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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Independence is a concept of scholarly interest in relation to higher education, especially when it comes to undergraduate projects. At the same time
independence is characterised by a certain conceptual ambiguity, and,
consequently, tends to be understood diﬀerently in diﬀerent academic
contexts, both nationally, internationally and interdisciplinary. Based on
the existing research in the ﬁeld, we see a need for more studies on how
supervisors of undergraduate projects handle this conceptual ambiguity.
The aim of this article is, thus, to examine how supervisors from two
diﬀerent education programmes, teacher education and journalism, in
two diﬀerent countries, Sweden and Russia, understand the concept of
independence within higher education in connection with the supervision
of undergraduate projects. The analysis is based on 12 focus-group interviews with supervisors at diﬀerent universities in the two countries. In our
results, we highlight and discuss seven diﬀerent understandings of independence that were recurrent in our material and in which phases of the
undergraduate project they were seen as most signiﬁcant. Using
Wittgenstein’s ideas on family resemblances, we conclude with a discussion
of how the concept independence may be understood in relation to some
associated concepts that are also signiﬁcant within higher education.
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Introduction
One of the aims of the Bologna cooperation on higher education, which a large number of
European countries are members of, was to reform higher education in order to achieve more
comparability in and between diﬀerent European education systems. The ambition was, among
other things, to promote mobility in and between countries (cf. European Ministers in charge of
Higher Education 1999, 385). But not all aspects of higher education are very easy to make
comparable between universities. Many concepts that are highly signiﬁcant when it comes to
student learning processes, didactic choices and educational ideals within higher education, have a
tendency to be rather vague and implicit, without clear and unambiguous deﬁnitions. This is true
of, for instance, learner autonomy, critical thinking or criticality, but also student independence and
independent learning (Borg and Al-Busaidi 2012; Gardner 2007; Moore 2011).
As is clear from the well-established research ﬁeld on independent learning, independence is a
concept that has gained scholarly attention in relation not only to the school context, but also in
relation to higher education (Broad 2006; Cukurova, Bennett, and Abrahams 2017; Lau 2017; Meyer
2010; Meyer et al. 2008; Jones, Joan, and Brian 1999). It is, in addition, a recurring topic in research that is
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more speciﬁcally geared towards supervision, where independence may be made relevant as a key
concept (Gardner 2007), as a goal (Gurr 2010) or as an important tension when it comes to supervision
(Lee 2008). Independence is also emphasised in various steering documents connected to higher
education, as, for example, in the Swedish Higher Education Ordinance, where it is described as one of
the main goals of higher education (cf Swedish Council for Higher Education 2017).
The ideal of and expectance of student independence is, in general, most pronounced in
relation to the undergraduate project,1 something that is evident in that it is frequently mentioned
in curricula and course plans for courses surrounding the undergraduate project (cf Magnusson
2015). That the undergraduate project has a particular relevance when it comes to independence is
due partly to its predominance as a means of assessing student performance, partly due to the fact
that it generally comes towards the end of the education and that the character of the work the
students are expected to do and the organisation of the courses usually makes independence
especially possible for, as well as expected of, the students. At the same time as independence is
given a lot of signiﬁcance in relation to the undergraduate project, the concept is also in this
context understood in diﬀerent ways in diﬀerent academic environments and settings, both
nationally, internationally and interdisciplinary (cf Meyer et al. 2008).
Independence is, furthermore, sometimes linked to a set of values that is often described as
typical for or more prominent in Western and more speciﬁcally North-western countries. In
quantitative studies of values and attitudes Sweden, for instance, tends to be ranked high when
it comes to positive attitudes towards values of individuality, self-expression and also independence. In contrast, a country like Russia is regularly associated with an Eastern culture, where
aspects such as authority, collectivity and/or restraint appear to be more highly valued (Inglehart
and Welzel 2015; Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004). Such aspects make it particularly valuable to
study what the understandings of independence may look like not only among supervisors from
diﬀerent education programmes within one particular country, but also from countries that may be
dominated by diﬀerent sets of values, but still are part of the Bologna cooperation and its ambition
to increase comparability between education systems.
The overarching aim of this article is, accordingly, to examine understandings of independence
in higher education, and more speciﬁcally to examine how supervisors from two diﬀerent education programmes, teacher education and journalism, in two countries, Sweden and Russia, understand the concept independence in connection with the supervision of undergraduate projects.
The intention of including two countries is, however, not to compare whether the broad descriptions of values and attitudes in the two countries are true or false, but rather to gain a more
nuanced comprehension of the complexities and variations concerning the concept of
independence.

