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Abstract  

This study reports on an interview-based study of thesis supervisors’ attitudes on initiating 

discussions on students’ expectations and prior thesis writing experiences in international 

master’s degree programmes. One aim of this study is to identify the various practices which 

supervisors implement and the reasoning they use to foster a supportive environment for their 

students during the students’ studies and master’s thesis process. This paper contributes to 

existing research on English-medium master’s degree programmes in non-English speaking 

countries. Twenty interviews were conducted with thesis supervisors from five Finnish 

universities. Two main attitudes were observed regarding initiating discussions concerning 

students’ expectations and previous thesis writing experience: diagnosing and adjusting 

supervision, and resisting and relying on students’ initiative. Supervisors’ responsiveness 

varies in intercultural supervision contexts, and more opportunities for reflection and 

collaboration between supervisors should be provided. 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to identify master’s thesis supervisors’ responsive pedagogies 

during intercultural supervision. Specifically, this paper contributes to the field of master’s 

thesis supervision in English-medium programmes; it examines supervisors’ attitudes to 

initiating discussions regarding students’ prior writing experience and expectations of the 

thesis process as well as activities supervisors initiate to develop  a supportive environment. 

In 1989, the first English-medium international degree programmes in Finnish higher 

education were established (Välimaa et al., 2013). The international master’s degree 

programmes (IMDPs) were created primarily to attract international students to Finnish 

universities. These two-year programmes are run separately but parallel to local programmes; 

the admission process and criteria are different, tuition-fees are charged for non-EU/European 

Economic Area students and the English language is used, in contrast to the exam-based 

admission for the tuition-free-Finnish or Swedish-speaking programmes. The number of 

international degree programmes has now grown to more than 400 (Finnish National Agency 

for Education, 2018), with 21,061 international students in Finnish universities and 

universities of applied sciences in 2016 (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2017). That 

year, international students constituted 12% of master’s degree students in Finnish higher 

education (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2018). The most 

common nationalities of international degree students were Russian, Vietnamese, Chinese, 

Nepalese, Indian, and Pakistani (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2016).  

In this culturally diverse environment, and given the general aim to increase students’ 

learning opportunities and improve university teachers’ practices, it is important to 

acknowledge students’ previous experiences and prior knowledge (Merriam, Caffarella & 

Baumgartner, 2012). A recent study on students’ expectations in IMDPs indicated that more 

than 50% of the respondents already had a master’s degree (Filippou, Kallo & Mikkilä-
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Erdmann, 2017). With this in mind, this study examines whether thesis supervisors in IMDPs 

learn about their students’ prior thesis writing experiences and their expectations of the thesis 

process and the reasons behind these supervisors’ practices. The supervisors were chosen as 

participants in this study, since some are also directors and/or teachers in the IMDPs. Another 

reason for this choice is the importance of the thesis process, representing one-third of the 

whole master’s degree.  

 

 

Literature review  

In the international education context, it is recognised that international students bring their 

prior experiences, competences and skills to the new university and learning context (Acquah 

& Commins, 2018; Stier, 2003). Researchers have highlighted the importance of being aware 

of and supporting students’ personal resources and coping strategies while also considering 

former education and knowledge during teaching and learning, since new knowledge will be 

constructed on students’ prior knowledge (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Savicki, Downing-Burnette, 

Heller, Binder, & Suntinger, 2004). A study in Finland showed that students’ prior 

experiences and background supported their learning; therefore, it was suggested that 

international degree programmes such as IMDPs can include global topics in their curricula, 

contexts and practices, for example reflections on previous experiences, consequently 

increasing students’ sense of global connectedness (Lehtomäki, Moate & Posti-Ahokas, 

2015).  

The diversity of international students includes diversity in their previous ‘(educational) 

experiences and knowledge of different contexts and their own frames of reference’ (Hahl, 

2016, p.86). Hence, in universities with strong culture-related practices, the values, beliefs 

and assumptions of masters’ students can be challenged (Acquah & Commins, 2018). 
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Considering IMDPs as new learning environments for most students and as a new teaching 

environment with multiple possibilities for university teachers, reflection on and development 

of intercultural teaching strategies are recommended (Robson & Turner, 2007). But despite 

continuous recommendations of responsive and inclusive pedagogies in international 

education (Robson & Turner, 2007), it is still common for teachers to implement teaching 

practices they are familiar with and also expect their students to have similar skills and 

competencies (Chavez & Longerbeam, 2016). In the IMDP context, a study indicated that 

international degree students share multiple expectations of the thesis process (Filippou et al., 

2017), even though many supervisors tend to exercise a traditional thesis supervision model 

(Filippou, Kallo & Mikkilä-Erdmann, 2018).  

