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This qualitative study explores the learning 
outcomes achieved by students undertaking a 
master k research thesis. Interviews were con- 
ducted with 24 alumni of a higher education/stu- 
dent affairs program who matriculated between 
1986 and 1996. Program faculty, student support 
stag and graduate assistantship supervisors were 
also interviewed. Students experienced the thesis 
process in eight clearly identifiable stages, with 
learning outcomes associated with each stage. 
Four areas of growth were attributed to complet- 
ing a thesis: personal development, skills devel- 
opment, content expertise, and relationship 
development. Faculty advisors were identified as 
critical to the success of the thesis. Implications 
for student-advisor interaction are discussed. 

Deans of graduate schools view advising as a 
critical element in student retention and develop- 
ment; further, the relationship between advisbr 
and advisee is fundamental to graduate student 
satisfaction (Berger, 1992; Wong, Selke, & 
Thomas, 1995). The master's research thesis is 
perceived as a key vehicle for building this rela- 
tionship, and criteria for evaluating the quality of 
master's degree programs often include the 
research thesis as a key indicator (Conrad, 
Haworth, & Millar, 1993). Many professional 
master's programs offer students a choice of certi- 
fication: a general examination or a research the- 
sis. As a result, assisting students with the decision 
about pursuing a research thesis is an important 
dimension of graduate student advising. 

In making the choice between a thesis or 
exam, students and advisors must consider many 
variables, including the student's career objec- 
tives, prior research experience, and capacity for 
building research skills. Other factors to consider 
include how the thesis experience might enhance 
the student's personal growth and development, 
the opportunity costs of courses omitted to 
accommodate registration for thesis hours, the 
unique learning outcomes expected from the the- 
sis experience, and the relevance of those learning 
outcomes for the student's anticipated profes- 
sional situation. 

To evaluate these variables. advisors and stu- 

dents need insight gained from research and the- 
ory. Unfortunately, "research on graduate stu- 
dents' experience is lacking; even more scarce are 
empirical studies of graduate students" (Hodgson 
& Simoni, 1995, p. 245). In particular, the per- 
ceived benefits of a research thesis for practice- 
oriented master's students are undocumented. We 
examined student and faculty perceptions of the 
master's thesis experience and explored the insti- 
tutional factors that affect how faculty members 
view the thesis. 

Role of the Master's Thesis in Graduate Educa- 
tion 

The master's thesis plays a key role in three 
dimensions of graduate education: quality evalu- 
ations of programs, student mastery of a recog- 
nizably valuable set of learning outcomes, and as 
a facilitator in resolving certain developmental 
issues experienced by people in their twenties. 
Each is discussed below. 

Because graduate programs can differ dramat- 
ically in structure, a brief definition of the mas- 
ter's thesis is warranted. The Council of Graduate 
Schools advocates that a master's thesis demon- 
strate "independent ability to address and solve a 
serious intellectual problem, albeit one that is less 
ambitious than that addressed by the doctoral dis- 
sertation" (Madsen, 1992). The Council (1990) 
also indicated that the thesis should be limited in 
scope and, while representing an original and sub- 
stantial contribution to the field, should not 
require an excessive amount of student time or 
effort. British commentary on the master of phi- 
losophy degree is similar: The thesis should 
demonstrate an ability to "test ideas; understand 
appropriate techniques; make use of published 
work and source material; and show familiarity 
with different theories and empirical studies" 
(Phillips & Pugh, 1994, pp. 21-22). 

Program Quality 
The thesis requirement turns out to be a key 

criterion in the evaluation of the quality of mas- 
ter% programs. Through extensive research, 
Conrad et al. (1993) identified four clusters of 
attributes of high-quality master's programs: cul- 
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ture, planned learning experiences, resources, and 
leadership. The planned learning experiences 
include a tangible product, such as a thesis or 
report: "Many interviewees emphasized that the 
single most important condition underlying effec- 
tive 'tangible-product' learning experiences was 
faculty commitment to master's students . . . 
expressed when faculty spent time guiding stu- 
dents through the research process, discussing 
problems as they arose in the lab or the field, and 
critically reviewing and providing constructive 
feedback on drafts of student theses and reports" 
(Conrad et al., 1993, p. 303). 

Learning Outcomes 
Orna and Stevens (1995) highlighted the 

potential benefits of completing a research pro- 
ject whether as a thesis or as another independent 
project. Students should gain confidence in their 
abilities to a) manage time, finish complex pro- 
jects, and work independently, b) develop the pro- 
fessional and interpersonal skills for close, 
sustained, and critical collegial interaction with a 
mentor, and c) attain intellectual development 
through integrative and transformative knowl- 
edge work. In addition, students should learn to a) 
use information resources, b) internalize informa- 
tion by transforming it into structured internal 
knowledge, c) manage information, d) integrate 
information with other research activities to make 
connections between theory and field research, 
and e) transform acquired knowledge into a prod- 
uct that can be shared with others. The key advis- 
ing question is whether these skills can be best 
learned through a thesis or could be acquired 
through the cumulative experience of substantial 
research courses. 