Survey of the ﬁeld
Since the aim of the article is to examine and discuss the concept of independence, within the context
of undergraduate supervision, we mainly position this study in relation to research concerning related
academic concepts such as independent learning, learner autonomy and critical thinking (Atkinson
1997; Lipman 1987; Davies 2011). As was discussed above, many such concepts tend to be rather vague
and implicit, without clear and unambiguous deﬁnitions, even though they may be very central within
the academic context. In some studies, this conceptual ambiguity is explicitly addressed. Both Gardner
(2007), Borg and Al-Busaidi (2012) and Moore (2011) investigate diﬀerent perceptions of these
academic concepts, Gardner in student groups, Borg and Al-Busaidi in questionnaires and interviews
with English language teachers and Moore in interviews with and texts by practicing academics in
three diﬀerent ﬁelds. One aspect that is highlighted in research concerning these concepts is how in
diﬀerent ways they tend to be inﬂuenced by and connected to implicit values and norms in academic
writing (cf Benson 2009; Moore 2011; Borg and Al-Busaidi 2012).
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The concept that is most relevant in relation to our study is, naturally, independent learning.
Since this concept has been discussed both in relation to the school context and in relation to
higher education, it constitutes a rather extensive ﬁeld of research (e.g. Broad 2006; Cukurova,
Bennett, and Abrahams 2017; Jones, Joan, and Brian 1999; Knight 1996; Lau 2017; O’Doherty 2006).
Within this ﬁeld, independent learning has been deﬁned and described in a number of diﬀerent
ways, in relation to everything from diﬀerent modes of learning to the provision of materials and
resources (cf. Souto and Turner 2000, 385) or even as synonymous to distance learning (Moore
1973). Since this article focuses on student independence in higher education, not all these
perspectives are relevant here. But even though there are obvious diﬀerences between the school
context and higher education, we do ﬁnd certain aspects of the discussions of independent
learning in school to be also relevant for our study, as for instance in Meyer’s (2010) literature
review of research on independent learning in a British context, where he presents and discusses
diﬀerent deﬁnitions of independent learning.
It is particularly the discussions of the role of the supervisors, or tutors in schools, when it comes
to enabling independent learning among pupils or students, that we ﬁnd to be of relevance to our
study. According to, for example, Meyer et al. (2008) there is a broad consensus within British
research on the ﬁeld that independent learning does not merely involve pupils working alone, and
that teachers or supervisors have an important role in enabling and supporting learning. Other
scholars have argued similarly that independence is not something that ‘just happens’, but rather
that learners need to be ‘enabled to make the best use of independence’ (OECD 2017; van Grinsven
and Tillema 2006, 2). The emphasis on the important role of the supervisor or tutor when it comes
to enabling independent learning in the research in the ﬁeld is one main reason for our choice to
focus on supervisors. Even though the research ﬁeld around independent learning is quite
extensive and multi-faceted, it mainly comprises theoretical discussions and descriptions of various
kinds, while there is a distinct lack of studies that examine teachers’ and supervisors’ conceptions
of independence and, not least, empirical examples of the variations in understandings of the
concept. Our study thus ﬁlls a gap in this respect.
When discussing diﬀerent understandings of student independence in this article, we will use
Wittgenstein’s (1958) idea of family resemblances as one of our starting points. Wittgenstein saw
concepts as related to one another in many diﬀerent and complex ways, as overlapping or partly
synonymous or sometimes as hyponymous. We look at the concept of independence in a similar
way, in the sense that we are not trying to detect one speciﬁc deﬁnition but are, rather, aiming to
ﬁnd diﬀerent understandings and variations and discuss how they are related to one another and
other, similar, concepts.

Material and methods
In this article focus-group discussions will be the object of analysis, as this type of empirical
material is highly appropriate for examining how supervisors in diﬀerent academic contexts understand and relate to the concept of independence, both when it comes to the existing variations
and when it comes to similarities and consensus between representatives from the diﬀerent
contexts (cf Krzyzanowskii 2008, 162; Morgan and Krueger 1993). In total, the focus-group material
consists of 12 one-hour focus-group discussions. Each focus group included four-to-six supervisors,
both men and women; we conducted seven focus-group discussions within teacher education at
diﬀerent universities in Sweden and Russia, and ﬁve focus-group discussions within journalism
education in Sweden and Russia, also from diﬀerent universities.2
In both Sweden and Russia, we were assisted by a local contact person, who helped us with
ﬁnding relevant supervisors and with the practical arrangements. The focus groups were then
conducted by one of the project researchers, in Russian or Swedish. We used the same question
guide in all of the focus groups as a starting point and foundation for the discussions. The question
guide included more open questions, such as the informants’ own conceptions when it came to
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independence in relation to undergraduate projects, and more speciﬁc questions, such as how
important they regarded independence in supervision to be and if they discussed independence
with students or colleagues. The discussions were recorded and transcribed and the ones conducted in Russian were translated to English.3 The participants were given information about the
study and what their participation would involve and each gave their explicit consent to partake.
Where needed, the university also gave its ethical approval. All the material has been anonymised.
For the analysis of the material for this article, the two cooperating researchers separately read
and systematically coded the informants’ diﬀerent descriptions of how they understood independence. In the next phase of the analysis, the researchers jointly sorted the coded examples into a
number of basic themes or categories that emerged from the reading of the material, such as
‘independence as critical thinking’. All in all we identiﬁed seven such major recurring themes in the
focus-group material. The method of analysis used could thus be described as following the
principles of content analysis (cf Schreier 2012; Krzyzanowskii 2008, 169).4 In the text below the
given examples have been labelled according to country (SW, RU), education programme (TE, JE)
and university in each country (U1, U2), and, where more than one focus group was conducted in
the same university, also according to that (1, 2).

