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Abstract
The aim of this research is to find possible improvements for thesis rings at Wageningen University.
Thesis rings at Wageningen University were introduced because the number of students at the
University kept rising and the University wanted to maintain the same quality of supervision.
However, introducing thesis rings came with some problems. The conversation did not run smoothly,
the attendance rate could be low, and supervisors themselves struggle with guiding the process.
Trying to find improvements, this research clarified thesis rings by establishing five characteristics of
thesis rings. These five characteristics are the meetings, supervision, social factor, team learning, and
peer-review. Furthermore, the research aimed to compare thesis rings with different theoretical
concepts and one concept from practice. The theoretical concepts consisted of peer-led team
learning, problem-based learning, literature about team learning, and literature about peer-review.
For more information, an educational approach from practice called; the graduation assignment from
the HAN University of Applied Sciences was also included in this study. So, three educational
approaches with groups as the central point and two theories from literature. The educational
approaches were discussed and compared to thesis rings based on the characteristics of the
meetings, supervision, and the social factor. At the end of each chapter, possible improvements were
listed for thesis rings. For the concepts of team learning and peer-review, this research consulted
literature about these subjects. Both characteristics were discussed and at the end of the chapters,
the possible improvements for thesis rings were again listed.
This resulted in a list of possible improvements for thesis rings at the Wageningen University. In
short, the meetings should consist out of four to eight students with some diversity but not too
much. Furthermore, the group should be kept intact for structure and the meetings could introduce a
presentation as a practise tool.
For supervision, the supervisor should be an experienced person, this can be either a student or a
teacher. Furthermore, the supervisor of the meetings should not be responsible for the grading of
the students. This results in more psychological safety and a more open conversation. At last, the
supervisors should have an inactive role in the field of content and an active role in the field of
guidance.
Thesis rings already have a social factor however, there is still room for improvement. There could be
more room for personal questions during the meetings. The supervisors of the meetings play a
prominent role in this case.
At last, the students in the ring could use a lesson in peer-review. Not every student has the same
peer-review skills so a reminder lesson could result in better quality feedback. Furthermore, it could
be useful if the students could see each other’s feedback. This way students can learn from each
other what again results in higher-level feedback.
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1. Introduction
On February 25th, 2015 Wageningen University posted a blog on their website about thesis rings. For
a very long time the Wageningen University, just like a lot of other universities, was used to a
classical model for the supervision of a thesis. In this model, the supervision consisted out of one
supervisor for each student. However, as Wageningen University stated in their post on their
website, this model can decrease the quality of the supervision if the number of students keeps
rising. There are simply not enough supervisors for all the students. To solve this problem the
Wageningen University introduced Thesis Rings (“Thesis Rings,” 2015).
Thesis rings in Wageningen consist out of a group of students, working on their BSc or MSc thesis,
who share their work, weekly or every two weeks. The students do this in meetings that are guided
by a supervisor. In Wageningen, the supervisor is a teacher. In the meetings, students share and
review each other’s work, like proposals and reports. This can be done either verbally or online. In
this way, students also learn to review each other’s text (“Thesis Rings,” 2015). The supervisors try to
help the students in this process by leading the conversation and giving alternative feedback.
Between these meetings, students work individually on their thesis. The duration of thesis rings can
differ, since not every student requires the same time for his or her thesis. However, the standard
duration for a BSc thesis in Wageningen is eight weeks. The duration of a MSc thesis is longer with 24
weeks but this duration is more variable.

1.1 Problem statement
Although thesis rings is a good idea, Wageningen University has some problems concerning thesis
rings. Every teacher and chair group has a different kind of execution of thesis rings. For some chair
groups, thesis rings are obligatory and for some they are voluntary. In a conversation I had with an
education coordinator at the Wageningen University, she told me that a lot of thesis ring groups
struggle with the execution of Thesis Rings. Most groups stated that the weekly sessions quickly
turned into a small talk chat group. The question “How are you?” and “What have you done this
week?” were the most popular. There was no substantive conversation at all which made giving
feedback a really hard job. Furthermore, the education coordinator told me that students who did
not have any problems with writing their thesis quickly saw the weekly meetings as useless. They did
not have any questions, so why should they talk about their thesis and help others when they could
work on their own thesis instead? Another problem relating to the poor involvement of the students
that occurs, is the students’ attendance rate. In several internal Wageningen University documents in
relation to educational innovation projects, it was clear that few students showed up at the weekly
meetings and this number even decreased as time went on. A project with the name BSc and MSc
thesis meetings, executed on the 13th of May 2016 stated that “BSc thesis meetings were nonobligatory, which resulted in poor attendance“ (Wageningen University - Thesis Human and Animal
Physiology, 2016).
Furthermore, the documents mentioned another problem: the fact that the teacher struggled with
the guiding process of the rings. The document called “The initial proposal for innovation 2015” from
the Toxicology course stated that previous MSc-rings had implications for everyone at the division.
Namely, thesis supervisors have less direct control over the writing of the thesis and need to trust
the process in the MSc-ring. Staff members guiding a MSc-ring, need to focus on process, and not on
content. So for the supervisors, this can be a big change. (Wageningen University Toxicology Chair
Group, 2014)
All these problems resulted in that the most frequent questions the Wageningen University
education coordinator heard from the supervisors were “How can we improve the weekly session in
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such a way they don’t become repetitive small talk sessions?” and “Is there any information on how
other teachers and universities handle these problems?” To answer these questions, literature could
be an option, but this proved to be problematic.
There is a lack of literature about thesis rings. If we search online for the term “thesis rings” there is
not much yet to find. Also, the terms “thesis groups”, “thesis circle” or “thesis groupwork” do not
generate a lot of literature. One paper, called Collaborative learning in Thesis rings by Romme and
Nijhuis (2002), acts as a very clear guidebook on how to implement Thesis Rings, with every step in
the process elaborately explained. The paper even takes unexpected situations into account and
describes how to react to them. However, the paper contains no other theory that answers the
questions “Why thesis rings would work?” Or “what the proven positive effects of thesis rings are?”
So there is a guidebook, but no theoretical framework to fall back on. Another paper that pops up
after searching for the term “thesis circles” is the paper from Larcombe, McCosker, and O’Loughlin,
(2007). This paper critically evaluates the successful pilot of a Thesis Writers’ Circles program offered
to Education PhD and DEd students at the University of Melbourne. The circles are comparable with
thesis rings. Because they consist of meetings, a supervisor and students discussing their thesis with
each other. The paper argues that thesis writers’ circles have distinct advantages compared with
other forms of candidature support, making them a valuable supplement to both conventional
supervision practices and generic English language and thesis writing programs. In other words, the
research that thesis rings or thesis circles can work is out there. However, a clear guide with the do’s
and don’ts and follow up research is missing, let alone how it could work in Wageningen.

1.2 Aim of this study
So in the end this means that thesis rings at the Wageningen University do not bring the added value
as hoped for. Students are not able to make full use of the rings and teachers are still seeking the
best way to implement thesis rings. And what makes it more challenging is that there is no clear cut
solution in literature, yet; the concept as such could only be found in two studies. Therefore, this
research will be exploratory research. This means the research will aim to explore the main aspects
of the under researched problem. So for this research thesis rings. Furthermore, this research will be
inductive research because it will aim to develop a theory that looks for ways to improve thesis rings
in the context of Wageningen University. This way this research will clarify thesis rings and possibly
contribute to further improvement on thesis rings in Wageningen.

1.3 Research approach
This research will both use primary and secondary data. Primary data because this research contains
an interview and secondary data because this research uses other scientific publications. The
interview was conducted on June 8th at 11:30 AM with Luuk Aalbers, a teacher at the HAN University
of Applied sciences, in Dutch. The duration of the interview was 21 minutes and 35 seconds. Due to
the corona measures, the interview was conducted online via Microsoft Teams and recorded with a
phone as recorder. The interview was semi-structured, the topics (structure of the approach, who is
involved, do’s and don’ts, and opinion of the students) were noted in advance but the follow-up
questions were spontaneous. The reasons this structure was chosen was because of the lack of time
and the fact that all the information could be useful. Therefore, a more spontaneous approach could
allow for an exploration of interesting points found by the interviewer. However, this results in a
drop in the validity of the interview because the question differ with what was prepared in advance.
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2. Thesis rings
This chapter will discuss what thesis rings are by means of thesis rings’ characteristics. These
characteristics will be explained consecutively, to ease the comparison with the educational
approaches and educational theories. First, a definition of thesis rings is provided.

2.1 Definition
There are three sources that describe thesis rings. The first comes from a chair group at the
Wageningen University: “A Thesis Ring is a group that consists out of seven to ten students working
on their BSs and/or MSc thesis who share their written work together, which they will do verbally in
weekly meetings. These weekly meetings are supervised by a supervisor who mainly pays attention
to the process and the quality of the given feedback” (“Thesis Rings,” 2015). Another description is
from the Radboud University: “In a thesis ring, a small group of students regularly discuss their
writing products (from their Bachelor or Master thesis). These 'rings' are chaired by a staff member
of the chair group” (van Pinxteren, 2020., p.1). So, different Universities have different descriptions.
The last description is from literature “A thesis ring consists of one or more supervisors and a number
of students who share the responsibility for the supervision process of the student-members. As
such, a thesis ring forms a permanent capacity for thesis supervision.” (Romme & Nijhuijs, 2002, p.2).
The description from literature differs a bit with the definitions from the universities. This shows that
defining thesis rings can be complicated. Nevertheless, these descriptions have also something in
common. This is that students review each other’s work in a group guided by a supervisor. However,
this is a very short and simplified description. This chapter will describe thesis rings and their key
characteristics based on a paper from Romme and Nijhuis (2002). They wrote a clear guide on how to
implement thesis rings for master theses. The way Wageningen executes their thesis rings can be
different, however, the key characteristics should be still aligned. The key characteristics of thesis
rings will help this research to compare thesis rings to other educational approaches in which groups
are the central point, because of a lack of scientific articles about this topic as such. A possible
definition of thesis rings with these characteristics would give the definition: A thesis ring is a group
of students working on their BSs and/or MSc thesis, who share their written work together, based on
peer-review, in weekly meetings. During this process, students are supervised by a supervisor who
pays attention to the social process and quality of feedback. The rest of this chapter will explain the
facets of this definition further. Each of these characteristics will be held under a microscope and
compared to other educational approaches.

2.2 Characteristics
As seen in the definition, thesis rings share many characteristics. This research defines five
characteristics for thesis rings. The follow-up of this chapter will discuss the characteristics
consecutively. Meetings are at the core of the thesis rings and therefore discussed as the first and
most important characteristic of thesis rings.

2.2.1 Meetings
Romme and Nijhuis (2002) state that the first two meetings are decisive for the basis of the rest of
the project. They do not specify about the duration of the ring, only that the ring is finished when
everyone has handed in their thesis. Therefore, these meetings are very important and the ring
members should take all the time necessary for these meetings. According to Romme and Nijhuis
(2002), there are several points that should be concluded at the end of these two meetings namely:
a. aim of the ring;
b. domain of the ring (discipline and the kind of thesis-topics that can be incorporated);
c. method;
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d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

conditions for joining;
assessment approach;
election of chair;
organization and maintenance of memory (regulations, decisions and the like);
election of scribe.