Developmental Issues 
The majority of master's students in profes- 

sional programs, like higher educationlstudent 
affairs, is aged in the mid-twenties (Kinser, 1993; 
Richmond & Sherman, 199 1). Therefore, perhaps 
the most applicable developmental research for 
understanding master's degree students can be 
found in the life cycle literature (Levinson, 1978, 
1996; Sheehy, 1976). Levinson classified the 
period from ages 22 through 28 as the "entry life 
structure for early adulthood." Sheehy refers to 
these years as the "trying twenties." Levinson's 
latest work, which focuses on women, identified 
a critical "age 25 shift" and is particularly perti- 
nent to our study because more females than 
males attend graduate programs in higher educa- 
tionlstudent affairs (Forney, 1994). 

Major issues for young professionals in this 
age group revolve around shaping dreams; that is, 
"fashioning a provisional structure that provides a 
workable link between the valued self and the 
adult society" (Levinson, 1978, p. 57). It also 
involves making key choices (Levinson, 1996), 
finding mentors, and trying on different life 
structures (Sheehy, 1976, p. 12 1). Sheehy 
described persons experiencing the trying twen- 
ties as absolutely sure that decisions are irrevoca- 
ble. They believe that they are bound to their 
choices forever. For those students anticipating 
academic careers, the potential role of a research 
thesis in responding to these issues is very rich. 
For those with other career objectives, the con- 
verse may be true: Why should they complete a 
thesis when they believe they may never conduct 
research again? Advisors need to help individuals 
with career aspirations outside the academy 
assess the benefits of the thesis ex~erience. 

Given the inherent tension behvken the need to 
explore and the need to commit during the early 
adult years, a developmental model of academic 
advising seems best suited to help advisees assess 
the benefits and liabilities of the thesis option. 
Focusing on student individuality, developmental 
advising is a process by which student and advi- 
sor work together to identify and clarify career 
goals and develop educational plans to achieve 
those objectives (Gordon, 1988). In programs 
where the master's represents a terminal degree, 
advisors are challenged to identify where the the- 
sis might contribute to the key developmental 
tasks of these young professionals, namely, mak- 
ing choices, particularly career choices, and gain- 
ing self-confidence (Gould, 1978). 

According to the literature, contributions from 
the thesis experience could be mapped across five 
major theoretical domains: psychosocial, cogni- 
tive-development, maturity, typology, and person- 
environment (Knefelkamp & Cornfeld, 1978). 
However, the literature fails to explore student 
perceptions of the experience. Thus, serious ques- 
tions remain to be answered, including the fol- 
lowing that this study sought to illuminate: 

1. What do students who choose the thesis 
o ~ t i o n  consider the most valuable out- 
comes--cognitive, social, or other? 

2. What constitutes a successful thesis 
experience? 

3. What types of faculty input are most 
influential? 

4. What do students and facultv need to 
contribute to ensure a successful thesis 
experience? 
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5. What value might the thesis experience hold 
for prospective employers and subsequent 
job performance? 

6. What institutional factors affect faculty 
behaviors and attitudes toward thesis 
students? 

Procedure 
Because little research on the master's thesis 

experience is available on which to base a prelim- 
inary inquiry, we took an exploratory, qualitative, 
interview-based approach to focus on student per- 
ceptions. The purpose of the qualitative approach 
is to create a rich understanding of the anticipated 
and felt benefits of the thesis experience (Demb, 
1996; Patton, 1990). Beyond the practice-oriented 
results, we identified field-based hypotheses for a 
second round of inquiry (Demb, 1996, p. 1 1 1). 

An in-depth, exploratory review of student 
experiences within a single program was consid- 
ered the most promising strategy because cross- 
discipline variation in culture and requirements 
could be held constant. The sample was drawn 
from alumni of a program in higher education/ 
student affairs within a college of education at a 
large, public, research I institution (Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 
1994). Alumni who matriculated between 
1986 and 1996 and undertook master's theses, 
their faculty advisors, and student services 
administrators participated. During each of those 
10 years, approximately 15% selected the thesis 
option. 

The thesis experience was also considered 
from the faculty perspective, especially with 
respect to institutional and professional workload 
and reward criteria. Because advising is often 
inadequately considered when evaluating the 
workload of faculty members at research universi- 
ties, we also explored incentives for faculty mem- 
bers to spend extensive time with these students. 

In this program, master's thesis requirements 
assume one year of student effort at the level of a 
standard graduate course per enrollment period. 
Thesis proposals can be either formal or informal 
according to advisor preference. The thesis out- 
line parallels the dissertation in literature review, 
methodology, analysis, findings, and conclusions. 
An oral defense is required. 