Intercultural supervision requires a responsive attitude towards students’ prior 

knowledge, experiences and needs but also awareness, acceptance, respect and support of 

various learning approaches and styles, expectations and behaviours (Wisker, Robinson, & 

Jones, 2011). Having new students with diverse backgrounds also increases the need for thesis 

supervisors to provide clarification regarding research aspects and practices (Pearson & Brew, 

2002). Adapting supervision to students’ needs has also been identified as an important aspect 

of supervision in various studies (de Kleijn, Bronkhorst, Meijer, Pilot, & Brekelmans, 2016; 

McClure; 2005; Pearson & Brew, 2002).  

Regarding students’ academic writing experience, the study of Harwood & Petrić 

(2017) demonstrated that students’ previous educational experiences include diverse academic 

writing experiences and expectations. For example, one master’s degree student struggled to 

‘adjust’ to his/her new university’s academic standards, to new teaching styles, to learning a 

different type of writing and to citation practices as well as to the plagiarism concept 

(Harwood & Petrić, 2017). The transition to the British system was challenging for another 

participant due to the written exams. The student believed that some of the challenges she 
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faced could have been reduced if her supervisor or the department had recognised her needs 

‘in the context of her previous background and research experience’ (Harwood & Petrić, 

2017, p.141). The same study also included the case of a student who had met the IELTS 

requirement and was therefore admitted into the programme but had no academic writing 

experience in English before going to the UK; achieving the score requirement for English 

language skills is not an indicator of academic writing skills. For these reasons, some IMDPs 

have obligatory academic writing and English language support courses or services, even 

though it is still unknown whether the supervisors are aware of their students’ writing skills 

and prior supervision experiences. 

Regarding expectations, it is argued that doctoral students’ study experience relies 

heavily ‘on how well their expectations and needs are mediated by supervisors and other 

members of the academic community within their institutions’ (Kidman, Manathunga, & 

Cornforth, 2017, pp. 1217–1218). Master’s students’ experiences similarly depend on their 

supervisors. Students in McClure (2005) perceived a close supervisory relationship as one 

which included cultural and informal events. Skyrme (2010) reported that students highly 

valued talking to teachers outside the classroom and having teachers help them reach their 

‘content, process and affective goals.’ (p. 218). Many university teachers also recognise the 

importance of outside class time, for example by having an open-door policy and being 

available right after class (Zepke & Leach, 2007). The importance of informal curricula, 

which reveal the campus’s culture to the students and include extracurricular activities, is 

similarly highlighted (Leask, 2009).  

Supervisors can positively influence students’ self-efficacy by supporting their 

socialising and contact with each other and with local students (Telbis, Helgeson & 

Kingsbury, 2014). Having courses with both international and local students can ensure 

learning and cultural exchange (Stier, 2003). Kidman et al.’s (2017) work on intercultural 
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supervision argued that local students were less open in establishing friendships with 

international students. Several faculty initiatives were left to academics to organise 

individually. Academic staff both created opportunities for students to interact with each other 

and organised meetings between faculty and students, for example through reading groups, 

discipline-related ‘book clubs’, discussion groups and day-to-day support on postgraduate 

studies. These were important to international students, providing the opportunity to develop 

their intellectual and social networks and create a ‘home-base’ inside the faculty. But despite 

these positive results, these meetings were not part of the staff’s regular workload and due to 

the faculty’s restructuring process and extended work hours, some of these groups therefore 

struggled to survive. 

Given these considerations and the increasing number of international students in 

Finnish higher education and many other non-English-speaking European universities (cf. 

Urbanovic, Wilkins, & Huisman, 2016), this article investigates whether and why master’s 

thesis supervisors consider their students’ expectations and previous writing experiences 

during the thesis supervision process.  

