. Two succeeding cohorts of master’s students in four faculties 
(social sciences, law, business and economics, and spatial sciences) at a research-intensive 
university were invited to participate in the study concerning student experiences in 
master’s programmes. Each cohort was asked to complete an online questionnaire at 
the beginning and end of the master’s programme . For this study, we used data only 
from students who participated at both measurement points. Of the cohorts, 38% 
(N=485) of the first and 34% (N=398) of the second completed the questionnaire at the 
beginning of the programme (T1). At the end of the programme (T2), 32% (N=157) of 
the initial response group of cohort 1 and 37% (N=147) of the initial response group 
of cohort 2 completed the second questionnaire. These two cohorts do not differ from 
one another concerning the number of domains in which the graduateness level is 
achieved (T1: chi-square=1.943, df=3, p=.584; T2: chi-square=3.717; df=3; p=.294). 
Because no students appeared in both cohorts, the cohorts are considered together in 
this study. Based on data retrieved from the university’s student administration tool, 
we were able to identify students who graduated in the year that they participated in 
the study. Furthermore, the tool offered us the opportunity to compare the response 
group to the non-response group with respect to several characteristics. Compared 
with women in the non-response group, women were overrepresented in the response 
group (approximately 50% of the women responded in contrast to approximately 40% 
of the men in the population). The results indicated no major age differences between 
the respondents and non-respondents. Furthermore, the response group obtained, 
on average, 5 ECs more than the non-response group did. Such differences between 
response and non-response groups are commonly found. 
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5.4.2 Instruments
We investigated the development of three domains of graduateness. Although the 
questionnaire was developed for quality assurance purposes, these concepts could 
be identified within the questionnaire. For our study, we operationalised reflective 
thinking by using the deep learning approach scale from the ASSIST (Entwistle, McCune 
& Tait, 1997). This scale consists of seven items that refer to the ways in which students 
approach the study material – for example, ‘Ideas in course books or articles often set 
me off on long chains of thought of my own’. In this sense, this scale can be interpreted 
as measuring reflective thinking, which is consistent with the approach of Biggs (1999), 
who also considered deep learning to be a characteristic of an academic attitude. The 
answer options range from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (4). The average 
scale score ranges was 1.43–4.00 (sd=.38) for T1 and 1.71–4.00 (sd=.42) for T2. 

The questionnaire includes a section regarding academic skills. For each statement, 
the respondents needed to judge their ability on a 1–10 scale, with 1 indicating poor 
mastery and 10 indicating excellent mastery. From these skills, a number of items were 
selected by content to measure scholarship and moral citizenship. For scholarship, 5 
items were identified as referring to higher-order mastery of research skills, such as 
the ability to write a research proposal or to critically evaluate the literature. Average 
scale scores were calculated, and these scores were between 3.0 and 9.6 (sd=.98) at 
T1 and between 2.6 and 9.0 (sd=.90) at T2. For moral citizenship, we selected 4 items 
largely related to the ability to express one’s opinion and the ability to link knowledge 
to current events. The average scale score ranges were 2.50–9.75 (sd=1.00) for T1 and 
3.50–9.25 (sd=.95) for T2. (See table 5.4 for the mean scores for each scale at T1 and 
T2).

For all scales, reliability measures (Cronbach’s alpha) were calculated at both T1 and 
T2; these values are reported in table 5.1. All scales show sufficient reliability coefficients 
according to Nunnaly and Bernstein (1994), who recommended that instruments used 
in basic research should have reliability coefficients of approximately .70 or above. 

Finally, for the group of students who graduated in the year that they participated 
in the study, the graduation date should be before the start of the new academic year, 
which is 1 September in The Netherlands. 

Cronbach's alpha

T1 T2

reflective thinking
scholarship
moral citizenship

.73

.82

.81

.75

.82

.78

Table 5.1 Results of reliability analyses

5.4.3 Thresholds
Although the items that were selected in this study represent the graduateness level, 
thresholds must be determined. The scale scores represent both respondents for whom 
the items do not reflect their particular situation (the lower end of the scale scores) 
and respondents for whom the items adequately represent their particular situation 
(the higher end of the scale scores). Within this range of scale scores, a threshold 
for the graduateness level must be placed at a point where most items apply to the 
respondents’ situation. We argue that determining these thresholds should be based 
on theoretical arguments as opposed to empirical data because the basic principle of 
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the theoretical model is that graduateness is characterised by specific behaviour or 
strategies that are consistent with certain stages from the developmental models. For 
the domain of reflective thinking, it appears reasonable to determine the threshold for 
the graduateness level at 3.00, which resembles the answer option ‘agree’ used for this 
scale. To determine the meaning of this threshold, we sought to find the percentage 
of respondents for which a scale score of 3.00 and above includes a score below 3 for 
the separate items, indicating the extent to which the average scale score represents 
consistent behaviour among the items. The results indicate that for less than 10% of the 
cases, a scale score of 3.00 or above includes two or three items scored below 3. 

For the domains of scholarship and moral citizenship, students were asked to rate 
themselves on a ten-point scale that is similar to the grading system to which they 
are accustomed. In this regard, determining where an adequate threshold should be 
placed to represent the graduateness level is slightly more complicated. As in the Dutch 
grading system, 6 represents the bare minimum to pass, and 7 represents adequate 
mastery; it seems opportune to assume a minimum scale score of 7 for the domains of 
scholarship and moral citizenship. In all cases, this threshold results in less than 10% 
of the cases meeting the threshold for the scale score, with two or three items scoring 
below 7. Obviously, these lower scores for items are compensated with higher scores 
for other scale items. 

5.4.4 Graduateness
The complex construct of graduateness was measured by combining scale scores in each 

domain using the thresholds. We previously established that meeting the threshold 
in the domain of reflective thinking is a necessary condition for graduateness. This 
criterion results in four possible categories of graduateness:

• 0=graduateness is not achieved in reflective thinking
• 1=graduateness is achieved only in reflective thinking
• 2=graduateness is achieved in reflective thinking and one other domain
• 3=graduateness is achieved in reflective thinking and two other domains

Only the last two categories are considered to reflect graduateness; the first two 
categories indicate pre-graduateness (also see figure 2.1). 

5.4.5 Analyses
To investigate the research questions, several statistical techniques were used. First, the 
distribution of students and graduates was calculated to determine whether the model 
fits the master’s level. Paired t-tests were used to investigate whether students show 
growth in perceived abilities in the three domains of graduateness during the master’s 
year. The scores for the first measurement were paired with the scores for the second 
measurement. Chi-squares were calculated to identify differences between faculties in 
the extent to which graduateness is achieved.

5.5 Results
Of the 304 respondents, 143 (47%) graduated at the end of the master’s year. First, we 
determined whether these graduates achieve graduateness at the end of the master’s 
year. A total of 60% of the graduates achieved graduateness, most (41%) by achieving 
the threshold in the three domains and the others (19%) by achieving the minimum 
standard of meeting the threshold in two domains (see table 5.2). However, 30% of the 
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graduates failed to achieve graduateness because they did not meet the threshold in 
reflective thinking.

Second, we investigated whether the group that graduated in the same academic year 
in which the study was conducted differed from the group that graduated later. Table 
5.2 presents the distribution of both groups over the different levels of graduateness. 
Of the respondents who did not graduate at the end of the master’s year, 56% achieved 
graduateness. Additionally, the same proportion of students in the graduate and non-
graduate groups did not achieve the threshold in the reflective thinking domain. The 
chi-square results revealed no difference between the two groups (chi-square=.504, 
df=3, p=.918). 

Graduateness Not graduated Graduated

pre-graduateness 0
1

30%
13%

30%
10%

graduateness 2
3

16%
40%

19%
41%

Total 100% 100%

Table 5.2 Distribution of graduates and non-graduates across categories of graduateness at T2

Third, we investigated the research question regarding whether the proportion of 
students achieving graduateness differs between T1 and T2 was investigated using 
contingency table analysis (see table 5.3). At the beginning of the master’s programmes 
(T1), 48% of the respondents had already achieved graduateness. At the end of the 
master’s programmes (T2), this level had increased to 58%. A chi-square test in which 
the distribution of T2 is compared with the distribution at T1 revealed that more 
respondents achieved graduateness at T2 (chi-square=18.90; df=3; p=.000).

Graduateness T1 T2

pre-graduateness 0
1

33%
19%

30%
12%

graduateness 2
3

16%
32%

17%
41%

Total 100% 100%

Table 5.3 Distribution of respondents across categories of graduateness for T1 and T2

Fourth, growth in perceived abilities in the three domains was investigated using paired 
t-tests that compared scores at T2 with scores at T1 (see table 5.4). The differences were 
significant at p<.05 for reflective thinking and for scholarship. For moral citizenship, the 
difference was not significant. The difference between T1 and T2 for scholarship was 
the largest. 

Finally, to investigate the fifth research question with regard to differences 
between faculties, we conducted ANOVAs. These results are presented in table 5.5. 
Significant differences were found for scholarship at T2 and for moral citizenship at 
both measurement times. In the domain of moral citizenship, the respondents from the 
social sciences faculty reported lower capabilities than the respondents from the law 
faculty (T1 and T2) and the respondents from the business and economics faculty (T2) 
(see table 5.6). 
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5.6 Conclusion and discussion
One of the issues in the graduateness debate is that the level at which students are 
expected to perform in domains that are associated with graduateness is often 
unspecified (Davies & Hogarth, 2002). The current study aimed to contribute to this 
debate by using developmental theories to denote the graduateness level in three 
domains and to investigate whether master’s programmes contribute to development 
in these domains. The suitability of the proposed model was investigated in a repeated-
measurement design. First, we checked whether the model fit with graduates’ perceived 

Domain Mean T1 Mean T 2 T df Sig.

reflective thinking
scholarship
moral citizenship

3.09
6.84
6.96

3.13
7.06
7.04

2.117
4.686
1.945

303
303
303

.035

.000

.053

Table 5.4 Results for paired T-test for reflective thinking, scholarship and moral citizenship

Domain sums of 
squares

df mean 
square

F Sig.

reflective thinking T1 between groups
within groups

 .893
 41.775

3
300

 .298
 .139

2.137 .096

T2 between groups
within groups

 .335
 51.888

3
300

 .112
 .173

 .647 .586

scholarship T1 between groups
within groups

 6.770
 286.442

3
300

2.257
 .955

2.364 .071

T2 between groups
within groups

 7.461
 245.885

3
300

2.487
 .820

3.035 .030

moral citizenship T1 between groups
within groups

 15.028
 290.498

3
300

5.009
 .968

5.173 .002

T2 between groups
within groups

 12.860
 245.705

3
300

4.287
 .849

5.049 .002

Table 5.5 Results ANOVAs for faculties in each domain of graduateness
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reflective thinking
scholarship
moral citizenship

T1
T2
T1
T2
T1
T2

 3.15
 3.13
 6.84
 7.14
 6.76*
 6.81*

 3.11
 3.22
 7.11
 6.91
 7.45
 7.37

 3.04
 3.11
 6.87
 7.16
 7.06
 7.18

 3.03
 3.13
 6.54
 6.73
 6.89
 7.09

Table 5.6 Mean scores in each domain per faculty
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capabilities. In fact, 60% of the graduates achieved graduateness at the end of the 
master’s programme; thus, they achieved the graduateness level in reflective thinking 
and at least one other domain. Because we considered only two other domains, the 
proportion that we found is likely to be an underestimation of the real proportion of 
students who achieved graduateness. However, because 30% of the graduates did not 
achieve the graduateness level in reflective thinking, only an additional 10% could 
potentially achieve graduateness through other domains. 

Second, our results showed that the model does not discriminate between 
graduates and non-graduates; therefore, graduation does not increase the probability 
that students have achieved graduateness. Moreover, the results suggest that most 
students who achieve graduateness have already done so before they have completed 
all course units of the study programme. Therefore, graduation is not a prerequisite for 
students to achieve graduateness. This finding raises the question of which elements of 
master’s programmes are the most successful in stimulating students to evolve towards 
graduateness. Unfortunately, the current study did not allow us to thoroughly address 
aspects of student development, such as the contribution of particular course units to 
students’ intellectual development.

Third, we determined whether the proportion of students achieving graduateness 
based on their perceived capabilities at the end of a master’s programme differed 
from the proportion of students achieving graduateness at the start of the master’s 
programme. This difference was indeed observed. In October, nearly half of the 
respondents achieved graduateness, and in May, this proportion increased to nearly 
60% for the entire group of master’s students who completed the questionnaires. 
Graduateness appears to develop during bachelor’s programmes, but the development 
does not cease there; rather, it continues in master’s programmes. The proposed model 
successfully depicts students’ growth in academic intellectual development during the 
master’s year. 

Fourth, we investigated whether there are differences between students’ perceived 
capabilities at the beginning and end of their master’s programme in the separate 
domains of graduateness that were included in this study. The respondents reported 
stronger capabilities at the end of the master’s programme for the domains of reflective 
thinking and scholarship than they did at the beginning of the master’s programme. The 
largest growth was detected in the domain of scholarship, from a mean immediately 
below the threshold to a mean immediately above the threshold. This finding suggests 
that the master’s programmes included in this study succeed in developing scholarship 
to the expected level by building on the foundations laid in bachelor’s programmes. 

