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ABSTRACT

Background: Degree projects are part of most professional study programmes and correspond to professional and academic
requirements. Therefore, this study aimed to investigate factors that influence the quality of student degree projects from a su-
pervisor and student perspective.

Methods: Semi-structured interviews were performed with eight supervisors from the study programme in dentistry at
Karolinska Institutet. The interviews were transcribed. The first part was summarised and described, and the second part was
analysed thematically. Also, a questionnaire was completed by 45 students in their 7th and 9th semesters of the study pro-
gramme. Student responses were summarised and described.

Results: The main findings indicate a convergence of expectations and perspectives between supervisors and students regarding
the factors that influence the quality of the degree project. They emphasise the importance of realistic expectations, feasibility
and adherence to academic standards for a high-quality outcome. Effective supervision involves the supervisor being readily
available, responsive to student inquiries and supportive in time-management. Conversely, students are expected to demonstrate
motivation, engagement and increasing autonomy. Additionally, both agree that the project should be engaging, relevant to the
supervisor's expertise and the student's interests, contribute to personal and academic growth and ideally result in a publication.
Conclusions: Taken together, supervisors and students share grounds for the degree project work, which is an important con-
dition for ensuring a qualitatively sound degree project. Sharing expectations and perspectives in the beginning and having a
continuously open dialogue concerning this issue during the degree project work benefits a sustainable collaboration and ensures
quality.

1 | Introduction

Research is beneficial at all levels of society, and it contributes
to societal development, such as the advancement and quality
of healthcare, but also of education. Research fosters essen-
tial qualities of critical thinking, problem-solving abilities and

proficiency in communication [1, 2]. This benefits organisations,
groups and individuals. An example of the latter is students in
professional education, such as dental education, that is focused
here. Dental education plays an essential role in fostering future
dentists, that by scientific awareness, understanding and knowl-
edge can contribute to the development of the profession [1]. The
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importance of embracing emerging technologies and therapies
to shape the future of dental practice has been emphasised [3].
To ensure evidence-based health care, teachers and students
must engage with research findings, by applying scientifically
proven materials and methods in their practices [4, 5]. For this,
dental education and teachers are important as role models for
the students and consequently for fostering future professionals.

The degree project is an integral part of academic and profes-
sional education and is considered an opportunity for students
to immerse themselves in a specific subject of their future pro-
fession [6]. The degree project gives students the possibility to
develop an understanding of the relationship between research
and their future profession. Also, it gives them tools for staying
current with recent research, which ensures professional de-
velopment, for instance, that the treatments recommended and
performed on patients consistently align with the highest stan-
dards of care [2]. Hence, an understanding of the scientific basis
for professional work is fundamental for the students in their
daily clinical practice, enabling them to improve the quality of
dental care [5].

The degree project aims to develop student's knowledge, skills
and scientific approach. Consequently, through the process of
degree project work, students acquire the ability to apply theo-
retical knowledge to practical situations effectively [4]. A previ-
ous study shows that the degree project effectively develops the
students’ capabilities of independence, self-criticism, argumen-
tation, practical application of theory and critical awareness of
alternative conceptualisations [7]. Indeed, these are capabilities
and skills necessary for the students to acquire for developing
professionalism and for the future profession as dentists [3, 6].
Apart from this, students get the opportunity to gain in-depth
knowledge in a specific area of interest, which gives them ac-
cess to specialised knowledge. It has been shown that the degree
project serves as a personal, and systemic tool, which involves
the development of professional knowledge, such as learning
more about different patient groups, conditions and diseases,
but also learning to meet patients, as well as affect work organi-
sation and stakeholders [8].

During work on the degree project, the student is supervised.
Supervision involves supporting the student in the process of
planning, and execution of the degree project [9]. For this, the
supervisor needs to have research skills of, for instance, knowl-
edge of the subject for the degree project but also of methodology
and theory [10, 11]. Supervision also involves adjusting the style
of support in accordance with the needs of the student [12-14].
Indeed, the style of supervision can influence the student learn-
ing process and the development of the degree project in vari-
ous ways, [11] which makes it an essential aspect to consider.
However, this is not always obvious, but dependent on contin-
uous communication between supervisor and student. For in-
stance, sharing expectations on supervision in an early stage,
and attentiveness throughout the work with the degree project
is essential for success concerning this issue. The relationship
between supervisor and student is important for the success of
the degree project regarding aspects, such as quality, impact
on learning, but also satisfaction levels of both parties involved
[12]. The importance of supervision during the degree project
has also been addressed in previous studies. In these studies,

students emphasise the need for and importance of educational
support for a successful integration of academic literacy and
professional literacy which the degree project entails [8, 15, 16].
Indeed, understanding how to adhere to an established aca-
demic style and support in a professional context is experienced
as a particular challenge.

There are five aspects that supervisors need to take into account
in order to optimise student success in undergraduate and grad-
uate levels: the roles in supervision, power relations, emotional
ties, giving feedback and group seminars [13]. Further, there is a
constant interaction between the supervisor and the student on
various aspects of the degree project that needs calibration and
balance. Supervision involves time and resources from both the
supervisor and the student. However, the key factor is quality,
which helps foster the development of essential attributes that
benefit an academic as well as a professional life [17].

The overall quality of a degree project or a thesis is enhanced by
a collaborative feedback interaction between the supervisor and
the student [18]. However, the specific type of feedback a student
receives is not the sole determining factor [19]. Instead, it un-
derscores the importance of supervisors engaging in a conver-
sation with the student to understand the students' preferences
for feedback, ultimately making it as constructive as possible
[19, 20]. In addition, the students also benefit from the feedback
that is received from others, such as peers, on the degree project
work. This feedback makes possible discussions with argumen-
tation, perspective change and critical readings of text [15]. No
preferred style of supervision, or type of feedback—oral or writ-
ten—that was generally preferred among graduate students has
yet been reported. Some preferred written feedback and track
changes on their drafts, whereas others favoured oral feedback
[21]. This illustrates not only the importance of the degree proj-
ect for the future development of the dental profession but also
the complexity of the degree project itself and the supervision
of this work. Therefore, it is important to identify influencing
factors for the quality and success of the degree project and of
supervision. So, the aim of this study was to investigate factors
that influence the quality of student degree projects in the study
programme in dentistry at Karolinska Institutet (KI), from a stu-
dent and a supervisor perspective.

