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Abstract
This paper presents initial findings of my PhD project which focus on how Master’s thesis supervisors understand the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment and how this corresponds to the discourse of  policy papers such as academic regulations. The supervisors’ understanding seems to evolve around the theme of acquiring academic identity/becoming an academic viewed as a transformation process, and supervisors draw heavily on narrative and metaphorical language in order to express this conception of the thesis. This understanding and type of language are not mirrored in policy papers, with the exception of the concept of autonomy (selvstændighed), which seems to have multiple meanings. The method used is semi-structured interviews with Master’s thesis supervisors, and I point to some methodological challenges connected to interviewing in an academic setting as a PhD student. The nature of these methodological challenges is heavily interwoven with the themes of my initial findings, and I argue that both the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment and the research interview appear to function as an arena for a game of identity: a game which includes negotiations of hierarchical positions, of acquiring identity, of challenge and of enduring being tested.  Finally, I identify some of the methodological challenges associated with interviewing in academia, and suggest some strategies for overcoming them.

1. Introduction
In this paper I argue that the processes that students goes through when writing a thesis and when novice researchers’ interview in an academic setting are similar and can be understood within the framework of a game of identity. The Master’s thesis as a form of assessment and the research interview shares traits that can be viewed as a specific kind of process – the game. A game is in this context understood as a type of process in which participants are assigned roles, engage in rule-governed activity, apply strategies to manage tension and try to win a competition with another player or themselves (Salen & Zimmerman, 2006, Juul, 2003). The use of the game framework allows the similarities of the identity transformation perspective of the Master’s thesis process and the research interview to become visible. It also indicates that this perspective is central to education at its highest level and offers a discursive domain to explore this further. 
After having provided the necessary background for my PhD project, I show how the concepts of identity, struggling and becoming are central to the Master’s thesis supervisor’s understanding of the role of this form of assessment. Then I discuss some of the methodological challenges associated with interviewing in academia and points to how these are connected to the very same issues. I propose that the framework of the identity game is useful both as an analytical and methodological tool.
In the following discussion, I will provide some of the context necessary to understand the project. In the Danish educational system, writing a Master’s thesis is a six-month process and is the final part of the two year Master’s degree programme (se fig. 1.)[footnoteRef:1]: [1:  Some Master’s programmes differ, but this is the dominant form of assessment within the humanities, and it exists in all fields in this form (with the exception of Faculty of Health.)] 
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Figure 1: The Danish University system

Students set out to formulate a problem and work on their own (but meet with their supervisor during the process). The final thesis is assessed by the supervisor and an external examiner. Supervisors generally consider the Master’s thesis in its current form to be a very important part of HE (Andersen & Jensen, 2007). As one of the supervisors interviewed put it “Show me your thesis and I shall tell you who you are”[footnoteRef:2]. This form of assessment is under pressure to change from the labor market, the government, faculty administrators and the internationalization process of HE. This pressure is especially visible in regards to the humanities, which is the main focus of this project.   [2:  This quote is from a supervisor from the Department of Political Science who has a background in the humanities. ] 