Our fifth and final research question concerned the applicability of the model to 
different disciplines. Some differences between faculties were observed, especially in 
the domain of moral citizenship. In this domain, the level of graduateness is achieved 
less often in the social sciences faculty than in the faculty of law. One could argue that 
these differences can at least partially be explained by the different natures of the 
disciplines that are taught in these faculties. Expressing oneself and acknowledging 
social implications are two key competences in law, whereas their importance in 
the social sciences is more implicit. These findings indicate that differences among 
disciplines are acknowledged in our approach, which makes the model appropriate for 
use, at least in the disciplines that are included in this study.

Overall, the findings of this study suggest that students grow in their academic 
intellectual development during their master’s year. Although nearly half of the 
students in our study had already achieved graduateness at the beginning of the 
master’s programme, the results indicate an increase in graduateness achieved and 
growth in separate domains. However, a substantial number of master’s students do 
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not meet the thresholds for graduateness at the end of their master’s programmes. 
Additionally, the mean scores in the separate domains, which are immediately above 
the thresholds, reveal ample room to stimulate master’s students in their academic 
intellectual development, particularly in the reflective thinking domain. Approximately 
one-third of the students (graduated or not) appeared to report abilities in this domain 
below the graduateness level. Although growth is reported in this domain, the level 
of actual growth is limited. Because we consider reflective thinking to be the core of 
graduateness, this finding indicates that these students do not achieve graduateness; 
therefore, stimulating reflective thinking could positively influence the proportion of 
students achieving graduateness.

We are aware that the graduateness level in this study is determined by normative 
thresholds for each domain rather than empirical determination. Therefore, the results 
should be interpreted given these thresholds; other thresholds would have led to other 
results. Nevertheless, we are confident that the chosen thresholds are appropriate to 
reflect the level of graduateness. For reflective thinking, we used the least restricted 
option for a threshold, whereas for scholarship and moral citizenship, the thresholds 
used were slightly more restricted; however, they appear to be in accordance with the 
reasoning that one can expect slightly more from graduates than the bare minimum. Of 
course, the appropriateness of the thresholds should be subject to further investigations, 
which might lead to better thresholds that are empirically determined. Nevertheless, 
we are reluctant to determine empirical thresholds for the current study because 
the manner in which the level of graduateness is determined is based on perceived 
performances in the current group. This determination would contradict the essence 
of the theoretical model in which graduateness is a stage based on applied strategies 
and behaviour rather than a relative standard depending on the scores of others in the 
group.

All results are based on self-reported estimations of performance and ability. 
Certain limitations are when using this type of data. Students tend to overestimate or 
underestimate their abilities, depending on personality characteristics. We believe that 
these effects are partly mitigated because we used a repeated-measurement design in 
which the same group of students report their perceived abilities at two different points 
in their master’s programmes; in this context, overestimation or underestimation plays 
a minor role in growth in the domains of graduateness. Furthermore, recent findings 
of Benton, Duchon and Pallett (2013) suggested that self-reported ratings of learning 
can be rather adequate in topics that teachers consider important. Moreover, in the 
field of competences, Vaatstra and De Vries (2007) showed that students were able to 
adequately report on their abilities concerning generic and reflective competences. We 
accepted the restrictions of self-reports because the alternative of developing a test 
of graduateness also has serious limitations. First, such an approach would be more 
time consuming to cover all domains adequately. Second, such a test would provide less 
flexibility in being applied to different disciplines because of the contextual nature of 
how graduateness is explicated in different disciplines. Although graduateness can be 
found in all disciplines, its shape differs (Jones, 2013). A test for graduateness would 
require more details than a questionnaire that leaves the opportunity to formulate 
general statements that could have different interpretations in different disciplines. For 
example, in the domain of scholarship, all students need to write a research report; 
however, the content and underlying skills might differ. Data collection and analyses 
would be emphasised more in the social sciences than in law. Third, such a test would 
be far too time consuming to process; it would be applicable only to small groups. We 
aimed to provide findings that can be generalised more easily. Our results are applicable 
for disciplines ranging from business and economics to law and from social sciences 
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to spatial sciences. The appropriateness of our approach for the natural sciences and 
humanities should be investigated further.

In sum, the approach of using developmental theories and applying thresholds to 
the model of graduateness appears to be appropriate for investigating graduateness. 
The advantage of this approach is that it explicates the level expected of graduates in 
the domains of reflective thinking, scholarship and moral citizenship, and it can easily 
be expanded to other domains of graduateness. Furthermore, because the graduateness 
level is determined based on developmental models that distinguish different stages, 
this approach offers opportunities to study the development of graduateness in greater 
details. This approach will in turn offer support for developing tools for assessing 
graduateness, which will be useful because the lack of suitable assessment tools makes 
it difficult for academic staff and curriculum designers to explicitly include graduateness 
in university curricula (Hughes & Barrie, 2010). 

Furthermore, whether 60% of the students achieving graduateness is an acceptable 
proportion may be a suitable topic for discussion, particularly because the proposed 
model can be regarded as modest regarding where the graduateness level is placed 
in each domain. Acknowledging the findings from previous research showing that 
some students do not achieve the top level of the developmental models (King & 
Kitchener, 2004; Kohlberg, 1973; Perry, 1970; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010), we placed 
the graduateness level at the stage below the top level in each domain because this 
is the first stage that King and Kitchener (2004) considered to include reflective 
thinking, as opposed to quasi- and pre-reflective thinking. This approach appears 
to be a realistic interpretation of the level of graduateness. In the reflective thinking 
domain, our findings show that a substantial proportion (30%) of the respondents did 
not achieve the graduateness level in this domain. Notably, the response group appears 
to be slightly more successful academically than the non-response group. Hence, the 
number of students not achieving the graduateness level in reflective thinking may be 
even higher than we observed in this study. Consequently, the proportion of students 
achieving graduateness would be lower.

In our research, we focused solely on student aspects of graduateness. For universities 
to further stimulate students’ intellectual development, the efforts of teachers in 
emphasising graduateness should also be acknowledged. Barrie (2004) found that 
teachers understand graduateness in different ways that are likely to influence what is 
taught. For example, when a teacher considers graduateness as an aspect that needs to 
be developed apart from the disciplinary content, it is highly unlikely that graduateness 
domains will be addressed explicitly in their lectures. Furthermore, according to Van 
Rossum and Hamer (2010), student development depends on the developmental level at 
which a teacher functions with regard to graduateness. Moreover, De la Harpe and David 
(2012) found that teachers’ beliefs regarding the importance of aspects of graduateness 
did not automatically reflect their level of emphasis on graduateness in their teaching. 
To develop curricula that stimulate the academic intellectual development of students, 
insights from these studies must be considered. Additionally, the proposed model here 
can be used to explicate graduateness both for students and for teachers. The model 
will provide guidance to confront the challenge of university education in producing 
graduates who perform at the graduateness level.





6 The influence of curriculum on master’s students’ perceived 
abilities in four domains of graduateness

This chapter is based on:

Steur, J.M., Jansen, E.P.W.A & Hofman, W.H.A. (in press). The influence of curriculum on master’s 
students’ perceived abilities in four domains of graduateness. Research in Post-Compulsory 
Education.

Abstract
Potentially all university 

graduates, regardless of the discipline 
they have studied, are expected to have 

obtained generic learning outcomes, which we refer 
to as ‘graduateness’. This study investigates the extent 

to which learning programmes’ emphasis on graduateness 
affects students’ perceived abilities in the domains of graduateness. 
Four domains of graduateness are considered: reflective thinking, 
scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning. Based on 
curriculum maps, master’s programmes were clustered according to 
the emphasis placed on each domain. Unexpectedly, there appeared to 
be no difference in students’ perceived competence in the four domains 
of graduateness between master’s programmes that placed little 
to no emphasis on reflective thinking, moral citizenship or lifelong 
learning and master’s programmes that placed more emphasis 
on these domains. Only in the scholarship domain was a difference 

found in students’ perceived competence; surprisingly, it was 
in the opposite direction. In conclusion, we can say that 

the relation between emphasis on the domains of 
graduateness and students’ perceived abilities 

in these domains were not found across a 
large sample of study programmes.





73

6.1 Introduction
The importance of explicating graduateness has been well established in recent years. 
Whereas graduateness used to be considered an attribute that students acquired while 
they studied their disciplines, there is now increased awareness of the university’s role 
in stimulating students’ development of generic graduate attributes (Barrie, 2005; 
Biggs, 1999; Booth, McLean & Walker, 2009; Hughes & Barrie, 2010; Vaatstra & De Vries, 
2007). In this article, we use the terms ‘graduateness’ and ‘generic graduate attributes’ 
to refer to students’ academic intellectual development. Specifically, graduateness 
refers to the stage in students’ development at which they have acquired a certain set 
of generic graduate attributes. It is beyond the scope of the present article to discuss 
the graduateness stage in detail; see Steur, Jansen & Hofman (2012) for an elaboration 
of our theoretical model of graduateness. Our model distinguishes four domains of 
graduateness: reflective thinking, scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning. 
In this article, we investigate whether students in master’s programmes that place 
little to no emphasis on a specific domain of graduateness report lower abilities in 
this domain than students in master’s programmes that place more emphasis on that 
particular domain. 

All university students are expected to have attained graduateness by the time they 
graduate, regardless of the discipline they have studied (Bridges, 1993; Glover, Law 
& Youngman, 2002; Yorke & Harvey, 2003). However, Booth et al. (2009) previously 
found that an emphasis on employability leads to lower reported academic intellectual 
development among students, indicating that graduation does not per se convey 
graduateness. In addition, in Steur, Jansen & Hofman (in press), we found that although 
most students have attained graduateness by the time they graduate, a substantial group 
(approximately 30% of the population) does not. This raises the question whether 
differences in study programmes explain differences between students’ graduateness. 
We argue that the attention paid to domains of graduateness influences students’ 
reported abilities in those domains. To investigate this hypothesis, we conducted our 
study across different disciplines within a research-intensive university. The broad 
range of disciplines considered in this study – business and economics, spatial sciences, 
and behavioural and social sciences – allowed us to draw conclusions that apply to a 
variety of disciplines. This university has committed itself to the Bologna process but 
has no explicit policy concerning graduateness as we understand the term.

In this study, we use a general model of graduateness that we previously developed 
(Steur et al., 2012) to provide a theoretical framework for graduateness that is 
embedded in existing research traditions. We use this model in the current study to 
describe both curriculum characteristics and students’ learning outcomes in terms of 
graduateness domains. This model can be applied to different disciplines. The following 
section describes the model and the research questions. The third section explains the 
research method and instruments, and the results are presented in section 4. In the final 
section, conclusions are drawn and the results are discussed.

6.2 Theory
6.2.1 Academic intellectual development: graduateness
There is a widely shared notion that university education provides more to students 
than discipline-specific knowledge and skills (Barrie; 2005; Bridges, 1993; Glover et al. 
2002; Yorke & Harvey, 2005). This is sometimes referred to as the formative function 
of university education (UNESCO, 1998) and is in addition to the other functions of 
universities; namely, research and the professional preparation of students. In The 
Netherlands, the formative function is addressed by the Dutch Higher Education 



74

and Research Act (2010). Nevertheless, there are almost as many interpretations of 
graduateness as there are lecturers (Barrie, 2004; Holmes, 2013). Moreover, existing 
studies apparently fail to establish the level at which graduates should function to 
claim graduateness (Davies & Hogarth, 2002). Therefore, we must elaborate our 
understanding of graduateness. We take the formative function of university education 
as a starting point. 

The formative function of university education refers to an intellectual transformation 
in students (e.g., Jansen, 2009; Perry, 1970; Stevenson, 2003; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). 
This is the essence of our model of graduateness (Steur, et al., 2012). This transformation 
implies that freshmen and graduates are at different stages of intellectual development 
(Perry, 1970; Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). According to this view, graduateness is 
the specific stage at which students have acquired an exclusive set of complex generic 
graduate attributes that are consistent with what Barrie (2004) identifies as enabling. 
From the enabling perspective, the acquired knowledge and skills enable students to 
develop new knowledge and to shape their own personal development. Graduates 
must function at this level to become experienced professionals (Jansen, 2009; Schön, 
1983) or, in the words of Schön, to become reflective practitioners. The development 
of professional skills is insufficient to acquire graduateness. Moreover, there are 
indications that universities’ inclusion of professional preparation in their curricula has 
occurred at the expense of intellectual development (Booth, et al., 2009; Glover, et al., 
2002). Therefore, we explicitly exclude professional skills from our model.

Four domains of graduateness are defined in our model: reflective thinking, 
scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning. Reflective thinking refers to higher-
order thinking that enables one to reflect on complex and/or unfamiliar situations as 
well as on one’s own judgments of these situations. At this stage, students are aware 
of the relativity of knowledge (Perry, 1970) and form judgments by translating and 
integrating information from different angles (King & Kitchener, 2004). The second 
domain, scholarship, refers not only to the mastery of research skills but also to a 
scholarly attitude. Whereas the concrete research skills that are required for various 
disciplines are likely to differ (for example, the skills required for research in the natural 
sciences differ from the skills required for research in the social sciences), scholarship 
refers to the development of a scholarly stance towards the world. The domain of moral 
citizenship combines an awareness of social responsibility (Nussbaum, 1997) with 
moral development (Kohlberg, 1973). Finally, the domain of lifelong learning comprises 
an attitude and a set of learning skills that allow a student to learn effectively during the 
university years and beyond. Lifelong learning enables graduates to respond adequately 
to future situations that require knowledge and skills that are yet to be acquired by the 
graduate.