According to Romme and Nijhuis (2002), this way, lack of clarity can be reduced for the students,
because many questions will be answered through learning-by-doing. Minutes are also taken at all
meetings for later review.
When all the points are decided in the first and second meetings, according to Romme and Nijhuis
(2002) the following meetings should follow a repetitive structure. This structure looks as follows:
Opening-round → organizational part → content part → evaluation round.
According to Romme and Nijhuis (2002), the opening and evaluation round have a transitional
function between the outer world and the meeting, as well as a psychological function, because
everybody’s presence and contribution are explicitly acknowledged by means of such a round. In
addition, the opening or evaluation round may result in topics that can be put on the agenda of the
same or (one of) the next meeting(s). The organizational part involves all organizational issues, such
as checking the report of the previous meeting, arranging subsequent meetings, and the drawing up
of the agenda (mostly on the basis of a proposed agenda, made by the chairman and scribe). The
content part concerns the discussion of the thesis students’ progress, sometimes supplemented by
other subjects, such as proposed changes in the thesis ring regulations.

2.2.2 Supervision
Apart from the meetings, supervision is an important characteristic of thesis rings. There are
different ways to supervise: this can be done by a teacher or by the students themselves. Romme
and Nijhuis (2002) are very clear. In their paper, they state “A successful operation of a thesis ring
depends on the actual sharing of supervisory responsibility. If co-responsibility for supervision
(including assessment) of theses is actually imposed on the student, the student-participant in a
thesis ring gets two different roles (see Figure 1). First, the role of the thesis writer who is being
supervised. As such, the thesis writer is a kind of customer of the thesis ring. The second role is that
of the (temporary) co-supervisor who supervises other thesis writers in the ring together with the
supervisor.” So, Romme and Nijhuis (2002) state that it is a good idea to let the students be cosupervisors in turns because the frequent change of roles is an important condition for the exchange
of ideas, knowledge, and experiences among students.

Figure 1. Students frequently switch between the role of co-supervisor and that of thesis
writer in a thesis ring (A.G.L. Romme and J.F.H. Nijhuis, 2002).

10

Furthermore, Romme and Nijhuis (2002, p.4) state that it is important to realize that the weekly
meetings are about supervision and not about writing itself. They state “a thesis ring is not a thesis
workshop where students are actually doing work (e.g., writing a draft chapter), but a place where
they come to be supervised and additionally act as co-supervisor of other students. So the thesis ring
is, as it were, an extension of the supervisor.”

2.2.3 Peer-review
Peer review is the third key characteristic of thesis rings. Apart from the more fluent exchange of
ideas due to change in co-supervisors, another advantage of this way of supervision is the practise
with peer-reviewing skills. Peer review is the process of someone reading, checking, and giving his or
her opinion about something that has been written by another scientist or expert working in the
same subject area, or a piece of work in which this is done (“peer review”, 2020). According to
literature, peer-reviewing is an important skill because literature states: “Peer review can improve
the quality of work submitted for assessment. Students perceive a benefit in peer assessment of
their work, and the process can help improve the standard of their work (e.g. Reily, Finnerty, &
Terveen, 2009). Moreover, it improves the quality of work submitted for assessment. Students
perceive benefits in peer assessment of their work, and the process can help improve the standard of
their work (e.g. Reily, Finnerty, & Terveen, 2009). At last, according to Race, Brown, & Smith (2005),
the process of systematically measuring and judging someone else’s work requires a particularly
good understanding of the subject matter. Moreover, it allows students to learn from other students’
successes and weaknesses. In other words, literature indicates that there are numerous reasons why
peer-reviewing is a good skill to practise during your student career.

2.2.4 Team learning
Thesis rings also share characteristics with the concept of team learning, because students rely on
each other and strive for a common goal. There can be a discussion if a thesis rings group is a team.
In chapter seven it will be discussed why thesis rings groups can also be considered a team or which
elements of team learning are helpful in understanding thesis rings in a better way. Working in
groups has a lot of positive effects. For example, as theory states group projects can help students
develop a host of skills that are increasingly important in the professional world (Caruso & Woolley,
2008; Mannix & Neale, 2005). Positive group experiences have been shown to contribute to student
learning, retention, and overall college success (Astin, 1997; National Survey of Student Engagement,
2006; Tinto, 1998). Moreover, there are countless more statements in literature who state that
working in groups has a positive effect on learning (Delucia-waack, 1997; Ghodsi, 2012; Glassop,
2002; Laal & Ghodsi, 2012).

2.2.5 Social factor
Working in groups does not only have a positive effect on learning, and this brings us to the fifth
characteristic of thesis rings: the social factor. The social factor in thesis rings is assumed, because
writing a thesis can be a very lonesome process. Students work alone for a long period of time
without seeing others. Also, the sharing of problems or their feelings is harder, because nobody has
the same struggles at that moment.
So if we summarize, thesis rings consist out of five characteristics namely; the meetings, supervision,
peer-review, team learning, and the social factor. These characteristics combined create a full
understanding of thesis rings. Although, we now know what a thesis ring characterises we did not
learn anything on how to improve them. Therefore, the rest of this research will look for
improvements and these key characteristics are taking as starting point. To be able to involve other
educational approaches.
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3. Group learning approaches and literature
Because of the lack of literature on thesis rings, we have to find other literature that we can use.
Therefore, we will search for literature about other educational approaches in which groups are the
central point and other theoretical concepts. There are two educational approaches from literature
namely; peer-led team learning an problem-based learning and one educational approach from
practise called the graduation assignment at the HAN University of Applied Sciences. These three
approaches will be linked with the characteristics, the meetings, supervision and the social factor.
For the remaining characteristics team learning and peer review, there will be a separate chapter.
Because these two characteristics cover all the different approaches and are therefore more valuable
when discussed on their own.
In this chapter, every concept will be discussed briefly. The approaches will be discussed in short and
after the explanation, the approaches will be compared with the similarities of thesis rings. This will
show why the approaches are useful for the research on thesis rings. Now the five key characteristics
for thesis rings have been established, there is room to start comparing thesis rings to other
educational approaches with the aim to learn from these educational approaches on the best
approach for thesis rings.

3.1 Peer-led team learning
The first educational approach in which groups are the central point is called peer-led team learning.
Peer-led team learning consists out of “ A peer-led team learning Workshop, that requires active
engagement of the students with specially constructed material and with each other. Undergraduate
students who recently completed the course take on the role of peer leader to facilitate group work
for a team of six to eight students. The peer leader is not a teacher or an answer giver; the role of the
leader is to guide and mentor. The work of the small group focuses on materials that prompt
students to grapple with ideas and apply their conceptual understanding. The instructor tightly
integrates the weekly Workshop into the basic structure of the course for the beneﬁt of all of the
students in the course.” (Tien, Roth, & Kampmeier, 2002, p. 607).
An article by Gosser, A. Kampmeier and Varma-Nelson (2010) lists the core components of peer-led
team learning. The first critical component they list is the workshop itself. The article states on page
375; “Workshops are an essential feature of the course and not an optional add-on. The Workshop
materials and discussions relate logically to and mutually reinforce other parts of the course such as
lecture, homework, and exams. “. Moreover Gosser et al., (2010) list ‘the leaders’ as a critical
component. According to Gosser et al., (2010) the faculty and staff teach effective methods for peer
leaders to build productive teams by facilitating student-student discussion, as opposed to leaderstudent discussion or leader lectures. So, by providing a well-trained supervisor, the workshops
should go as smoothly as possible. The third component and fourth component can be less relevant
for this research because they consist out of appropriate materials and faculty itself. This means that
the materials the students work with should be in order and that the several supervisors have clear
communication with the faculty they work for.
Regarding the five key characteristics of thesis rings, peer-led team learning contains every
characteristic. The key characteristics of thesis rings are not the same critical components in peer-led
team learning but they are there. The meetings can be compared to the workshops, they are both
weekly gatherings where students share and discuss their work. The next characteristic, supervision,
is also a critical component in peer-led team learning. There are some differences in the way of
supervision in both methods, the supervisor is more important with peer-led team learning, but they
are both key components. The third characteristic was peer-review and although it is not a critical
12

point in peer-led team learning, students have to review each other’s work in the workshops. And
the last characteristics were team learning and the social factor. The idea behind peer-led team
learning is that students learn in groups. The article by Tien, Roth & Kampmeier (2002, p.606) states,
“Various science councils advise that the classroom should incorporate group activity because it
influences how students learn and reinforces the collaborative nature of the scientific enterprise”.
So, the team learning factor is an important characteristic of peer-led team learning.
An important note is that peer-led team learning is mostly used in courses and not for writing a
thesis. However, courses where students get a case and have to answer the main question
individually but with the help of the peer-led team learning workshops, have a lot of similarities with
the process of writing a thesis.
Summarizing this means, that peer-led team learning possess all the key characteristics of thesis rings
and therefore peer-led team learning is suitable for gathering more information about thesis rings. At
the end of the chapter, there will be a figure for a clear overview.

3.2 Problem-based learning
Another group learning approach is called problem-based learning (PBL). PBL is based on active
learning in small groups, with clinical problems used as the stimulus for learning. It is said that the
PBL process incorporates fundamental educational principles such as those derived from adult
learning theory. The implication is that this gives the PBL approach greater effectiveness for the
acquisition of basic knowledge and clinical skills. (Colliver, 2000.)
In PBL students use "triggers" from the problem case or scenario to define their learning objectives.
Subsequently, they do an independent, self-directed study before returning to the group to discuss
and refine their acquired knowledge. Thus, PBL is not about problem-solving per se, but rather it uses
appropriate problems to increase knowledge and understanding (Wood, 2003). Also, according to
Wood (2003) group learning facilitates not only the acquisition of knowledge but also several other
desirable attributes, such as communication skills, teamwork, problem-solving, independent
responsibility for learning, sharing information, and respect for others. PBL can, therefore, be
thought of as a small group teaching method that combines the acquisition of knowledge with the
development of generic skills and attitudes.
PBL is mostly used at a whole institution like a university or a company, not just one course or
department. A great example of this is Maastricht University. The paper by Diana Wood (2003) used
Maastricht as a reference. Maastricht University uses PBL throughout their whole institution, it is
their core focus. On the website of Maastricht University, they write “PBL is an active way of learning
that gives you better retention of knowledge, enhances your motivation and encourages you to
develop skills that are essential for the labour market in the 21st century. In short: PBL is all about
you, your tutors are very approachable and you learn together in a dynamic way, helping form you
into an assertive professional.” (Maastricht University, 2019) At the rest of the page, it is very clear
Maastricht University uses PBL as a selling point.
The paper of Wood (2003) also lists the key characteristics of PBL namely: teamwork, chairing a
group, listening, recording, cooperation, respect for colleagues' view, critical evaluation of literature,
self-directed learning, and use of resources and presentation skills. All of the key characteristics in
thesis rings can be found in PBL. First, the meetings. In PBL they are called tutorials but they have the
same functions as the meetings. According to Wood (2003), the tutorial is not listed as a key feature,
but all the key features take place during the tutorials. Next up is supervision. This feature is also
present in PBL. The leader of the group is called a tutor and he guides the group through the tutorial.
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The third and fourth characteristics of thesis rings are more prominent in PBL. Because PBL is so
focused on learning as an group and constantly discussing with your peers, peer-review and team
learning are very frequent. If we look at the key characteristics of PBL almost every characteristic can
get placed under peer-review or team learning.
So again every key characteristic of thesis rings is present in PBL. Therefore PBL can be used to gather
information for thesis rings. Again the figure at the end of the chapter can be used for a clearer
overview.