2 | Materials and Methods
2.1 | The Study Context

The study took place in the study programme in dentistry at KI,
Sweden. This study programme awards a degree of Master of
Science in Dental Surgery. The study programme comprises of
300 ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) credits, Syears of
full-time studies and subjects related to odontology, medicine-
and biomedicine, basic- and behavioural science as well as clin-
ical training on-site at the university.

2.2 | Object of Analysis

The object of analysis in this study is the degree project at
the Department of Dental Medicine at KI. The degree project
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extends over two semesters and is equivalent to 30 ECTS credits
that correspond to 6 months of studies (https://education.ki.se/
course-syllabus/2TL094). The students are introduced to re-
search ethics, literature search, statistics, scientific writing and
critical research literature review through lectures, seminars
and workshops.

There is a selection process regarding supervisors and projects,
which starts with a day of inspiration in which teachers, that is,
supervisors present their ongoing research, and the projects that
are possible to enrol for a degree project. After the presentations,
the students partner up in pairs and then send letters of request
to join projects of interest. The supervisors' selection process
seemingly has different strategies, and how students and super-
visors finally combine is to observe.

At KI, a degree project follows a guide or a template avail-
able on the universities’ website for the students to use. The
guide provides clear instructions on the academic formal-
ities of the degree project (https://education.ki.se/course-
syllabus/2TL094). For supervision, there is no guide or
template but is instead based on an agreement between the su-
pervisor and the student that adheres to student needs during
the process of the degree project work. The supervisors must
meet specific criteria to be eligible to supervise students’ de-
gree projects, which involve having fulfilled courses in higher
education pedagogy of 15 ECTS credits and having a PhD de-
gree. These criteria ensure that supervisors have basic skills
and experience of research and supervision (https://staff.ki.
se/supervisor-to-doctoral-student).

2.21 | Semi-Structured Interviews With Supervisors

Semi-structured interviews were performed with eight supervi-
sors in the dental programme at KI. They were matched in age,
sex and experience and represented diverse specialties at KI, in
order to cover the majority of the subjects. The eight supervisors
were four men and four women between the ages of 44 and 68,
with 10-25years of experience, and represented four different
odontological specialties, which are not specified here to pre-
serve anonymity.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted either at the
Department of Dental Medicine, KI or digitally via Zoom (Zoom
Video Communications, Zoom Inc., San Jose, CA, USA). More
specifically, five interviews were performed at KI, and three in-
terviews digitally. To ensure consistency, supervisors were not
given the interview questions in advance. Two researchers con-
ducted the interviews, and the interview questions were distrib-
uted among these (Appendix 1).

The questions for the semi-structured interviews were formu-
lated by all researchers in this study. The questions concerned
background information as teachers and supervisors, infor-
mation on the practice of supervision and aspects concerning
the degree project. Semi-structured interviews make possible a
direction of the interviews in relation to the aim of the study,
but also an in-depth elaboration and exploration of the subject-
matter despite any possible limitations by the questions [22, 23].
A test interview was performed with a supervisor who was not

included in the study, which helped calibrate the interview ques-
tions resulting in minor adjustments in relation to the aim of
the study.

The interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of the
interviewees. These audio clips were transcribed verbatim. To
protect anonymity, the transcripts refrained from including any
names. Since this study primarily concerns spoken content, the
transcription has not included non-verbal elements of the con-
versation. Each of the authors transcribed four interviews. This
approach might introduce discrepancies in the transcriptions.
However, each author independently reviewed all the texts to
ensure accuracy.

2.2.2 | Analysis of the Semi-Structured Interviews

The transcriptions were divided into two parts. The first part ad-
dresses the background information of the supervisors and was
summarised and narratively described in relation to each ques-
tion. The second part involves supervision and quality, which
was analysed with thematical analysis.

Thematical analysis enables the identification of patterns in
data and includes a rich description and a minimal organisa-
tion of data [24-27]. In this study, transcriptions from eight
semi-structured interviews (159 p; 6h, 17 min, 22s) with su-
pervisors were subject to thematic analysis. Drawing from
the transcriptions from the supervisors, themes pertinent to
the collected data were formulated. These themes directly
correspond to the research inquiry of the study and emerged
through a rigorous, comprehensive coding process that en-
compassed the interpretation of raw data rather than mere
restatement or description. Each theme has been meticulously
expounded upon, providing a nuanced depiction. Thus, the
thematic analysis procedure entailed the identification of
meaningful patterns and potentially significant issues within
the data.

The analytical sequence conducted concerning the transcrip-
tions and written answers unfolded as outlined by Braun and
Clarke (2021, p. 331) [27]: (1) familiarisation of data and famil-
iarisation notes; (2) systematic data coding for each supervisor
according to the analytical question: What factors influence the
quality of student degree projects? (3) generation of initial themes
from coded and collated data; (4) review and development of
themes in relation to the research question and to the whole
data set; (5) refinement, definition and naming of themes and (6)
writing the report and complementing the themes with extract
examples from data. Finally, three themes were found in the in-
terview data.