In conclusion, we consider graduateness to be a specific stage in a student’s intellectual 
development that is most likely achieved by the time the student graduates. However, 
this timing is not ironclad; a portion of students might not achieve graduateness by 
graduation (Van Rossum and Hamer 2010). We are interested in whether differences 
in reported abilities in the graduateness domains can be explained by differences in 
the emphasis on graduateness in study programmes. This will provide guidance for 
curriculum reforms related to graduateness.

6.2.2 Graduateness and the curriculum
There has been some previous discussion of the influence of curriculum on student 
learning outcomes (e.g., Biggs, 1999; Lizzio, Wilson & Simons, 2002). Certain students 
learn what they are supposed to learn regardless of the learning environment, whereas 
other students need effective teaching to reach the same level of understanding (Biggs, 
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1999). According to Biggs (1999), the lecturer can influence the manner in which 
students process subject matter. Thus, the approach to learning influences the student’s 
level of understanding (Biggs, 1999; Marton and Saljo, 1997). In this paper, we focus on 
the attention paid to graduateness in the curriculum because for most students, it is 
difficult to acquire knowledge, skills and an appropriate attitude if the curriculum does 
not support this process (Biggs, 1999).

There are different means by which a curriculum can be supportive. For example, 
Lizzio et al. (2002) showed that good teaching and independence positively influence 
both academic achievements and aspects of graduateness. Vaatstra and De Vries (2007) 
showed that an active learning environment has a positive effect not only on graduates’ 
generic competences, such as planning and working in teams, but also on more complex 
competences, such as problem solving and reflective thinking. Both of these studies 
focus on how a subject is taught as opposed to what is taught. With respect to curriculum 
content, the findings of Visser-Wijnveen (2009) showed that learning contexts with a 
strong emphasis on scholarship stimulate students to develop an academic attitude. In 
addition, Robley, Whittle and Murdoch-Eaton (2005) showed that students reported 
learning in the domains of graduateness that were included in a curriculum. We propose 
that to develop a better understanding of why, upon graduation, some students are 
further along than others in terms of academic intellectual development, it is necessary 
to take a closer look at the content of study programmes, particularly with respect to the 
emphasis on graduateness domains.

The emphasis on graduateness domains in the curriculum is important because 
students are more likely to achieve learning objectives that are deemed important by 
lecturers (e.g., Biggs, 1999). Given the diversity of interpretations of graduateness, 
it is likely that study programmes also differ in terms of the emphasis placed on 
graduateness. Both Barrie (2005) and Van Rossum and Hamer (2010) stress that 
lecturers’ interpretations of graduateness influence student learning outcomes with 
regard to the domains of graduateness. For example, lecturers who believe that generic 
graduate attributes should be developed in a separate curriculum – the compulsory 
perspective of Barrie’s study (2004) – are less likely to contribute to students’ academic 
intellectual development towards graduateness (the enabling perspective). We assume 
that lecturers who expressly identify a specific graduateness domain as an important 
element of their respective courses will incorporate this domain into their lectures. 

6.2.3 Research questions
In this study, we consider both the emphasis in university curricula on all four 
graduateness domains and students’ perceived abilities in each of these domains to 
establish whether there is a relationship between the two. Thus, the following research 
questions are addressed:

1. Do study programmes from different disciplines address the domains of 
graduateness to the same extent? Given the absence of a university policy on 
graduateness that could enhance lecturers’ perspectives on graduateness, we 
expect that the curricula of study programmes differ in terms of the emphasis 
placed on domains of graduateness. 

2. Do students of different faculties differ from each other with regard to reported 
abilities in domains of graduateness? We expect no particular differences 
between the reported abilities of students across different faculties. Emphasis 
on specific domains of graduateness is not restricted to certain faculties; as 
stated above, there is no particular university policy on graduateness.
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3. Do students who study in programmes that place a greater emphasis on a 
particular domain of graduateness report higher abilities in that domain 
compared with students in programmes that place less emphasis on that 
domain? We expect that a greater emphasis on a particular domain of 
graduateness results in students reporting higher abilities in that domain. 

6.3 Method
Data for this study were collected from master’s programmes within three faculties of a 
Dutch research-intensive university. These faculties offer both bachelor’s and master’s 
programmes in the fields of behavioural and social sciences, business and economics, 
and spatial sciences. There is no explicit university policy regarding graduateness, 
which means that all departments are free to emphasise the learning outcomes that 
they deem important. The lack of a university-wide policy on graduateness also means 
that there is no common frame of reference. The studied faculties differ in terms of 
size and history. One faculty went through a reorganisation in which two faculties were 
combined into one. Another faculty is increasing in size from small to medium. All 
faculties have a relatively large proportion of students that received their bachelor’s 
degrees from institutions that provide higher professional education, as opposed to 
university bachelor education.  

We chose to study master’s programmes for two reasons. First, because our 
interpretation of graduateness refers to a transformation in students, we wanted 
to optimise the likelihood that a substantial group of students have experienced 
this transformation, recognising that not all students will have completed this 
transformation. The second reason is of a more practical nature; that is, the duration of 
master’s programmes in The Netherlands allowed us to study programmes of minimum 
length. The longer the study programme, the more opportunities students have to 
engage in extra-curricular activities that could contribute to their academic intellectual 
development. In one-year master’s programmes, these opportunities are limited, 
making it more likely that the findings can be attributed to the curricula.

The study comprises two parts. First, to establish the emphasis placed by master’s 
programmes on domains of graduateness, curriculum maps were drawn based on 
lecturers’ course descriptions. These short descriptions are prepared by lecturers to 
apprise students of the learning objectives of the course units. Although lecturers are 
not explicitly requested to address learning objectives related to graduateness, we 
were confident that lecturers address these objectives in their course descriptions 
when the objectives are deemed to be important aspects of the course units. Second, 
students’ perceived abilities in graduateness domains were established by an online 
questionnaire; this questionnaire was administered prior to the study for quality 
assurance purposes. This questionnaire contained items related to all four domains of 
graduateness. By using these data, we were able to include a large number of disciplines 
in our study. In contrast, most other studies on graduateness were conducted either 
within a single discipline or across a limited number of disciplines (e.g., Van Rossum 
& Hamer, 2010). Further details regarding the research method are provided in the 
following sections.

6.3.1 Analyses
The data in this study were analysed using text analysis (curriculum maps) to determine 
which aspects of graduateness domains are emphasised. This analysis yielded a set of 
variables at the study programme level, and these data were combined with the student-
level data. ANOVAs were used to determine differences between groups, both with 
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respect to faculties and to clusters of study programmes. This technique was also used 
to check for differences across faculties related to each domain, both at the curriculum 
level and at the student level.

Category Codes in mapping

reflective thinking Ability to integrate
Abstract/analytical thinking
Academic thinking
Academic attitude
Connect subject matters
Critical thinking
Critical attitude
Develop new ideas
Identify problems
Reflection skills

scholarship Apply knowledge, methods and concepts 
Contribute to the development of the disci-
pline
Design a research proposal
Design a (theoretical) model
Design skills 
Design theories
Formulate clear hypotheses or research 
questions
Logically connect different theories and/or 
research fields with each other
Methodology skills
Model development
Perform research  
Research skills 
Understand new scientific developments and 
technologies
Understand research in its appropriate 
context
Understand theories 
Write a scientific paper

moral citizenship Anticipate changes
Connect subject matter with current affairs
Debate skills
Explain discipline to laymen
Formulate a clear opinion on important 
issues within discipline

lifelong learning Address incomplete information
Information processing skills
Gaining insight
Gaining knowledge
ICT skills
Initiative and entrepreneurship
Plan one’s own activities 
Select scientific literature and evaluate it 
critically

Table 6.1 Code list used in curriculum mapping
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6.3.2 Curriculum mapping
Curriculum maps were drawn for 12 departments representing 12 different disciplines 
across the three faculties. Certain departments offered multiple master’s programmes 
for various specialisations within a particular discipline. In this study, each of these 
specialisations is considered a separate study programme, resulting in 28 separate study 
programmes. The study programmes comprise compulsory and elective courses. We 
considered only the compulsory course units because these units reflect the extent to 
which the academic development of students is embedded in the curriculum. Including 
the electives in this study would have misrepresented the course programmes because 
of the effect that a single elective chosen by only one student would have had on the 
curriculum map of the entire study programme. On average, 50 European Credit Transfer 
System (ECTS) credits per 60-ECTS-credit master’s programme were considered in the 
curriculum maps. To facilitate comparisons between master’s programmes, the scores 
were corrected to account for the number of ECTS credits that were considered.

To map the curriculums, course descriptions were coded for the four domains 
of graduateness. The coding procedure was performed using ATLAS.ti 5. First, three 
master’s programmes were coded to develop a list by which all master’s programmes 
could be coded. Certain codes in the final list (table 6.1) were similar to the generic 
skills items in the questionnaire. Second, a random selection of five course units was 
coded by multiple raters to prevent single-rater biases in the coding. The interrater 
reliability for these courses was .58, which can be considered a moderate reliability 
(Landis & Koch, 1977). 

The final coding list was used to code all 28 Master’s programmes. The list appeared 
to be appropriate for all course units, although it was difficult to assign a degree of 
importance to text fragments; therefore, we decided to count whether a code appeared 
in the course description. This approach means that the number of codes per domain 
represents the maximum score per course unit in that domain. For example, there are 
10 codes in the reflective thinking domain, which means that that this domain has a 
maximum score of 10 per course unit, which is obtained when all codes are present in 
a course description. The scores are corrected for the relative weight of the course unit, 
which is based on the total number of 

ECTS credits that are included in that programme. For example, if a five-ECTS-
credit course unit includes “understand theories”, “perform research” and “design 
theories” in its curriculum map, and this master’s programme comprises 50 ECTS 
credits of compulsory course units, the score for this course unit in the scholarship 
domain is 3*(5/50)=0.30. The domain score for a study programme is calculated by 
adding the scores for all course units in that domain (see table 3 for an overview of the 
programmes’ scores). These scores represent the relative importance of the domain in 
the compulsory section of the master’s programmes. To provide a better understanding 
of the coding process, some typical text fragments are presented here. The P-numbers 
serve as identification numbers for the study programmes.

“This knowledge forms the building blocks for developing a critical stance towards 
the relevant literature.” (P14: coded as select relevant literature and review it 
critically.)

“In the literature and the lectures, a number of modern integrative perspectives and 
themes are considered.” (P20: coded as understand new scientific developments 
and technologies.)

“(…) developing a critical attitude towards theoretical and clinical usability of 
[cognitive models of psychopathology].” (P21: coded as critical attitude.)
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6.3.3 Questionnaire
Perceived abilities in the domains of graduateness were also considered in this study. 
Vaatstra and De Vries (2007) showed that perceived ability could be used as a proxy 
for competence in domains of graduateness. The questionnaire items covered reflective 
thinking, scholarship, moral citizenship and lifelong learning. Using questionnaire data 
allowed us to collect data from a broad selection of students, which was necessary to 
compare a relatively large number of programmes. Furthermore, these data allowed 
us to include a large number of disciplines, whereas only four study programmes in 
two disciplines were included in our original study. This difference between the studies 
required some adjustments to operationalisation, because none of the instruments that 
we used in the earlier study to operationalise the theoretical model were present in 
this dataset. Nevertheless, we argue that all of the concepts could be operationalised 
in the current data set; although it is not optimal, this operationalisation is sufficient. 
When we tested the model on the data used in the current study, we found an adequate 
fit of the model to the data (Standardised RMR = .094; RMSEA = .065; GFI = .87), and 
the coefficients were similar to the original model (Steur, et al., 2012) for which the 
instruments were selected based on the theoretical model of graduateness.

To assess reflective thinking, students’ perceived abilities to manage knowledge and 
information were measured using items from the ASSIST questionnaire (Entwistle et 
al., 1997). A typical item from this questionnaire is “Ideas in course books or articles 
often set me off on long chains of thought of my own.” For scholarship, students’ 
perceived ability to, for example, “contribute to the development of the discipline” are 
considered. Four items were used to measure moral citizenship, one of which asked 
students to rate their perceived ability to “formulate a clear opinion on important issues 
within the discipline”. Finally, lifelong learning, which relates to students’ abilities 
to use the appropriate set of skills to facilitate learning, is measured in terms of the 
students’ learning goal orientation (Button, Mathieu and Zajac, 1996). A typical item 
for this domain is “When I have difficulty solving a problem, I enjoy trying different 
approaches to see which one will work.” Table 6.2 presents the descriptive statistics for 
these instruments. Based on the recommendation of Nunnaly and Bernstein (1994) that 
instruments used in basis research should have reliability coefficients of approximately 
.70 or better, it appears that all instruments used in this research have an appropriate 
internal consistency (using Cronbach’s alpha). 