Results 
Of 34 alumni who chose the thesis option 

between 1986 and 1996, 24 responded to letter 
invitations, completed the Kolb Learning Style 
Inventory (LSI) (1985) and participated in the 

telephone interview. Of 8 faculty advisors, 7 were 
successfully contacted for interviews and com- 
pleted the Kolb LSI. Of 4 student support admin- 
istrators, 3 agreed to participate. They indicated 
so little interaction with the master's students in 
this program that their comments are not dis- 
cussed further. Of 4 graduate assistantship super- 
visors contacted, 3 agreed to participate. 

During the interview, alumni were asked to 
discuss their goals in attending the program, the 
manner and time frame in which the thesis deci- 
sion was made, the people who were most impor- 
tant, and the most stimulating and frustrating 
aspects of the process. They were asked to elabo- 
rate on those aspects of the process that surprised 
them and those that evolved as anticipated, what 
they gained from the experience, and the effect of 
the experience on them and their professional sit- 
uations. They were prompted to give advice for 
students considering the thesis option and for fac- 
ulty members working with thesis students. 

During the interview, faculty respondents were 
asked how many students inquired and ultimately 
undertook thesis preparation and how they had 
explained program options to advisees. They were 
also asked what both student and advisor needed 
to contribute to the process, what constituted a 
successful experience, and how much time and 
effort thesis advising required. In addition, they 
were asked how workload, promotion, or tenure 
considerations affected their availability for thesis 
advising, whether non-thesis students might be 
disadvantaged in terms of faculty interaction, and 
in what other ways students might gain the kind 
of learning acquired during the thesis process. 

Graduate assistant supervisors were asked 
their observations about the differences between 
thesis and non-thesis students. Student support 
professionals were asked about the nature of their 
interactions with students related to their thesis 
projects and about potential job implications for 
students writing the thesis. 

To assure inter-interviewer reliability, we con- 
ducted the pilot interviews together. Then, we 
split the interview list and individually conducted 
interviews. Each then prepared detailed notes of 
the interviews. Because interviews were con- 
ducted via the telephone, tape-recording was 
deemed inappropriate. 

Data analysis in qualitative research has been 
characterized as a process through which the 
meanings of the participants' lived experiences 
are given voice (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Through exhaustive and careful reading of inter- 
view data, themes were allowed to emerge from 
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the text and were not imposed prior to data col- 
lection and analysis. Text was coded and analyzed 
using HyperReseach, a computer software pack- 
age for qualitative analysis (Hesse-Biber, Kinder, 
Dupuis, Dupuis, & Tornabene, 1998) to identify 
themes. In addition to the global analyses, 
responses of alumni over the age of 25 were stud- 
ied separately to ascertain whether students older 
than Levinson's watershed age described their 
responses to the thesis experience differently. 

The Student Experience 
The alumni who conducted thesis research 

ranged in age from 2 1 to 43 when they started the 
program, with a median age of 23. Five alumni 
were over the age of 25 when they started. The 
women-to-men ratio was 7: 1. ~ c c o r d i n ~  to pro- 
gram records, this gender ratio differed signifi- 
cantly from the entire group of students who had 
completed a master's thesis in the higher educa- 
tionlstudent affairs program between 1986 and 
1996. which was 3.25:l. and from the student 
population in this program where the fema1e:male 
ratio from 1992 through 1996 was approximately 
3: 1 ; the interviewee group underrepresented men. 

Of the 24 respondents, 10 continued on to Ph.D. 
programs; the other 14 considered the master's 
degree their terminal professional degree. In their 
research, 15 alumni had used quantitative method- 
ology; 7 had employed qualitative approaches; and 
2 had utilized a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative methods. 

The first, and most striking, characteristic of 
the alumni description of the thesis experience 
was that individuals experienced the process in 
clearly identifiable "stages." These stages 
emerged as former students described the most 
stimulating or frustrating aspects of the process, 
outlined the ways in which advisors most produc- 
tively interacted with them, and spoke about their 
most important learnings. As described by stu- 
dents, the thesis experience is not one smoothly 
continuous experience. Instead, it consists of a 
passage through eight identifiably different 
phases, much like passing through rapids on a 
river, with each phase bringing different chal- 
lenges and learning outcomes: a) the decision, b) 
framing the research question, c) literature 
review, d) data collection, e) data analysis, f )  writ- 
ing, g) the oral defense, and h) finishing. 

The decision. The second dramatic finding 
was that three fourths of the participant alumni 
arrived as new students on campus either know- 
ing that they wanted to undertake a thesis or hav- 
ing made that decision within a very short time. 

Advisor input had been important to only 3 of the 
24 alumni participants as they evaluated options. 