 

 

Methods  

The aim of this study is to deepen our understanding of supervisors’ responsiveness towards 

international degree students during the master’s thesis process. The study addresses the 

following research questions: (1) How responsive are the IMDP supervisors to their students’ 

prior thesis writing skills (if any)? (2) How responsive are the IMDP supervisors towards their 

students’ expectations of the thesis process? (3) What kinds of activities do they organise to 

create a supportive environment in the IMDPs? 
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Participants 

Twenty thesis supervisors (8 females and 12 males) from five Finnish universities were 

interviewed by the author in the spring semester of 2016. At that time, eight participants had 

attended formal supervision training. Eight participants had supervised more than 50 master’s 

theses, seven participants had supervised 16–50 and five had supervised a range of 0–5. The 

participants' fields of study were distributed as follows: five in social sciences, five in 

business, three in humanities, three in IT, two in natural sciences, and two in technical 

sciences. The participants in this study were anonymized and pseudonyms were given to 

them.  

Data procedure, collection and analysis 

Through the IMDP’ websites and by contacting IMDP coordinators, a list of possible 

supervisors was created by the author, who then emailed the supervisors, informed them about 

the research and invited them to participate. The author and supervisors had no relationship or 

contact prior to this study. To ensure interviews’ reliability, two pilot interviews were 

conducted and the interview questions were not given to the supervisors in advance (Neuman, 

2012). Twenty semi-structured interviews were conducted, 14 face-to-face and 6 through 

Skype. During the interviews, the supervisors were asked to share their experiences, practices 

and expectations of master’s thesis supervision in the IMDPs. The supervisors were 

specifically asked whether they discussed with their students’ the students’ own expectations 

of thesis supervision and whether they discussed their students’ previous writing experiences 

(if any) regarding developing of a thesis. The author analysed these two questions for this 

article. The transcripts related to activities and events were also selected for analysis. Each 

interview was audio-recorded digitally and lasted 35–70 minutes. 

The audio interviews were transcribed in written form, and a content analysis was 

performed, following Miles and Huberman’s (1984) steps of qualitative data analysis. The 
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author read the interview transcripts multiple times, underlined phrases, took notes for 

possible themes and compared the phrases according to similarities and differences. In a later 

stage, the author connected the phrases and formed sub-categories which consequently 

created higher categories and then, combined these categories to form concepts. To establish 

reliability, responses from 10 participants were given to another researcher from the same 

department as the author to code the responses to the established categories. The inter-rater 

reliability was 86.7%, and disagreements were resolved through discussion. 

 

 

Key findings and discussion 

During transcript analysis, two main categories of supervisors were identified, indicating the 

reasons for their responsiveness or lack of it: (a) diagnosing and adjusting supervision; and (b) 

resisting and relying on students’ initiative. There were participants in both categories who 

acknowledged the importance of having these discussions. However, participants were 

allocated to each category according to the explanations they gave for why they did or did not 

initiate these discussions. The findings regarding activities and events were categorized as (c) 

initiating social and pedagogical activities and are discussed in a separate section.  

 

 

Diagnosing and adjusting supervision 

Regarding discussions about students’ expectations of master’s thesis supervision, nine 

supervisors claimed they always initiated discussions, while two applied this strategy 

sporadically. The supervisors’ transcripts reveal that using this discussion assisted in 

establishing an open supervisory relationship with clarified responsibilities, where they were 
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responsive to the students’ skills and needs, but it also brought the students closer, thereby 

enhancing their overall studying experience. For example, at the beginning of supervision, 

Carlo asked students what their expectations were of him as a supervisor, to know: ‘whether I 

should be sending them reminders or whether they would prefer to work independently… 

what do they want to achieve, what is the quality they try to target, and then I make clear what 

would be my expectations of their contribution.’ This practice of adapting supervision to  

students’ needs is frequently highlighted as a significant aspect of supervision (de Kleijn et 

al., 2016; McClure, 2005; Pearson & Brew, 2002). 

Ulla always asks students about their expectations and ambition for the future, since it 

helps her regulate how she will perform as a supervisor: ‘If they dream of continuing their 

studies, that’s something that I need to know, because some students just want to graduate as 

soon as possible’. This data combines the approach of adapting supervision with 

responsiveness towards the students’ future career and development goals. Being aware of 

students’ future goals and initiating discussions can also increase students’ awareness of their 

own learning goals (Hu, van der Rijst, van Veen, & Verloop, 2016). 