Scale N M sd Cronbach's α #items
reflective thinking
scholarship
moral citizenship
lifelong learning

253
246
244
253

3.121

6.952

6.902

3.231

.421

.974

.962

.430

.749

.786

.761

.820

7
5
4
8

Table 6.2 Descriptive statistics for scales per domain of graduateness

1 scale ranges from 1-4; 2 scales ranges from 1-10.

6.4 Results
6.4.1 Graduateness: emphasis in the curriculum
Table 6.3 provides an overview of how the programmes scored in each domain 
of graduateness. The number of respondents across study programmes made it 
necessary to cluster study the programmes (only two study programmes had more 
than 25 students complete the questionnaire). In each domain, the programmes were 
grouped into three categories (low, middle and high) based on their relative scores in 
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N**

score group score group score group score group
F1D1
F1D2
F1D3
F1D4
F1D5a
F1D5b
F1D5c
F1D5d

2.03
0.00
0.50
0.50
1.00
0.71
0.33
0.00

+
-
0
0
0
0
-
-

1.06
1.22
1.30
0.88
1.80
0.71
2.33
1.67

-
-
0
-
0
-
+
0

0.12
0.00
0.00
0.08
0.40
0.14
0.00
0.00

0
-
-
0
+
0
-
-

0.26
0.20
1.00
0.42
1.20
0.43
1.17
1.17

-
-
+
-
+
-
+
+

14
25
13
17
37
18
7
9

mean F1 
(sd)

0.63 
(.655)

1,37 
(.533)

0,09 
(.137)

0,73 
(.442)

F2D1a
F2D1b
F2D2a
F2D2b
F2D2c
F2D2d
F2D2e
F2D2f
F2D2g
F2D2h
F2D2i
F2D2j
F2D2k
F2D3
F2D4

0.42
0.33
1.00
0.25
0.60
0.55
0.20
0.20
0.20
0.11
0.50
0.00
0.00
0.83
0.57

0
-
0
-
0
0
-
-
-
-
0
-
-
0
0

1.50
1.33
2.67
1.50
1.80
1.91
1.40
1.80
2.00
1.67
1.67
1.60
1.67
1.67
2.71

0
0
+
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
+

0.00
0.08
0.17
0.00
0.20
0.36
0.20
0.40
0.20
0.11
0.17
0.20
0.00
0.17
0.71

-
0
0
-
0
+
0
+
0
0
0
0
-
0
+

0.67
0.42
1.00
0.75
0.70
0.73
0.60
0.80
0.80
0.44
0.67
0.80
0.44
1.00
1.00

0
-
+
0
0
0
0
0
0
-
0
0
-
+
+

1
6
4
3
4
5
5
1
1
2
4
3
0

13
6

mean F2 
(sd)

0,44 
(.282)

1,80
(.420)

0,21 
(.183)

0,74
(.183)

F3D1
F3D2
F3D3
F3D4
F3D5

1.40
1.35
1.50
1.48
0.78

+
+
+
+
0

3.30
2.47
2.56
2.49
3.78

+
+
+
+
+

0.30
0.32
0.06
0.16
0.22

+
+
0
0
0

0.70
0.60
1.32
0.67
0.89

0
0
+
0
0

10
6
2
7
9

mean F3 
(sd)

1.30 
(.298)

2.92
(.591)

0.21
(.105)

0.84
(.290)

Table 6.3 Curriculum mapping scores for graduateness domains

* F refers to the faculty and D refers to the department within the faculty; additional letters refer to 
specialisations within the same department.

** N refers to the number of respondents of the questionnaire 
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the curriculum maps (given the number of questionnaire respondents, three was the 
maximum number of groups). The groups were determined based on changes in slope 
when the programmes were ranked from highest to lowest. The cut-off criteria are 
presented in table 6.4, together with the other descriptive statistics for the curriculum 
maps. (With this categorisation, the group sizes for each domain range from 54 to 97 
respondents.)

The faculties appear to differ with respect to the emphasis placed on all four domains 
of graduateness. An ANOVA analysis of the data presented in table 3 reveals that faculty 
3 differs from the other two faculties in the domains of reflective thinking ((F = 7.944; 
p < .002) and scholarship (F = 15.949; p < .000). Both domains are emphasised more by 
faculty 3 than by the other two faculties; the other two faculties do not differ from each 
other. The data also show that scholarship is the domain most prominently represented 
in the master’s programmes, whereas moral citizenship receives the least emphasis; in 
25% of the programmes, there is no reference to moral citizenship. In addition, several 
master’s programmes make no mention of reflective thinking.

     descriptives                       cut-offs groups

min max M sd low high

reflective thinking
scholarship
moral citizenship
lifelong learning

0.00
0.71
0.00
0.20

2.03
3.78
0.71
1.32

0.62
1.87
0.17
0.74

.534

.701

.163

.290

<0.334
<1.224
<0.100
<0.444

>1.344
>2.334
>0.294
>0.994

Table 6.4 Descriptive statistics study programmes per domains of graduateness

6.4.2 Graduateness: students’ reported abilities
First, differences between students from each of the three faculties are investigated 
for each domain by means of ANOVA analysis. The only difference found between the 
students of the three faculties is in the scholarship domain (F = 19,199; p < .000), where 
students in the third faculty report lower competences than students in the other 
faculties (table 6.5). The means in all domains are located at the positive end of the 
scale, indicating that, on average, students report that they have acquired these generic 
graduate attributes.

Domain F1 F2 F3 Total

reflective thinking
scholarship
moral citizenship
lifelong learning

3.14  (.445)
7.07  (.856)
6.81  (.981)
3.24  (.405)

3.08  (.415) 
7.11  (.717)
7.19  (.733)
3.26  (.461)

3.13  (.345) 
6.04*  (1.310)
6.67  (1.270)
3.14  (.474)

3.13  (.423)
6.92  (.978)
6.89  (.986)
3.23  (.430)

Table 6.5 Means of students' perceived competence in domains of graduateness

* Significant at p< .000
NB. F refers to the faculty; sd between brackets
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Finally, ANOVAs were performed to establish whether students in departments with 
curricula that place more emphasis on domains of graduateness report higher acquired 
abilities in these domains. Each domain is analysed separately. The results are presented 
in table 6.6. A significant difference between the group with the lowest emphasis and 
the group with the greatest emphasis is found only for the scholarship domain. In this 
domain, students in departments whose curricula place the least emphasis on domains 
of graduateness report greater abilities (see table 6.7). 

Domain sums of 
squares

df mean 
square

F Sig.

reflective thinking between groups
within groups
total

 .705
 39.665
 40.371

2
222
224

.353

.179
1.974 .141

scholarship between groups
within groups
total

 7.013
 206.709
 213.722

2
216
218

 3.506
 .957

3.664 .027*

moral citizenship between groups
within groups
total

 1.629
 210.855
 212.484

2
214
216

.815

.985
.827 .439

lifelong learning between groups
within groups
total

 .817
 40.902
 41.719

2
222
224

.408

.184
2.216 .111

Table 6.6 Results ANOVAs for students' perceived ability and programme clusters domain of 
graduateness

*Significant at p < .05 level 

Domain M N

low middle high

reflective thinking
scholarship
moral citizenship
lifelong learning

3.13
7.10
6.80
3.19

3.05
7.06
7.03
3.18

3.17
6.72
6.88
3.31

225
219
217
225

*Significant at p < .05 level 

Table 6.7 Means for students' perceived ability in domains of graduateness for each cluster of 
programmes

6.5 Conclusion and discussion
The purpose of this study is to contribute to a better understanding of factors that 
influence the development of graduateness in university education by investigating 
the relationship between the emphasis on graduateness and students’ perceived 
competences in four domains of graduateness. We aspire to contribute to the body of 
knowledge on graduateness by investigating this relationship across different disciplines. 
Most existing studies draw conclusions based on a limited number of course units or 
study programmes (e.g., Van Rossum & Hamer, 2010), which limits the possibility of 
drawing more general conclusions because opportunities to compare different course 
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units or programmes are limited or even absent. By using questionnaire data as a 
proxy for levels of graduateness in students, we were able to investigate 28 master’s 
programmes across three different faculties within a research-intensive university. The 
breadth of our study allowed us to obtain a more robust sample of study programmes 
to investigate whether the relationship between specific course characteristics and 
students’ perceived abilities in graduateness holds across a broad range of disciplines. 

Some authors dispute the notion of generic graduateness; they argue that the study 
of graduateness should be discipline specific because the aspects of graduateness are 
interpreted differently within each discipline (Coetzee, 2015; Jones, 2013). Nevertheless, 
the theoretical model we use for graduateness appears to fit the various disciplines 
included in our study. There were no indications in either the curriculum maps or the 
questionnaire data that our model articulates an interpretation of graduateness that is 
limited to a specific discipline, and there was no study programme for which none of the 
domains could be measured to some extent. 

Our first research question concerns whether study programmes within different 
faculties differ from each other with respect to the emphasis placed on each domain 
of graduateness. Our study indicates that study programmes differ with respect to the 
attention paid to the four domains of graduateness; we even found differences between 
study programmes within the same department. Some departments had specialisations 
both in the group that place a low level of attention on a particular domain of 
graduateness and in the group that place a high level of attention on the same domain. 
The specialisations of department 5 in faculty 1 demonstrate this phenomenon; it 
also occurs in other disciplines. The study programmes within faculty 3 are a bit more 
similar, inasmuch as they place greater emphasis on the domains of reflective thinking 
and scholarship compared with the other faculties. Apparently, the importance of these 
domains is well established among the lecturers on this faculty, which has attracted an 
increasing number of students, including a larger proportion of students with bachelor’s 
degrees from institutions that place less emphasis on scholarship. The increase in 
number of students from higher professional education institutions enrolling in this 
faculty could have initiated a re-evaluation of the importance of scholarship in the 
master’s curricula in this faculty.

Regarding the second research question, our study indicates that students report 
similar perceived abilities across faculties. The only exception occurs in the domain 
of scholarship, where students from faculty 3 report significantly lower abilities than 
students in the other faculties do. This is remarkable because the course descriptions 
of faculty 3 place the greatest emphasis on scholarship. It could be that because of the 
emphasis placed on scholarship by this faculty, the standards for scholarship are set 
higher for these students, and the students reported their ability based on these higher 
standards.

Finally, for our third research question, we combined the data obtained from 
curriculum maps and students’ self-reports. We expected to find that students in study 
programmes that place greater emphasis on domains of graduateness report higher 
levels of ability in these domains. However, according to our findings, the effects of the 
learning environment on students’ perceived abilities in the domains of graduateness 
are limited. The only significant effect we found was in the domain of scholarship, and 
it was in an unexpected direction: students in programmes that pay less attention 
to scholarship reported slightly higher competences in scholarship compared with 
students in programmes with that pay more explicit attention to this domain. This 
finding contradicts the findings of Visser-Wijnveen (2009) concerning the relationship 
between attention to scholarship and students’ scholarly attitudes; however, her study 
was performed in an arts faculty, which is a type of faculty not included in our study. Our 
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results also contradict the findings of McNeil et al. (2012), who found that a curriculum 
developed around the domains of graduateness contributed to students’ development 
in these domains. We therefore encourage further investigation into the potential 
for stimulating students’ academic intellectual development through curricula. One 
important issue that must be addressed is the means by which students’ abilities can be 
judged by a universal standard. One proposed method to investigate this development 
is the use of hierarchical scaling, e.g., the Mokken or Rasch model.

Obviously, this study, and therefore the results of this study, have certain limitations. 
First, we used student self-reports to establish learning achievements in the domains 
of graduateness, which has been done in many previous studies of graduateness and 
related notions, such as generic graduate attributes and generic skills (McNeil et al., 
2012). There are known limitations to this type of data. For example, Kruger and 
Dunning (1999) showed that low-performing students overestimate their performance. 
This penchant for overestimation by low-performing students could also explain the 
results of this study in the scholarship domain. However, we checked the data and found 
no indication of structural biases in students’ self-reports across the four domains. 
Moreover, other studies have shown that students are capable of adequately reporting 
their abilities (e.g., Vaatstra & De Vries, 2007), especially in domains that lecturers 
identify as essential (Benton, Duchon & Pallett, 2013).

Second, course descriptions were used to establish the emphasis placed by course 
units on domains of graduateness. These course descriptions were not written 
specifically for this study; consequently, the descriptions differed in terms of length and 
level of detail. Nonetheless, there are no indications that differences in the lengths of 
descriptions influenced the results. First, we scored each aspect dichotomously, so any 
repetition within a description did not influence the score. Second, just as there are 
no study programmes that received the highest scores in all domains, there are also 
no study programmes that received the lowest scores in all domains. The differences 
in detail are regarded as an expression of where the emphasis is placed in a particular 
course unit. We chose to use course descriptions to reveal the emphasis placed on the 
domains of graduateness and thereby to cluster the master’s programmes rather than a 
survey of lecturers. One advantage of using course descriptions is that one can assume 
that items included in course descriptions are valued by the lecturer. In addition, 
lecturers’ course descriptions were not restricted by a given list of skills or attributes or 
by the researchers’ interpretation of graduateness. However, the data did not allow us 
to assess the extent to which course descriptions accurately represent lecturers’ actual 
classroom practices. De la Harpe and David (2012) found that the topics and issues that 
lecturers claim to find important are not necessarily reflected in their lectures. This 
anomaly should be addressed in subsequent research.