Students chose the thesis option because they 
became excited about a topic (25%) or because it 
seemed a good alternative to a comprehensive 
exam and was a natural fit for their learning styles 
(20%). For another 30% it provided a better learn- 
ing experience or more of a personal challenge 
than the examination option. For one half of the 
alumni, namely those who were considering the 
Ph.D., the thesis experience served as a dry run of 
a major research project. 

Although nearly all alumni in this study inde- 
pendently decided to complete the thesis, they 
commented about their perception that the 
research thesis choice was not actively encour- 
aged. They noted a lack of information about the 
thesis alternative, both in terms of "what it 
meant" to undertake a major research project and 
also in terms of the structural aspects of a thesis, 
for example, the division of chapters and the 
required written format. 

Framing the question. Nine participants (38%) 
addressed this stage directly. Five (21%) 
described the amount of time and difficulty 
required to find a thesis topic as unappealing and 
unanticipated. "I did drafts for over two months. I 
would meet with my advisor who would read it 
and say 'okay go read these five books and call 
me when you're done.' Holy cow . . . I was just 
looking for grammar! It was daunting to try to 
focus the question." Three more (13%) found 
topic exploration exciting. They indicated that 
advisor discussions were helpful and identified 
sources of topics as advisor projects, internship 
settings, and literature. 

The literature review. Students found prepara- 
tion of the literature review a challenge. They 
needed to learn how to find the right literature, 
how much to read and when to stop, to evaluate 
literature relevance to their research problem, and 
to assess the quality of the information. Forty-five 
percent found the literature review stimulating, 
read more than they had expected, and wanted to 
learn as much as possible. 

Data collection. Frustration was the key emo- 
tion associated with data collection for approxi- 
mately one third of the participants. They found it 
difficult to obtain participants, and the university 
human subject review process was more detailed 
than anticipated. "I couldn't understand why it 
was so hard. I thought people would jump at the 
chance . . . I had to scrape to find them." For 
another group, data collection was exciting and 
became the moment when they "owned the pro- 
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ject. "It's mine. I'm going out. I'm asking ques- 
tions. I'm getting to the heart of this." 

Data analysis. This stage elicited the strongest 
and most mixed reactions. Students discovered 
that analysis involved a lot of work. They found 
that entering statistical data into computers 
and forms was boring and the statistical analyses 
were much harder than anticipated. "Trudging 
through the data was such a burden for me; I 
really struggled." 

Some students conducting qualitative projects 
were surprised by the richness of their interviews. 
"I was drawn into the stories and lives of my 
respondents. I didn't expect that. It was over- 
whelming." For a few, the data analysis was eas- 
ier. "I had enough support, and didn't need to be 
afraid of it. I had chosen the right statistics to ana- 
lyze my data." Others found it exciting. "Once I 
got my bearings . . . it was neat to see things 
emerge and come together." "After the subject 
took the test and I was putting the data together, I 
began to see patterns and echoes of the other's 
work. It was thrilling." 

Writing. For more than one third, the writing 
process was complicated. For some it was frus- 
trating and seemed never ending. "I'd write and 
write and write and write and write and write . . . 
one weekend I wrote 30 pages. [My advisor] 
marked one paragraph and said it was so impor- 
tant I needed to write a chapter about it. I was just 
pouring sweat onto paper." Six found the writing 
fun and stimulating. "I could move away from the 
empirical and be creative, think out loud about 
my early ideas for doing the project." 

Oral defense. Reactions were mixed to this 
part of the experience. Only a few alumni com- 
mented, and they described the oral alternatively 
as scary, exciting, or smooth and easy. 

Finishing. Keeping up energy toward the end 
of the project became difficult for students, and 
they found finishing a very emotional experience. 
They were relieved and surprised to make it to the 
end. It was a rite of passage bringing a terrific 
sense of accomplishment and pride. They also felt 
a sei 2 of loss and said that they were tired and 
exha ted. They were under a lot of stress. "It was 
a sens, of finality, of achievement. It meant more 
to me than any other experience. This one made 
me hold up my head and say 'I can do it."' 

Student Outcomes 
For each stage the alumni were able to identify 

the specific skills and experiences they had 
gained. Through the struggle to frame a question, 

the students learned how to narrow a topic and 
how to use the literature to form a question. From 
the literature review, they learned how to read 
critically, analyze, and tie previous research into a 
project and how to gain a deeper understanding of 
a topic. From the challenges of data collection, 
they realized that they could handle complexity, 
and in the process they learned survey design, 
gained interpersonal skills, and learned how to 
ask good interview questions. From the data anal- 
ysis, they learned to persevere through the boring 
and tedious work of coding or data entry to arrive 
at the excitement of finding patterns and themes. 
In addition, they learned to write for a specific 
audience, to separate opinion from data, and to 
differentiate a critique of their writing from per- 
sonal attack. 