Even though the Master’s thesis is an obligatory part of the Master’s degree program, it has until recently been almost invisible as a form of assessment in Danish university culture. And while different forms of assessment have been experimented with at all educational levels in recent years, the Master’s thesis seems to have been the exception. The final product may consist of fewer pages than in the past, but the learning outcomes of this particular form of assessment still seems to be rather implicit. Both in Denmark as well as in an international context, most of the research has focused on the practice of supervision and how this might be improved (see Andersen and Jensen, 2007, Rienecker et al, 2005, Wisker, 2005). This focus on the practice of supervision has been so dominant that the assessment perspective appears to have been a “blind spot” for most of the interviewed supervisors, who have been used to focusing on the how of supervision and not the why. They often commented on the interview questions being an eye-opener for them.
That the Master’s thesis is perceived differently than other forms of assessment is also indicated by the synecdochal language used about it. The term “Master´s thesis” might be used in reference to the actual thesis, the supervision process or the form of assessment as a whole. This reveals something about how this topic is construed, and it raises some methodological problems for researching the topic: when the term can bear all three meanings mentioned above, how does one determine what is actually meant? (Jensen & Smedegaard, 2011). 
In order to gain a deeper knowledge of the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment and of the meaning ascribed to it, I argue that it is necessary to focus on the understanding of Master’s thesis supervisors. The policy documents and the decisions that regulate the Master’s thesis are primarily made by educational administrators as well as politicians. It can also be shaped by educational developers who rely on specific theories of learning in higher education (e.g. Biggs 2003). But it is the supervisors who continuously engage in working with this form of assessment. They also have an understanding of how their specific academic fields shape and are shaped by the Master’s thesis as form of assessment. So if knowledge is to be gained about why students have to write a Master’s thesis as the final step of their academic education and what the arguments behind this practice are, one has to turn to the supervisors. However, good supervision practice should not be the main focus; rather, the focus should be on the meaning of the Master’s thesis as form of assessment. The arguments for and understanding of the meaning of the Master’s thesis appear to be based on rather implicit underlying assumptions. These underlying assumptions can be considered both an obstacle and a resource: an obstacle in a globalised educational world, where transparency and explication is important, and a resource, because there might be some latent understandings which might tell us something important about how we perceive education at its highest level and how the construction of an academic identity plays a vital role in relation to the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment. 


2. Research questions and research design
The inquiry into the meaning of the Master’s thesis is based on these five interconnected research questions: 
a) How do supervisors within the humanities understand the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment? 
b) What do they identify as the goal of this a form of assessment and what makes it unique in their perspective? 
c) How is supervisors’ understanding of the meaning and purpose of the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment shaped by their disciplinary field? 
d) What understandings of the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment are found in policy papers, and how do they argue for the existing shape of this form of assessment? 
e) How do questions a, b, and c relate to question d? 
The data consist of twenty semi-structured interviews with thesis supervisors from Aarhus University: ten from across the Faculty of Humanities, five from Department of Political Science, Faculty of Social Sciences and five from Department of Computer Science, Faculty of Science. The main focus of the inquiry is understandings found within the humanities, and the function of the interviews outside the humanities is to act as a potential backlight to specific humanistic understandings – or to possibly indicate that such might not exist. The specific departments were chosen to display the breadth of humanistic Master’s programmes and the cross-faculty departments were chosen on the basis of the criterion that the design of the final form of assessment was most similar and therefore comparable. Participants were selected from permanent staff (assistant professors or professors) and potential diversity in voices was strived for by equally including both genders as well as different levels of experience with Master’s thesis supervision.
The interviews are semi- structured interviews, starting with open, explorative questions. As a part of the interview, six alternatives to the current form of assessment were introduced as tools to reflect on (some designed intentionally to provoke)[footnoteRef:3]. The interviews vary in length from one to almost two hours and are transcribed in full. The policy papers included are the description of the Master’s thesis in the academic regulations from all the Master’s programmes included in the project. The interviews as well as policy papers are coded in Nvivo. In the process of analyzing the data I work with grounded theory (Charmaz 2006) and draw, among others, on the works of Fairclough (2003), Lakoff & Johnson (1980) and Schön (1993). [3:  For a more thorough description of the interview methods and the theoretical foundation hereof see section four of this paper.] 