Results and ﬁndings
In the following we will present the main results from the analysis of the material. We will describe
the seven major categories that we discerned in our analysis of the participating supervisors’
diﬀerent understandings of independence, giving examples of the kind of formulations that were
typical of each category. Even though we have here chosen to present the results in the form of
diﬀerent themes, we want to underline that there were variations in the material that are not
always easy to capture in this kind of overview. We will return to that in the discussion.
Another aspect worth highlighting is that the discussions, quite naturally, were aﬀected by the
particular kind of conversational context a focus group comprises (cf Krzyzanowskii 2008). The
supervisors did, for instance, often agree with, and elaborate on, what their colleagues had said
during the discussion. But they could also disagree with each other, as is obvious in the following
example:
Well, I agree with [x] that independence in our situation manifests itself mainly in the choice of a topic. But I
don’t agree that it determines all the rest. (JERUU11)

The disagreement they expressed did, however, tend to be more about to which degree or in what
way they found a particular aspect to be important or signiﬁcant in relation to independence in
undergraduate supervision, rather than a disagreement on if a certain aspect was relevant at all.
Some of the themes presented below were discussed in more or less all the focus-group
interviews, while others were only discussed in some of them. This should also be seen in relation
to the focus-group situation, where the participants partly inﬂuenced which directions the conversations would take, even though we had a common question guide, and where time frames also
set limits for the number of topics and themes that could be covered.5

Taking initiatives
One of the most central understandings of independence that became visible in the focus-group
material, in both countries and in both education programmes, involved the conception of
students taking initiatives and making suggestions. This view of independence was in the discussions tightly linked to supervision interaction, and the examples given included students coming
up with ideas for the topic of the undergraduate project by themselves as well as students being
prepared when coming to a supervision meeting – prepared with for instance ideas concerning
which methods or theories to use or which literature to read:
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He had an idea when he came to the ﬁrst meeting, an idea he had come up with himself, what he wanted to
do. That is, he had independently formulated the idea of what he wanted to research and he also had
suggestions regarding what books he could use, which he wanted to check with me. The whole supervision
was characterised by that. He came to every meeting prepared with some step he had taken, a step ahead of
me so to speak, and he only wanted to have it conﬁrmed: ‘Is this O.K?’, ‘What do you think?’ and so on, and I
felt that this was a wonderful example of independence, how he worked. (TESWU11)

The perceived connection between independence and the students taking initiatives could also
include the students’ attitudes and actions during the supervision itself. Another supervisor
explained how she wanted students to initiate the discussions during the supervision meetings.
She found this to be a sign of independence since this also meant that they reﬂected on the ideas
they had (JERUU21).
As the above and other examples from the material show, the students’ initiatives in terms of
preparations and suggestions were regarded as important and desired aspects of independence
and as something the supervisors would expect of an independent student. The supervision
meetings, then, became an arena where such independence would become visible to the supervisor, but also an arena where the supervisors would encourage or discourage the ideas and
initiatives presented by the students. Hence, this understanding of independence included the idea
that the students should take initiatives, but also the idea that the role of the supervisor was to
conﬁrm if the ideas and thoughts the students had and presented were something to go through
with or not. It was, as is evident in the quotation above, a question of the students initiating
discussions, not necessarily making all the decisions.

2. Positioning oneself in relation to sources and context
Another understanding of independence that was frequently expressed in the focus-group discussions, in both countries, concerned the relation to sources and context. Independence in this
respect could, according to the material, include the ability of the student to successfully position
the study, or speciﬁc parts of the study, in relation to scientiﬁc sources, theoretical concepts or
research traditions. One basic aspect of this was to be able to properly position one’s own study in
relation to the work of others:
Independence for me means the ability to assess the results of other people’s work independently and see the
diﬀerence between work done by yourself and the work of others. (TERUU21)