Finally, the results are limited to one university and to a limited number of faculties 
within that university. Our findings might be typical for a research-intensive university. 
Although we found some variation across study programmes, the extent to which our 
samples adequately reflect the possible range of variation in each domain remains 
unclear. Data from different institutions with different orientations will help to put the 
differences found in this study into perspective. We thus encourage research lines that 
invest in the development of adequate proxies for graduateness based on our theoretical 
model. Not only will this investment enhance departments’ abilities to effectively 
develop curricula that stimulate students to achieve graduateness, it will also help to 
generate better quantitative data for quality assurance purposes. These data will in turn 
provide departments with guidance regarding study programme improvements.



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. 
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9.1 Graduateness: Model validation
As we were using existing data, we were limited to the instruments in the questionnaire 
to operationalise the domains of graduateness. We selected the instruments that 
were as close to our interpretation of the domains of graduateness as possible. The 
adequateness of the operationalisation is tested with Structural Equation Modelling 
using LISREL 8.80 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2007). We compare these results to the model 
test that was performed to the results of another study in which the data were collected 
based on the theoretical model. Table 8.1 presents the coefficients of the structural 
model in both data sets.

The goodness of fit is determined by a number of measures that are compared to 
accepted cut-off values. The cut-off values are derived from the overview Schermelleh-
Engel et al. (2003) provide. For this model the Standardised RMR is .094, which falls 
within the range of acceptable values (0.05 – 0.10). The RMSEA for this model is .065, 
which is considered an adequate model fit. Finally, the model has an acceptable fit 
according to the GFI, which is .87. In conclusion, the goodness-of-fit measures imply 
a modest, but acceptable representation of the data by this model. Furthermore, the 
coefficients are comparable to the results of the previous model validation (see Steur, 
Jansen & Hofman, 2012).

Reflective thinking

Original model1 Second dataset

scholarship
moral citizenship
lifelong learning

.31

.40

.62

.36

.58

.63

Table 9.1 Comparison of SEM coefficients

1Steur et al., 2012 





10 Samenvatting, conclusie en discussie

Het zet je aan het denken, of toch niet?

Verkenningen van een model voor academische vorming
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10.1 Introductie
Wanneer kun je zeggen dat studenten academisch gevormd zijn? Geldt het voor iedereen 
die een academische opleiding heeft afgerond dat ze academisch gevormd zijn? Hoe kun 
je vaststellen dat iemand academisch gevormd is? Wat zijn de kenmerken? En zijn die 
voor iedere afgestudeerde hetzelfde? Ongeacht de specialisatie? Is het wenselijk dat 
alle universitaire opleidingen een gedeelde generieke kern kennen? En waar zou deze 
kern dan uit moeten bestaan? Door de eeuwen heen zijn deze vragen op verschillende 
manieren beantwoord; met verschillende representaties van afgestudeerden tot 
gevolg. Deze representaties zijn over het algemeen een weerspiegeling van wat men 
van belang acht voor universitair onderwijs. Dit betekent dat academisch gevormd 
zijn niet alleen in verschillende tijdperken een andere invulling heeft, maar ook dat 
degenen die momenteel betrokken zijn bij universitair onderwijs – zoals beleidsmakers, 
universitaire medewerkers en docenten – verschillende opvattingen kunnen hebben 
over wat het betekent om academisch gevormd te zijn. Zo kan men het met elkaar eens 
zijn dat universiteiten meer aan academische vorming zouden moeten doen, dit wil 
nog niet zeggen dat men ook eenzelfde idee heeft over hoe dat ingevuld zou moeten 
worden. Voor sommigen betekent academische vorming training in vaardigheden 
die maatschappelijk van belang worden geacht, terwijl voor anderen de vorming van 
het individu meer centraal staat in hun opvatting over academische vorming. Is het 
afdoende om vast te stellen dat mensen verschillen in hun opvattingen over waar de 
academische vorming zich op zou moeten richten? Universiteiten kunnen dan zelf 
een afweging maken over hoe de academische vorming binnen hun instituut wordt 
ingevuld. Of is een breder gedragen invulling nodig waarin het minimum niveau van 
universitair onderwijs wordt beschreven? Academisch gevormd zijn wordt in dit 
proefschrift opgevat als een specifieke fase in de ontwikkeling van studenten waarvan 
men mag verwachten dat zij deze bij het afstuderen bereikt hebben. Met dit proefschrift 
bieden we een kader waarin deze vragen behandeld kunnen worden, en we hopen door 
het verwachte niveau te expliciteren een bijdrage te kunnen leveren aan de verdieping 
van de discussie over de doelen van universitair onderwijs.

Er zijn grofweg twee verschillende benaderingen van academische vorming die 
gebaseerd zijn op twee verschillende ideologieën: utilitaristisch en neo-humanistisch. 
De eerste benadering gaat uit van het concrete nut van een universitaire opleiding voor 
de samenleving, dit wordt doorgaans vertaald in economische termen. Academische 
vorming is hierin gericht op die vaardigheden, eigenschappen en competenties die nodig 
zijn in de (toekomstige) arbeidsmarkt. Kerncompetenties, generieke vaardigheden en 
beroepsvoorbereiding zijn termen die veelvuldig binnen deze benadering gebezigd 
worden. De tweede benadering legt meer nadruk op de vorming van studenten, 
bijvoorbeeld in termen als burgerschap en persoonlijke ontwikkeling. Bildung en liberal 
education zijn onderwijsidealen die hun oorsprong vinden in deze benadering. De 
utilitaristische en neo-humanistische benadering zijn twee verschillende benaderingen 
die zich moeilijk laten verenigen in één onderwijscurriculum. Zo bleek dat de 
introductie van beroepsvoorbereiding in het onderwijsprogramma ten koste gaat van 
de persoonlijke ontwikkeling van studenten (Booth et al., 2009; Glover et al., 2002).

Is het nodig om een nieuwe benadering van academische vorming te introduceren, 
terwijl het begrip feitelijk ingevuld wordt op grond van een maatschappelijke 
discussie? Wij zijn ervan overtuigd dat de maatschappelijke discussie baat zal hebben 
bij een theoretisch kader waarmee de betrokkenen uitgedaagd zullen worden om hun 
eigen opvattingen te expliciteren. In de huidige discussie leeft nog teveel het idee dat 
iedereen wel zo’n beetje hetzelfde verstaat onder academische vorming. Daarnaast zijn 
de huidige benaderingen van academische vorming niet in staat gebleken om sommige 
essentiële vragen op dit terrein afdoende te beantwoorden. Bijvoorbeeld de vraag naar 
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het niveau van de vaardigheden, eigenschappen en competenties die nodig zijn in het 
kader van de academische vorming. In diverse landen zijn richtlijnen opgesteld voor 
de academische vorming om de vergelijkbaarheid tussen instituten te vergroten, maar 
ook om te garanderen dat een universitair diploma een zekere set aan vaardigheden, 
eigenschappen en competenties vertegenwoordigd. Nog los van de arbitraire wijze 
waarop deze sets worden samengesteld, is het belangrijkste kritiekpunt op deze 
benadering dat het niveau waarop studenten geacht worden deze set aan generieke 
vaardigheden, eigenschappen en competenties te beheersen niet geëxpliciteerd wordt 
(Davies & Hogarth, 2002). Hetzelfde geldt voor de neo-humanistische benadering. De 
Nederlandse Minister van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschappen (2015) heeft in haar 
strategische agenda voor het hoger onderwijs opgeroepen voor meer aandacht voor 
21ste eeuwse Bildung in universitair onderwijs. Dit omschrijft ze als “meer begrip van 
de wereld, een sterk moreel kompas en empathie, grensverleggend denken en doen, 
en zelfontplooiing gedreven door nieuwsgierigheid en kritisch denkvermogen” (ibid, 
p. 6). Een dergelijke beschrijving biedt universiteiten weinig aanknopingspunten 
om het veronderstelde niveau vast te stellen. In het kader van het Europese Tuning 
project, waarin de doelstellingen voor het hoger onderwijs in Europa op elkaar worden 
afgestemd, is een lijst met generieke vaardigheden vastgesteld (Gonzalez & Wagenaar, 
2003), maar ook hierin wordt niet geëxpliciteerd op welk niveau deze vaardigheden 
beheerst moeten worden.
Zo op het eerste gezicht oogt dit misschien als een wat theoretische discussie, maar 
de vraag is minder overbodig dan ze lijkt. Hoewel velen van ons die werkzaam zijn 
in de universitaire wereld denken dat iedereen wel eenzelfde beeld heeft bij het 
veronderstelde niveau van de generieke aspecten van universitair onderwijs, kunnen 
hier serieuze vraagtekens bij geplaatst worden. Uit het onderzoek van Barrie (2004) 
bleek dat academici er zeer verschillende opvattingen op na hielden met betrekking 
tot de vaardigheden, eigenschappen en competenties die horen bij iemand die 
academisch gevormd is. Op grond van zijn bevindingen komt Barrie tot een hiërarchie 
in opvattingen die gekenmerkt wordt door een toenemende mate van verwevenheid 
tussen de generieke aspecten van het universitaire onderwijs en de discipline-
specifieke kennis en vaardigheden. In de eerste twee categorieën passen de opvattingen 
waarin de generieke attributies, respectievelijk, als voorwaardelijk (precursory) en als 
aanvullend (complementary) op universitair onderwijs in de discipline worden gezien. 
Opvattingen in de derde categorie (translation) zien generieke attributies nog steeds 
als iets dat naast het disciplinaire curriculum plaatsvindt, maar er is al meer verbinding 
met de discipline doordat men hierbij uitgaat van de toepassing en transfer van kennis 
en vaardigheden. Opvattingen in de laatste categorie (enabling) beschouwen generieke 
attributies als onlosmakelijk verbonden met disciplinaire kennis. Naast de verhouding 
tot disciplinaire kennis toont deze hiërarchie ook een toenemende mate van complexiteit 
van de vaardigheden, eigenschappen en competenties die de verschillende categorieën 
kenmerken. Dit betekent bijvoorbeeld, dat academische schrijfvaardigheden op 
een heel ander niveau worden onderwezen wanneer ze benaderd worden vanuit 
een complementary opvatting (waarin ze in aparte, algemene cursussen al dan niet 
buiten het onderwijsprogramma worden aangeboden) dan wanneer ze worden 
benaderd vanuit een enabling opvatting (waarin ze worden onderwezen als coherent 
onderdeel van het disciplinaire programma, waarin ze een middel zijn om kennis te 
verwerven). Wanneer er geen, of slechts een minimaal, verband is tussen het algemene 
vaardighedenonderwijs en de disciplinaire kennis bestaat het risico op het aanleren 
van inhoudsloze vaardigheden (Barnett, 2010). Het is daarom van belang om vast te 
stellen welk niveau men verwacht van academisch gevormden.
Dat de huidige benaderingen hier slecht in slagen (Davies & Hogarth, 2002), is echter niet 
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de enige reden waarom een nieuwe benadering van academische vorming wenselijk is. 
De huidige benaderingen zijn namelijk zeer beïnvloed door ideologieën die uitgaan van 
specifieke opvattingen over de rol van universitair onderwijs in de samenleving. Voor 
de utilitaristische benadering staat het nut voor de samenleving, vaak beperkt tot de 
arbeidsmarkt, centraal, terwijl het neo-humanisme zich richt op de ontwikkeling van de 
menselijkheid. Hoewel deze ideologieën al vele decennia, en misschien zelfs wel eeuwen, 
zich mede richten op universitair onderwijs, bieden ze geen adequaat kader waarmee 
academisch gevormd zijn helder afgebakend kan worden. Een dergelijk kader is nodig 
om kennis op het gebied van academische vorming op en uit te bouwen. Bovendien biedt 
zo’n kader handvatten voor beleidsmakers en curriculumontwikkelaars die verder gaan 
dan de willekeurige lijstjes van vaardigheden en de algemene uitspraken over welke 
generieke aspecten in universitair onderwijs opgenomen moeten worden. Momenteel 
is veel onderzoek dat plaatsvindt op het gebied van academische vorming gebaseerd 
op een baaierd van ongefundeerde invullingen (Holmes, 2013). Het is moeilijk om de 
uitkomsten van dergelijk onderzoek te generaliseren, aangezien ze veelal onlosmakelijk 
verbonden zijn met één specifieke invulling van academische vorming. Een theoretisch 
kader voor academische vorming is derhalve bij voorkeur gebaseerd op bestaande 
wetenschapstradities. In dit proefschrift dragen we een dergelijk theoretisch model 
voor.