3. What metaphors do we educate by?
My initial findings suggest that Master’s thesis supervisors within the humanities use several very different discourses when speaking about the topic. Some of these discourses mirror those of policy documents which regulate and describe the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment, but various other, very dissimilar types of discourses can be identified. One is a highly metaphorical, rich and often narrative way of expressing the meaning of the Master’s thesis. An example is the quote from the introduction, where a supervisor says: “Show me your thesis and I shall tell you who you are”. Another is this unusual perspective:  “They [students] talk about it [the Master’s thesis] as a big part of themselves…. I tell my students to think of the thesis as someone that is moving in, someone you have to be able to stand looking into the eyes of every morning". I am interested in how these various discourses work together or against each other in conceptualizing the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment and how they relate to the language and understandings found in academic regulations. The discourse of the supervisors also differs from those found in the educational material aimed at teacher training at many European Universities including Aarhus University. These ways of thinking cannot be expressed within the framework of, for example, Biggs (2003), who’s thinking has shaped the educational development of teachers across faculties at European Universities to a wide extent. The supervisors’ draws on other understandings of the aim of the Master’s thesis and uses another type of discourse to communicate these understandings which I aim to examine it further in my project. Metaphors are never just ornamental in function (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980), nor do they simply point to underlying understandings of how a topic or area is conceptualized. Metaphors are active, productive devices, which shape not only our understanding of something but our actual actions and practices. So one might (with Lakoff and Johnson, 1980) ask the question “what metaphors do we educate by in Danish higher education?”  Are these shared across disciplines and cultures and what are the implications for globalised HE if they are not?
The supervisors’ discourse on the topic contains two shared metaphors, those of the ”test piece” and “autonomy”“ Both are described in earlier work (Andersen and Jensen, 2007, Rienecker et al, . 2005). The test pieces metaphor appears to originally have been about the thesis itself (the actual product that can be likened to a carpenters’ test piece of furniture) but is also used in a more generalized manner where it refers to the process as a whole.  The concept of "autonomy " is often mentioned and recurs in the interviews. In one of the interviews to the extent that the supervisor remarks: “[…] I have been sitting here saying “autonomy” a million times now”[footnoteRef:4] . This is the case even though the term does not occur in the interview questions. The term is often referred to as self-explanatory, as a full argument put forward in just one word. In Danish, the term contains the word “self” (“selvstændig”) which is lost in the English translation but appears to be of importance when used by supervisors. In this sense, the term connotes self-sufficiency and can metaphorically refer to the process of becoming oneself. As opposed to the test piece metaphor the expression “autonomy” is actually used in policy papers, for example, academic regulations, as a specific learning outcome. But where it appears to be used only in connection to the actual thesis as a product in the academic regulations it is also used by the supervisors to describe the meaning of the entire process of taking part in the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment on a global level. Here I show an example of an understanding of the concept of autonomy that differs from that of the learning outcomes found in academic regulations:  “[…] it is really a part of this study process - that is about this process of gaining autonomy for many students. Some students experience that actually the process of the Master’s thesis is the first time were they really independently (selvstændigt) reflect on their paper”[footnoteRef:5] . In this last sense it appears to implicitly function as a term that can connote otherwise discursively marginalized aspects of ”becoming an academic” having to do with identity, self and change.  [4:  This is a translation of the Danish idiom “a 117 times”. ]  [5:  ”På den måde er det egentlig igen en del af den her studieproces, der handler om den her selvstændiggørelsesproces, som det er for mange studerende, og nogle studerende oplever faktisk det, altså specialeprocessen, som første gang hvor de egentlig for alvor selvstændigt overvejer deres opgave.”
] 

Both the concepts of the test piece and autonomy act as labels which, by reducing complexity, become a barrier to both discovering and articulating the meaning(s) of the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment. The terms appear to have a privileged role in discourse on the topic, one that is shared even by the supervisors who reject them. The discourse domain is characterized by two things: Firstly, the two very dominant, shared but strangely vague labels mentioned above. In the case of the concept of autonomy it could be argued that they form a nodal point in the discourse on the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment (Jørgensen & Philips, 1999). Secondly, a rich, individualized and in some cases independently developed language which is unique to each supervisor. 
I will now turn to some examples of this discourse and show how they share similar traits by drawing on the same source domain (Schön, 1993), despite their uniqueness. As mentioned in the introduction, the discourse on the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment is characterized by being synecdochal in nature. This means that it is a challenge to determine what the supervisors use the term “Master’s thesis” in reference to in the interviews. In this display I have grouped metaphors on the subject in tree sections: what the form of assessment is, what it does and who the students are during and after they engage with it: 

	What it is
	What it does
	Who they are during
	Who they become after

	Test of strength 

Test piece 

Academic test piece 

A turning point

The crown jewel of research 

	It stretches them 

Thrown out of one’s depth 

Try one's strength against 

Some students doesn’t unfold/unfurl well during 

They talk about it as a big part of themselves 

The thesis as someone that is moving in, someone you have to be able to stand looking into the eyes of every morning 
	Lonely riders (original term)

You are special when you are writing your thesis


	Metahumans 
Handy man [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Used to describe what the students might become after a new design of  the Master’s thesis under planning. Original Danish idiom: “practical pig”.
] 