This understanding of student independence was thus connected to the requirement of students
to follow standard research ethical procedures concerning quotations and references, as well as to
the idea that independence in its most fundamental understanding comprised doing the work
yourself and not plagiarising or copying from others. Emphasising this aspect of independence was
particularly common in the Russian focus-group discussions. If this was independence at a basic
level, then truly succeeding in positioning oneself and one’s work in relation to something else was
thought to be a more advanced kind of independence:
I like it if someone for example has some research or a theory or something that you position yourself
independently to. . . . I ﬁnd that when they really position themselves independently in relation to something,
when they have something to position themselves against, that is very independent on an advanced level. We
can rarely expect that in these undergraduate projects when it’s like: ‘Help! I’m going to write my ﬁrst thesis,
what should the title page look like?!’ Then we can’t really expect that. Maybe then we should just be happy if
they write the text themselves and don’t copy from someone else. (TESWU11)

In addition to being able to show independence in relation to other people’s work and research
results, the students were in this understanding of independence expected to be able to relate to
the speciﬁc academic context they were a part of. In the discussions around this it became clear
that the supervisors did not view independence as something limitless that granted the students
total freedom. On the contrary, they emphasised the need for setting boundaries and that the
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desired independence should be developed within these. The rules and boundaries mentioned by
the supervisors in the focus groups were both tied to academic norms within a certain context,
such as mastering the right or preferred methodology, a certain style of academic writing, genreand language-recommendations and so on (JERUU11), and to more concrete and explicit limitations for the students, such as templates for how the undergraduate project should be structured,
timeframes, the maximum number of pages in the ﬁnished text and so on (e.g. TESWU12,
TESWU11, TESWU11, TESWU12, JERUU12, JERUU11, TESWU12).
Being able to relate to the academic context in this way was, however, not only seen as a
question of following the rules, but also of understanding the rules and boundaries, and thus
knowing when, where and why to follow them. Consequently, this aspect of student independence
also concerned the students’ relationship to the supervisors. In the focus-group interviews it
became clear that independence in this sense included listening to feedback and advice given
by the supervisor, but at the same time having the ability to use this in an independent way, in
other words not necessarily following such recommendations blindly but, rather, using them for
making further, independent, improvements of the work or the text. The ability to position oneself
and one’s study in relation to sources and context could thus be displayed both in the text itself
and during the supervision meetings.

3. Originality, creativity and enthusiasm
Another way to understand independence that appeared in several of the focus groups in both
countries, was tightly linked to ideas around originality and creativity. This could include
inventing something of one’s own and making an actual, albeit small, contribution to the
research ﬁeld:
I am, somewhat, of the mind that [independence] is about creativity in a weaker sense of the word. That is, the
students should be active and really create what they do in this paper. They should be active in formulating
issues that no one has formulated for them and that is a creative process which is connected to that they are
supposed to make choices, make decisions during the course of the process. That is also what they have to
defend during the examination. (TESWU12)

This understanding of independence could also include aspects such as engagement and enthusiasm, showing an interest or managing to give the text life (JERUU22, TERUU22). One common
view was that if students were truly interested in their topic, they tended to become more
independent in relation to the supervisor, but often also managed to make a more original and
creative contribution. Creativity, originality and enthusiasm or interest thus tended to be viewed as
interconnected and were primarily described as displayed in the preparation of the project and
during the supervision meetings.6 In the focus-group discussions, the need for boundaries was
mentioned also in relation to this aspect of independence:
But it is interesting, this thing with freedom in relation to boundaries. Since putting up boundaries doesn’t
necessarily mean less independence. On the contrary, that might actually trigger creativity . . .. Because, having
completely loose reins doesn’t give maximum independence in that way. (JESWU11)

The boundaries put up by the supervisor, or within a particular academic context or disciplinary
setting, could thus be seen not only as something the students should be able to relate to, reﬂect
upon and, to the right extent, follow, as was discussed previously, but also as something that could
actually enable creativity and thus increase the level of independence among the students. The
relationship between rules and boundaries, on the one hand, and student independence, on the
other, was in other words rather complicated and multi-layered in the sense that it could be seen
to both restrict student independence and in a certain sense increase it.
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4. Motivating, arguing and choosing
Yet another main understanding of independence that was distinguishable in the focus-group
material, in both countries and both education programmes was that it should include the
students’ ability to motivate and argue for the choices they made in the process of writing the
undergraduate project. This understanding of independence could thus be seen as related to the
above category of positioning oneself, but here the main focus was the choices the students have
to make throughout the work with their undergraduate projects. These choices existed on various
levels and one of the aspects that was described as most basic and important, not least in the
Russian focus groups, was choosing the topic and subject of the study:
. . . the topic needs to be chosen independently and then developed as thoroughly as possible. This is what, in
my opinion, determines all the rest. . . . Independent choice of the topic that a person is willing to work on is
for me the characteristic of independence. (JERUU11)