10.2 Theoretisch kader
Verschillende studies op het gebied van academische vorming en de generieke aspecten 
van universitair onderwijs benoemen het gebrek aan een gedeeld theoretisch kader 
als één van de problemen voor onderzoek op dit terrein (Barrie, 2005, 2006; Bennett, 
Dunne & Carré, 1999; Green, Hammer & Star, 2009; Holmes, 2013; Stoof, Martens, 
Merriënboer & Bastiaens, 2002). Desalniettemin baseren velen zich op invullingen van 
academisch gevormd zijn die afkomstig zijn uit beleidsnotities. Hier valt iets voor te 
zeggen, aangezien de invulling van het concept geconstrueerd wordt in het publieke 
debat hetgeen weer wordt vastgelegd in beleid. Tegelijkertijd brengt dit het risico van 
circulaire verwijzingen met zich mee op het moment dat beleidsmakers zich voor nieuwe 
invullingen op hun beurt weer baseren op dergelijke onderzoeken. Daarom stellen we 
in dit proefschrift een benadering voor waarbij de invulling uitgaat van onderzoeken 
op het bredere terrein van de (intellectuele) ontwikkeling van studenten. Dit biedt de 
mogelijkheid om aan te sluiten bij de bevindingen binnen deze tradities.

Academisch gevormd zijn (graduateness), zoals wij dat in dit proefschrift 
interpreteren, raakt aan de kern van universitair onderwijs, en is derhalve nauw 
verbonden met disciplinaire kennis en begrip. In dit opzicht past onze invulling van 
academisch gevormd zijn in de enabling categorie zoals Barrie (2004) die beschouwt. 
Hierin is het de combinatie van kennis, vaardigheden en houding die vorm geven aan 
hoe de student zich positioneert in de wereld. Hierin zijn duidelijk overeenkomsten 
te herkennen met het onderzoeksgebied van intellectuele ontwikkeling dat zich richt 
op de transformatie die studenten ondergaan in hun reactie en omgang met de wereld 
(Perry, 1970; Peters, 1975) die voortkomt uit bijvoorbeeld hun perceptie op kennis.

Voortbouwend op Perry’s (1970) model van intellectuele ontwikkeling van studenten 
komen we tot een model waarin academisch gevormd zijn een specifiek stadium in de 
intellectuele ontwikkeling van studenten betreft. Het voordeel van cognitive-structural 
theorieën, zoals die van Perry, is dat intellectuele ontwikkeling beschreven wordt in 
termen van verschillende stadia die gekenmerkt worden door een toenemende mate 
van complexiteit in het redeneren van studenten. De beschrijvingen van deze stadia 
bieden handvatten om de niveaucriteria voor het stadium van academisch gevormd 
zijn vast te stellen; we noemen dit hier het graduateness niveau. Perry (ibid.) beschrijft 
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in zijn model negen stadia van intellectuele ontwikkeling, verdeeld over drie clusters. 
Op grond van dit model ontwikkelen we een algemeen idee van waar het graduateness 
niveau geplaatst moet worden (namelijk in het derde cluster). Desalniettemin geeft 
dit gegeven nog steeds slechts een algemene indruk van academisch gevormd zijn. 
Voor een verdere concretisering van het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn 
beschouwen we vier domeinen van intellectuele ontwikkeling. Deze domeinen zijn 
gerelateerd aan verschillende ambities van universitair onderwijs: reflectief denken, 
wetenschapsbeoefening, moreel burgerschap en levenslang leren. 

De volgende stap is om het graduateness niveau vast te stellen in ieder domein met 
behulp van bestaande theorieën. Hiervoor hebben we gebruik gemaakt van de inzichten 
uit het Reflective Judgment Model (King & Kitchener, 2004), classificatieschema’s voor 
onderzoeksvaardigheden en –houdingen (Stokking et al., 2004; Willison & O’Regan, 
2008), een moreel ontwikkelingsmodel (Kohlberg, 1973; Thoma, 2014), en cognitieve 
leertheorieën (Pintrich, 2000; Tight, 1998). Het graduateness niveau wordt voor ieder 
domein geplaatst in dat stadium waarin hogere cognitieve vermogens worden verwacht 
die overeenkomen met de posities die Perry beschrijft als commitment in relativism 
(Perry, 1970). Dit is niet per definitie het hoogste stadium uit het model, zoals figuur 9.1 
dit laat zien voor het domein van reflectief denken. Hierbij is rekening gehouden met de 
bevindingen van diverse auteurs (o.m. King & Kitchener, 2004; Kohlberg, 1973; Perry; 
1970; Peters, 1975) dat niet iedereen het per se het hoogste stadium bereikt. Het zou 
de kracht van het model teniet doen wanneer uitsluitend uitzonderlijke studenten het 
graduateness niveau zouden weten te bereiken.

Om dezelfde redenen hanteren we, voor de eerste verkenningen van het model, een 
bescheiden definitie voor academisch gevormd zijn. In deze definitie wordt uitgegaan 
van het bereiken van graduateness niveau (zie figuur 10.1) in het domein van reflectief 
denken en ten minstee één van de andere domeinen (zie figuur 10.2). Dit betekent dat 
er meerdere invullingen van het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn mogelijk zijn 
doordat studenten academisch gevormd kunnen worden in verschillende domeinen. 
Dit is niet alleen mogelijk, maar ook waarschijnlijk aangezien disciplines van elkaar 
verschillen in hun interpretaties van de generieke aspecten van de opleiding (Jones, 
2009).
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10.3 Design
Met het oog op de validatie van het model werd er een vragenlijst uitgezet onder studenten 
van twee verschillende opleidingen (één binnen de sociale wetenschappen, en één 
binnen de geesteswetenschappen) binnen een onderzoeksuniversiteit (zie hoofdstuk 1 
voor een meer uitgebreide beschrijving van het design). Het theoretische model, zoals 
dat hier boven beschreven is, werd geoperationaliseerd met behulp van bestaande 
instrumenten. Allereerst werd gekeken of deze instrumenten betrouwbaar toegepast 
konden worden in de Nederlandse universitaire context (hoofdstuk 3). Vervolgens 
werd met behulp van Structural Equation Modelling bekeken of het theoretische 
model bij de empirische data paste (hoofdstuk 4). Voor de beide andere hoofdstukken 
in dit proefschrift werd gebruik gemaakt van data over twee opeenvolgende cohorten 
masterstudenten binnen vier faculteiten (sociale wetenschappen, ruimtelijke 
wetenschappen, bedrijfskunde en economie, en rechtsgeleerdheid). We hadden deze 
studenten op twee momenten in hun masteropleiding gevraagd een vragenlijst in te 
vullen: aan het begin van de master en aan het eind van de master. Deze data werden 
gebruikt om vast te stellen of deze studenten nog ontwikkeling vertoonden richting 
het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn tijdens hun masterjaar (hoofdstuk 5). 
Hoewel de operationalisatie in deze studie afweek van de operationalisatie die gebruikt 
is in hoofdstuk 4, bleek dat ook deze operationalisatie een redelijke fit opleverde 
(zie Appendix). Tot slot werden er voor drie van de vier genoemde faculteiten nog 
aanvullende data verzameld. Op basis van cursusbeschrijvingen waren er curriculum 
maps opgesteld voor de afzonderlijke masteropleidingen binnen deze drie faculteiten. 
Deze gegevens werden vervolgens gecombineerd met de gegevens van het laatste 
meetmoment uit de longitudinale studie. Met behulp van deze data werd onderzocht 
of er een verband bestond tussen de nadruk die opleidingen legden op de afzonderlijke 
domeinen van academische vorming en de zelfinschatting van studenten betreffende 
hun vermogens binnen ieder domein (hoofdstuk 6). Binnen deze studies werd 
gebruikgemaakt van diverse kwantitatieve analysetechnieken, zoals factoranalyses, 
structural equation modelling, t-toetsen, en ANOVAs. In de studie die beschreven wordt 
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in hoofdstuk 6 is daarnaast nog gebruikgemaakt van kwalitatieve analysetechnieken bij 
het maken van de curriculum maps.

10.4 Eindconclusies
10.4.1 Wat is academisch gevormd zijn?
In het kort verwijst academisch gevormd zijn (graduateness) naar een cluster van 
generieke eindkwalificaties. Generiek betekent niet automatisch dat afgestudeerden in 
alle disciplines over precies dezelfde set aan generieke vaardigheden, eigenschappen 
en competenties moeten beschikken. Doordat we het stadium van academisch gevormd 
zijn hebben gedefinieerd als het bereiken van het graduateness niveau in zowel reflectief 
denken als één van de andere domeinen, biedt het model expliciet de mogelijkheid 
voor verschillende invullingen van academische vorming. Hiermee wordt recht gedaan 
aan de verschillen tussen disciplines in de domeinen die ze in hun onderwijs willen 
benadrukken. De kern van het model is dat het graduateness niveau wordt vastgesteld, 
iets waar doorgaans aan voorbij gegaan wordt in de utilitaristische benadering van 
academische vorming (Davies & Hogarth, 2002). Op deze manier krijgen academische 
vorming, academisch gevormd zijn en de aanverwante vaardigheden, eigenschappen 
en competenties een meer betekenisvolle invulling. Zo krijgen presentatievaardigheden 
een diepgaandere invulling wanneer ze onderwezen worden vanuit het idee dat ze een 
middel zijn om kennis, inzicht en begrip over te brengen dan wanneer ze gezien worden 
als een min of meer standaardsjabloon voor een presentatie, ongeacht het onderwerp. 
Het is juist in de interactie met kennis, inzicht en begrip waar de intellectuele 
ontwikkeling van studenten plaatsvindt (Barnett, 2009; Lea, 2011; Perry, 1970). In dit 
proefschrift hebben we academisch gevormd zijn opgevat als een specifiek stadium in 
de intellectuele ontwikkeling die zich over vier domeinen uitstrekt. Structural Equation 
Modelling bevestigde dat reflectief denken ten grondslag ligt aan de drie andere 
domeinen – wetenschapsbeoefening, moreel burgerschap en levenslang leren (zie 
hoofdstuk 4 en de appendix).

10.4.2 Ontwikkeling in het masterjaar?
Op grond van onze data concluderen we dat er een bescheiden groei plaats heeft 
gevonden in het masterjaar met betrekking tot het aandeel van de studenten dat zich 
in het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn bevindt. Voor de afzonderlijke domeinen 
vond er een kleine groei plaats binnen reflectief denken en wetenschapsbeoefening. 
Desalniettemin is de groei beperkt, zeker gezien het feit dat uiteindelijk niet alle 
studenten het stadium van academische gevormd zijn weten te bereiken. Dit komt 
gedeeltelijk overeen met eerdere bevindingen dat niet iedereen de hoogste stadia van 
de cognitive-structural models bereikt (King & Kitchener, 2004; Perry, 1970). Echter, 
hier hadden we al rekening mee gehouden bij de bepaling van het graduateness niveau. 
Dit betekent dat ook de lagere stadia in deze modellen door een aanzienlijke groep 
studenten niet bereikt wordt (zie hoofdstuk 5).

10.4.3 Verband met focus op domeinen binnen het curriculum?
De aandacht voor de domeinen van academische vorming varieert tussen 
masteropleidingen binnen dezelfde universiteit. Moreel burgerschap komt het minste 
terug in de leerdoelen van de cursussen. Voor een onderzoeksuniversiteit is het weinig 
verrassend dat in alle opleidingen leerdoelen genoemd worden die betrekking hebben 
op het domein van de wetenschapsbeoefening. Desalniettemin verschillen faculteiten 
hierin ook van elkaar. Hoewel er verschillen zijn tussen opleidingen in de mate waarin 
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leerdoelen betrekking hebben op de verschillende graduateness domeinen, bieden deze 
verschillen nauwelijks een verklaring voor de verschillen in de zelf gerapporteerde 
bekwaamheid. Dit kan mogelijk verklaard worden uit de bevindingen van De la Harpe en 
David (2012) die vonden dat docenten niet altijd evenveel aandacht besteedden aan de 
verschillende aspecten van academische vorming als ze beweerden. Onze bevindingen 
impliceren dat er aan de kant van de docent nog ruimte is om studenten beter te 
ondersteunen in hun intellectuele ontwikkeling naar het stadium van academisch 
gevormd zijn.

10.5 Sterke en zwakke punten
10.5.1 Sterke punten
De grootste bijdrage van dit proefschrift betreft het theoretische model voor academische 
vorming zoals dat in hoofdstuk 2 is gepresenteerd. Dit model vult een niche zoals dat 
door verschillende onderzoekers is benoemd als tekortkoming in het onderzoek naar 
academische vorming (Barrie, 2004; Bennett et al., 1999; Green et al., 2009; Stoof et al., 
2002). Dit resulteert in tal van invullingen van het type “academische vorming is wat 
wij er onder verstaan”. Het werk van Barrie (2004; 2005; 2006) toont aan dat academici 
zeer diverse interpretaties van academische vorming erop nahouden. Daarom is het van 
belang dat er een gefundeerde definitie van ‘academisch gevormd zijn’ komt die gesteund 
wordt door een theoretisch kader. In tegenstelling tot de twee meest prominente 
benaderingen (neo-humanistisch en utilitaristisch) van de generieke eindkwalificaties 
van universitair onderwijs, hebben wij het theoretische kader gebaseerd op reeds 
bestaande onderzoekstradities in plaats van een ideologie. Deze aanpak kent twee 
voordelen. Allereerst bood het ons de mogelijkheid om gebruik te maken van empirisch 
gesteunde bevindingen, zoals de cognitive-structural theorieën. Ten tweede werden 
we hierdoor niet gehinderd door kwesties die doorgaans geassocieerd worden met 
ideologisch gekleurde benaderingen. Deze kwesties liggen vooral in de wijze waarop 
een ideologie de invulling van academische vorming kleurt. Zo is de invulling in het 
neo-humanisme vooral ingegeven door aannamen over de menselijke natuur. Het 
problematische van deze aanname is dat hierdoor per definitie de menselijkheid van 
een ieder die het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn niet bereikt ter discussie staat 
(Biesta, 2003; Habermas, 1987). Het probleem van de utilitaristische benadering is 
dat het per definitie onmogelijk is om morele ontwikkeling onder te brengen in een 
utilitaristisch kader voor academische vorming (Philips, 2010).