2.2.3 | Questionnaire With Dental Students

An anonymous questionnaire was distributed to dental students,
either in the initiation stage of a degree project or in an ongo-
ing degree project, at the dental programme at KI. The students
were in their 7th and in their 9th semester of the programme. At
the time of the data collection, there were 79 students enrolled
in the 7th semester, and 71 students enrolled in the 9th semester.
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The questions were formulated by all researchers and were re-
lated to the questions posed to supervisors in the semi-structured
interviews (Appendix 2). The questionnaire consisted of 10 ques-
tions in multiple-choice format as well as free-text responses. The
questions concerned the decision-making processes of students
when selecting a topic for their degree project, selecting their
writing partner and their supervisor, as well as factors influenc-
ing these decisions. The questions and their response options are
shown in Table 1. Study data for the questionnaire were collected
and managed using the KI Survey (Artologik Survey&Report,
Vixjo, Sweden) electronic data capture tool hosted at KI.

2.2.4 | Analysis of Student Responses in
the Questionnaire

The responses to the questionnaire were summarised and narra-
tively described in relation to each question of the questionnaire,
to the entire group of students and also to sex. The summary of
the questionnaire is displayed in Table 1.

A normality test of the data was performed with Shapiro-
Wilk's test and since data were not normally distributed
a Mann-Whitney U-test was used to assess possible sex
differences.

3 | Results
3.1 | Interviews With Supervisors

Generally, all supervisors (100%) are involved in teaching
in the dentist programme. This is in courses during various
semesters and levels of the programme. Also, all supervisors
(100%) have either been or are currently involved in other
responsibilities at KI and externally in addition to their role
as teachers and supervisors. These include, for instance, the
head of the department, research team leaders, members of
the programme council, and committees, etc. There were no
sex differences concerning teaching or involvement in other
responsibilities.

The requirements for pedagogical education to supervise degree
projects are met by all supervisors (100%), with no sex differ-
ences. The university credits they hold in higher pedagogical
education range from 10 to 30 credits. More specifically, 25%
(only men) had 10 ECTS credits, 38% had 11-30 ECTS credits,
and 28% had 38 ECT credits. The two latter had an equal sex
distribution. All supervisors had a doctoral degree and were spe-
cialised in a particular area of expertise.

The supervisors had at least 10years of teaching experience
(25% in the entire group of supervisors, 50% men), and as most
40years of experience (25% in the entire group of supervisors,
50% women). However, 50% of the supervisors had 20-30years’
experience in teaching, with an equal sex distribution (40% men,
40% women). Sixty-three per cent of the supervisors had super-
vised over 20 degree projects (63%), whereas 38% had supervised
less than 20° projects. There was no sex difference in the distri-
bution of supervised degree projects.

TABLE1 | Summary of student responses (45 students—35 women;
10 men) from a questionnaire on factors associated with the degree
project in odontology (30 ECTS—advanced level) presented in number
of respondents (n=) and percentage of responses (%).

All Women Men

Question n=(%) n=(%) n=(%)

Previous experience of being supervised, that is, writing a
degree project in other higher education
Have previous 6(13) 4(11) 2 (20)
experience

Three most important factors for the selection of degree
project

Interesting subject/ 38 (84) 32 (91) 6 (60)
topic

Supervisor 34 (76) 30 (86) 4 (40)
Meritorious purposes 13 (29) 8(23) 5(50)
Writing partner 20 (44) 16 (46) 4 (40)
Publication possibility 12 (27) 8 (23) 4 (40)
In-depth study of 9 (20) 5(14) 4 (40)
subject/topic

Goes fast 7 (16) 4(11) 3(30)
Other—contribute to 1(2) 13 0(0)
future professional

knowledge

What characterises a degree project of high quality

Good structure 29 (64) 23 (66) 6 (60)
Scientifically sound/ 19 (42) 16 (46) 3(30)
grounded

Proper academic/ 19 (42) 15 (43) 4 (40)
scientific language

Interesting and well- 18 (40) 13 (37) 5(50)
defined subject/topic

Other—good 2(4) 2 (6) 0(0)
supervision

What qualities of a supervisor are important

Pedagogical, 39 (87) 30 (86) 9 (90)

supportive, present

Good communicative 29 (64) 23 (66) 6 (60)
skills, dedicated/

engaged

Quick responses to 24 (53) 19 (54) 5(50)

queries, accessible

Experienced
in supervision,
experienced
researcher

10 (22) 6 (17) 4(40)

What criteria are important when choosing a supervisor

(Continues)

40f 13

European Journal of Dental Education, 2024

851807 SUOWIWIOD 3AEaID 3|qedldde 8y Aq pauieof a1e 9 VO ‘SN JO S3|NJ o AXeiq T aUIIUO A8]IA U (SUO R IPUOD-PUe-SWLBYL0D A8 | IMAe.d1BUI|UO//SARY) SUORIPUOD Pue swile | 8188 *[7202/TT/62] uo Areiqiauliuo Ao |Im ‘Ausiealun eswin Aq 090€T @/TTTT 0T/I0p/W00 A3 | 1M AReiq el juo//Sdiy Woy pepeojumoq ‘0 ‘6.50009T



TABLE1 | (Continued)

TABLE1 | (Continued)

All Women Men All Women Men
Question n=(%) n= (%) n= (%) Question n= (%) n= (%) n=(%)
Good communicative 32(71) 26 (74) 6 (60) Expectations on writing partner
skills, attentive, Responsible, 30 (67) 23 (66) 7(70)
dedicated/engaged e
participative,

Experienced in 31 (69) 26 (74) 5(50) willingness to work,
supervision, guiding, equal workload
structured, supportive Cooperative, easy to 27 (60) 21 (60) 6 (60)
Quick responses to 23 (51) 19 (54) 4 (40) communicate with,
queries, accessible accessible
Experienced 18 (40) 15 (43) 3(30) Similar/same ambition, 26 (58) 19 (54) 6 (60)

researcher, subject/
topic expert

How students believe their supervisors would describe them

Inquisitive, committed, 26 (58) 23 (66)

resourceful, motivated

Ambitious, meticulous, 25 (56) 19 (54)

reliable, efficient

Seeking for guidance, 12 (27) 11 (31)

feedback and support

Independent, 8(18) 4(11)

self-reliant

Other—nice/friendly, 6 (13) 309
time-optimist,

mediocre
Expectations on supervisor

Clear instructions and 45 (100) 35(100)

clear guidance

Present, engaged, 19 (42) 15 (54)
accessible,
understanding,

supportive

Quick and thoughtful
responses, good
communication

19 (42) 17 (49)