They sparkle after they have handed it in 




Display 1: Metaphorical expressions on the topic of the Master’s thesis from six different interviews

There is a physical dimension to some of these expressions: the idea of “a test of strength” and the notion to “try one’s strength against” something, as well as the descriptions of what the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment does to the students: it “stretches” them, it “throws” them “out of their depth” and apparently it is a problem that some of them do not “unfold/unfurl” well during the process. This physical dimension in combination with the notion of a test points to a possible shared source domain (Schon, 1993) of sports and games. In relation to the Master’s thesis the student does not seem to compete with others but with him or herself: like the rock climber or the first-time marathon runner, the point is not to beat other “players” but to test your own strength” in a situation where you do not know the outcome because “you are out of your depth” and to grow, “stretch” and as a result hopefully “unfurl/unfold” with a new identity as a “metahuman”. There is an underlying theme of transgression and of becoming through challenging yourself by participating in a rule-based activity which is also found in discourse on extreme sports and games. But even thought there appears to be a shared thematic understanding of the topic the supervisors do not share an established discourse about these understandings. Instead they express them either in unique or unusual terms or as an implicit connotation to the term “autonomy” which differs from that used in academic regulation. This means less than ideal conditions for discovering, sharing, developing and communication the meaning of the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment, both within HE and to the society as a whole. 

In the following I argue that the framework of a game of identity applies not only initial analytic findings but also to the process of doing research interviews with Master’s thesis supervisors.
 

4. Methodological challenges associated with interviewing in academia 

Based on prior experience with interviewing twenty master’s thesis supervisors (Andersen & Jensen, 2007), I was aware that interviewing this particular group raises some specific methodological challenges. I propose an adapted version of the concept of the elite interview (Leech, 2002, Aberback & Rockman, 2002) as a useful way of articulating the challenges the interview poses for the “novice researcher” (Gunasekara, 2007) in the field. The academic interview situation is further complicated by the position of the interviewer within the very hierarchy to which the supervisors belong. These challenges become visible within the framework of an identity game including assigned roles, rule-governed activity, applying strategies to manage tension and an either internal or in this case external opponent. I further more suggest the vignette technique (Barter & Renold, 1999) as one especially useful strategy for overcoming some of the described challenges. 
An elite interview is an interview with “people in decision-making or leadership roles” (Leech, 2002), which has implications for interviewing, as “a good many well-informed or influential people are unwilling to accept the assumptions with which the investigator starts: they insist on explaining to him how they see the situation, what the real problems are as they view the matter”(Dexter, 1969, in Leech, 2002). In this sense, Master´s thesis supervisors certainly qualify as elite interview candidates. But the issue is further complicated by the fact that hierarchy and accompanying power structures are a central part of academic life and : “ [...] are often linked to seniority and perceived experience, at least in terms of certain norms that subsist in academe.” (Gunasekara, 2007). This means that the PhD student or young researcher interviewing a supervisor assumes the position of the “novice researcher” (Gunasekara, 2007). For the novice researcher, the academic interview is therefore an elite interview in more than one respect, and the consequences of the potential overlap between the roles of participants should be considered when planning and carrying out interviews in this setting. Possible subject reactions which should be anticipated include unwillingness to be “put in the straightjacket of closed-ended questions” (Aberback & Rockman, 2002), wanting to know everything about the research project and the research questions ‘behind’ the interview questions, wanting to know about the hypothesis shaping the research, what the final dissertation or report will conclude (se also Gunasekara, 2007) and questions about who the supervisor of the project is. But these issues also manifest themselves in more subtle ways because  the roles of subject/interviewer have many similarities to the supervisor/student relationship, and as a consequence, the roles of ‘supervisor/student’ might interfere with the roles of ‘supervisors as subject’/’PhD student as interviewer’. An example of this is this dialogue that is the concluding part of one of my interviews:
Q: Have we talked about what is relevant when the topic have been the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment? 
A: Yes, I think so […] I think you have prepared well, you have carefully planned what you wanted to ask about and you have given thought to what the possibilities are. So yes, I certainly think so. 
I ask the question as an interviewer who wants to make sure that the interview person has had ample opportunities to express himself on the interview topic, and it leads to the next question, which is the obligatory “do you have anything to add?”  But the supervisor does not answer like an interview person; instead he assumes the role of the supervisor who evaluates the students’ performance. Even though this evaluation in this case is positive, it still serves as a way for the supervisor to manifest superiority and to take control of the interview situation and thereby reverse the roles of the game. The same negotiations of the roles can be seen during the interviews. In this example the supervisor is critical of the interview method early in the interview. This dialogue follows a comment by the interviewer on how the supervisor is welcome to talk about whatever the supervisor finds relevant to the subject and that the interview guide before the interviewer is mostly a checklist:

Supervisor: It is called semi-structured interviews.