Een ander voordeel van het voorgestelde model is dat het een bijdrage aan 
het kennisgebied kan leveren op een wijze waarin de lijstjes van vaardigheden en 
eigenschappen niet slaagt. De kritiek op deze lijstjes is tweeledig. Allereerst slagen 
deze lijstjes er niet in om het beoogde niveau te specificeren waarop studenten geacht 
worden over de vaardigheden en eigenschappen te beschikken (Davies & Hogarth, 
2002). In de tweede plaats worden deze lijstjes vooral opgevat als generieke uitkomsten 
van universitair onderwijs. Dit betekent dat relatie tot disciplinaire kennis en begrip 
zelden geëxpliciteerd wordt. Zowel Barnett (2003) als Lea (2011) benadrukken het 
belang van kennis en begrip bij de ontwikkeling van vaardigheden om te voorkomen 
dat de aangeleerde vaardigheden slechts lege hulzen blijken te zijn. Beide kritiekpunten 
worden in het theoretische model in dit proefschrift het hoofd geboden doordat we 
academisch gevormd zijn opvatten als een specifiek stadium in de intellectuele 
ontwikkeling van studenten. Met dit uitgangspunt zijn we in staat om het graduateness 
niveau in elk domein van academische vorming te bepalen. Bovendien wordt de relatie 
met kennis en begrip geborgd doordat het graduateness niveau wordt bepaald aan de 
hand van de houding van de student ten opzichte van kennis.
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Een laatste punt dat in het kader van de sterke punten genoemd moet worden is dat 
het model verschillende interpretaties van academisch gevormd zijn mogelijk maakt. 
Dit lijkt in tegenspraak te zijn met het eerder genoemde doel om een theoretisch kader 
juist te ontwikkelen om tot meer eenheid in de invullingen van academische vorming 
te komen. Wij beschouwen dit aspect echter ook als een kracht van het model, omdat 
hiermee recht gedaan wordt aan de verschillen die er nu eenmaal tussen disciplines 
bestaan. Deze verschillen beschouwen we als een gevolg van de benadering waarin 
academische vorming onlosmakelijk verbonden is met het disciplinaire onderwijs. 
Hoewel academische vorming vaak gezien wordt als een generieke uitkomst van 
universitair onderwijs, zijn er aanwijzingen dat het een minder generiek karakter heeft 
dan soms aangenomen wordt (zie Jones, 2009). Sommige domeinen liggen mogelijk 
dichter bij de ene discipline dan bij de andere. Moreel redeneren zou wel eens meer 
aandacht kunnen krijgen binnen de filosofie dan binnen de wiskunde. Op grond van het 
model zijn er ten minste drie manieren om het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn te 
bereiken. Dit is meteen ook een belangrijk voordeel van ons model ten opzichte van het 
model dat Barrie (2004, 2005, 2006) ontwikkelde.

10.5.2 Beperkingen
Bij het interpreteren van de bevindingen uit onze studies moeten de volgende 
beperkingen in ogenschouw genomen worden. In de eerste plaats is het onderzoek 
voor dit proefschrift begonnen binnen een onderzoeksproject dat zich richtte op de 
studiesuccesfactoren van HBO-bachelors die in een universitaire master instroomden. 
Binnen dit gedeelte bleek de noodzaak voor een theoretisch kader, omdat het toevoegen 
van nog een nieuwe lijst van willekeurige vaardigheden het laatste was dat we wilden. 
Gelukkig bleek, nadat we het theoretische model ontworpen hadden, dat dit model 
desalniettemin geoperationaliseerd kon worden in het onderzoek met de herhaalde 
metingen. Al was het dan op een suboptimale manier. Deze operationalisatie verschilde 
daarom van de operationalisatie die we hadden gebruikt in de validatiestudie waarvoor 
we de instrumenten op grond van het model hadden geselecteerd. De resultaten van de 
structural equation modelling kwamen echter sterk met elkaar overeen (vergelijk figuur 
4.2 en tabel 8.1). Dit was voor ons overtuigend genoeg om de gegevens uit de herhaalde 
metingen te kunnen gebruiken voor de studies die beschreven staan in hoofdstuk 5 
en hoofdstuk 6. Helaas bleek dat er voor het levenslang leren domein geen geschikte 
operationalisatie gemaakt kon worden met de gegevens van het eerste meetmoment. 
Daarom kon dit domein niet meegenomen worden in de studie die beschreven wordt 
in hoofdstuk 5.

In de tweede plaats zijn de resultaten in dit proefschrift gebaseerd op de inschattingen 
die studenten zelf gemaakt hebben van hun presteren en vermogens. Hoewel er enkele 
bekende nadelen kleven aan het gebruik van dit type gegevens hebben we toch voor 
deze opzet gekozen met het oog op de toepasbaarheid van het model op het gebied van 
onderwijskwaliteitszorg. De laatste decennia is binnen de kwaliteitszorg een grotere 
nadruk komen te liggen op datgene wat meetbaar is (Barnett, 2003; Lea, 2011). Hiervoor 
worden vaak de eigen inschattingen van studenten gebruikt. De kwaliteitszorg heeft 
baat bij instrumenten die eenvoudig afgenomen en verwerkt kunnen worden om relatief 
eenvoudig vast te stellen of studenten de criteria voor academisch gevormd zijn hebben 
gerealiseerd. Een belangrijk kritiekpunt bij het gebruik van zelfinschattingen is of deze 
een adequaat beeld geven van de prestaties of vermogens van studenten. Vaatstra en 
De Vries (2007) tonen in hun onderzoek echter aan dat studenten in staat waren om 
adequate inschattingen te verschaffen over generieke en reflectieve competenties. Om 
studenten niet met ellelange vragenlijsten lastig te vallen konden we daarnaast maar 
een beperkt aantal instrumenten opnemen om de verschillende domeinen van het 
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model mee te operationaliseren. De beperkingen van het gebruik van zelfinschattingen 
was wat ons betreft overkomelijk, aangezien deze aanpak tegelijkertijd de mogelijkheid 
bood om een aantal opleidingen uit verschillende faculteiten in het onderzoek op te 
nemen, wat een vergelijking tussen opleidingen mogelijk maakte.

In de derde plaats zijn alle onderzoeken uitgevoerd binnen enkele specifieke 
faculteiten in één universiteit. Als een gevolg daarvan zijn de resultaten alleen van 
toepassing op de faculteiten die in het onderzoek betrokken zijn, met name omdat 
de betrokken universiteiten niet het hele scala aan disciplines uit deze universiteit 
omvatte. Medische wetenschappen en de natuurwetenschappen zijn bijvoorbeeld niet 
meegenomen in dit onderzoek, en uit de geesteswetenschappen is slechts één opleiding, 
namelijk geschiedenis, meegenomen die relatief dicht tegen de sociale wetenschappen 
aanzit. Daarnaast is het waarschijnlijk dat het feit dat de betrokken universiteit een 
onderzoeksuniversiteit betreft van invloed is geweest op de uitkomsten. Het is goed 
mogelijk dat er andere coëfficiënten gevonden worden tussen reflectief denken en de 
andere domeinen wanneer de studie herhaald zou worden in een liberal arts universiteit.

10.6 Implicaties
10.6.1 Onderwijspraktijk
Het model kan van nut zijn in de discussie tussen curriculumontwikkelaars en 
academische medewerkers over hoe academisch gevormd zijn gedefinieerd moet 
worden. De eerste stap in de discussie over academische vorming en haar plaats in het 
curriculum is overeenstemming vinden in wat we er nu precies onder verstaan. Zolang 
universitaire docenten hun onderwijs vorm geven vanuit hun eigen opvattingen over wat 
academische vorming zou moeten omvatten, is het er moeilijk om studenten binnen een 
opleiding adequaat te ondersteunen in hun intellectuele ontwikkeling naar het stadium 
van academisch gevormd zijn (Hughes & Barrie, 2012). Het model in dit proefschrift 
schrijft niet een bepaalde interpretatie voor, maar nodigt de betrokkenen uit voor een 
discussie over welke waarde zij aan de verschillende domeinen voor academische 
vorming zouden toekennen. Bovendien worden ze uitgedaagd om na te denken over het 
beoogde niveau dat ze willen nastreven voor de specifieke vaardigheden, eigenschappen 
en competenties die behoren bij de verschillende domeinen en hoe ze te verankeren 
zijn in kennis.

Vervolgens kan het model gebruikt worden om het huidige onderwijsprogramma 
onder de loep te nemen om vast te stellen in welke mate de verwachtingen van de 
opleiding omtrent de academische vorming worden gerealiseerd, en welke aspecten 
meer aandacht vergen. De curriculum mapping die we voor de studie uit hoofdstuk 6 
uitgevoerd hebben liet, bijvoorbeeld, zien dat de onderwijsprogramma’s binnen een 
faculteit die onlangs het onderwijs binnen het domein van de wetenschapsbeoefening 
had herzien dichter bij elkaar lagen dan de opleidingen binnen de andere faculteiten 
die niet een dergelijke revisie hadden ondergaan. Bovendien werden binnen deze 
faculteit vaker referenties naar het domein van wetenschapsbeoefening teruggevonden 
in de cursusbeschrijvingen dan voor de andere faculteiten. Dit wekt de indruk dat een 
geslaagde afstemming over de uitgangspunten voor academische vorming kan leiden 
tot meer coherentie in de onderwijsprogramma’s.

Daarnaast moeten we bescheiden zijn in de rol die het model kan spelen bij het 
daadwerkelijk ondersteunen van studenten in hun intellectuele ontwikkeling tot het 
stadium van academisch gevormd zijn. Er spelen namelijk nog andere factoren mee, 
zoals de behoefte van studenten om de leerstof te willen doorgronden en zich hiervoor 
ook te willen inzetten (Herbart, 1914 geciteerd in Uljens, 2003). Daarnaast toonden 
De la Harpe en David (2012) dat hoewel docenten zeiden academische vorming erg 
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belangrijk te vinden, dat dit niet automatisch betekende dat ze in staat waren om dat op 
een dusdanige wijze in hun onderwijs vorm te geven dat studenten ook daadwerkelijk 
de leerdoelen op het gebied van academische vorming wisten te realiseren. In dit 
opzicht zijn ook de bevindingen van Van Rossum en Hamer (2010) erg interessant, 
aangezien zij op grond van een review study concludeerden dat een aanzienlijke 
groep docenten denken op een niveau dat één stadium onder het beoogde niveau voor 
studenten bevindt. Het zal voor deze docenten moeilijk, zo niet onmogelijk, zijn om 
studenten op een adequate te begeleiden naar een niveau dat hun eigen vermogens 
te boven gaat. Hoewel dit met het model niet onmiddellijk opgelost kan worden biedt 
het model wel handvatten voor het expliciteren en afstemmen van verwachtingen met 
betrekking tot academische vorming en het verwachte niveau. Daarnaast biedt het 
model mogelijkheden om de vaardigheden, eigenschappen en competenties behorend 
bij academische vorming te specificeren op een manier waarbij het beoogde niveau 
expliciet gemaakt wordt.

10.6.2 Kwaliteitszorg
In nieuwe regelgeving omtrent het Nederlandse Hoger Onderwijs beleid is er meer 
nadruk komen te liggen op het kwaliteitszorgsysteem van universiteiten (MINOCW, 
2010; NVAO, 2010). Vanaf 2013 maakt een instellingsaccreditatie deel uit van het 
Nederlandse accreditatiestelsel voor hoger onderwijs. Een instelling binnen het hoger 
onderwijs ontvangt een instellingsaccreditatie wanneer het kwaliteitszorgsysteem 
binnen de instelling in orde is bevonden. Het voordeel hiervan is dat de opleidingen 
binnen deze instelling in aanmerking komen voor een verkorte visitatieprocedure. Deze 
aanpassingen in het stelsel zijn voor veel instellingen een aanleiding geweest om hun 
interne kwaliteitszorgsysteem te professionaliseren. Tegelijkertijd heeft het ministerie 
van OCW prestatieafspraken gemaakt met de instellingen voor hoger onderwijs. 
Deze prestatieafspraken zijn uitsluitend gebaseerd op kwantitatieve indicatoren, 
zoals uitval, switch, bachelorrendement en deelname aan excellentietrajecten. 
Universiteiten zijn voor de financiering gedeeltelijk afhankelijk van het realiseren van 
deze prestatieafspraken. Deze beide ontwikkelingen hebben geleid tot een toename 
in een toegenomen bureaucratie voor opleidingscoördinatoren, doordat colleges van 
bestuur zich genoodzaakt zien om zoveel mogelijk informatie over opleidingen te 
verzamelen om het idee te hebben voldoende greep te hebben op de kwaliteit van de 
verschillende opleidingen. Door de nadruk op kwantitatieve indicatoren verdwijnen de 
meer kwalitatieve aspecten van onderwijskwaliteit naar de achtergrond. Dit lijkt ook op 
te gaan voor academische vorming.