3.3 HAN graduation assignments
The last group learning approach is an approach they use at the HAN University of Applied Sciences.
This approach is not from literature but from practise. Literature can be linked with practise as we
saw in the previous chapter for problem-based learning and Maastricht University. Therefore, an
approach from practise cam be very useful for finding possible improvements on thesis rings. At the
HAN every chair group has its own way of dealing with the graduation assignment. The chair group of
Facility Management uses a style that has a lot of similarities with thesis rings and is therefore useful
to compare with thesis rings. Due to the lack of documentation on the graduation assignments
approach an interview with Luuk Aalbers (Appendix 1), teacher at the facility management chair
group has been conducted. For the paragraph 3.3 the name Aalbers also refers to Appendix 1.
According to Aalbers students have one person who grades and advises them about their graduation
assignment. Furthermore, the students are placed in different groups with a supervisor. These
supervisors are not the same persons as the teacher who grades and accompanies the students.
These groups will meet every two weeks during the duration of the graduation assignment. During
these meetings, the focus lays on the experience of the students and their feedback for each other.
To make sure the graduation assignment is a good fit to get more information on the improvement
of thesis rings, the key characteristics should be taken into account. The first characteristic of thesis
rings is the meetings. Based on the interview with Aalbers, there can be concluded that meetings are
a characteristic of the graduation assignment, because the assignment also makes use of so called
meetings. The next characteristic of thesis rings is supervision. According to Aalbers the meetings are
hosted by a teacher also called a supervisor. This supervisor has no further influence on the grading
or accompaniment of the students. The supervisor is only responsible for the meetings. This means
the second key characteristic is also present in the graduation assignment. The third key
characteristic is peer-review. Aalbers mentions that the students have to give each other feedback
during the meetings. Most of this is verbal, but the students are able to take notes. So also the third
key characteristic is covered. The fourth key characteristic is team learning. The groups work
together to help each other as much as possible, however, this is mostly done by feedback.
According to Aalbers he sometimes stimulates the students to work together to answer a certain
question that arises from the meeting. But this is not always the case and therefore it cannot be said
with certainty that team learning always takes place. The last characteristic was the social factor.
Aalbers says this is a big factor in the graduation assignment. Aalbers finds it very important that
students can share their thoughts and feelings in the meetings. So there is case of for the social
factor.
This means that every characteristic of thesis rings is almost always present in the graduation
assignment. Therefore, also the graduation assignment is viable to gather more information about
thesis rings.

14

To get a better overview of all the concepts and key characteristics a figure has been made. The
figure looks as follows:

Meetings

Supervision

Feedback

Social factor

Team learning

Peer-led
team
learning

Weekly
meetings
called PLTL
workshops.

Group is
supervised by
an experienced
student.

Students review
each other’s,
during the
workshop made
work.

Small effect
because it
replaces a
standard
workshop.

Students work
together on the
same problem
and need each
other for it.

Problembased
learning

Weekly
meetings.
Students are
free to plan
more
meetings if
necessary.

Student review
each other’s
work that is
made
individually
between
meetings.

Small factor
because there is
not much time
for informal
conversations.

Students have to
come up with
new ideas
together.

HAN
graduation
assignment

Monthly
meetings

Group is
supervised by
an teacher or
other staff
member.
Supervisors are
called
facilitators.
Group is
supervised by a
teacher. This
teacher is not
the personal
supervisor of
the students

Students review
each other’s
work that is
made
individually
during the
month.

Big factor, a lot
of informal
conversations
during the
meetings. One
of the key
components of
the assignment.

Students are
dependent on
each other for
feedback.
Students are also
encouraged to
work together

Figure 2. Overview characteristics in thesis rings.

3.4 Literature
The information for the remaining characteristics will be based on literature of those characteristics.
There is a lot of literature available on both characteristics starting with peer-review.

3.4.1 Peer review
Peer-review will be a theoretically concept on its own. This is because every educational approach
mentioned above uses peer-review. Peer-review can be done in different ways but the approaches
all use the same way of giving feedback. This means that it is hard to find distinctive ways to improve
peer review for every educational approach. Therefore, this research will search for literature in the
field of peer-review. This way it is possible to cover much more information to find possible
improvements for thesis rings.

3.4.2 Team learning
For team learning applies the same as for peer-review. Every approach makes use of team learning
but it is hard to find distinctive characteristics. Therefore, looking at the field of research about team
learning is a better option. In addition to that, the amount of research in team learning is immense.
Therefore, finding improvement for thesis rings should be more convenient than studying the
different approaches.
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3.5 Main question
Now it has been established that the different educational approaches and literature are close
related to one, or more key characteristics of thesis rings, the questions how these educational
approaches or literature about the characteristics can help improve thesis rings remains. To create a
theoretical framework for thesis rings all these concepts need further understanding. Therefore the
main question of this research will be:
To what extent can the grounding in literature of thesis rings contribute to the improvement of
thesis rings at Wageningen university?
This main question will be divided in sub question to give more structure to the research. The sub
question will be as followed:
•
•
•
•
•

What lessons can be learned from literature about peer-led team learning that can
contribute to the improvement of thesis rings?
What lessons can be learned from literature about problem based learning that can
contribute to the improvement of thesis rings?
What lessons can be learned from the graduation assignment at the HAN that can contribute
to the improvement of thesis rings?
What lessons can be learned from literature about team learning that can contribute to the
improvement of thesis rings?
What lessons can be learned from literature about peer review that can contribute to the
improvement of thesis rings?
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4. Peer-led team learning
As mentioned in the previous chapter, this chapter will discuss what lessons can be learned from
literature about peer-led team learning that can contribute to the improvement of thesis rings. This
chapter will discuss peer lead team learning in-depth on the hand of the key characteristics,
meetings, supervision, and the social factor. The other characteristics of thesis rings will be
discussed later in a separate chapter.

4.1 Meetings
Peer-led team meetings happen every week for six months till a year and most of the time the
meetings replace a lesson or workshop (Cracolice & Deming, , 2001). In the figure below there is an
example of what a schedule with peer-led team learning could look like.

Figure 3. A sample schedule for a PLTL classroom (Cracolice et al, 2001).

During a workshop students, will be working individually and be giving feedback to others. For the
layout of the meetings, the group members should sit in a circle so they can always see each other.
Furthermore, everyone should write their findings or opinions on big sheets of paper on a wall or a
board so everyone can see it. To prevent or minimize any crosstalk distractions between the different
groups in the same room, the groups are spread as much as possible (Cracolice & Deming, 2001). So,
according to Cracolice & Deming (2001) there has to be done a lot of effort to make sure everyone
gets all the information provided, especially in the beginning.

4.1.1 Group size
For peer-led team learning the group size of the meeting differs. Some studies talk about four to six
students (Cracolice & Deming, 2001), other studies prefer six to eight students (Gosser & Roth,1998;
Tien et al., 2002) but there are so far no peer-led team learning studies that prefer ten or more
students. The number of people in a group can make a big difference. Literature suggests that
smaller teams are the better choice. The first reason is not decisive in this case but it is worth
mentioning, namely: The Ringelmann effect. Ringelmann (1913) found out with his that individual
members of a group become increasingly less productive as the size of the group increases. In his
article, he found that when only one person is pulling on the rope they give all of their efforts,
however, as more people are added the individual effort goes down. However, we have to keep in
mind that writing a thesis is still an individual performance. But this effect could be present when
students have to give each other feedback. The thought of “I will let this part slide, probably the
other students already reviewed this part” could be present. The biggest factor is communication,
the more people in a group, the more communication you will have. Harvard Psychology professor J.
Richard Hackman was very clear in an interview about his study. He says “A colleague and I once did
some research showing that as a team gets bigger, the number of links that need to be managed
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among members goes up at an accelerating, almost exponential rate. It’s managing the links between
members that gets teams into trouble. My rule of thumb is no double digits. In my courses, I never
allow teams of more than six students. Big teams usually wind up just wasting everybody’s time.”
(Coutu, 2015). Furthermore, Laboratory research suggests that smaller teams provide for more direct
and efficient intrateam communication (Bray, Kerr, & Atkin, 1978), a greater effort by all team
members (i.e., reduced social loafing; Latané, Williams, & Harkins, 1979), and, hence, better
utilization of all team members' potential (Hoegl, 2005). Moreover, Hoegl (2005) mentions that
sharing technical and coordinative
information within teams becomes
significantly more difficult in bigger teams.
He also mentions this leads to a more
complex communication structure as shown
in figure four. Although smaller teams are a
better fit according to Hoegl (2005), there is
not yet an optimal size for teams. There is
no research evidence that shows an optimal
Figure 4. Large teams make it harder to communicate: full
number nor is there an indication of an
communication structure with 4 and 10 members (Hoegl, 2005)
absolute optimal range. The size of the team
is also dependent on the task. (Hackman, 1987). So finding the absolute optimal number for teams
needs further research.

4.1.2 Work material
An important note for the workshops in peer-led team learning is the material that is used. According
to Cracolice & Deming (2001), the materials used have to encourage active learning, should be
suitable for groups and are integrated for the course. This way students have to communicate and
are forced to work together. This communication and discussion should be encouraged by the peer
leaders. The work that has been done in a workshop will be continued in the next workshop, this way
the workshop model builds on previous work (Gosser & Roth, 1998). The workshops are explicitly
built for a course so the duration of the time period where the workshops will be given, will depend
on the course duration.

4.2 Supervision
The next key characteristic that will be discussed is supervision. In peer-led team learning the peer
leader of the groups has a very important role. Therefore, Gosser & Roth (1998) state that the peer
leader, is a student with good communication and people skills. The workshop leader is there to
actively engage students with the materials and with each other. Also, the workshop leader needs to
set a tone for the discussion in which individual points of view are respected, the criticism is
constructive, and all members have an equal opportunity to participate. So, although the peer leader
has to be an experienced person, it should not be his or her intention to give all the answers to the
students. Cracolice & Deming (2001) tells us that the leader has to act as a secretary, recording steps
of the solution of the problem, writing phrases summarizing students’ ideas, or constructing
diagrams suggested by students. The leader also prompts students towards problem solutions by
giving advice about the resources available and helping students examine their thinking processes.
This advice is based on the book by Gosser & Roth (2001).
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Therefore the recruiting and training of these peer leaders gets a lot of attention in literature.
According to Gosser & Roth (1998), the supervisors’ training highlights the following points:
•
•
•
•
•

Faculty and leaders review of the content and practice of the workshop problems.
Instruction and practice in group dynamics and group leadership.
Discussions about learning styles and intellectual development.
Practice with new pedagogical methods and review of study tactics.
Discussions about the impact of race, class, and gender on learning environments.