The similarity in alumni expressions of their 
overall reactions to the process was notable. In a 
word, the experience brought "self-confidence." In 
addition to specific substantive expertise, the pro- 
cess gave them a terrific sense of accomplishment. 
The students identified four areas of growth and 
development. At a personal level, they gained 
pride and confidence in their own abilities. They 
said that they developed important skills, includ- 
ing critical thinking, data analysis, organization, 
and writing. "I always had strong counseling skills. 
. . . Now I have a whole new level of counseling 
skills." Many spoke about the specific content 
expertise they gained after undertaking an in-depth 
examination of their topic. They built and devel- 
oped relationships with the research literature, fac- 
ulty, the research community, their professional 
fields, and in some cases where the research tied 
into the sites of their assistantships, their specific 
organizational units. "If I have to do a workshop or 
presentation, I will automatically begin with an 
ERIC search to bring in the current literature." 

These comments were remarkably similar to 
the observations of students made by the graduate 
assistantship supervisors. Arguably, no single indi- 
vidual has more opportunity to observe a graduate 
student in this program than the assistantship 
supervisors, and as potential employers, they rep- 
resented a unique perspective. Students work 20 
hours per week for these professionals in respon- 
sible roles; the time frame provides more potential 
for contact with the graduate supervisor than a 
student might have with any other single individ- 
ual. The 3 supervisors interviewed are currently 
employed by the institution and supervised alumni 
conducting research theses after 1990. All were 
able to recognize thesis and non-thesis students. 
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In distinguishing among students, the supervi- 
sors used words like "thesis students were more 
disciplined" or "have set goals for themselves." 
Supervisors said that thesis students "seem to have 
more of a connection between their jobs and their 
academics" than other students and-"were able to 
analyze situations happening on campus within 
the context of the institution as a whole, not just 
their immediate job responsibility." All 3 inter- 
viewees indicated that the thesis experience would 
be viewed as an asset to a potential employer. 

The lack of differentiation between responses 
of younger and older students was a key finding. 
The older alumni were aged 28, 30, 32, 41, and 
43 years when they started the program. 
Responses to questions about overall learning, the 
personal meaning of the experience, and frustra- 
tions, surprises, and satisfactions associated with 
it covered the same themes for these 5 alumni as 
for the 19 thesis graduates who were 24 years old 
or younger. 

Another key finding showed the importance of 
the character of the advising interaction. Thirty- 
eight percent spoke specifically about this rela- 
tionship when asked to provide insights for 
facultfadvisors. Faculty accessibility was insuf- 
ficient for successful advising. Rather, students 
wanted faculty advisors to offer a complex and 
balanced blend of guidance and autonomy. Too 
much of either created problems. Too much 
autonomy was dysfunctional for this student: 
"I was a bit paralyzed and didn't ask for help. 
I needed a bit more intrusive guidance." However, 
another student cautioned, "Too much guidance 
from an advisor may make the student feel like 
they can't do it or that the advisor doesn't have 
confidence in the student's ability. Let them make 
mistakes and then use those mistakes as teachable 
moments-but don't let the student create a disas- 
ter." Yet another expressed the advisor-student 
relationship as follows: "Students need to have it 
set up to be able to ask questions and not thought 
to be dumb." 

The advice alumni would offer to students 
considering the thesis option today addressed six 
major points, including motivation and learning 
styles. Three fourths of the alumni stressed that 
students should be highly motivated to undertake 
the thesis and should have a clear understanding 
of their career or master-program goals and how 
the thesis fits into those objectives. On a related 
point, 38% suggested students should chose a 
topic "you care about," one for which the person 
has a "passion." Twenty-five percent suggested 

that a student weigh the thesis and examination 
alternatives against their personal learning styles. 

One half of the alumni specifically highlighted 
the relevance of the master's thesis experience for 
those considering Ph.D. work in the future. 
Thirty-seven percent also focused on the impor- 
tance of the advisor relationship. Thirty percent 
stressed the amount of time the thesis research 
and write-up would take. Another 30% provided 
more strident comments that explained that the 
thesis would take up a great deal of energy, would 
require the student to give up other activities, and 
would be difficult and grueling: "Be prepared that 
it will take up your whole life and if you're not 
willing to make that commitment, don't do it." 
Students were cautioned to create a support sys- 
tem that includes a network of friends and others 
preparing a thesis. For 11 of the alumni (46%), 
family, friends, and clergy were key players dur- 
ing this stressful process. 

Almost one third of the alumni stated unequiv- 
ocally that the thesis was by far the best option 
from among the three that this program offered 
(thesis, case study, or general examination). They 
believed that it was a great learning experience. 