Het is daarom zinvol om over een efficiënte manier te kunnen beschikken om vast te 
stellen of studenten het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn hebben bereikt. Dit was 
voor ons één van de belangrijkste redenen om een kwantitatieve studie uit te voeren. 
Tot op heden werd vooral gebruik gemaakt van interviews en uitgebreide toetsen; 
beiden zijn tamelijk langdurig en arbeidsintensieve methoden. Een gesloten vragenlijst 
is een meer efficiëntere benadering om academisch gevormd zijn vast te stellen. De 
operationalisatie van het in dit proefschrift gepresenteerde model is een eerste stap in 
het ontwikkelen van kernindicatoren voor academische vorming. Uit de opmerkingen 
van studenten op onze vragenlijst bleek dat de huidige vragenlijst door veel studenten 
te lang werd gevonden. Dit is een aandachtspunt wanneer het model ingezet wordt 
voor kwaliteitszorg, maar het sluit niet uit dat het model een zinvolle rol kan spelen 
in kwaliteitszorg. Met behulp van het model kunnen onderwijscoördinatoren tot een 
beeld van De Afgestudeerde van hun opleiding komen die een afspiegeling is van de 
onderwijskwaliteit die ze bieden. Bovendien kan het model een bijdrage leveren aan 
de bewustwording van het belang van academische vorming, en dat onderwijskwaliteit 
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niet gereduceerd kan worden tot een aantal kwantitatieve indicatoren.
De kwaliteitszorg binnen universiteiten staat voor een interessante uitdaging. 

Doordat de verantwoordelijkheid voor de kwaliteit van het onderwijs op een steeds 
grotere afstand van het onderwijsproces wordt geplaatst, zal de weerstand onder 
universitaire docenten toenemen als gevolg van de toegenomen informatiebehoefte 
van het hogere management om greep te houden op het primaire onderwijsproces. 
De recente demonstraties bij verschillende Nederlandse universiteiten zijn een 
voorbeeld van de weerstand die bij studenten en docenten leeft tegen de toegenomen 
focus op kwantitatieve indicatoren (De Jong, 2015; Jansen, 2015). Tegelijkertijd is 
de kennis toegenomen over wat werkt in het onderwijs en wat niet. Dit vereist enige 
coördinatie door onderwijskundigen met betrekking tot de onderwijsprogramma’s. 
Van de individuele docent kan niet verwacht worden dat deze over alle kennis uit 
onderwijskundig onderzoek beschikt. Daarom is het van belang dat de twee belangrijkste 
aspecten van kwaliteitszorg – verantwoording en kwaliteitsverbetering – beter van 
elkaar gescheiden worden. Anders is er een gerede kans dat de kwaliteitsverbetering 
die op opleidingsniveau gerealiseerd moet worden te lijden krijgt onder de weerstand 
tegen de bureaucratie die gepaard gaat met een toegenomen verantwoordingscultuur 
op het niveau van het college van bestuur. Met betrekking tot academische vorming 
betekent dit concreet dat de universitaire staf zich committeert aan een bepaalde 
invulling van academische vorming die gepaard gaat met een specificatie van het 
beoogde eindniveau binnen ieder domein. Deze invulling wordt vervolgens verankerd 
in de eindkwalificaties van de opleiding. De leerdoelen van de verschillende cursussen 
binnen de opleiding komen expliciet terug in het onderwijsprogramma en zijn op hun 
beurt weer heldere afgeleiden van deze eindkwalificaties. Het model uit dit proefschrift 
biedt handvatten om deze eindkwalificaties en leerdoelen adequaat te formuleren.

10.6.3 Onderzoekspraktijk
Allereerst zouden we graag nader onderzoek zien naar de verschillende aspecten van 
het model. In dit proefschrift zijn we uitgegaan van een simpele invulling van academisch 
gevormd zijn. Om te kunnen spreken van academisch gevormd zijn is alleen in reflectief 
denken en één van de andere domeinen het graduateness niveau vereist. We hebben 
geen veronderstellingen geëxpliciteerd met betrekking tot het beoogde niveau in de 
andere domeinen. Daarnaast hebben we in deze studie een beperkt aantal domeinen in 
het model opgenomen. Voor een eerste verkenning is dit voldoende, want het schetst 
wel de potentie van het model. Desondanks blijven er natuurlijk wel nog verschillende 
aspecten open staan die in aanmerking komen voor nader onderzoek.

• Wat zijn de minimum vereisten voor het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn?
Wij zijn in ons onderzoek erg bescheiden gebleven in de condities waar 
academisch gevormd zijn aan moet voldoen. We hebben geen criteria opgesteld 
voor de twee andere domeinen, naast de domeinen waarin het graduateness 
niveau verondersteld wordt. We zouden ons echter kunnen voorstellen dat het 
voor universitair onderwijs wenselijk is dat ook minimumniveaus geëxpliciteerd 
zouden moeten worden voor deze domeinen. Dit kan op graduateness niveau 
liggen, maar zou ook op één van de voorgaande stadia in het betreffende domein 
worden gelegd.

• Hoe verhoudt academische vorming zich tot de andere doelstellingen van 
universitair onderwijs?
Een richting voor verder onderzoek is om na te gaan of er nog andere relevante 
domeinen zijn die in het model opgenomen moeten worden. Daarnaast ligt het 
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voor de hand om de relatie tussen academische vorming en beroepsvoorbereiding 
nader te onderzoeken. Moet beroepsvoorbereiding opgevat worden als een 
domein binnen het theoretische kader, of zijn de verschillende aspecten van de 
beroepsvoorbereiding binnen de huidige domeinen te plaatsen? In deze laatste 
benadering worden de vaardigheden automatisch benaderd in nauw contact 
met disciplinaire kennis, terwijl in de eerste benadering uitgaat van een meer 
geïsoleerde ontwikkeling van deze vaardigheden.

Een tweede onderzoeksrichting zou zich moeten richten op de academische vorming 
van studenten (als proces) en de factoren die deze vorming of ontwikkeling kunnen 
ondersteunen. De ontwikkelingsmodellen die in dit proefschrift gebruikt zijn om het 
graduateness niveau te definiëren kunnen gebruikt worden om de ontwikkeling bij 
studenten gedurende hun studie te volgen en onderzoeken.

• Hoe ontwikkelen studenten zich richting academisch gevormd zijn tijdens hun 
opleiding?
In dit proefschrift hebben we ons vooral gericht op het graduateness niveau, 
maar het zal voor de verdere ontwikkeling van het model waardevol zijn om te 
onderzoeken hoe de ontwikkeling van studenten tot het graduateness niveau 
verloopt. Aangezien diverse studenten het stadium van academisch gevormd 
zijn al bij de start van de master hebben bereikt, ligt het voor de hand om het 
bacheloronderwijs ook in een dergelijk onderzoek te betrekken in de vorm 
van een longitudinaal onderzoek. Om de ontwikkeling goed in kaart te kunnen 
brengen zijn meerdere meetmomenten noodzakelijk, bijvoorbeeld ten minste 
ieder semester.

• Hoe wordt de academische vorming van studenten beïnvloed door de 
onderwijscontext?
Om een beter begrip te krijgen van hoe de academische vorming van 
studenten beïnvloed kan worden is het van belang om de mogelijke effecten 
van de onderwijscontext nader te bestuderen, zowel met betrekking tot het 
bereiken van het stadium van academisch gevormd zijn, als voor het proces 
van vorming, de ontwikkeling. Een mogelijke richting voor onderzoek op dit 
terrein is om het succes van onderwijsprogramma’s met een verschillende 
aanpak met elkaar te vergelijken, zoals opleidingen die academische vorming 
volledig geïntegreerd hebben in hun programma vergelijken met opleidingen 
die de academische vorming voor een belangrijk deel in een aparte cursussen 
hebben ondergebracht. Een andere interessante invalshoek is het effect van 
toetsmethoden (bijv. meerkeuze tentamens, essays, portfolio’s en dergelijke) 
bestuderen op de academische vorming van studenten. Een ander aspect 
van de onderwijscontext is de taal waarin wordt onderwezen. Betreft dit de 
moedertaal of een vreemde taal (L2). Een uitstekende beheersing van een taal 
is een belangrijk aspect bij de ontwikkeling van reflectief denken (Floyd, 2011). 
Met de toenemende internationalisering van het onderwijs is het van belang om 
te weten wat het effect van onderwijs in een vreemde taal is op de academische 
vorming van studenten.

• Welke studentkenmerken verklaren de academische vorming van de student?
Eén van de aspecten die we niet hebben meegenomen in onze studies is welke 
studentkenmerken van invloed zijn op het bereiken van het stadium van 
academisch gevormd zijn. We noemden al het belang van de bereidwilligheid 
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om zich de stof eigen te maken voor de intellectuele ontwikkeling van de student 
(Herbart, 1914, geciteerd in Uljens, 2003). In ruimere zin kan de motivatie van 
studenten en hun self-efficacy onderwerp van onderzoek zijn om nader inzicht 
te krijgen in de relatie tussen studentkenmerken en academische vorming.

• Wat zijn de prestaties van verschillende groepen studenten in relatie tot 
academische vorming?
Er is sprake van een groeiende diversiteit onder de studenten die zich inschrijven 
voor een universitaire opleiding (Pascarella, 2006). Dit kan betekenen dat er 
verschillende strategieën nodig zijn om studenten adequaat te ondersteunen in 
hun ontwikkeling naar academisch gevormd zijn. Eén van de aspecten waarop 
deze studenten van elkaar verschillen is de vooropleiding. Het is daarom 
noodzakelijk om te onderzoeken of het uitmaakt met welke vooropleiding 
studenten aan, bijvoorbeeld, een masteropleiding beginnen. Het onderzoek 
kan zich richten op verschillende groepen studenten, zoals studenten met een 
HBO-bachelor die aan een universitaire master beginnen, volwassen studenten 
die na enige jaren werkervaring aan een universitaire opleiding beginnen, en 
internationale studenten voor wie Engels niet de moedertaal is.

Tot slot willen we nog enkele suggesties doen voor onderzoek naar het model op 
het gebied van de onderwijskwaliteitszorg. In de laatste decennia is er binnen 
universiteiten meer nadruk komen te liggen op de onderwijskwaliteitszorg (Barnett, 
2003, Harvey, 2006). Er zitten twee kanten aan onderwijskwaliteitszorg. In de eerste 
plaats richt het zich op de mate waarin de onderwijsprogramma’s er in slagen om de 
beoogde eindkwalificaties te realiseren. Hier zijn adequate meetinstrumenten voor 
nodig. In de tweede plaats gaat kwaliteitszorg ook over het scheppen van de juiste 
randvoorwaarden waarbinnen de beoogde eindkwalificaties gerealiseerd kunnen 
worden, zoals het gebruik van adequate toetsmethoden en het ontwerpen van 
samenhangende onderwijsprogramma’s. Vervolgonderzoek kan zich op beide kanten 
van onderwijskwaliteitszorg richten.

• Wat zijn de kernindicatoren waarmee vastgesteld kan worden of een student 
academisch gevormd is?
Onderwijskwaliteitszorg heeft belang bij efficiënte manieren om vast te stellen 
of studenten academisch gevormd zijn. Hiervoor zou het aantal items zoals wij 
dat in ons model gebruikt hebben nog verder teruggebracht moeten worden. 
Om zeker te zijn dat de geselecteerde items de kern van academische gevormd 
zijn weerspiegelen raden we aan om deze items te selecteren op basis van hun 
correlatie met kwalitatieve maten voor de domeinen van academische vorming. 
Deze kwalitatieve data kunnen verzameld worden via interviews, maar ook 
via open-vragen testen waarin studenten moeten reageren op kort beschreven 
situaties of dilemma’s. 

• Hoe kan het model door docenten en curriculumontwerpers ingezet worden bij 
het adequaat onderbrengen van academische vorming in het curriculum?
De implicaties van het model voor de onderwijspraktijk (zie §9.7.1 voor de 
details) roepen verschillende vragen op. Bijvoorbeeld, draagt het model bij aan 
het bevorderen van een gedeelde opvatting van academisch gevormd zijn onder 
universitaire docenten en curriculumontwerpers? Daarnaast zou onderzocht 
moeten worden onder welke voorwaarden universitaire docenten er het best 
in slagen om academische vorming als een leerdoel in hun cursus te integreren. 
Er kan hierbij gedacht worden aan een onderzoeksopzet waarbij verschillende 
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condities van toenemende ondersteuning van docenten met elkaar worden 
vergeleken, van het beschikbaar stellen van het model met slechts minimale 
ondersteuning tot intervisiebijeenkomsten met uitgebreide supervisie. 
Uiteraard zou in dergelijke studies ook het effect van docentinspanningen op de 
ontwikkeling van de studenten naar academisch gevormd zijn moeten worden 
meegenomen.
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