Subject/topic 6 (13) 5(14)
expert sharing their

knowledge

3(30)

6 (60)

1(10)

4(40)

3(30)

10 (100)

4(40)

2(20)

1(10)

What criteria are important when choosing a writing partner

Cooperative, easy to 38 (84) 28 (80) 9 (90)
communicate with,
accessible
Similar/same ambition, 24 (53) 19 (54) 5(50)
goals, and level
Responsible, 17 (38) 13 (37) 4 (40)
participative,
willingness to work

(Continues)

goals, and level

Note: Bold text indicates significant difference between sexes (Mann-Whitney U
test; p<0.05).
Abbreviation: ECTS, European credit transfer system.

All supervisors (100%) have experience of supervision concern-
ing degree projects on basic level and master level. Eighty-eight
per cent of the supervisors, with no sex difference, had experi-
ence in supervising PhD-theses.

Sixty-three per cent of the supervisors were responsible for one-
to-two-degree projects annually. One supervisor (13%) was re-
sponsible for three-to-four-degree projects annually, whereas
another (13%) was responsible for more than four projects annu-
ally. Men are responsible for supervising more degree projects,
compared to women.

There was an equal distribution regarding publishing degree
projects, with 36.7% having more than five publications, 36.7%
having more than two, and 36.7% had at least one. However,
there were no sex difference to this area of query.

3.2 | Themes From the Interviews With
Supervisors

The thematic analysis resulted in three themes that are pre-
sented below.

3.2.1 | Theme 1—The Approach to Supervision

This theme highlights the reasons for choosing a degree project,
the approach to supervision and the challenges that supervisors
experience during a degree project.

The supervisors choose a degree project that is realistic and fea-
sible. This means that there are prerequisites to complete the
project, especially considering the time frame given for this.
Another important factor for the choice of degree project is the
scientific relevance, that is, that it contributes to a knowledge
gap, and to the development of the profession. The supervisors
also tend to choose projects after interest and in accordance with
their research line and specialty.
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Woman 1: It must be feasible, then. I say this, many times indi-
viduals come and have very, very good ideas. Really,
but it's not realistic, unfortunately. Because, firstly,
we don't have the patient types, secondly, we do not
have the financial resources, and thirdly, it takes too
long time.

Man1: So, I make sure that the projects are really feasible,

that's the most important thing. It has to be realistic.

Supervision is described as guiding. This means that students
receive feedback that motivates them to develop a greater de-
gree of independence. This initially requires a high degree of
hands-on and concrete guidance in the practical part of the
work of the degree project. It also requires guidance in scien-
tific writing, which includes structure and language. Thus, this
guidance is part of a student-centred approach where the stu-
dent is expected to be a driving force and contribute to the work.
This form of supervision is the same regardless of the level of
the project (undergraduate > Master of Science > Doctorate) but
is adapted to the student's level of education with increasing de-
mands for independence.

Woman 4: Yes, I think I do [have the same supervision style],
and then it is clear that I have higher demands if you
[the student] are at a higher level.

Man 3: I have the same supervision style, but the require-
ments vary depending on the [educational] level of
the student.

Man4: I puta lot of responsibility on the student. It is their

work, not my work.

There are, however, a number of challenges in supervision and
these relate to the fact that the undergraduate students are time
optimists and find it difficult to plan and structure their time
for the different parts of the degree project work. This makes
it difficult for them to meet deadlines. Also, during the course
of the work, the students can lose motivation and interest. This
makes the counselling approach of supervision with continuous
support, motivation and encouragement extra important.

Woman 2:1 think the biggest challenge was to get them to, sort
of, juggle time.

Woman 4: I think that many times it's been about the fact that
you [the students] kind of think that you [the stu-
dents] have to do so much more yourself, so that you
[the students] don't come and ask for supervision
until they [the students] have about three days left,
and, well, I've been in that situation quite a few times,
even though I think I've tried really hard to get in
touch. I want to see the result when you have writ-
ten this because it is better that I come in early with
my comments if it is going in the wrong direction and
then you [the students] do not do it anyway. And then
it is not fun, because then I sit there two nights before
and have to work like crazy on a degree project that I
could have done so much better with, earlier.

Man1l: Sometimes I can re-formulate a paragraph for them,

with the track-changes function. In that way I can

show how you [the students| should do. Or I can
show similar studies that I think are good, encour-
age you [the students] to look at the discussions, and
to see the structure. The hands-on supervision de-
pends on how much I want to challenge the students.

Man4: Iguide as much as I can guide, I help, I support.

3.2.2 | Theme 2—Identified Characteristics That
Contribute to a Qualitative Degree Project

The supervisors described themselves as committed to the de-
gree project work, available and present during the process of
the degree project for the students, for instance, by replying
quickly to student questions. Also, they described themselves as
guiding, clear towards the students and encouraging. When it
came to the actual work with reading and giving feedback on the
text of the degree project, the supervisors thought that they were
structured and organised.

Woman 4:1 always have meetings when the students want. I
always make myself available and I think that is
what a student needs. A supervisor who is present
and who really tries to explain it, and that is what I
do.

Man1: For example, when I get a text, I go in and adjust it,
but with "track changes"-function, so that you [the
students] can see how I change it. I always use the
student's text as a starting point, so I do not change
the content, just provide guidance on how to write,
how to think, and how to organize. Maybe I am a
bit picky. Also, that I give feedback quickly so that
it does not take too long time, does not stop the pro-
cess. I also take the time needed when needed [by
the students].

The supervisors believed that the students would describe them
as accurate, meticulous, motivating, approachable, accessible,
structured and organised. These qualities were in line with how
the supervisors described themselves, which implies that they
think that students perceive them the same way.