The choices mentioned in the focus-group interviews also included, for instance, selecting relevant
methods for gathering and analysing the empirical material, and choosing theories and theoretical
concepts (JERUU11, TESWU11, JESWU11, etc.). Several participants in the Russian focus groups also
emphasised the signiﬁcance of choosing the supervisor – something that their students were
generally expected to do. This was a choice that was in its turn tightly linked to the choice of topic
for the project, since diﬀerent supervisors had academic competence in diﬀerent ﬁelds (JERUU11).
Some of the interviewed supervisors described that this aspect of independence – to make all
the necessary choices – could be quite diﬃcult and even stressful for the students. One way to
handle that, and thus avoid the work with the undergraduate project getting stranded along the
way, was to give the students a limited number of alternatives to choose from (JERUU11, TESWU12,
TESWU12, JERUU11, TESWU12). This could thus be regarded as related to the view mentioned
above, that giving the students boundaries could actually increase their independence.
In addition to being able to make these necessary choices, the students were expected to be
able to explain why they had made that particular choice (JESWU11, JERUU12). The ability to argue
for the choices they had made, could be useful both during supervision meetings, since the
supervisor might not always agree with the choices, in the ﬁnished text itself, and during the
defence of the undergraduate project (TESWU11). It was even seen as important for the students to
be able to motivate their choices when it was, in fact, the supervisor who had suggested doing
things in a certain way (TESWU11). This can be seen as related to how managing to clearly motivate
one’s choices and decisions was regarded as a good way of displaying independence and as one
way in which the interviewed supervisors saw it as possible to actually assess and grade the level of
independence among the students.
Not only motivating and arguing for one’s choices, but also making a case and taking a stand in
the text, could be viewed as a sign of independence:
It [independence] is actually to make a point in your work, to really make a case for something. To make a clear
contribution: that you manage to write your thesis in relation to previous research, to theories. That is, you
make an argument supported by your material . . . the whole paper and the whole work becomes some sort of
argument where you push something . . .this big independence. (TESWU11)

In this sense, the desired or expected student independence thus involved the ability to argue both
for what you are doing (TESWU11, TESWU12) and for what you are proposing/stating (TESWU11).
This latter kind of argument was, however, not always seen as something positive and desirable.
Participants in one of the Swedish focus-group interviews with supervisors from journalism
education, for instance, claimed that it could become quite problematic when students mistook
arguing for voicing one’s own personal opinions (JESWU11). To argue a case could, in other words,
be regarded as negative if the argument was not founded in anything speciﬁc, such as the analysis
of the material or theoretical perspectives, but just related the personal views of the writer.

8

J. MAGNUSSON AND M. ZACKARIASSON

5. Critical thinking and reﬂection
That independence includes aspects of critical thinking, was also a view that was frequently
expressed in the focus-group interviews, in both countries and both education programmes.
Criticality, or being able to reﬂect critically, was described as a rather speciﬁc competence, where
an independent student should be able to, for instance, read scientiﬁc research with ‘critical eyes’
gained from their own experience and work, but also manage to make critical reﬂections on their
own work as well as the work of others (JERUU21, TESWU12, TESWU12, TESWU12). Criticality could
thus be viewed as an approach that was present in the reading process or the process of gathering
or analysing empirical material, and also as something that could be displayed in the ﬁnished text.
In certain ways, this understanding of independence resembles the understanding of independence as being able to position oneself in relation to scientiﬁc sources and motivating one’s
choices. But in the focus-group interviews it became clear that it also involved something additional, as is evident in the following quote:
Sometimes the ﬁrst parts look like they were written using a single template: this author says this, that author
wrote that, we conclude that all authors did a great job. But when a person is really working hard on a topic,
they don’t just write about various perspectives and concepts they ﬁnd in other books. They agree with some
of them and argue with others. They demonstrate their critical thinking. . . . I see that a person really reﬂected
on this theoretical issue while studying it. That a person didn’t just read books and copy-paste some bits and
pieces of theoretical conclusions from them to his paper. This is a manifestation of independence as a skill for
critical thinking and perception, attempts to analyse, express one’s own opinion and even argue with
renowned authors. (TERUU22)

As the quote exempliﬁes, the students were in this understanding of independence not only
expected to position themselves and their work in relation to previous research and theoretical
perspectives, but to take it one step further and actually disagree or argue with other scholars.
They should, in other words, approach what others had done with a critical mind, even though
these other scholars could be seen as authorities in relation to an undergraduate level project. A
similar distinction between using sources and perspectives independently and actually critically
reﬂect on them, is evident in the next example:
I usually talk about broadness. That if you are independent you manage to be both broad and narrow. In other
words – if you get the assignment to compare several perspectives, then you shouldn’t use only one source.
You should be able to compare several of them. But you should also be able to be critical in relation to this.
“Do I think this is correct? Does this theory coincide with my experience?” (JESWU11)

Independence was thus related to criticality on two diﬀerent levels. On one level, it could consist of
activities that the process of writing the undergraduate project could or should involve, such as
arguing, analysing, expressing personal opinions, problem solving and so on. On another level, it
was related to the approach the students had to such activities – that they should approach
everything from reading to gathering material and using theoretical perspectives with a ‘critical
eye’. This kind of criticality was, however, seen as part of a more advanced level of independence
that could not necessarily be expected by all students, much like the ability to truly position oneself
and one’s work in relation to other sources and contexts.