In these training sessions, the supervisors have the opportunity to receive feedback and to pursue a
special investigation of topics that interest them and to explore how their workshop experience may
lead them to future academic careers (Gosser and Roth, 1998). That being a supervisor in a peer-led
team learning workshop has positive effects is proven in the following article. Gafney & Varmanelson (2007) researched 119 completed surveys from former workshop leaders to research the long
term effect. The following table shows the level of agreement with statements of personal benefits
of participations.

Figure 5. Level of agreement with statments of personal benefits
and participations. (Gafney & Varmalneson, 2007).

It’s clear that the majority of former workshop leaders have a positive attitude towards the
workshop. Most of them acknowledged that being a leader had positive effects for the future. So
having an experienced student as a leader has positive effects on both the group and the person
itself.
According to Cracolice & Deming (2001), this structure, where an experienced student is a supervisor
leads to interesting findings namely, that this structure benefits the students in an intellectual and
emotional manner. When students in the peer-led team learning group learn about alternative
approaches and beliefs, it causes them to consider the merits and flaws of their own thinking
patterns. An even more interesting finding is that students are more likely to honestly express their
ideas, both scientifically valid conceptions and misconceptions in a peer group where they have no
fear of looking stupid in front of a teacher who will be issuing grades. According to Cracolice &
Deming (2001), this absence of a teacher creates this free-flowing exchange of ideas. So the fear of
being judged by a teacher plays a very big role in the students’ willingness to talk.
So in the end, the peer leader should be someone who guides the students and does not give
someone the answers the first time they are asked. This could be a passive form of supervision.
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However, it is also the peer leader’s job to initiate the discussion among the students. Moreover, he
or she has to communicate constantly with his or her students to see if they are on the right track.
Therefore the peer leader should be a student who is an experienced or talented leader.

4.3 Social factor
As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, peer-led team learning groups are relatively small.
Furthermore, according to Cracolice & Deming (2001), there should be a lot of emphasis on the fact
that students are able to communicate without distractions. The groups work together on a project
and this means there will be a lot of social interactions between the group members. However, as
mentioned at the beginning of the paragraph the peer-led team learning workshops replace a
previous lesson or workshop. If the peer-led team learning replaces a lesson then there may be a
gain on the level of social interaction. This of course depends on what the previous lesson looked
like. If the peer-led team learning workshop replaces another workshop the gain on social
interactions is probably minimal.

4.4 Conclusion
So, to answer the question: “How can peer-led team learning contribute to the improvement of
thesis rings?” multiple points have to be taken into consideration. At first, there is the group size. The
group size in peer-led team learning is generally smaller than in thesis rings. As seen in this chapter
there are multiple reasons why smaller teams can have a positive influence. Furthermore, a meeting
can be a bit overwhelming with a high number of people. More people means more communication,
more opinions, and thus more people who judge you. This could lead to problems during a ring.
Therefore, it could be a possibility to keep the group size of thesis rings down a bit, to prevent these
problems from accruing. This can be done by simply lowering the number of students per ring or
students in a ring can be divided into smaller groups. So, if the rings consist of fifteen members, it
could be possible to divide them into two or three groups.
This also solves the next issues. This chapter showed that students can be hesitant to share their
ideas in front of the person who grades them. In peer-led team learning the teacher is not involved
with the workshops at all and as mentioned in the chapter, this results in a free flow of exchanging
ideas. Therefore, thesis rings could consider to remove the teacher from the meetings and let the
students discuss with each other. This brings us to the next possible improvement.
According to Romme and Nijhuis (2002), inexperienced students have to be the co-supervisor in
turns. But if you have never been a leader this could cause problems. Furthermore, students in
bachelor thesis rings have never written a thesis before, this means the students have to guide a
process they have never done themselves. Therefore, taking master students or bachelor students
who already finished their thesis could be a better option. Just as in peer-led team learning these
students could be trained to supervise the thesis rings as well as possible. There is a lot of attention
for the training of peer-leaders in peer-led team learning. This should be the case for peer leaders in
thesis rings as well. This could take a lot of time and that should be taken into consideration.
So to summarize the possible improvements in a structured way:
•
•
•

Four to eight students in the meetings.
The person who grades should not be at the meetings.
Make sure the peer-leader is experienced in what he or she is doing.

20

5. Problem-based learning
This chapter will discuss what lessons can be learned from literature about problem-based learning
and how this can contribute to the improvement of thesis rings. The chapter will discuss problembased learning in-depth on the hand of the key characteristics, meetings, supervision, and the social
factor. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the other characteristics will be discussed later in a
separate chapter.

5.1 Meetings
As mentioned in chapter three, PBL is mostly used at the institution level. (Maastricht University,
2020) This means that the way of execution has to be understandable for everyone to make the most
use of the method. There are different ways to execute PBL however, this paper will use the
information according to Wood (2008). The reason the paper of Wood (2008) is used as a basis is
that his paper has a clear guide to set up PBL. According to Wood (2008), the structure of PBL looks
as follows. The group meets for example on the first day of the week. This is where they will be
presented with the problem they will have to solve. The group members, consisting out of six to
eight people, are given a lot of time to evaluate the problem. According to Wood (2003), this is
where the knowledge of different people can become very useful.
It is the intention of the group to understand the problem after the first meeting. This way the group
is able to divide the work at the end of the first session. The next step for the group members is to
search for information individually and prepare a small presentation on everything they find. This
way students are required to not only find information but also understand it. In the meeting that
follows everyone will present their information. Afterward, the group leader called a “facilitator” will
discuss every presentation with the members. There is room for feedback and the team has to
decide if there is enough information to solve the problem. If this is not the case the whole process
restarts and everyone can individually seek new information again.
For ease, Wood (2008) let the first session
start on Monday and the session where the
students had to provide their information
was scheduled on Friday. This is an example
but the key point is that there has to be
enough time for the students to seek
information. However, Wood (2008)
mentioned that there is always room for
extra meetings to clarify the groups’ aims.
To get a better image of the process Wood
(2008) provided a figure. The figure gives a
stepwise image of how problem-based
learning works.
If the group solved the problem or came to
the conclusion that there are multiple
solutions or even when they cannot solve
the problem there is always a feedback
moment at the end of the process.
According to Wood (2008), the group
members can reflect on what they did

Figure 6. Step wise image how problem-based learning works
(Wood, 2008).
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during the week, how they might be more efficient the next time, what things helped and what was a
waste of time, and so on. If the problem is finished the students will get another problem to solve.

5.2 Supervision
As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the supervisors in problem-based learning are called
facilitators. According to Wood (2008), the supervisor has to be someone from the staff, this can be a
teacher or a mentor. Maudsley (1999) stated that the effectiveness of tutors is essential to the
success of PBL. So it is very important to have a skilled tutor to let PBL succeed.
According to Barrows (1988), the two major responsibilities of tutors in PBL are facilitating the
students’ development of thinking or reasoning skills that promote problem-solving, metacognition,
and critical thinking, as well as helping them to become independent and self-directed learners.
(Jonassen & Hung, 2012). To secure these skills, Maudsley (1999) stated that PBL provides an
opportunity for educators to redefine the nature of learning and, in turn, reposition their roles in
teaching from a knowledge/information transmitter to a learning/thinking process facilitator. To
achieve such a shift, Maudsley (1999) stated that problem-based learning tutors need to undergo a
fundamental reconceptualization of their educational roles. Research by Donaldson and Caplow
(1996) showed that, after having gone through this reconceptualization process, a conceptual shift
similar to that of the students also occurred among tutors. According to Donaldson and Caplow
(1996), this shift caused two major dilemmas perceived by PBL tutors. The dilemmas were the
conceptualization of facilitators and the tensions that arise as tutors tried to redefine their role in PBL
as compared to their previous role as a medical teacher. (Jonassen & Hung, 2012). According to
Jonassen & Hung (2012), PBL tutors’ adjustments and perhaps some discomfort about their new
roles were inevitable and anticipated. Therefore Maudsley (1999) cautioned that PBL tutors must
balance a degree of participation in students’ learning processes and refrain from the temptation to
lecture.
As seen above being a facilitator in problem-based learning can be complicated. This could be the
case because there are so many roles as a facilitator. According to Jonassen & Hung (2012), Aguiar
(2000) conducted an exploratory qualitative case study that examined teachers’ perceptions and
experiences in their roles as problem-based tutors. From this research, five themes emerged from
the roles facilitators think they have. These themes were 1) facilitating group work, (2) role
modelling, (3) providing feedback, (4) imparting information, and (5) supporting students’
professional development. (Jonassen & Hung, 2012). Furthermore, research from Wilkerson and
Hundert (1991) found the same results. Problem-based facilitators identified themselves and the
following names came forward from the research: information disseminator, evaluator, parent,
professional consultant, confidant, learner, and mediator. Again this shows that facilitating a group
can be complicated and diverse work.
The research from Donaldson and Caplow (1996) searched for information on when students
deemed a facilitator to be useful. They found that students deemed tutors as effective and helpful
when they encouraged students to critically evaluate the information gathered, questioned and
probed the students’ clinical reasoning processes, and, most importantly, allowed students to control
the learning process (Jonassen & Hung, 2012). This again shows there are many different roles for a
facilitator.
For the students, receiving feedback is experienced as pleasant. Therefore the last meeting where
the students give each other feedback followed by feedback from the facilitator is so important
according to Wood (2008). So in PBL the way of supervision is active and involved with the students.
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5.3 Social factor
With PBL the students work in groups from six to eight students. (Wood, 2008) According to (Wood,
2008) these work together for a certain amount of time depending on the problem. During the
meeting, there is some room for a lot of dialogue between the students. However, it is not much
because there is always something happening. First, the presentations, followed by the feedback and
discussions about the information. The members do not work together on an assignment so there
also no room for duos or smaller groups to talk. Moreover, a lot of work in PBL has to be done alone
as well. The gathering of information takes a lot of time and can be a lonesome process. Therefore
the social moments in PBL are scarce and cannot contribute to the improvement of thesis rings.