Woman 3:1 think you [the students] think that T am strict and
fussy, I would say. But I think they also appreciate
the accessibility of being able to get hold of me. They
[the students] usually say when they are done that,
they thank me for responding so quickly and taking
so much time. Perhaps I also spend too much time on
supervision.

Woman 1: Strict, cheerful, courteous, committed, interested.

Man2:  For me, it is like I want to encourage them to continue.

Then I answer [to student queries] quickly. Yes, I do.

A degree project work should, according to supervisors, be fea-
sible, have a good structure and language in accordance with
scientific requirements and an elaborate type of text which also
includes students’' argumentation and reasoning. The degree
project work should be within the supervisors area of interest
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and expertise. It should also be interesting from a student per-
spective to make them motivated and committed to completing
the degree project. Students’ commitment is, by supervisors,
perceived as a contributing factor to the quality of a degree proj-
ect. Other factors that influence the quality of a degree project
are a good structure and design that makes the degree project
feasible. In addition, there should be a common thread through-
out the degree project text, with correct scientific language, and
in which students can demonstrate their own reasoning skills.
Finally, a complete degree project, that is publishable indicates
high quality.

Woman 1: Language and structure. This is what characterizes
high-quality work.

Woman 3: There are almost the same requirements for a degree
project as for an article to be published because the
idea of our degree projects is often to make them
publishable.

Man1: The most important factor is the structure of the
project from the beginning, its feasibility, the exis-
tence of a question that can be answered. A clear lan-

guage that makes the text easy to read.

Man4:  Good language. And then how the project is done,
the structure, the design of the project, so to speak
material and method, how it is set up and what sta-
tistics have been used so that you can see that it is a
project that has been feasible in a good way. [...] The
degree project is at a level where you [the supervisor]|
still feel that it gives something to the department
that is responsible for the project, but also that it

gives something to the students.

3.2.3 | Theme 3—Choices and Challenges of a
Degree Project

The supervisors think that supervision of undergraduate
students in their degree project is fun, stimulating and con-
tributes to the development of the supervisor as well as the
student. When choosing projects to supervise, the supervisors
base their decision on whether degree projects are fun, inter-
esting and are potential publications. This is because publica-
tions are an academic merit for both supervisors and students.
The latter may use the merit for a plausible future academic
career.

Woman 1:1 like it [to supervise], and particularly when they
[the students| are so enthusiastic as well, and you
got somebody who is really, really interested in what
they are doing.

Man1: Ifthestudentis keen to have a publication, then I try
to challenge them a little more. So that the students
get that merit, which is very important for their

future.

The choice of students to supervise is made in relation to stu-
dents shown interest in the subject for the degree project, moti-
vation, but also personal chemistry between the supervisors and
the students.

Woman 2: They have to show their motivation. That they are
really interested in doing this [...]. And then you can
see how well you interact as well, and I think that is
quite important.

Man1:  The students have to be interested in the subject, and
it has usually been the case that they have been able
to show that interest for a long time, by coming to ask
questions, discussing and making their own sugges-
tions. I think that the student should still make sure
that they fit with me as a supervisor. Because that role
is just as important as how good the work is or how

good the student is, you feel that you can communicate.

However, there are practical issues with supervision. For
instance, it is time-demanding and requires engaged partic-
ipation from both the supervisor and the student. This em-
phasises the degree project as a collaboration between the
supervisor, an experienced expert and the student, which is
often but not always a novice within scientific writing. When
facing challenges, supervisors give students additional sup-
port and encouragement. Supervisors then work even more
hands-on, which includes giving the student more time to dis-
cuss their degree project work with the supervisor, but also
provide suggestions to solutions.

Woman 4: But I think I am very committed to it [supervision],
partly because I think the subject is so incredibly fun,
and that I think all the ideas that the students come
up with are fun to work with. I try to get the students
to contact me regularly so I can guide them a little at
a time. Then it's not like I sit and do the work, I don't
do that, but I really try to get across why you should
do this or that and I always have meetings when the
students want to, I always make myself available and
I think that's what a student needs. So, I am a super-
visor who is present and who really tries to explain.
I would never abandon a student, never ever. That's
why I think I'm a good tutor. Because I have such
high demands on myself as well.

Man3: Then I usually bring them in [to a meeting]. You
have to kind of try to encourage them and ask them
ok where are you stuck? [...]| Sometimes they are a bit
[lost], they don't know what to do, what to start with
and so on, so you try to guide them. Ok, [you encour-
age them to] start writing, write material and method
now, because now you know what you have done. Get
it down [in writing], the introduction, it's just, it's just
writing, you know what you have, like the reverse...
you've already done it on the mid-term report. Just
fine-tune it. Just write everything down. It can be
kind of messy, it is alright, just get everything down
on a piece of paper and then we can start sorting out
[...] and try to kind of create structure, and then when
this is done, we can meet again and discuss.

3.3 | Student Responses to the Questionnaire

A total of 45 students (out of 150; 30%)—35 women and 10
men—yvoluntarily responded to the questionnaire. Six out of 45
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students (13%) responded that they have previous experience
writing a degree project and being supervised. This means that
most of the students do not have any previous experience, and
there were no sex differences between women and men.

The three most important factors for the selection of a degree
project concerned specific interest in the subject/topic (38%) of
the degree project, the supervisor (34%) and the writing partner
(20%). Women tend to value the interest in the subject/topic (32
out of 35, 91%) and the supervisor (30 out of 35, 86%) to a signifi-
cantly higher degree (p <0.05) than men do—subject/topic was
rated as important by 6 out of 10 (60%) and supervisor by 4 out
of 10 (40%).