Faculty Perceptions and Context 
Three of the 7 faculty participants were 

female. The faculty group included 1 assistant 
professor, 4 associate professors, and 2 full pro- 
fessors. Two faculty members joined the depart- 
ment with tenure; 2 were tenured prior to 1986; 2 
earned tenure and were promoted during the 
period of the study. The assistant professor was 
reviewed and denied tenure in 1995; an associate 
professor was denied promotion to full professor 
in 1996. Of the group, 4 continue as active faculty 
members in the program in 1999 and 2 are retired. 

Faculty comments reflected a remarkable sim- 
ilarity to student perceptions. They agreed about 
the experience qualities that attracted students to 
the thesis and the characterization of successful 
thesis experiences and student learning outcomes. 
They agreed about the attitude and skill students 
and faculty advisors need to bring to the thesis 
project and whether non-thesis students might be 
disadvantaged in terms of faculty interaction. 

Faculty participants reported little discussion 
between 1986 and 1996 about how best to present 
the thesis option to students or the ways in which 
an advisor might help a student discern whether 
the thesis would serve his or her purposes. No 
written guidelines were available until 1995 when 
one individual prepared materials for her advisees. 
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Faculty advisors described successful thesis 
experiences and increased student learning in 
terms of the development of writing and research 
skills, such as framing a question, gaining exper- 
tise on the topic, gaining confidence, knowing 
one's self as an inquirer, and learning how to learn 
from others. Faculty advisors felt that successful 
students bring intellectual curiosity and skills, 
perseverance, intrinsic motivation and commit- 
ment, some understanding of research, a strong 
interest in a topic, some academic and writing 
skills, a sense of humor, and a tolerance for ambi- 
guity. They charged the faculty with being acces- 
sible, encouraging and genuinely engaging with 
the student, showing patience, challenging the 
student with care, and being prepared to actively 
guide the student through the process. 

To a person, none of the faculty participants 
felt non-thesis students to be disadvantaged in 
developing relations with the faculty. Oppor- 
tunities for independent projects and interactions 
with faculty members through course-based 
research papers were cited as available for any 
student. 

Faculty advisors rated the nature of the effort 
required to advise master's theses as very similar 
to that involved in chairing a doctoral dissertation, 
noting and recognizing that the one-year time 
frame was substantially shorter than that for a dis- 
sertation. However, all faculty participants 
stressed that the intensive personal interaction 
went far beyond that involved in guiding a student 
through a course research paper. One faculty 
member stated emphatically that advising a thesis 
was a great deal of extra work and as a result did 
not encourage students to choose the thesis option. 

The workload and reward criteria of the 
research university context clearly impacted how 
faculty participants considered working with 
master's students on the thesis. While criteria for 
promotion and tenure are multidimensional, cur- 
rent promotion and tenure documents reflect an 
explicit emphasis and priority on published 
research. For the untenured faculty member, the 
advice of colleagues, promotion and tenure crite- 
ria, along with other advising responsibilities led 
to limitations on thesis involvement. Time and 
effort spent on master's thesis work was viewed as 
a detriment to progress in other areas. Of the 
other 6 faculty participants, I found it necessary 
to limit thesis involvement and commented that 
because of research pressures, only students who 
were willing to participate in ongoing projects 
would be accepted as advisees for thesis or dis- 
sertation work. One other, as noted above, felt the 

extra work to be a burden. The other 4 largely dis- 
missed workload considerations. However, 2 were 
pointed about the lack of recognition for master's 
thesis advising, yet they indicated that those con- 
siderations did not affect how they interacted with 
thesis students. 

Implications for Student-Advisor Interaction 
During the Thesis 

In answer to a direct question, 70% of the 
alumni identified the advisor as the person most 
important to them in the thesis process. The 
remaining 30% named the thesis committee. 
Clearly the quality of advisor involvement criti- 
cally affects how the student understands and 
completes the thesis. Further, these findings can 
be used to offer suggestions about how an advisor 
might contribute to an effective thesis experience. 

First, faculty advisors need to know and under- 
stand thesis-oriented students. This group of 
alumni was a remarkably focused and self-moti- 
vated group of individuals. They based their 
actions on personal, intrinsic reward systems and 
held an appreciation of their own learning styles 
and skills. Faculty advisors should have a good 
understanding of the research, educational, and 
writing skills a student brings to the process, and 
the advising interaction should help students 
articulate their own motivations and expectations. 

Second, student-advisor interactions during 
the thesis experience may need to be a fairly 
structured and consistent occurrence. Advisors 
may need to be proactive about assuring the stu- 
dent that they will be given room for autonomy 
but that the advisor is there to ensure the student 
does not falter to the extent they are unable to 
complete the thesis. Students indicated clearly 
that a thesis was a new experience; they did not 
know what to expect from it and sometimes did 
not know how to ask for help. 