Two supervisors reported that using forms and documents assists their supervision 

planning and discussion of expectations. For example, before supervision starts, Paula gives 

her students information about what she expects of them; she also gives them a form in which 

they further discuss the thesis topic, create a tentative plan for the thesis project and negotiate 

the frequency of meetings, deadlines and time allocation. Considering that the IMDPs are 

two-year programmes, time seems to be a focus for many supervisors. Olavi follows a similar 

process, discussing students’ expectations at initial meetings, during which he presents a 

document illustrating what writing a thesis consists of and requests that students send 

questions or meet him to talk, if necessary. Contracts and checklists have previously been 

developed and discussed by researchers (see Grant & Graham, 1994; Ryan, 1994) and are 
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perceived as a means of establishing good communication from the beginning of supervision 

(Grant & Graham, 1994). Providing these forms can assist supervisors who need to explain 

institutional practices and research topics to new students with diverse cultural backgrounds 

and experiences (Pearson & Brew, 2002). 

A different strategy was explained by Bea, who greatly appreciates a close relationship 

with her master’s degree students and who actively tries to get to know them and their 

previous experiences. Having a close professional relationship is also perceived by students as 

essential to supervision (Filippou et al., 2017). As Bea explained, this was attributed to her 

personality: 

I am a person that likes to talk and we are usually sort of discussing quite a lot so you 

know a little bit more things for the student than what you necessarily need to know just 

for supervision, but then a better relationship grows. 

When the master’s thesis supervisors were asked whether they had discussions with their 

students regarding their previous thesis writing experiences (if any), only 5 out of 20 said yes. 

These supervisors explained that the reasons behind this strategy include recognising 

students’ skills, being responsive and adjusting supervision according to the needs of each 

student. Through this strategy, they wish to be prepared but also to increase students’ 

confidence and indicate what they expect from the students. For instance, through interviews, 

Ramona discusses students’ thesis writing experiences during the application process, since 

students’ expectations regarding ‘writing and academic writing and that can be very very 

different from where the student comes from’. Another reason these supervisors gave for 

initiating discussions is that some students come from a different field of study, where the 

thesis ‘might look very very different’ (Simo). Both Ramona and Simo recognise the diversity 

found in different cultural and educational contexts which is an indication of their 

responsiveness and cultural awareness (Wisker et al., 2011). 
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Another supervisor (Harri) explained that he initiates this discussion in the thesis 

seminars to encourage his students by showing them that even though it is difficult to conduct 

and write a master’s thesis, it is not impossible to complete it. His own expectations also 

adjust according to students’ experiences, since he believes students who have not graduated 

from another master’s degree programme are more motivated during the thesis process, since 

they have not experienced it before. This finding reveals supervisors’ multiple preconceptions 

of their students.  

 

 

Resisting and relying on students’ initiative 

The results showed that nine master’s thesis supervisors never discuss students’ expectations, 

or if they do, they do it very rarely. These supervisors explained that they have these 

discussions only if students initiate them, since they do not consider this information 

significant for the thesis process. This finding indicates a lack of responsive attitude towards 

the students’ expectations as well as lack of awareness regarding students’ personal resources, 

which are significant elements of intercultural supervision (Kidman et al., 2017; Wisker et al., 

2011). A common characteristic that supervisors with resistant attitudes shared was that none 

of them attended thesis supervision training.  

In the same vein, some supervisors acknowledged that some students have already 

graduated from other master’s degree programmes, but they do not discuss their expectations 

unless the students raise the topic. For instance, Jaakko and Ari revealed that they have not 

thought of using ‘this kind of self-reflecting questions’ (Ari). Jaakko highlighted that this is 

even more important in IMDPs, since ‘the international students… are not coming from the 

same academic culture as the Finnish ones.’ Admittedly, the above participants are aware of 

the diversity in their students’ backgrounds and experiences, but they expect their students to 
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initiate these discussions. Despite the lack of initiative, these supervisors found these 

questions useful for their future supervision, highlighting the need to have more support and 

reflection time regarding master’s thesis supervision. 

It was also noticed that some supervisors had strong assumptions regarding their 

students’ lack of previous thesis experience, which ‘prevented’ them from having discussions 

regarding previous writing and supervisory experience. It was also evident that not 

negotiating each other’s expectations left the supervisors in a challenging state. For instance, 

Teresa recognised that her students graduated from universities with different practices and 

less focus on research methods compared to Finnish degree programmes. As she noted, her 

master’s students are not aware of what is expected of them, which can be stressful; therefore, 

she initiates frequent meetings so she can direct them step-by-step.  