Students answered that a degree project with high quality is
characterised by a good structure (29%), being scientifically
sound (19%) and writing in accordance with academic require-
ments of language (19%). In the following excerpt student num-
ber 19 (S19) described that the high quality of a degree project is
characterised by a ‘[w]ell thought-out structure with a common
thread and link between intro and discussion, academic and
scientific English, clear tables/figures, credible sources, clear
conclusion’. There were no sex differences concerning what
characterises a degree project with high quality.

The students emphasise that important qualities of a supervisor
are pedagogical skills, supportiveness and presence during work
with the degree project (39%). Also, students value supervisors
who have good communication skills and high dedication/en-
gagement (29%) but also who are easily accessible and respond
quickly to queries (24%). This was also highlighted in the follow-
ing excerpt: ‘I believe that communication between supervisors
and students is the most important thing. And that you get sup-
port throughout the work when questions arise. Available super-
visor for various questions’ (S41). There were no sex differences
concerning this question.

When choosing a supervisor, the students’ criteria involve a su-
pervisor with good communication skills, attentiveness, ded-
ication and engagement (32%). A student described this as ‘[s]
omeone who is passionate about their subject and about learning
and understanding us students’ (S4). Also, student criteria in-
clude a supervisor with experience in supervision, that is guid-
ing, structured and supportive (31%). Students also appreciate
quick responses to queries and accessibility during work with
the degree project (23%). There were no sex differences concern-
ing this area of query.

Students believe that their supervisors would describe them not
only as interested, committed, resourceful and motivated (26%)
but also as ambitious, meticulous, reliable and efficient (25%).
In addition, students believe that supervisors describe them as
individuals who seek guidance, feedback and support (12%). For
this question, no sex differences were shown.

Student expectations on supervisors are clear instructions and
clear guidance (100%). This was also expressed by a student
as follows: ‘That I get clear feedback to improve the quality
of the work. I don't want a supervisor who gives a pass just
to be nice, you learn for life’ (S11). Also, students expect that
supervisors are present, engaged, accessible, understanding

and supportive (19%). Students also value supervisors who
provide quick and thoughtful responses and maintain good
communication (19%). This is reflected in the following stu-
dent response: ‘T expect the supervisor to help me with a large
and challenging task. Taking their time with feedback and
understand that this is the first time for us working on such
a substantial project’ (S29). There were no sex differences in
student expectations of supervisors.

Students point out that critical criteria when choosing a writ-
ing partner are that the partner is cooperative, easy to commu-
nicate with and accessible (38%). Also important is that their
writing partner has similar ambitions with the degree proj-
ect, goals and level of commitment (24%). Finally, they value
having a writing partner that is responsible, participative and
willing to work (17%). A student expresses the critical crite-
ria in terms of ‘[t|hat you have a similar vision, are willing to
spend as much time as you do and that it is possible to have
an open dialogue and communication’ (§22). When it comes
to critical criteria for the selection of a writing partner, there
were no sex differences.

Students’ expectations on a writing partner include being re-
sponsible, participative, having a willingness to work and being
careful of an equal workload (30%). The latter is clearly de-
scribed by a student: ‘That the work should be divided roughly
equally, to come at set times and that it should be possible to
cooperate’ (S21). Students also expect a writing partner who is
cooperative, easy to communicate with and accessible (27%), in
addition to having similar or same ambitions, goals and level
of commitment (26%). For this question area, there were no sex
differences.

4 | Discussion

The main findings of this study indicate that supervisors and
students have similar expectations and perspectives regarding
the degree project. This involves the supervisor role, the student
role, but also the structure of supervision. Also, they describe
the degree project work in the same way concerning academic
requirements and quality. They agree that the degree project
must be realistic, feasible, structured and in line with academic
requirements. These were also factors that ensured a qualitative
degree project. In addition to this, the supervisors described
quality also in terms of a publishable text. Further, the findings
showed that the supervisor should be present, answer swiftly
to student queries and support the students in time-planning.
On the other hand, the students should show motivation, inter-
est and an increasing degree of independence during the degree
project. These expectations are also put on the student's writ-
ing partner by students themselves, so they seem self-evident.
Both supervisors and students expressed that the degree project
should be fun, within the area of the supervisors' expertise and
student interest, contribute to the development of the profession,
and preferably lead to a publication for academic merit.

However, the interviews with supervisors also highlight chal-
lenges with the degree project, which the student questionnaire
does not make possible. Supervisors experience challenges such
as a decrease or lack of motivation and poor time management.
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In relation to these, the supervisors clarify and further describe
the pedagogical strategies that they use to solve challenges with
the degree project. These include increased support where they
help students manage the production of the degree project in re-
lation to time by a stepwise supervision with subgoals. One as-
pect that was raised by the supervisors, but not the students, was
the importance of the selection of relevant statistical analyses
that were suitable not only for the project but also for the stu-
dents to perform. According to the supervisors, this also helps
stimulate students’ motivation with finishing the degree project.
Despite the degree project being the students' education and
responsibility, which is also highlighted by the supervisors in
their interviews, supervisors express that they support students
so that they can complete and achieve the learning outcomes.
This emphasises a genuine engagement by the supervisors in
students’ degree projects. This is in contrast with another study
that included an online survey with undergraduate medical stu-
dents on expectations on the student-supervisor relationship
[28]. In that study, the results pointed out students perceive the
responsibility of the project to be equally shared between the
student and the supervisor. Senior students, that is, students in
their second year of the programme, have higher expectations
on supervisors compared to junior researchers in their first year
of the programme. This indicates that there is a difference in the
attitude towards responsibility and work between supervisors
and students depending on the level of education, and thus the
understanding of the research process. The more satisfaction
the greater reliance to the supervisor for guidance, which ap-
plies to the junior students, while with time student reliance to
the supervisor decreases and with that the level of satisfaction—
which is valid for the senior students [28]. This may depend on a
development of student needs and requirements of supervision
that are not successfully met by the supervisor [29, 30]. Indeed,
this stresses the need to discuss expectations on supervisors,
students and supervision already in the beginning of the degree
project, and then continuously during the work so that adequate
adjustments can be made according to student needs.