5.4 Conclusion
With all this information the question: “How can problem-based learning contribute to the
improvement of thesis rings?” can now be answered. Starting with the meetings, it is notable that
problem-based learning also works with smaller groups. As seen at the beginning of this chapter, six
to eight students is the go-to approach. The benefits of smaller groups have already been explained
and problem-based learning shows another example of that.
Furthermore, it is interesting how PBL uses presentations to let the students acquire more
knowledge about the information. As seen in this chapter implementing such a presentation in thesis
rings could have three benefits. At first, there is always a clear structure of how new meetings can
start. Everyone knows that someone has to present their findings on the problem and that this is
followed by feedback. The students will do this one by one. This way it is easier to get the thesis ring
started and get everyone involved. Secondly, these presentations could improve the feedback given.
Students first read each other’s parts and subsequently present their findings to each other. This
means that the person who is responsible for the feedback has two opportunities to look for
improvements and compliments. This way the feedback giver sees the text and the explanation
behind it, this could result in better feedback. At last, the presentation also gives the students an
opportunity to practise their presentation skills. At the end of the period the students have to
present their theses and these mini-presentations could be perfect for rehearsal.
Supervision was the next characteristic that was looked at in problem-based learning. It became clear
that being a facilitator in problem-based learning can be very complicated. (Maudsley, 1999;
Jonassen & Hung, 2012; Donaldson & Caplow, 1996) As a facilitator, there are a lot of responsible
tasks. Moreover, it became clear that teaching can be very different from managing a group. So,
different that it even can cause problems for the teachers. Therefore, supervision and training on
how to supervise are very important. The supervisor can be students, teachers, or mentors who
supervise the group but what became clear is that the supervisors need training and maybe also
some supervision to get the best results.
Unfortunately there not that many lessons that can be learned from problem-based learning
considering the social factor. There is just as much or even less room for social interactions in
problem-based learning. Therefore there are no lessons learned for the social factor.
Summarizing everything there is to learn from problem-based learning in a structured way gives the
following:
•
•
•

Six to eight students in groups for thesis rings.
A possible implementation of presentations at the start of the meeting.
Training and guidance for the supervisors of the ring.
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6. The graduation assignment
This chapter will discuss what lessons can be learned from the graduation assignment at the HAN
University of Applied Sciences and how this can contribute to the improvement of thesis rings. This
chapter will discuss the HAN graduation assignment in-depth on the hand of the key characteristics,
meetings, supervision, and the social factor. As mentioned in the first chapter, the other
characteristics will be discussed in a separate chapter. This chapter will be based on an interview
conducted with Luuk Aalbers (Appendix 1) teacher at the HAN University of applied sciences. For
chapter 6 the name Aalbers again also refers to Appendix 1.

6.1 Meetings
According to Luuk Aalbers, there are five or six meetings in the duration of the graduation
assignment. The period for the graduation assignment is around six months. This means that there is
one meeting per month, at least that is the goal according to Aalbers. The groups consist out of
approximately eight students. The first meeting is an introduction and explanation meeting. The
students all have their own mentor for their assignment. However, the supervisor of these meetings
is a different person and he has nothing to do with the grading process of the assignment. The first
meeting is there to get to know each other and there is time for every student to elaborate on their
assignment. The next four meetings are focussed on social interaction and feedback. Aalbers says
that the meetings start with the personal experiences of the students. “How do they feel?” “Is
everything okay?”. It is important for the students to talk to each other. This is followed by a
feedback round where every student can give feedback to someone. Students go one by one and all
the feedback is given verbally. In the last meeting, all the students have to prepare a presentation.
They present their final findings and experiences. Aalbers mentions that this is the last chance for
students to receive feedback from their peers.
Aalbers says the meetings are also without any obligation. It depends on the group how everything
goes. There is no time slot or a certain guide that has to be followed, the program is adjusted to the
group. The last meeting is an exception because this meeting will always be the same no matter the
group, because of the presentations.

6.2 Supervision
According to Aalbers (Appendix 1), there are two roles for the supervisor in the graduation
assignment. It depends on the group which role is more dominant. Aalbers mentions that the role
that works best is the role where the students do the talking because the students are there for
themselves. If they want to improve their assignment they need each other’s help and opinions. So in
this role, the supervisor is very passive in terms of content but he is there to guide the conversations.
According to Aalbers, this is also a way students experience as very pleasant. Because this way,
students can share their stories with their peers. Moreover, students are more comfortable when
they hear that their peers experience the same problems. Furthermore, Aalbers told me that
students also prefer hearing feedback from their peers instead of a teacher because they took it less
personal. Therefore, Aalbers stimulates this process as much as possible. He does this by asking as
much as open-ended questions to the students as he can. For example when a student indicates that
he struggles with a subject Aalbers will always pass the question to the students. “How would you
tackle this problem?” or “What is your opinion about the subject?”. According to, students learn
much more by explaining material to each other than by hearing it from a teacher.
However, Aalbers mentioned that not every group of students is so willing to learn or confident
enough to speak up. If this is the case the teacher has to choose the other role, in guiding the group.
This means the teacher has to do a lot more explaining. So although it may not be the best method,
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the teacher is forced to use it. Because otherwise, there is a chance nothing will happen. If it is a
group of students who are shyer and not confident enough to speak up Aalbers would do his best to
explain as much as possible. So, every meeting he takes his time to explain everything again and
really helps the students to start the conversation. So far even, that he feels he is just giving a
lecture. If all of this does not work he will give the feedback himself, however, Aalbers mentioned
that there is only so much he can do. If Aalbers notices that the group of students is just unwillingly
to learn he stops doing his best. Aalbers says that sometimes groups come up to him and ask him
how long the meeting is going to take because they do not feel it to be useful. Then Aalbers just tells
them that they can go because he thinks it always stays the students’ own responsibility. But this is
rarely the case. So you could say the lessons are not mandatory but students are almost always
present because the meetings help them graduate.

6.3 Social factor
The social factor plays a very important role in the graduation assignment groups. First of all, as
mentioned above, there is a lot of room for the personal feelings of the students. According to
Aalbers (Appendix 1) this can vary from teachers but he always asks first how everyone is doing. And
for Aalbers it is very important to create an atmosphere where every student can say what is on his
mind. So, when someone has a problem they can always share it within the group. Therefore it is
even more important for Aalbers that he is not the one who accompanies and grades the students.
Because when there are struggles between the student and the supervisor the students can share
this in the group. Struggles with the supervisors can happen sometimes and it is very important for
students to share their struggles according to Aalbers.
Another advantage of this method is that there are two different perspectives on every problem.
According to Aalbers, students do not always agree with the feedback from their supervisors and the
supervisor form the graduation assignment groups can give the student new insight. This can also
happen the other way around.
The meetings are once per month which is not that often, however spending six months working for
yourself could be very lonely. So having these monthly meetings could really help the lonesome
process. Especially when they are so much focussed on talking to each other and sharing
experiences.

6.4 Conclusion
There are five things that can be learned from this chapter to answer the question: How the HAN
graduation assignment can help to improve thesis rings. At first, there is the returning characteristic
of smaller groups. Just as the other group learning approaches the graduation assignment uses only
eight students in their group. Secondly, there is another returning characteristic of presentation. It is
just one presentation but again it gives students an opportunity to practise their presentation skills
and to get used to the feeling. Thirdly, the meetings are very much focused on the well-being and
progression of the students. The beginning of the meetings are very informal and there is no clear
stepwise program to follow. As we saw in this chapter, the success of this method really relies on the
students. If everyone is eager to learn and wants to improve one’s elves this method works very well.
However, if the students struggle to find motivation the supervisor has to come up with ideas.
Mentioning the supervision, the fourth possible improvement is one very important characteristic in
gradation assignments that could be helpful for thesis rings. The supervisor of the assignment groups
is in no way involved in the grading process. This results in students who are much more willing to
talk and share their problems. Even their problems with their own supervisors can be shared in the
group. At last, it is interesting that Luuk Aalbers (Appwndix 1) constantly adapts his supervision style
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to the group and does not follow a certain guide. This could be an option for thesis rings, however,
Aalbers is an experienced supervisor and this way of supervision needs a lot of experience. Because
adapting to the situation requires a lot of knowledge of the students.
Although the students only meet once per month in a trajectory of six months it is clearly visible that
there is put a lot of effort in the social factor part for the graduation assignment. For thesis rings it is
more of an incidental benefit then it is a well thought out idea. Therefore, there could be more focus
on the social aspect of thesis rings. For example by creating an environment where students think
they can see anything and where there is also enough room for informal conversation. Because these
conversations could really contribute to the social well-being of the students.
Summarizing the possible improvements for thesis rings to get an overview looks as follows:
•
•
•
•

Eight students per meeting
A possible implementation of presentation during the meetings.
More room for informal conversations
Do not let the supervisors be responsible for the grading process
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7. Team learning
This chapter will discuss what lessons can be learned from literature about team learning and how
this can contribute to the improvement of thesis rings. Working in a team can be a challenge on
multiple occasions. However, the possibility to learn from teamwork is almost always there. This is
also the case in thesis rings. Although everyone has a project of his own the core principle of what
everyone is doing is the same. In thesis rings, there is room to learn from your peers, due to feedback
but also due to discussion. A concept that describes this learning in teams is called team learning.
This sounds fairly easy but there is much more to it.

7.1 Definition of teams
Answering the questions: “what is team learning?” is a complex one. At first, it has to be established
what a team is. Cohen and Bailey (1997) state: “A team is a collection of individuals who are
interdependent in their tasks, who share responsibility for outcomes, who see themselves and who
are seen by others as an intact social entity embedded in one or more larger social systems”(Cohen
and Bailey, 1997, p. 241). If this citation is compared to thesis rings groups it can be established that
thesis ring groups could be considered a team. Every individual in thesis rings groups is
interdependent in their task. The second part of the citation could be up for debate. During the
meetings and with the feedback students have to give each other you could say that the students
become responsible for each other’s work. However, it can also be mentioned that in the end, other
students are not responsible for the grade a thesis gets. This is because students are free to use the
feedback as they please. However, considering everyone wants to get the best personal performance
it is advised to act as a team and also feel responsible for the other students. The last part of the
citation also matches thesis rings. Because according to Romme & Nijhuijs (2002) thesis rings are a
group of one or more supervisors and a number of students who share the responsibility for the
supervision process of the student-members. So, the group members are seen as a group of people
who have to work together and take each other’s responsibility.

7.2 Definition team learning
Now it has been established that the members of a thesis ring are a team, the definition of team
learning still has to be elaborated. According to Wesselink (2019), defining team learning is a
complex matter, because team learning is a relatively new subject. One of the factors that make
defining team learning a problem is the process versus outcome discussion. (Wesselink, 2019). There
is research that claims team learning is a process (Edmonson, 1999) and there is research that claims
team learning can be an outcome (Wilson et al., 2007). According to Wesselink (2019), it can be
stated that in most cases, team learning is approached as a process and only a few articles choose for
team learning as an outcome. However, there is also a definition that conceptualizes both the
process and the outcome. “As a process, group learning involves the activities through which
individuals acquire, share, and combine knowledge through experience with one another. Evidence
that group learning has occurred includes changes in knowledge, either implicit or explicit, that occur
as a result of such collaboration” (Argote et al., 2001, p.370). This is the definition of team learning
used in this research

7.3 Approach to this chapter
Team learning is a wide spectrum but can be analysed by several antecedents. Wesselink (2019)
made an overview of every antecedent in qualitative and quantitative research. This overview can be
used to analyse team learning within thesis rings. This chapter will discuss the antecedents shortly
and follow this by possible improvements for thesis rings.
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7.4 Qualitative research
According to Wesselink (2019), the numbers of papers on antecedents of team learning are scarce.
Therefore information about these antecedents is also limited.