Third, students ought to be given detailed 
information about the time frame, emotional 
investment, stress, and specific challenges and 
stages of the thesis process. Students expressed 
frustration and concern about the ambiguity of 
the research process and advisor expectations. 
Many good dissertation guidelines are available 
for doctoral students; master's students could ben- 
efit from similar information. For example, fac- 
ulty advisors understood that students anticipated 
that the thesis writing process would be accom- 
plished quickly. Yet, advisors knew that most seg- 
ments of the thesis require several drafts. 
Students expressed surprise at how often, and 
how intensely, their writing was critiqued. Such 
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frustration might be alleviated if differences in 
perception were addressed in a straightforward 
manner early in the process. Being asked to 
rewrite certain sections or chapters should not 
come as a surprise to the student. 

Fourth, from the similarity in response across 
age groups among the thesis students, one can 
reasonably assume that most students find the 
new experience somewhat intimidating, regard- 
less of the student's prior professional experience. 
Faculty should anticipate that older students will 
find the same challenges as younger advisees. 
The program environment will be unfamiliar and 
trying for them all. In fact, for those who may 
have achieved a certain degree of professional 
competence and confidence in prior roles, the 
new and often ambiguous situation may be even 
more unsettling. 

Implications for Faculty Members and Pro- 
gram Design 

Faculty advisors need to decide whether to 
encourage more students to participate in the the- 
sis experience. The 34 alumni who had completed 
a thesis during the 10-year period of study repre- 
sent only 15% of total enrollments during that 
time. The findings do not indicate whether or not 
advisor involvement and encouragement would 
have affected the decisions of those who chose 
alternative methods of program completion. 
Students engaged in a 2-year master's program 
usually make the thesis decision by the middle of 
the first year of study; that is, at the same time 
they are coping with a myriad of other tasks (e.g., 
becoming familiar with the expectations of grad- 
uate education, an assistantship, and possibly a 
new educational environment). In the midst of the 
upheaval that accompanies the transition to grad- 
uate school, advisor encouragement could be cru- 
cial, especially for those students who may be 
unsure of their success in undertaking a thesis. 

However, increasing the number of thesis stu- 
dents in any given year may not be consistent with 
faculty workload or program objectives. Faculty 
participants reported that advising a thesis was a 
major time commitment and while most enjoy the 
experience, they receive few extrinsic, institu- 
tional rewards for undertaking advising at that 
level. Ultimately, the decision on programmatic 
changes to encourage the thesis must be based 
upon the types of learning outcomes deemed 
appropriate and desirable for a professional pro- 
gram, resources available to sustain such an effort, 
and the priorities and value structure of each insti- 
tution regarding faculty workload priorities. 

Limitations and Further Research 
By design, the generalizability of an in-depth, 

single-program study is limited to other programs 
of a similar nature, in this case for other master's 
programs in higher educatiodstudent affairslstu- 
dent personnel. In addition, the findings suggest 
directions for inquiry about the benefits of thesis 
work for master's students in other programs 
preparing students for nonacademic careers. 
Cultures among disciplines vary so dramatically 
that additional comparative research must be ini- 
tiated before broader generalizations can be 
drawn (Adam & Roberts, 1993). 

Researchers should consider whether a com- 
parison across programs at one university would 
be more meaningful than a comparison of single 
programs across institutions. We believe the cul- 
ture of a professional program to be dominant 
over the culture of an institution, and over the 
long-term, we recommend comparative studies of 
the master's thesis experience in higher educa- 
tiodstudent personnel or student affairs programs 
across institutions. Such studies could hold the 
professional culture constant as the context within 
which to discuss learning outcomes and assist fac- 
ulty and institutions in evaluating the appropriate 
role for the master's thesis experience. 

References 

Adam, B. E., & Roberts, A. 0. (1993). Differences 
among the disciplines. In R. M. Diamond & 
B. E. Adam (Eds.), Recognizing faculty work: 
Reward systems for the year 2000 (pp. 23-61). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Berger, B. (1992). Mentoring graduate students. 
American Journal of Pharmaceutical Educa- 
tion, 56, 79-82. 

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching. (1994). A classiJication of institutions 
of higher education. Princeton, NJ: Author. 

Conrad, C. F., Haworth, J. G., & Millar, S. B. 
(1 993). A silent success: Master k education in 
the US. Baltimore and London: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press. 

Council of Graduate Schools. (1990). The doctor 
of philosophy degree: A policy statement. 
Washington, DC: Author. 

Demb, A. (1996). Phasing and focusing research: 
Accelerating along the learning curve. In S. B. 
Prasad (Ed.), Advances in international com- 
parative management, Vol. I1 (pp. 101-25). 
Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 

Forney, D. S. (1994). A profile of student affairs 
master's students: Characteristics, attitudes 

NACADA Journal Volume 19 (2) Fall 1999 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-10-19 via free access



Ada Demb & Kelly Funk 

and learning styles. Journal of College Student 
Development, 35(5), 337-45. 