Most supervisors who do not initiate discussions about previous writing experiences 

reported that their students have never experienced thesis supervision, that this issue does not 

come up or that they did not think of this question. The claim of ‘not knowing’, observed in 

very few supervisors, could be considered resistance or a challenge for them. Some 

respondents’ lack of open discussions about expectations and previous experiences highlights 

the need to develop collaborative and reflective practices in supervision as well as more 

intercultural strategies (Robson & Turner, 2007).  

 

 

Initiating social and pedagogical activities 

Some supervisors described several practices and events, which they either have established 

or attended, which have assisted them in knowing and understanding their students better, in 

building a supportive community within the IMDP and in expanding students’ social 

networks. For example, two supervisors (Ari and Ramona) mentioned the creation of informal 
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gatherings, cooking evenings and events, especially during the first semester. These informal 

social settings can show the campus culture to the students (Leask, 2009) but also foster a 

close supervisory relationship, which is expected from the students (Filippou et al., 2017; 

McClure, 2005). 

Outdoor excursions were also organised in an IMDP, allowing students to spend time 

together and become members of the department’s student club, which increased the students’ 

feeling of belonging in a student community and assisted in their academic and non-academic 

life (Ari). Initiating outside class time but also keeping an open-door policy and being 

available after class could be maintained and developed further in the context of international 

education and, hence, the IMDPs as suggested by Zepke and Leach (2007). These events were 

also perceived as valuable spaces for expanding students’ social networks through introducing 

alumni students, student organisations and new students to each other (Ulla). Consistent with 

Kidman and colleagues’ (2017) activities, Carlo introduces his doctoral students to his 

master’s students to encourage peer-support and the ‘social aspect of learning’. Socialising 

and bringing students into contact inside and outside the classroom was a priority for the 

aforementioned supervisors. These initiatives and practices support their students’ learning 

and cultural exchange (Stier, 2003) but also their self-efficacy (Telbis et al., 2014). 

Building a supportive community was an indirect aim for a supervisor who described in 

detail how he included a debate activity in his mandatory course: 

I give them a short lecture at the beginning, maybe 35 minutes introducing the topic and 

the next half of the lecture is a debate … one team starts to defend this argument and the 

other one is against … usually there are more students so there has to be a third team, 

that’s the referee team ... I give these questions already beforehand; they have at least one 

week time to be prepared for this and I randomly select team members … They have to 

prepare pro and con arguments and then they are just randomly picked in teams ... they 

get really carried away by the team… this method doesn’t fit all the courses and all the 
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types of teaching but it fits this kind of very general type of introductory course ... the 

benefit of this kind of teaching is to make students interact and they become a team. 

Because this is the first-year student, the first lecture basically, and we want them to 

become active members of the community, learn, become a team … and through this 

way, they get to know each other much better. (Ari) 

Social media were also used in another IMDP for sharing educational content and 

announcements and communication about academic and nonacademic issues but also for 

overseeing students’ interests and concerns. As Feeliks explained, the online Facebook group 

helped attendance rates, because when students joined this group, they saw ‘actual people’, 

both those currently attending and alumni.  

 

 

Conclusion 

This study provides insights into thesis supervisors’ initiatives in intercultural supervision 

contexts. Acknowledging students’ previous experiences and prior knowledge increases their 

learning opportunities (Lehtomäki et al., 2015; Merriam et al., 2012), and while aiming for 

mutual understanding in the context of intercultural supervision, it is important to link 

knowledge and experience on linguistic, cultural and contextual levels (Hahl, 2016). 

Therefore, the two main questions were deemed important for knowing and understanding 

students’ previous experiences and expectations. This understanding can lead to the 

adjustment of supervisors’ practices. Students might not be familiar with master’s thesis 

supervision and the input needed from both sides at the beginning of the process, so these 

discussions can give some direction to the process and then can be renegotiated midway to 

completion.  
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Exploring supervisors’ practical knowledge and experiences while working in 

international programmes may be useful for other educators in similar contexts. The analysis 

of the supervisors’ experiences highlights the importance of more collaborative and learning 

opportunities regarding their responsiveness and awareness in the context of intercultural 

supervision. Similar to what was seen in Kidman and colleagues (2017), many events and 

activities were additional to the supervisors’ busy workload. Therefore, universities could 

consider providing more support and possibilities for attending or creating informal and 

formal events while adjusting the supervisors’ schedules accordingly. Lastly, future studies 

can investigate the connection between supervisors’ attitudes and formal thesis supervision 

training. 
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