7.4.1 Time
The results that were found start with the phenom time. Both the research of Sparrow and Heel
(2006) and Raes et al. (2016) found that time does not influence the process of team learning.
According to Wesselink (2017, p.8), this implies that at the beginning of a (project) team or at the
end of the team, the same team learning processes occur and that the time span of a project team
does not influence the team learning processes.

7.4.2 Rivalry
Moreover, more qualitative research has been done with the aspect of rivalry within teams.
According to Wesselink (2019), most research is done with the assumption that all effort in a team
has to been done smoothly and with cooperation to be effective. However, Lotz (2010) found that
not only harmony-based learning trends contribute to team learning. She believes that rivalry-based
learning tends to trigger innovation due to an inherent conflict. She found four processes that
underpin her assumption namely:
•
•
•
•

Teams become each other’s competitors if they know who gets what reward for their work.
Team members perform various work roles and want to become the role master.
Team members build up a professional work identity by gaining skills and competencies, and
they want to show they have the best ideas on how to improve the existing way.
Team members strive for social reputation within and across teams.

Based on these factors Lotz (2010) argued that not only cooperation but also rivalry seems to
improve team learning.

7.4.3 Team leader behaviour
The last qualitative research antecedents interesting for thesis rings is team leader behaviour. For
team leader behaviour, the findings were that team leaders should create commitment among their
team members, facilitate time to discuss, strive for concrete objectives, and steer on how to reach
these objectives, monitor and review progress, combine determination and flexibility, and organize
communication with others outside the team. (Wesselink, 2019, p.8)

7.5 Quantitative research
In contrast to qualitative research about antecedents of team learning there are various articles that
research quantitative research on antecedents of team learning. Therefore there will be more
information to discuss.

7.5.1 Psychological safety
The first antecedent is team structure and psychological safety. Bunderson and Boumgarden (2010)
found that the clarity of roles and tasks can also support team learning orientation. They discovered
that team structure affects team learning orientation through information sharing and conflict
frequency, but not through psychological safety (“being able to show and employ one’s self without
fear of negative consequences of self-image, status or career” (Kahn, 1990). However, various
studies (Edmondson, 1999; Leicher and Mulder, 2016) showed that psychological safety does have a
positive influence on team learning. So the contribution of psychological safety to team learning is
still in debate.
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7.5.2 Diversity and identification
The next antecedent is diversity and identification. According to Wesselink (2019), the general
assumption is that expertise diversity leads to more team learning and that many teams should
benefit from their diverse composition. However, Van Der Vegt and Bunderson (2005) found that
when collective team identification (the emotional significance that members of a given group attach
to their membership in that group) is high, it does not matter whether there is high or low diversity.
Both diversity levels showed a positive influence on team learning. Furthermore, Rosendaal (2009)
found that when the collective team identification is very low, it also does not matter if the diversity
level is high or low. Because in both cases the effect on team learning is very low. So diversity is not
in all cases the stimulus for team learning. Furthermore, too much diversity can cause conflict and
can even be disastrous for team learning. (Decuyper, Dochy, & Van den Bossche, 2010).

7.5.3 Stability
Akgün and Lynn (2002) found in there research that in a stable environment team stability has a
positive effect on team learning. Furthermore, Gerben et al. (2009) did a study on the relationship
between turnover(members leaving a team) and team learning. They found that turnover negatively
influences team learning. Possible explanations could be that routines are disrupted and
psychological safety might drop. Out of the research Gerben et al. (2009) can be concluded that
stable teams are favourable over high team turnover.

7.5.4 Task complexity
Team learning can also depend on task complexity. Lantz Friedrich et al. (2016) found that it is useful
to make a distinction between the main task, supplementary task, and additional task. Lantz Friedrich
et al. (2016) found that the main and supplementary tasks do not affect team learning. However,
additional tasks did influence team learning by being more complex. Therefore, additional tasks
could contribute to team learning.

7.5.5 Conflict and controversy
Woerkom and Van Engen (2009) thought conflict would contribute to team learning. They
distinguished between task conflicts, conflicts related to the task that has to be done, and
relationship conflicts, conflicts between members of the team. They found that task conflict does not
contribute to team learning. Van Der Vegt and Bunderson (2005) found the same results. They even
found that relationship conflict has a negative influence on team learning, especially in the
behaviours of information acquisition, information processing, and storage and retrieval.

7.5.6 Leadership style
For leadership styles, there are multiple possibilities to improve team learning. Kumako and Asumeng
(2013) built on the work of Edmondson (1999) and discovered that a transformational leadership
(transformational leadership style leaders are leaders who focus on improving the performance of
their team members by letting them develop to their fullest potential by granting them responsibility
and involving them in decision-making, ) style has a mediating role between psychological safety and
team learning behaviours. (Wesselink, 2019). Ortega et al. (2014) found that change-oriented
leadership(e.g., encouraging innovative thinking, scanning the environment) also could have a
positive effect on team learning. Furthermore, Savelsbergh et al. (2015) found that person-oriented
leadership, task-oriented leadership, and team stability also contribute to team learning. This means
that there is not one clear leadership style that contributes to team learning the most. There are
different styles that show a positive effect on team learning.
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7.5.7 Team leader behaviour
According to Wesselink (2019) overview, there are a lot of different leadership styles that can
contribute to team learning. Therefore, every behaviour will be shortly summarized. Starting with
reflective leadership. Makoto (2016) researched the effect of reflective leadership on team learning.
Makato found that reflection (as a team member you feel free to speak openly) and goal-based
reflection(team leaders ask for reflection about the vision, the process, the goals of the project) have
a positive effect on team learning. Furthermore, Ashauer and Macan (2013) found that mastery goal
instruction (steering as a leader to master the goals of the project) and performance goal instruction
(steering on the personal competencies of individual team members) also could contribute to team
learning. Mastery goal instruction contributes more than performance goal instruction, however,
performance goal instruction contributed still a little bit throughout psychological safety. The third
example of leaders’ behaviours that can contribute to team learning are structure (the degree to
which the leader structures and defines the leadership role and the role of sub-ordinates concerning
job-related activities), consideration (the degree to which the leader considers employee’s needs,
displays concern for their well-being, creates a pleasant atmosphere for interactions, and establishes
mutual interests), and cross-training (facilitation to do more than one task within the team). Døving
and Martín-Rubio (2013) found that more initiation of structure, more consideration, and more
cross- lead to more team learning behaviours.

7.5.8 Impeding factors
At last, there are some impeding factors in team learning that could influence thesis rings. Decuyper
et al. (2010) made a list of the most discussed barriers around team learning. This list looks as
follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Groupthink: The rationalised conformity of thoughts that seeks to diminish conflict within
the group or the group analogue of defensive avoidance.
Diffusion of responsibility: Responsibility for the learning outcomes is divided among the
team members, but no one takes responsibility for the whole.
Dominant leader: Conversations in the team are dominated by the team leader and his or
her opinion.
Abilene paradox: Team members do not succeed to express their true feelings and
consequently pursue a course of action that all or at least most team members disagree with
Free-riding: A team member intentionally hides, does not participate actively in the activities,
and yet takes credit for the achievements of the other team members.
Social loafing: Team members (unintentionally) invest less energy when performing in team,
compared to when they have to face the task on their own.
Conflict escalation: the inverse of groupthink, too much diversity, and the escalation of
conflict within a team, is disastrous for team learning to show how it also relates negatively
to team performance and team viability.

These are all barriers that should be taken into account when people work in teams. Therefore, it are
also barriers that could cause problems for thesis ring groups.

7.6 Conclusion
There is a lot of information to answer the question “how literature of team learning can contribute
to the improvement of thesis rings?” Starting with the composition of the teams in thesis rings. As
argued in this chapter, diversity in teams can lead to improvements in team learning. However, too
much diversity can create problems. Therefore, finding balance is very important. Right now, thesis
rings consist mostly out of students from the same chair group. It could be an option to add students
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from other chair groups, this could also prevent groupthink. However, the chair groups cannot be too
different because as mentioned before this could cause friction and students might be in the dark
about a subject. This could also, not very likely, result in conflict escalation. Furthermore, it can be
concluded that stability is also a factor for team learning. However, not every student takes the same
time for his or her thesis. This could result in students leaving the ring before others and followed up
by new students joining the ring. According to this chapter, this could disrupt the group dynamic. So
a thesis ring should try to avoid this by for example put the same end date for everyone on a thesis
who participates in the ring.
Secondly, there are possible improvements related to the supervision of thesis rings. According to
this chapter, supervision or leadership is again a very important factor. However, it is also clear that
there is not one clear route everyone should follow. Based on team learning there are a lot of styles
and behaviours a supervisor could take. According to the chapter, the different styles have in
common that they are either task-focused or person-focused. Both have a positive influence on
team learning. Therefore, the supervisor of thesis rings could see which way fits his personality best.
There is one barrier a supervisor should be alert to and that is being a dominant leader. Having a
dominant leader during a meeting could result in one-sided opinions and the missing opportunity for
others to give their opinion.
At last are the possible improvements for the social factor in thesis rings. According to the chapter
psychological safety can contribute to team learning. Although still in debate a lot of researchers
claim that psychological safety is important for team learning the group dynamic. The fact that the
Abilene paradox is a barrier for team learning backs this even more. Right now the focus on the social
factor in thesis rings is not really there. As mentioned before it is more of a positive coincidence.
Therefore there could be more focus on the social factor in thesis rings.
Summarizing these possible improvements results in:
•
•
•
•

Balance in diversity.
Keep the group intact for the entire period.
Free choice of leadership style but be aware of the dominant leader.
More focus on psychological safety.
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8. Peer-review
This chapter will discuss what lessons can be learned from literature about peer review and how this
can contribute to the improvement of thesis rings? As mentioned at the beginning of the paper,
peer-reviewing is an important factor for thesis rings. Students from the Wageningen review each
other’s work in different ways during the ring. This can be verbally or online via Brightspace. The
usefulness of peer review has already been established in many studies (Mangelsdorf, 1992; Mittan,
1989; Tsui and Ng, 2000). Therefore, that will not be the focus in this chapter. This chapter will look if
there are any improvements for peer review in thesis rings is possible and if there are any drawbacks
you should look out for. There is a lot of research on peer review but this chapter will specifically
focus on peer review in writing with possible improvements for thesis rings.

8.1 Peer review and self-correction
According to Yang (2010), it has already been indicated that reflection plays a significant role in the
students writing process in order to improve their texts. Reflection can be defined as purposeful
thinking toward a goal (Dewey, 1933). There are two types of reflection namely, reflection-in-action
and reflection-on-action, according to Schön (1990). This indicates that students reflect both during
and after actions to improve learning. Self-correction and peer review in writing can stimulate this
reflection. Self-reflection helps with grammatical accuracy, text organization, and students taking
extra responsibility for their work. (Yang, 2010). Peer review broadens and deepens students
thinking, leads to new perspectives, and intensifies students’ own reflection. (Yang, 2010). So,
students themselves are able to correct grammar and organize their text but for deeper and broader
improvements they need other people. However, if the feedback giver would focus only on grammar
or text structure the usefulness of the feedback could be questionable. Therefore feedback needs a
certain level.