6. Taking responsibility
Yet another speciﬁcation in the understandings of independence as related to making choices and
positioning oneself in relation to sources, literature and theories was that it should involve students
taking responsibility. The expected or desired responsibility could concern the practical aspects of
the undergraduate project, such as meeting deadlines and following the recommended format for
the layout of the essay or the reference system (JESWU11). But the connection between responsibility and independence could also concern more overarching aspects, such as that the students
should be aware that they were the ones responsible for the choices they made, as well as for the
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quality, creativity and originality of the project (TESWU12, TESWU12). It was, in other words, the
students who were expected to take responsibility for the project as a whole, even though the
supervisors would be there to help them and guide them along the way:
To me independence of a student is primarily related to responsibility. . . . For me it is important that the
students walk this way on their own, because this is the only way they can learn to take responsibility for what
they have done, for the conclusions they have come to, the ﬁnal project they have come up with and which
they like. To get through to some ﬁnal stage that they themselves would be satisﬁed with (JERUU12)

That taking responsibility might be necessary in order to give the students the satisfaction of
feeling that they had succeeded primarily by themselves is one aspect of this, as the quote above
indicates. But, according to our material, it could also be a question of what the supervisors did not
want to take responsibility for (JERUU21). As for instance, the quality of the ﬁnal product:
I tell my students . . . right from the beginning that the responsibility for the quality of what they write in
general and the originality of the text in terms of copyright compliance in particular, is completely on them. If
they write a bad paper, I won’t give them the highest grade. And that’s their responsibility for independent
work. The primary responsibility. (JE RUU11)

That the supervisors in the focus-group interviews emphasised the need for students to take
responsibility for the conclusions and the quality of the ﬁnal product, could be seen as connected
to the expected, and mostly regulated, division between, on the one hand, supervising and, on the
other hand, examining or grading the undergraduate projects. The supervisors could, in other words,
generally not guarantee or promise that a student would pass the exam or receive a particular grade,
regardless of what kind of feedback they had given them during the supervision. Even though the
relationship between the supervisor and the examiner and the regulations for examination of the
undergraduate projects diﬀered both between universities in the two countries and between
universities in the same country, this was a theme that was discussed in several of the focus groups.

7. Generalising and synthetising
In the last understanding of independence, that we want to highlight here, it was the students’
ability to generalise or synthetise that was in focus. The ability to generalise or synthetise was
mentioned in focus groups in both Russia and Sweden, but it was not one of the most common
themes. This aspect of independence was primarily thought to appear in the written text, for
instance in the conclusions made by the author, or as in the following quote, in the discussion:
One place where I think that it often becomes visible how independent they are, is when they are supposed to
tie the whole work together in the discussion. . . . when they tie all of these parts together, then I think it
usually shows how independent they are. (TESWU21)

The ability to generalise is in this particular context not primarily a question of making a statistically
sound study, since most of the students in journalism and teacher education at the universities
where the focus-group interviews were conducted tended to use qualitative methods and quite
limited materials. To be able to generalise was, rather, seen as an ability to contextualise their own
study, through relating it to a larger societal or academic context (TESWU11). In that sense, this last
understanding of independence was also connected to the above-mentioned ability to position
oneself and one’s study in relation to diﬀerent contexts. But here the focus was on that the results
and conclusions should be discussed in relation to a bigger picture, whether this concerned, for
instance, education or media politics, or media debates around school or journalism.