The clarification of the meaningfulness of the degree project in
relation to the profession is an important part of supervision,
which is in turn linked to student motivation. When student
motivation decreases it affects the production and quality of the
degree project. The aspects of meaningfulness and motivation
are also addressed in other studies [8, 16]. They highlight, al-
though from slightly different viewpoints, that the link of the
degree project to the scientific ground of the profession enables
the students to increase the experience of meaningfulness and
motivation and to use it as an opportunity to develop profes-
sional knowledge. Also, as highlighted by the interviewed su-
pervisors in this and other studies, the potential of publishing
the degree work for academic merits can also be a motivational
point, enabling the students to increase the learning gains with
the degree project, but also connect classroom learning to the
real-world professional context [31]. However, important to keep
in mind is that publishing is additional to the learning goals of
the degree project in the context of this study, and whether it
affects meaningfulness and student motivation depends on the
supervisors' ambition to foster academic and professional devel-
opment in the timeframe given for the degree project, as well as
on students' future career goals [32].

The degree project is, in this study, proven to be a collaboration
between supervisors and students but also between students.
Turning the attention to the latter relation, it is also an import-
ant factor that influences the degree project, in terms of produc-
tion and quality. According to the student questionnaire, when
students choose a writing partner, they value a partner who is
cooperative, easy to communicate with and accessible, but also
someone who has similar ambitions is responsible, participative
and willing to work. This means that students choose a partner
that is similar to how they perceive themselves and in hope of
a frictionless collaboration. This partnership is also addressed
in the supervisors' interviews that indicate that the relationship
between the students of a degree project can affect the kind of
supervision that is given, as it is not only focused on the comple-
tion of the degree project but also on resolving conflicts between
the students. In a study by Hussein (2021), where reflections
from students enrolled in project-based learning assignments
in engineering education were analysed, results showed that
collaborative challenges concerned schedules, priorities and un-
certainty [33]. The same study identified a structural dimension
and a people dimension that need to be considered for a suc-
cessful collaboration [33]. The structural dimension involves the
adoption of a time-management structure, that is, carefulness
in the planning of the project, follow-ups and communication,
while the people dimension includes student awareness of the
need of adaptation and flexibility, which recognises that the
students themselves directly affect the outcome of the project.
Thus, this and previous studies brings to attention the impor-
tance of inclusion, openness, support, trust and commitment
during a project—here the degree project—which can help stu-
dents manage emerging problems and disagreements when col-
laborating [33, 34]. Specifically, trust is a key factor already at
the beginning of the degree project work because it opens up
an exchange of knowledge, and interdependency, and thus in-
creases work efficiency [34]. Otherwise, the idea with student
collaboration, which in this case is in pairs, is to provide a milieu
of support and accountability that can promote work with the
degree project [35].

In this study, students described their expectations of supervi-
sors which among others engagement, availability and support-
iveness. Also, supervisors appreciated that students valued their
thoroughness, structure, organisation and motivational abili-
ties. These findings are in line with another study that has set 10
practices as contributing to successful supervision [35]. These 10
include, for instance, a structured project, clear expectations on
students, teaching students the skills, methods and techniques
needed for the project, providing emotional support and dedi-
cating time for supervision. This also means that supervision
should be adjusted to the needs of the students, which can shift
during the work with the degree project, as indicated both from
the present and previous studies [36, 37]. For instance, teaching
students skills, methods and techniques they have never used
before and need in order to complete the degree project is a re-
sponsibility of the supervisors [38]. This requires occasionally a
more hands-on approach in supervision. Also, encouragement
is shown to be critical for students' success in their work [39],
which is here attended to as the supervisor's ability to motivate
students, which can be in the form of clear instruction, timely
feedback and relevance.
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5 | Conclusions

Taken together, supervisors and students share grounds for the
degree project work, which is an important condition for ensur-
ing a qualitatively sound degree project. Knowledge concerning
these common grounds can help strengthen the collaboration
between supervisors and students during the degree project.
For this, sharing expectations and perspectives in the beginning
and having a continuously open dialogue concerning this issue
during the degree project work benefits a sustainable collabo-
ration and ensures quality. To achieve this, supervisors need to
choose students who are interested and motivated and a degree
project that is in their area of expertise, is feasible and struc-
tured. Supervisors also need to give students support with time-
planning and to be attentive, for instance, by responding swiftly
to any student queries.
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Appendix 1

Original version in Swedish

Syftet med denna undersokning ar att utforska vilka faktorer som
paverkar kvaliteten pad examensarbeten utifran bade studenters och
handledares perspektiv. Genom att identifiera (och analysera) dessa
faktorer vill vi bidra till en bittre forstaelse av vad som krivs for att
genomfora hogkvalitativa examensarbeten.

Intervjuguide—handledare pa tandlikarutbildningen

Bakgrund

1. Vilka dmnen och kurser undervisar du i, eller 4r pa nigot annat
sétt involverad i som ldrare och handledare?

2. Utover din undervisning och handledning, har du &vriga up-
pdrag som du dr involverad i? (Uppdrag kan t ex vara medlem i
betygsndmnd, sakkunniggranskare etc)

3. Har du nagon pedagogisk utbildning, t ex hogskolepedagogisk,
handledarutbildning, eller 6vrig pedagogisk utbildning?

4. Vad har du for erfarenhet av att undervisa? (Foljdfraga: Hur linge
och hur mycket har du undervisat?)

Vad har du for erfarenhet av att handleda studenter?

S o

P4 vilka nivder har du handlett studenters uppsatser/examensar-
beten (grundutbildningsnivd/avancerad niva), ungefdr hur ménga
studenter har du handlett och hur ofta—per ar/termin?

7. Hur manga av de examensarbeten som du handlett har lett till att
de har publicerats?

Handledning—fordjupning
8. Vad tycker du om att handleda studenter?