8.2 Peer review training
Min (2005) tried to answer the question of whether students, after training, provide a greater
amount of relevant and specific feedback. Furthermore, he asked if the number of comments, that
followed more steps, increased. Min (2005) took into consideration that most previous studies on
peer review urged students to focus on idea development and organization of content and deemphasize the importance of attending to word usage, grammar, and spelling. However, Min (2005)
still placed an equal premium for both grammar as deeper issues.
Min (2005) his training was composed out of two phases. Before these phases students are required
to review an essay. This is followed by the first phase that consisted of a demonstration and
modelling that lasted for two hours per week for a total of four hours. During the classes, students
learned how to make comments on essays composed by former students. They did this on the basis
of a four-step procedure consisting of clarifying writers intentions, identifying problems, explaining
the nature of problems, and making suggestions by giving specific examples. Techniques from
implementing each step were also provided. After the demonstration, the students were required to
review another two essays in class.
The second phase consists of two 30 minutes conferences between the student and the teachers. In
these conversations, the teacher and student both check the given feedback and discuss if there is
room for any improvements. The teachers focusses, if the students follow the 4-step procedure or if
this needs more attention. After these two phases, the students are required to make another essay
at home and thereafter reviews each other’s essays.

32

The researchers now have data from before the training, halfway through the training, and after the
training. Min (2005) found reassuring evidence that students do learn to become better peer
reviewers if they are provided with proper training and individual assistance over a period of time.
However, Min (2005) remarked that his research could not be generalized because there was no
control group or enough students.
Follow up research was done by Min (2006). His research showed that inexperienced writers and
feedback givers really struggle with looking at a writing paper from multiple perspectives. They also
struggle with clarifying misunderstanding by the writer. Min (2006, p135) even states “It is only
through a step-by-step peer review training procedure like the one employed in this study that
students can be helped to view texts from multiple perspectives and clarify misunderstandings if
needed” So, according to Min (2006) students are not able to give feedback with a good enough
level, without any training.

8.3 Possible drawbacks
Training is not the only requirement for giving good feedback. Over the years several studies brought
some drawbacks to peer review to the attention. Yang (2010a) listed these drawbacks as followed:
•
•
•
•

Peer review in writing is restricted to the lexical level. Because students often fail to
participate in the discussion of text content or organisation.
Students have few opportunities to reflect upon peer review as they cannot compare the
differences between the different feedback from various peers.
Students will not benefit from peer review until they are asked to rewrite their texts based
on peers' revision
The rate of adopting peers' revision is low when peers engage in non‐revision‐oriented
feedback such as chatting and making complimentary remarks, rather than revision‐oriented
feedback such as suggestions, clarifications, and critical evaluations.

These drawbacks have to be taken into account when looking for possible improvements in thesis
rings. However, the third drawback were students will not benefit from peer review until they
rewrite their text does not apply in thesis rings. Because students are always able to rewrite their
part after the meetings in thesis rings.
Furthermore, Tahir (2012) found that despite students preferring receiving feedback from friends
they also agreed that almost half of the comments that they received were insufficient. Moreover,
students said that they felt the feedback improved their grammar and structure however they were
not that confident about their own feedback on others.

8.4 Conclusion
There is a lot of research on peer-review in general. Peer reviewing already works and that is why it is
a key characteristic in thesis rings. Moreover, there have been no complaints or problems with peer
reviewing in thesis rings. However, this chapter focused only on possible improvements for thesis
rings to improve thesis rings even further.
The first thing that becomes clear from literature is that peer review is a skill that definitely needs
practise. This chapter showed that students really struggle with giving feedback. Moreover, they
even doubt the feedback they gave themselves. However, this chapter also showed that training in
peer review can help a lot. By lessons about peer review and one on one conversations for students
with teachers about their feedback. Therefore, this could be an option for thesis rings. Students can
have very different levels of peer-reviewing based on their studies and courses. Some courses use
peer-reviewing a lot and some do not use peer-reviewing at al. Therefore, students participating in
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thesis rings could be peer-reviewing for the first time. As mentioned in this chapter, this could lead to
poor performance feedback wise. Introducing peer-review training for these students could be an
option. As mentioned in the chapter, this does not have to be a long training. One lesson and some
one on one conversation could really improve the performance. However, some students may
already have this level of peer-review. Therefore, it could be an option to let the students choose to
participate in the peer-review lessons.
Furthermore, the possible drawbacks showed that students learn more if they are able to see what
their peers do. Right now it is not clear whether all thesis rings do this already but it would be good if
students can see each other’s feedback. If the feedback happens verbally this is not a problem,
however, when the feedback happens online this should be a program where everyone can access
each other’s feedback. However, with this method free-riding (previous chapter) should be taken
into account. Moreover, this chapter showed that peer review with just chatting does not work as
well as oblige students to make suggestions, clarifications and, critical evaluations. Therefore, a list
with possible feedback could be handed to the students beforehand to maximize the performance.
Summarizing the results of possible improvements:
•
•
•

Possible peer-reviewing training for students who have not so much experience.
Open feedback so students can see each other’s feedback and learn from it.
Hand students a list with possible peer-review options to improve performance.
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9. Conclusion/Discussion
This research aimed to answer the main question “To what extent can the grounding in literature of
thesis rings contribute to the improvement of thesis rings at Wageningen university?”. This research
looked for possible improvements for thesis rings at the Wageningen University by comparing
different educational approaches with groups as a focus point and literature about the characteristics
of thesis rings, to Thesis rings at the Wageningen University.
It turned out that all the educational approaches and literature about the characteristics came with
possible improvements for thesis rings. Combining these results in a plan of action for thesis rings
could result in a more structured way of implementing thesis rings. Furthermore, a plan of action
could result in a more united way of execution thesis rings at the Wageningen University.
However, it cannot be said with certainty that these possible improvements would solve the current
problems with thesis rings at the Wageningen University. The educational approaches share a lot of
characteristics with thesis rings but there are also some differences. Therefore, stating that these
possible improvements would solve the problems is not possible.

9.1 Discussion
This paragraph will discuss the possible improvements per characteristic of thesis rings, limitations,
and possible research for the future. Team learning has an effect on the other characteristics and
will, therefore, be incorporated in those subchapters. At the end of the chapter, the possible
improvements will be presented in a figure for a clear overview.

9.1.1 Meetings
This research showed that smaller teams perform better than larger teams. The different approaches
used four to eight students per group. The research also showed that the optimal number is still
unknown and needs further research. However, it can be advised to keep the number of students in
a group below eight. This can be done by creating more groups with a smaller number of students.
However, this results in a higher need for supervisors. This is not ideal because a shortage of
supervisors was the reason for thesis rings in the first place. Therefore, it could be advised to split the
initial group in two or three smaller groups and spread the meetings over a day, so the meetings
times do not intervene.
Furthermore, the research about team learning showed that diversity in the groups can result in
more team learning. Right now, all the members of the rings are usually from the same chair group.
Therefore it could be an option to get students from different chair groups in the same ring.
However, too much diversity can cause problems, therefore the chair groups need some similarities
to make a good match. Furthermore, the research from team learning also showed that the groups
of the meetings should be kept intact. Because people leaving the group could disturb the dynamics
and obstruct team learning. Therefore, the groups should stay the same from the beginning till the
end of the thesis duration.
This research also showed that implementing more structure in the meetings could be helpful. For
example, by making the first meeting more of an introductory meeting where the meaning, schedule,
and method of the thesis ring could be discussed. Moreover, the research showed that implementing
a presentation assignment during the meetings could be an option as well. Students can practise
their presentation skills, get more understanding of each other’s work, and make use of another
feedback moment.

35

9.1.2 Supervision
This research showed that supervisors are a very important asset of educational approaches.
Therefore, the supervisor should be a person with experience. The supervisors can be a teacher or
student as long as the person is experienced with supervising. To get more experience the
Wageningen University could introduce a training for students and teachers on supervision. This
could be a task for the ELS chair group.
Furthermore, the research showed that there is not a certain supervision style that is optimal, but
the supervisors should be passive if it comes to the content of the meetings and active when it
comes to guidance of the meetings. This way, students will have to solve the problems with each
other. This style had the most positive effects. Furthermore, it is important to note that students do
not always feel free to say everything in front of the person that grades them. Therefore, the
supervisor of the rings should not be responsible or involved at all with the grading process.
However, supervisors of a thesis rings can still be the mentor of another student and his thesis. As
long as the student does not participate in his mentors’ thesis ring. This way there are no extra
supervisors needed.

9.1.3 Social factor
Right now thesis rings already give the option to students to have more social interaction during a
ring than when they would not participate. However, this research showed there is still room for
improvement. There can be more room for personal conversation, this can be facilitated by the
supervisor. For example at the beginning of the meetings there can be questions like: “How are you
doing?” Or Are you still enjoying the work?”. The research also showed students should have the
feeling that they can say everything and still feel safe. So, apart from being an educational
environment, thesis rings should also be a social environment. In chapter seven we found that
psychological safety also contributes to team learning.

9.1.4 Peer review
Peer review is an important characteristic of thesis rings. The usefulness of peer review has already
been established so this research focussed only on possible improvement. Chapter eight showed that
giving feedback can be a complicated task. Therefore, prior knowledge in giving feedback could be an
option for thesis rings. Not every student has as much experience with giving feedback so a lesson or
tutorial could increase the level of feedback. Again this could be a task for the ELS chair group. Before
the students start with their thesis they need to follow a tutorial from ELS about peer-review.
Furthermore, it would improve the level of feedback if students could see each other’s feedback.
This way students can learn from their peers. If the feedback from the students is saved online, a
platform like Brightspace could be ideal to share the feedback on. At last, it can be useful to give
students a list of possible feedback options. This can also improve the level of feedback. This can be a
list that shows students can give feedback on for example the structure, organization, focus,
argumentation, and grammar. This way the feedback is more structured.
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9.1.5 The model
Figure 7 contains the summarized information
that resulted from the discussion. For the
characteristics the meetings, supervision, the
social factor, and peer-review the possible
improvements have been listed. The possible
improvements that resulted from chapter
seven about team learning have been
accommodated with the other characteristics.
The reason for this is that the findings for team
learning can be implemented within the other
characteristics.

9.1.6 Limitations
This research used three educational
approaches and two characteristics of
literature. However, there are probably more
educational approaches in literature and
certainly much more educational approaches in
practice. Therefore, this research did not use all
the available information there is. Furthermore,
the educational approaches share similarities
with thesis rings but there were also some
differences. Especially the fact that all three
educational approaches have a much longer
duration than thesis rings. A Bachelor thesis at
Wageningen University takes eight weeks. The
duration of shortest educational approach is six
months. This could be of influence when the
possible improvements are applied on thesis
rings.

