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Introduction

KTH Royal Institute of Technology recently introduced new guidelines and common objectives for
Master’s thesis courses [3]. Besides common objectives, each school at KTH can give further objectives and directions. The School of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has decided
to impose more structure, including the requirement that each thesis project should have a separate
supervisor and examiner. Such a requirement introduces new challenges for the different stakeholders in a project. In particular, without clear guidelines, the risk is high that the workload for the
supervisor and examiner increases and that the students get confused when communicating with several persons. As a consequence, the desired effect of improving the quality of Master’s theses may
not be easily achieved.
This report discusses a structured process for how a group of students can be supervised together.
The term group supervision has, however, an ambiguous meaning. For instance, in the review article
by Prieto [8], group supervision means that a group of people supervises each other, that is, supervision is done by peers. By contrast, in this report, the focus is different: a supervisor together with an
examiner supervise a group of students. Hence, to make the distinction clear, we use the term student
group supervision.
The rationale of focusing on student group supervision is twofold. Firstly, it may give benefits
for the student’s learning, by including peer interaction, such as peer assessment and peer feedback.
Secondly, student group supervision may also improve the structure of handling Master’s students,
potentially making supervision and examination of Master’s theses more efficient.
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The Process

The following section describes a simple process for supervising students in groups. We focus on
Master’s student projects at the KTH Royal Institute of Technology in Sweden, where the normal
duration of a thesis project is 20 weeks.
2.1

Phases and Group Seminars

Consider Figure 1 that depicts the proposed process for organizing a Master’s thesis project. There
are four phases (illustrated with rectangles) and four group seminars (shown in rounded rectangles).
Some of the seminars are adopted from the milestones that are proposed to be part of the ICT school’s
thesis project process [5]. At the group seminars, all stakeholders are present, including the students
with different thesis topics, the supervisor, and the examiner. The seminars may be seen as milestones, where the examiner judges the progress of the students’ work. Besides being an opportunity
for feedback, the group seminars are also a good way for the examiner to assess the process.
The process starts with a kickoff seminar. During the this first seminar, the examiner explains
the process and his/her expectations of the thesis work. Each student gives a very short presentation
about his/her thesis idea and a short outline of the project plan. At this seminar, the supervisor
also presents his/her role in the project and the examiner and supervisor give initial feedback on the
student’s project plan. This seminar is also an opportunity for the students to ask general questions
about the thesis work.
The second seminar is the proposal seminar. This seminar forms the milestone and the end of the
formulate phase. At this seminar, the students first present their preliminary work, including related
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Figure 1: Overview of the proposed student group supervision process. Group seminars are shown
with rounded rectangles and phases are depicted with standard rectangles.
work, problem area, problem formulation, suggested approach, expected contributions, and proposed
research and evaluation methods. The students should also show that they have created an outline of
their thesis and that there exists a first draft of the introduction and related work sections. Besides
presenting their work for their peers, the main idea is that this is the first time that the students perform
peer review/assessment. Practically, each student has prepared feedback for another student’s work
and gives feedback at the seminar. Both the supervisor and the examiner give additional feedback
on the oral presentation. The seminar should include a general discussion, with the intention that the
students reflect and learn from each other.
In the midterm seminar, the students present their preliminary design and results. This seminar is
the milestone that ends the design and construct phase. The student should also show that they have
created a draft of the basic technical description of their approach. Besides peer review/assessment,
the students should also perform a self assessment. That is, each student should reflect on their
progress so far, both in terms of results and the way that they have been working. The student should
also present any changes in their project plan.
In the following phase, the evaluate and finalize phase, the students complete their design and
construction, including experiments and evaluation of their work. During this phase, the students
should also complete a final draft of their thesis, which is sent to the examiner, the supervisor, and
the opponent at week 18. During the last two weeks, the students prepare themselves for the final
seminar, the presentation seminar. If the student passes the oral presentation examination, they revise
their thesis after receiving feedback from the opponent, the supervisor, and the examiner.
Note that this process is not intended to give a complete picture of all activities and tasks that
need to be done in a thesis work. The focus is instead on highlighting the main milestones that should
be communicated and coordinated between the different stakeholders.
2.2

Stand-up Status Meetings and On-Demand Meetings

During the phases, the supervisor has weekly stand-up status meetings together with the students.
These meetings are inspired by the stand-up meetings commonly used in agile process frameworks,
such as Scrum [9]. In particular, these meetings are timeboxed to 15 minutes. Each student should
answer three basic questions: i) what have you done the last week, ii) what do you plan to do the
coming week, and iii) do you have any problems? The purpose of the meeting is that the supervisor
can react to the responses and plan a more detailed on-demand supervision meeting with specific
students. This approach of handling supervision meetings is very close to the agile research group
management method SCORE (SCrum fOr REsearch) [4], which has been shown to work well in
practice. Note that the status meetings and the on-demand supervision meetings are handled by the
supervisor and not the examiner.
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Discussion

There are several clear benefits, compared to supervising each student individually. In this section,
we discuss pros and cons about student group supervision and implementing a structured process, as
described in the previous section.
3.1

Peer Assessment and Self Reflection

Peer and self assessment have a positive effect on student’s learning [2], for instance: i) it increases
the student’s understanding of the quality of his/her own work, ii) it increases the independence
of the student since the student takes more responsibility for his/her learning, and iii) the student
becomes more satisfied. The last item directly relates to motivation, something that is also argued to
be a key factor for the success in higher level (doctoral) thesis work [6]. There is, however, a risk
with peer assessment and self reflection in groups, especially when the examiner is present in the
room. Although this is a general problem, we have in previous work [10] seen that the involvement
of teachers in retrospective meetings (organized feedback meetings) had very little negative effect on
students’ ability to express their opinion.
3.2

Structured Processes to Facilitate Good Feedback

The use of structured processes is not unusual for Master’s thesis projects. For instance, Blomkvist
and Hallin [1] propose a structured process for thesis work, where they also divide the timeline into
four phases. Although some of the phases and structure have similarities with what is proposed in
this report, their focus is more how the thesis artifact is produced, compared to the meeting seminar
structure that is the focus of this work.
There are also several principles that can facilitate good feedback. For instance, Nicol and
Macfarlane-Dick [7] emphasize the need to be clear about goals and expected standards. This is
also one of the reasons for why we propose to have a kickoff seminar, where students, supervisors,
and examiners clearly state their personal goals and their expectations on each others.
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Conclusions

This report presents a simple and structured process for supervising a group of students. The emphasis of the process is to have four clearly specified seminars during the project work. The main
motivation and objective with the approach is to increase the student’s learning and to make the
supervision effort efficient from an examiner and supervisor perspective.
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