9. Hur dr du som handledare? (Foljdfraga: Vad karakteriserar séttet
du handleder dina studenter pa?)

10. Upplever du att du handleder pa samma sitt oavsett vilken utbi-
ldningsniva som studenterna &r pa? (Foljdfraga: Om inte—vilka
skillnader upplever du att det finns?)

11. Hur tror du att dina studenter skulle beskriva digsom handledare?

12. Utifrén din erfarenhet som handledare, vad har du mott for ut-
maningar med handledning och hur har du hanterat dessa?

Kvalitet
13. Utifran din erfarenhet som handledare, vilka faktorer upplever
du péverkar kvaliteten av ett examensarbete?

14. Vad upplever du kidnnetecknar ett examensarbete som har hog
kvalitet?

15. Upplever du att din handledning hjilper studenterna att skriva
ett examensarbete av hog kvalitet och i sa fall pa vilket sdtt?

16. Vad dr viktigt for dig som handledare nédr du véljer projekt att
handleda?

17. Vilka kriterier dr viktiga for dig som handledare vid val av
studenter?

Authors’ translation

The aim of this study is to explore the factors that influence the qual-
ity of degree projects from both students’ and supervisors' perspectives.
By identifying (and analysing) these factors, we want to contribute to
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a better understanding of what is required to conducting high-quality
degree projects.

Interview guide—Supervisors at the study programme of
dentistry, KI

Background factors

1. What subjects and courses do you teach, or are you involved in
teaching or supervision in any other way?

2. In addition to your teaching and supervision, do you have other
assignments that you are involved in? (Assignments can be, e.g.
members of examining committees, serving as expert assessor,
etc.)

3. Do you have any pedagogical training, e.g. university-level peda-
gogy, supervisory training or other pedagogical training?

4. What teaching experience do you have? (Follow-up question:
How long and how much have you taught?)

5. What is your experience in supervising students?

6. At what levels have you supervised students’ theses/degree pro-
jects (undergraduate or advanced level), approximately how
many students have you supervised and how often—per year/
semester?

7. How many of the degree projects that you have supervised have
led to a publication?

Supervision—in-depth
8. What do you think about supervising students?

9. How are you as a supervisor (Follow-up question: What charac-
terises the way you supervise your students?)

10. Do you find that you supervise in the same way regardless of the
educational level of the students? (Follow-up question: If not—
what differences do you feel there are?)

11. How do you think your students would describe you as a
supervisor?

12. Based on your experience as a supervisor, what challenges have
you encountered with supervision and how have you handled
them?

Quality

13. Based on your experience as a supervisor, what factors do you
experience influence the quality of a degree project?

14. What do you believe characterises a degree project that has high
quality?

15. Do you experience that your supervision helps students to write a
degree project of high quality and if so, in what way?

16. What is important to you as a supervisor when choosing projects
to supervise?

17. What criteria are important for you as a supervisor when select-
ing students?

Appendix 2
Original version in Swedish

Syftet med denna undersokning &r att utforska vilka faktorer som
paverkar kvaliteten pd examensarbeten utifrdn bade studenters och
handledares perspektiv. Genom att identifiera (och analysera) dessa
faktorer vill vi bidra till en béttre forstaelse av vad som krivs for att
genomfora hogkvalitativa examensarbeten. Enkéten tar ca 15min att
besvara.

1. Jagidr
a. kvinna
b. man
c. annat
d. vill inte svara

2. Vvidlj de 3 viktigaste faktorerna for dig vid val av
examensarbetsprojekt?

Intressant &mne

Handledaren

Skrivpartner

Att fa en publikation

Att fordjupa dig i ett amne

Att det skulle gé snabbt sa att du fick tid 6ver till annat

Att bli meriterad infor en framtida specialistutbildning, eller

doktorandtjénst

h. Annan, ange vilken faktor: FALT

@roe a0 o

3. Vad upplever du kdnnetecknar ett examensarbete som har hog
kvalitet?

Fritextsvar

4. Vilka egenskaper hos en handledare dr viktiga for dig?
Fritextsvar

5. Vilka kriterier dr viktiga for dig som student vid val av
handledare?

Fritextsvar

6. Hur tror du att din handledare skulle beskriva dig som student
som skriver examensarbete?

Fritextsvar

7. Vad har du for forvintningar pa din handledare?
Fritextsvar

8. Har du nagon tidigare erfarenhet av handledning, t ex att skriva
examensarbete i ndgon annan utbildning?
Ja
Nej
Kommentarsfilt:

9. Vilkakriterier dr viktiga for dig som student vid val av skrivpartner?
Fritextsvar

10. Vad har du for férvéntningar pa din skrivpartner?
Fritextsvar

Authors’ translation

The aim of this study is to explore the factors that influence the quality
of degree projects from the perspective of both students and supervisors.
By identifying (and analysing) these factors, we want to contribute to a
better understanding of what is required to complete high-quality de-
gree projects. The survey takes about 15 min to complete.

1. Tam
a. woman
b. man
c. other
d. do not want to answer

2. Please select the three most important factors for you when
choosing a degree project?

. Interesting topic

. The supervisor

‘Writing partner

. Getting a publication

To immerse yourself in a topic

That it would go fast so that you would have time for other

things

g. To be qualified for a future specialist training programme or
doctorate position

h. Other, specify which factor: FIELD

me a0 o
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10.

What do you feel characterises a degree project of high quality?
Free-text answer

What characteristics of a supervisor are important to you?
Free-text answer

What criteria are important to you as a student when choosing a
supervisor?
Free-text answer

How do you think your supervisor would describe you as a stu-
dent writing a degree project?
Free-text answer

What are your expectations of your supervisor?
Free-text answer

Do you have any previous experience of supervision, for example
writing a degree project in another educational programme?

Yes
No
Commentary field:

What criteria are important to you as a student when choosing a
writing partner?
Free-text answer

What are your expectations on your writing partner?
Free-text answer
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