9.1.7 Follow-up research
With all the possible improvements it is still the
question if they actually work. Therefore,
research in the future could test whether the
possible improvements work yes or no. This
could be done by interviewing students and
Figure 7. Possible improvements for thesis rings listed
supervisors from thesis rings without the
improvements and students and supervisors from thesis rings with the improvements. Afterward,
the result could be compared to see if the improvements made any difference.
Follow-up research is also necessary for the ideal group size of a thesis ring. All the educational
approaches have different group sizes. However, this research also showed that the ideal number is
still missing. Therefore, this could be an option for further research.
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11. Appendix
Appendix 1 Interview Luuk Aalbers
•
•

MB = Max Böhmer
LA = Luuk Aalbers

MB: Oke top, dankuwel dat u wilde vergaderen.
LA: Hoi, Max
MB: uhm, ja ik doe dus mijn thesis over Thesis rings. Wij schrijven onze thesis in groepen en geven
elkaar feedback enzo en dat wil ik dus gaan vergelijken met andere organisaties die dat dus ook
doen. Toen vertelde Eva dat Facilitymanagement zij daar ook in een groep heeft gewerkt, laat maar
zeggen, met haar afstudeeropdracht wekelijks in groepjes bijeenkwam en dat ze dan ook elkaar
feedback gaven. En dat u haar begeleider was, geloof ik.
LA: Ja, dat kan kloppen.
MB: en ze zei dat u misschien wel iets meer over kon vertellen of in ieder mensen wist hoe het ging
en hoe het eruit zag. Dus ik zou u graag wat korte vragen willen stellen over hoe die
afstudeeropdracht en de groepen eruit zien en waar jullie op letten.
LA: Oké, en dit doe je voor je eigen afstudeeropdracht begrijp ik?
MB: Ja, dat klopt
LA: En waar zat jij ook als weer?
MB: In Wageningen, gebruiken we ook dit soort groepen alleen deze lopen niet echt lekker. Dus zij
hebben mij gevraagd of ik wilde kijken naar de verbeterpunten eigenlijk. Wij hebben hiervoor
besloten om het in theorie te zoeken en dus ook in de praktijk hoe andere organisaties dat doen.
1:28 LA: Oké, ja leuk! En wij doen het bij het afstuderen, maar wij hebben ook peerfeedback en dat
doen wij ook in het derde jaar, waarbij studenten producten uit een andere omgeving plaatsen en
dan elkaar ook van feedback voorzien en dat is dus een andere vorm. En dat doen we nu in het
tweede jaar ook, dus wij doen het op meerdere plekken in het onderwijs.
MB: Oké, want ik heb ook stage gelopen bij communicatie als docent en daar werkte ze ook heel erg
veel in groepen en dat viel mij eigenlijk ook al op. Maar ik moet eigenlijk vooral iets hebben dat als
afstudeeropdracht wordt beschouwd, als echt een eindwerk.
LA: Ah oké, het is bij ons bij het afstuderen geen formele criteria, dus als je kijkt naar het tweede en
het derde jaar dan moeten ze een aantal dingen aanleveren om te bewijzen dat ze goed feedback
kunnen geven. Het afstuderen is het om ondersteunend iets om ze beter te kunnen begeleiden.
MB: Oké, en is het dan wekelijks of hoe gaat het in zijn werk?
LA: Het is het doel om vier keer in de afstudeerperiode bij elkaar te komen, waarbij de laatste keer is
het een presentatie geven waarbij ze helemaal terugblikken op het totale project en de laatste kans
om wat feedback te krijgen van hun medestudenten.
MB: Oké, en hoe groot zijn die groepen dan ongeveer?
LA: acht studenten ongeveer.
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MB: acht studenten en zit er dan een begeleider bij als ze elkaar feedback geven of gaat dat allemaal
online?
LA: Ja nu wel dan de afgelopen periode.
MB: Ja oké
LA: Maar normaal gesproken gaat het gewoon in een lokaal en dan beginnen we eerst met een vorm
van intervisie. Waar loop je tegenaan en proberen we ze ook ervaringen laten uitwisselen, waarbij je
als docent vooral probeert te stimuleren dat ze elkaar helpen. Dus je bent een soort coördinator en
stelt vragen, zoals wie heeft dit ook gehad of hebben jullie tips daarvoor en soms vul je zelf ook aan
op het moment dat ze het echt heel moeilijk vinden, om ze op die manier ook te helpen hoe je elkaar
feedback kunt geven.
MB: Oké, want bij Wageningen is het dus een groot probleem dat iedereen wel bij elkaar komt en dat
dus, maar het gesprek opstarten loopt heel moeilijk omdat studenten het vaak lastig vinden om hun
eigen punten waar zij tegenaan lopen uit te leggen. Dus het is wel interessant, want u zei dat ze dan
standaard vragen stelde geloof ik om ze op weg te helpen
LA: Er zit hierbij een verschil tussen collega’s hoe zij dat doen. Maar ik weet ook uit eerder onderwijs
dat het juist goed is om niet teveel te doen en ook echt erop te wijzen dat je hier voor jezelf zit en
dat is bij ons ook met het afstuderen en zij geven ook aan dat zij het juist fijn vinden om ervaringen
uit te wisselen en ook van andere te horen, want dan hoor ik ook dat andere studenten er ook
moeite mee hebben. En die kunnen dat dan ook uitleggen en als dat dan niet lukt dan vul ik
natuurlijk met een bepaalde uitleg aan, maar ik probeer dat wel heel bewust eerst bij de studenten
neer te leggen, want als ze dat doen dan zien zij het zelf ook als waardevoller en als ze het uitleggen
dan leren ze er veel meer van dan wanneer ik het ga zitten te vertellen en dat zij dan halverwege
weer zijn afgedwaald.
MB: Uw rol is dus best wel een beetje passief in dat opzicht.
LA: Ja, inhoudelijk passief en qua proces veel meer stimuleren, dus daarbij vragen stellen als hoe heb
jij dat gedaan en hoe kijk jij hier tegenaan en veel meer open vragen stellen. Maar soms is het ook
dat een aantal onderdelen die zij echt heel lastig vinden en dat weet ik soms van te voren, dan moet
ik daar nog even een korte toelichting op geven.
MB: Oké top, heel interessant en zoals Communicatie doet het niet op deze manier, maar weet u
misschien waarom facilitymanagement het in deze groepen doet?
LA: Hoe elke opleiding het binnen de HAN doet bepaald iedereen op zijn eigen manier. Ook is het
afhankelijk van de visie op het afstuderen. Er zijn opleidingen waar studenten een concept mogen
inleveren en dat mag door ons dan dus niet. Wij vinden het echt een product van studenten en
proberen op die manier dat zij ook van elkaar kunnen leren.
MB: Oké, ja logisch. Even kijken. Zijn er ooit problemen geweest in dit proces of dat u dingen zelf
heeft aangepast omdat het dan beter werkt?
LA: Nou je bent erg afhankelijk van de groep, dus intervisie is ook een vorm van feedback geven en
elkaar helpen en er zijn bijvoorbeeld groepen die komen binnen en die vragen meteen tot hoe laat
duurt deze bijeenkomst en dan zeg jij net zo lang als jullie willen. Jullie bepalen of jullie er wat aan
hebben gehad of niet en dat is heel zwart wit. En dan probeer ik het op een gegeven moment bij zo’n
groep te stimuleren en een paar punten eruit te pakken waar ze mee zitten en dat meer in een
gesprek te doen. Maar ik heb weleens een groep gehad, waar weinig studenten in zaten die actief
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mee deden en dan was je eerder klaar en dan denk ik: Ja , jullie willen afstuderen, jullie kunnen hier
profijt van hebben en dan stop ik op een gegeven moment en dan ga ik het niet overnemen door les
te gaan geven, als jullie niet willen dan houdt het ook op. Jullie zijn nu vierdejaars en je zit hier in je
eigen belang.
MB: het is dus wel echt dat de eigen verantwoordelijkheid centraal staat.
LA: Ja, negen van de tien heeft dat ook hea. Ze gaan allemaal afstuderen.
MB: Ja is logisch natuurlijk, ze zijn gewoon vierdejaars dus dat is logisch. Bedankt al in ieder geval en
nog even kijken of ik nog meer vragen heb. Eigenlijk heb ik het meeste nu al, dus ik ben al heel
tevreden.
LA: dus je wil het zelf nu ook gaan toepassen in het onderwijs?
MB: Ja, ik ben gewon opzoek naar verbeteringen en ik ben een beetje aan het kijken wat elke
leervorm gebruikt en wat ik dus eigen vind en wat u dus ook zegt. Dat u studenten veel vrijblijvender
hun eigen gang laat gaan en waar bij ons bijvoorbeeld op de Universiteit is het nog heel erg dat de
docent de leiding heeft in het proces en die zet het idee uit, waardoor studenten zelf niet helemaal
hun idee kwijt kunnen en dan ook niet echt comfortabel zijn met het delen omdat ze uiteindelijk ook
worden beoordeeld door die docent en ze zijn dus een beetje bang om echt vragen te stellen en daar
lopen ze eigenlijk tegenaan. Dus ik merk al wel dat in heel veel verschillende soorten processen, en
dus ook bij u, dat het dan veel vrijblijvender is en dat het meer op de studenten is gericht.
LA: Ja, wat dan nog wel goed is, wat mij te binnen schiet, ik ben niet de docent die ze begeleid. Ik
begeleid ook studenten en die hebben we bewust geknipt, want zij vinden ook dat op het moment
dat de relatie tussen de docent die ze begeleid en de student niet goed gaat, moeten ze dat in een
groep van studenten kunnen zeggen, zo van hoe doe jij dat en hoe reageert jouw docent en soms ligt
het aan docenten dat het niet goed gaat en soms ligt het ook aan de student dat het niet goed gaat.
Dus dat hebben we wel heel bewust geknipt.
MB: Oké dat is inderdaad heel mooi en heel belangrijk om neer te zetten. Bij ons is de begeleider ook
meteen degene die een cijfer geeft, dus dat kan inderdaad veel problemen opleveren die we ook al
gezien hebben.
LA: Wij noemen het dus WCO-bijeenkomsten, want ook ik begeleid studenten, maar dat zijn dan
andere en hier heb je dat spanningsveld soms ook, dat ze het lastig vinden moet ik dat kunnen zien,
maar doordat ze die WCO bijeenkomsten ernaast hebben, kunnen ze alle twijfels bestrijken. Terwijl
we wel echt gericht zijn tijdens het afstuderen van ik ben nu de begeleider om jou te helpen en straks
ga ik pas beoordelen en dat gaat in het begin goed, maar je merkt toch wel dat die dubbelepet voor
sommige studenten lastig is.
MB: Ja, snap ik en dat is ook wel één van de problemen waar ze bij ons goed tegenaan lopen. Oké,
top dan heb ik denk ik alle vragen gesteld. Heel erg bedankt voor uw tijd!
LA: Jij nog heel veel succes en als er nog vragen zijn dan kan je die gerust stellen.
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