Discussion
As the above analysis of the focus-group material shows, there was a great variation in how student
independence was understood and explained by the participating supervisors. In view of the ambition
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of the Bologna declaration, to try to create greater comparability between universities in diﬀerent
European countries, such variations could, obviously, be regarded as problematic (cf. European
Ministers in charge of Higher Education 1999, 385). On the other hand, the variations we found
could not in any obvious way be related to speciﬁc universities, countries or education programmes.
There were diﬀerences in how independence in relation to writing the undergraduate project was
described and understood in focus groups from universities in the same country or from the same
education programme, but also similarities between how it was described and understood in focus
groups from universities in diﬀerent countries or from the diﬀerent education programmes.
Considering the diﬀerences in values and attitudes that value surveys have shown generally exist
between Russia and Sweden, we had in fact initially expected the variations to be more clearly related
to country than was actually the case according to the analysis of our material (cf Inglehart and Welzel
2015; Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004).
Furthermore, even though student independence generally appeared as a rather vague, complex and not readily deﬁned concept in all of the focus-group interviews, it still tended to be
discussed and problematised in quite similar ways, regardless of in which country or university the
focus-group discussion took place. There were, in other words, certain common tendencies in the
material as a whole when it came to how student independence was deﬁned and discussed, as has
also been shown in the examples above. The Table in Figure 1 summarises the diﬀerent themes or
aspects that were evident in our material and in which phases of the work with the undergraduate
project these could be expected to be displayed by the students, according to the focus-group
interviews. To develop the analysis, we will in the following use the Table in Figure 1 as a starting
point for a further discussion of some aspects of student independence that in various ways
connect these categories with each other.
Firstly, we want to highlight the relative nature of independence. It was, as has been evident in
the examples above, not primarily something that students were thought to either have or not
have. Rather, it was perceived as something that students may possess in certain respects and to
certain degrees, while at the same time lacking it in other respects. Furthermore, the supervisors
did not appear to wish for or desire some kind of ‘total’ independence in their students. This was
evident when they talked about what independence, in their opinion, did not consist of, something
that they frequently got into during the discussions. In those instances, they recurrently emphasised that the ideal was not in any way that the students should do the work all by themselves,
without the support of the supervisors (JESWU11, JERUU11, TESWU12).
To use negations in the way the supervisors did during the discussions, generally indicates the
existence of an implicit norm, and the tendency of the participating supervisors to emphasise that
independence was not about students working by themselves in isolation, could, consequently, be
seen as a reﬂection of that the prevalent ideas of what independence comprises, include such
aspects. This is also addressed in research concerning independent learning, where several scholars
have pointed out that independent learning is not equivalent to working in isolation (e.g.
O’Doherty 2006; Meyer 2010). Knight (1996) even describes the key problem with the lack of
consensus surrounding deﬁnitions of independent learning as related to the fact that independent
learning implies being alone and unaided (35).
Students working in isolation, without regular contact with the supervisor, was even described
as something problematic if it involved students believing it meant they could do whatever they
wanted or students with the attitude and approach that they had nothing to learn (TESWU11,
JERUU22, TESWU11). This was, furthermore, related to the experience of the focus-group participants that students working unaided by the supervisors tended to result in ﬁnal drafts handed in at
the eleventh hour, which did not fulﬁl the expected standard or quality (TERUU22, JERUU21,
JERUU21, JERUU22, JERUU22, TESWU11, JERUU12). That this kind of ‘total’ independence was
seen as undesirable, could in other words be understood in light of how the predominant understandings of independence included the fact that students should be able to position their own
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Figure 1. Understandings of independence and where it is primarily displayed.

work in relation to the scientiﬁc and disciplinary context, in which a dialogue with the supervisor
was seen as necessary.
There were thus, as was also discussed in relation to the need for boundaries, certain restrictions
in the kind of or degree of independence that was, ultimately, desired from the students. Yet
another aspect of this was the awareness expressed by the supervisors that they could not expect
the same degree of independence from all students. As has been exempliﬁed above, several of the
supervisors distinguished between a basic and an advanced level of independence, or, in some
cases, between ‘minimum’ and ‘maximum’ independence (JERUU12). A minimum level of independence could consist of only choosing a subject, while an advanced, or maximum level would
include critical thinking and positioning of the work and so on. Here we want to emphasise that
the notion of maximum independence was in the discussions not equated with the ‘total’
independence that was seen as problematic. It was, rather, described as the maximum degree of
independence that could be expected, or was desired, within the set frames and boundaries
(JESWU11). The minimum level of independence was something that all students should achieve,
at the very least, while an advanced level of independence was rather seen as an ideal case, which
in reality was rarely encountered.
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As discussed above, the supervisors generally adjusted their approach to the matter of student
independence depending on the abilities and academic level of each student. But the role, nature
and manifestation of student independence was also thought to vary depending on where the
student was in the working process. In Figure 1, we pointed out three phases of the work with the
undergraduate project in which independence could be manifested: in the process, in the ﬁnal
product and during the defence/examination of the project. One important contrast here thus has
to do with seeing process and product as two diﬀerent contexts where independence may be
expressed. Independence in the process was described as manifested in discussions around
planning and choices of diﬀerent kinds, for instance during the supervision meetings, but it was
also connected to the notion of students searching for knowledge, as well as processing it and
reﬂecting on it (JERUU11, TESWU11, JERUU11).
We want to underline that the process and the product should not be regarded as opposites in
this respect, but could rather be viewed as diﬀerent aspects of the same competence. Certain
supervisors maintained that the process could very well be seen in the ﬁnal product, and that this,
hence, constituted the most important context for manifesting independence (TESWU12). Others
argued that independence should be seen as the ﬁnal result of the whole process, in the sense that
it was the process of writing the undergraduate project that developed the students’ independence. According to this view, it was not until the students had actually ﬁnished their education
that they could be expected to be truly independent (TESWU11). Up until then they had received
the help of the supervisors, but were also restricted by the boundaries set up by the university or
disciplinary environment they were a part of.
Yet another important contrast here is the relationship between seeing independence as a
competence tied to cognitive quality, in other words as a way of ‘thinking’, or seeing independence
as ‘doing’, in other words as acting independently. Taking initiatives, planning the work or making
the necessary choices are examples of the aspects of independence that are connected to taking
action, of ‘doing’, while criticality and creativity are examples of independence as a way of ‘thinking’.
In sum, independence could thus be said to play a role and be manifested in several diﬀerent
contexts, from the process of planning, writing and ﬁnding literature when writing the undergraduate project, to the product itself and, in a wider perspective, even in the professional context
outside the academic education, after the ﬁnished education programme. The main diﬀerences
thus appeared to be found between mind, text, talking and doing, as well as between process and
product.