Interviewer:  Yes, that’s right, and it demands that the interviewer can keep a sense of perspective. 

Supervisor: Yes, that is why it is good to be two [interviewers].

Clearly the supervisor does not accept the role as an interview subject who in this manner is encouraged to talk about the topic but wants to reverse the roles by showing not only that he/she is aware of the term of the research method but is also critical about the interviewer’s use of it (as there very obviously are not two interviewers). 

Interviewing as a method in HE research must be conducted with an awareness of the aspect of hierarchy in academic culture. But on a very basic level, it is also important to be aware of the fact that when interviewing in HE we are by definition doing research in our own cultural backyard; more likely than not, the interviewer shares a lot of tacit knowledge with the subject. We therefore need strategies and methods to help us avoid interviews dominated by vague references and implicit understanding. To avoid this trap, I have explored several strategies where employing the vignette technique (Barter & Renold, 1999) has proved most successful.
During the interviews, I offered the supervisors six alternatives to the current Master’s thesis form (for example a shorter Master’s thesis, acceptance of website/films/performances with no requirement to submit other written work or discontinuation of the Master’s thesis altogether). Some of these were deliberately designed to provoke critique. The norms, criteria and values revealed by such critique are of interest, as they reveal how the subject understands the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment. Instead of a conventional approach to the interview based on accounts of the role and justification of the existing Master’s thesis, I offered the subjects an alternative framework which allowed them to articulate their understandings in terms of negation and critical reflection rather than simple affirmation or declaration.
I chose this approach for several reasons: it highlights the supervisors´ active role in the interview (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995),  it accommodates the elite subjects’ understanding of themselves as decision-makers by placing them in a position of power (Leech, 2002), it offers an alternative framework for discussing the topic that makes simple reproduction of the dominant discourse on the topic impossible, and as a result it forces the supervisors to actively reflect on and articulate the values and criteria they base their decisions on. 
Even though this strategy was mostly successful, there still is a distinct quality to these interviews because they are elite interviews in a double sense. This quality can be understood within the framework of an identity game. Where the identity game metaphor in relation to the Master’s thesis centers on the student competing against him or herself it plays out as a competition and a test between two players in the interview situation. 

5. Implications and future work
In this paper I have argued that the framework of an identity game meaningfully can be applied to aspects of both the initial findings of supervisor’s understanding of the Master’s thesis as a form of assessment as well as to the process of interviewing the supervisor’s about this topic. Further analysis will show whether this framework is shared across faculty or if it might be central to the Humanities. 
One might ask to the potential implications of the point I have made. Does it mean that we have to explore every corner of the domain of the game metaphor? The usefulness lies not in the extend of the many ways that the metaphor might be fitting, but that it like a pair of binoculars allows for a certain perspective to come into view and to be studied. In this paper the perspective of an identity game has shown that there appears to be two different ways of playing the identity game: you compete against yourself or you compete with someone else. In an economy where the notion of growth through strong competition is synonymous with competing against others, it might be hard to gain understanding for the importance of competing against yourself. But as the perspective appears to be of importance to the interviewed supervisors it is necessary to find ways of articulating, discussing, developing and critiquing it. The process of globalizing HE, the challenges of wanting to offer many more students an university education as well as the pressure from parts of the labor market does not allow for the reasoning and meaning behind the Master’s thesis as an assessment form to be implicit. The Master’s thesis is not just a final exam for the interviewed supervisors, it is simply essential to gain academic identity as this final quote shows: 
Q:  “Should we eliminate the Master’s thesis?”
A: “No, because then we loose… that is … “draw a number and leave through a door somewhere… “ you have to hand it in also for your own academic identity.
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