Gordon, V (1988). Developmental advising. In W. 
R. Habley (Ed.), The status and future of aca- 
demic advising @p. 107-18). Iowa City, IA: 
American College Testing Program. 

Gould, R. L. (1978). Transformations. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 

Hess-Biber, S., Kinder, T. S., Dupuis, P. R., 
Dupuis, A., & Tornabene, E. (1998). Hyper- 
RESEARCHTM: A content analysis tool for the 
qualitative researcher [Computer Software]. 
Randolph, MA: Researchware, Inc. 

Hodgson, D. S., & Simoni, J. M. (1995). Graduate 
student academic and psychological function- 
ing. Journal of College Student Development, 
36(3), 244-53. 

Kinser, K. (1993). New professionals in student 
afairs: What they didn 't teach you in graduate 
school. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting 
of the National Association of Student Person- 
nel Administrators, Boston, MA. (ERIC Docu- 
ment Reproduction Services No. ED 378 491). 

Knefelkamp, L. L., & Cornfeld, J. L. (1978). The 
developmental issues of graduate students: A 
model of assessment. Chrysallis, II(I), 3 W 1 .  

Kolb, D. A. (1985). Learning Style Inventory. 
Boston: HayIMcBer Training Resources 
Group. 

Levinson, D. J. (1978). The seasons of a man b 
life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 

Levinson, D. J. (1996). The seasons of a woman b 
life. New York: Ballantine Books. 

Madsen, D. (1992). Successful dissertations and 
theses. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). 
Qualitative data analysis. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications. 

Oma, E., & Stevens, G. (1995). Managing infor- 
mation for research. Buckingham, England: 
Open University Press. 

Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and 
research methods (2nd edition). Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage Publications. 

Phillips, E. M., & Pugh, D. S. (1994). How to get 
a Ph.D. Buckingham, England: Open Univer- 
sity Press. 

Richmond, J., & Sherman, K. J. (1991). Student 
development preparation and placement: A 
longitudinal study of graduate students' and 
new professionals' experiences. Journal of 
College Student Development, 32(1), 8-16. 

Sheehy, G. (1976). Passages. New York: E. P. 
Dutton & Company. 

Wong, T. D., Selke, M. J., & Thomas, M. L. 
(1995). Advisement in graduate education: 
The graduate dean's perspective. NASPA 
Journal, 32(4), 287-92. 

Authors' Notes 
The National Academic Advising Association pro- 
vided the funding for this research. The authors 
gratefully acknowledge the importance of this 
support. 

Dr Ada Demb, Ed.D., joined the active teaching 
faculty of the graduate program in Educational 
Administration and Higher Education of The Ohio 
State University, in the fall of 1994, after serving 
as Vice Provost for International Afairs from 
1992 through 1994. Her advising responsibilities 
include 15 master's students and 18 doctoral 
candidates. She teaches graduate courses in 
Administration of Academic Afairs, Strategy and 
University Leadership, and Internationalizing 
Colleges and Universities and is also responsible 
for supervising The Practicum, the master's 
internship experience and associated coursework. 

Dr. Demb has been active in research and 
research management since 1974. Her current 
research interests include the changing structure 
of higher education as an industry, institutional 
decision making in a strategic context, the mean- 
ing of the masterb thesis experience, and how 
international and domestic students learn to 
appreciate and value "other-ness." She received 
her Ed.D. from Harvard University in 
Administration and Social Policy in 1975. 

Kelly Funk received her Ph.D. from The Ohio 
State University in 2000. Her dissertation is titled 
"Becoming 'One of Us': The Assistantship 
Experience and Professional Identity Formation 
of Master's Degree Students. " Her graduate 
assistantship experience included positions in 
Admissions and Student Afairs in the College of 
Optometry and the Ofice of the Vice President for 
Finance. Most recently her work involves reten- 
tion research through the Ofice of Institutional 
Analysis at The Ohio State University. Her 
current research interests include professional 
identity development of higher education admin- 
istrators, of-campus employment and student 
involvement, and learning outcomes of master b 
thesis students. Her previous professional experi- 
ence includes strategic planning; institutional 
self-study; college and profesional school admis- 

NACADA Journal Volume 19 (2) Fall 1999 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-10-19 via free access



The Master's Thesis 

sions; and student retention, inchding first-year "Parents' Comprehension of the Family Financial 
experience programs for undergraduates. Statement" in 1985. From 1987 through 1995, 

she served as the Director of Financial Aid at 
She received her M.S. degree in Higher Clarke College in Dubuque, Iowa. 
Education Administration and College Student 
Development from Mankato State University, Correspondence regarding this article may be 
Mankato, Minnesota, completing her thesis, addressed to Dr. Demb at Demb.I@osu.edu. 

NACADA Journal Volume 19 (2) Fall 1999 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-10-19 via free access