Concluding reﬂections
The ways in which central academic concepts are understood and conceptualised in universities
and academic contexts are ‘likely to have a major bearing on the shaping of university curricula
and of higher education policy as a whole’ (Moore 2011, 262). The diﬀerentiations described above,
not only in the aspects that independence was thought to comprise in the process of writing the
undergraduate project, but also in the degree to which it could be expected or was desired from
the students, and the contexts where it was thought to be manifested, indicate that it is a complex
and multifaceted concept, with many diﬀerent understandings or meanings. It is, in other words, a
concept that may be diﬃcult to use constructively. It needs to be speciﬁed in order to be useful –
whether the aim is to increase comparability between higher education in diﬀerent countries, in
accordance with the Bologna declaration, or to ﬁnd a common ground for assessing undergraduate
projects at one particular university or within one particular education programme. Considering
how supervisors, or tutors, have been pointed out as vital for enabling and encouraging independent learning, we see it as essential to anchor the discussion of the concept of independence in
undergraduate supervision in an empirical material that takes into account the views and experiences of the supervisors, as we have done in this article (cf Meyer 2010; Meyer et al. 2008; OECD
2017; van Grinsven and Tillema 2006).
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Our analysis furthermore illustrates how concepts such as argument (Lillis 1999; Turner 1999;
Riddle 1997; Mitchell 1984), critical thinking (Atkinson 1997; Lipman 1987; Davies 2011) and
autonomous learning (Gardner 2007; Borg and Al-Busaidi 2012) are closely related to independence
or independent learning. Sometimes these may be hyponyms but they may also at times be used
more or less as synonyms (cf Meyer et al. 2008; Broad 2006; O’Doherty 2006). To conclude, we
would therefore like to build on Moore’s (2011, 271) discussion of criticality in relation to
Wittgenstein’s idea of family resemblances.
According to Wittgenstein, a large number of debates and much thinking have historically been
focused on ﬁnding unitary deﬁnitions to central terms. However, (Wittgenstein 1958) argues that this
is neither possible nor desirable, considering how language functions. All terms and concepts have a
variety of meanings, as a consequence of that they are used in diverse ways in diverse contexts. He
calls this ‘family resemblances’, when terms or concepts are related to one another in several diﬀerent
ways, in a ‘complicated network of similarities’. The idea of family resemblances is obviously relevant
in relation to independence, independent learning, argument, critical thinking and learner autonomy,
seeing that there are clear similarities and overlapping between these concepts, but also diﬀerences.
Independence is, in other words, one part of the deﬁnition of the other concepts, at the same time as
the other concepts are also part of the deﬁnition of independence.
We think of the variety in meanings and the variety of concepts sharing the same meanings as a
double-sided vagueness or openness, where one term or concept can embrace several meanings,
and one meaning can be expressed through several concepts, as is exempliﬁed in Figure 2.
This illustration, even if it only includes one of the categories we have discussed, namely ‘Taking
responsibility’, should be seen as a summarisation of our ﬁndings. We would, in other words, argue
that the variations around the concept of independence come from two directions or exist on two
diﬀerent levels. As shown throughout the article, independence may be understood and deﬁned in
several ways. What we want to further underline here, exempliﬁed by Figure 2, is that each of the
deﬁning attributes or criteria for this concept could, in their turn, be part of deﬁnitions for diﬀerent
concepts. Each understanding of independence could thus be part of the deﬁnitions of other
related concepts, such as critical thinking, learner autonomy or self-directed learning.
That this kind of fuzziness is typical of concepts connected to academic learning, as has been
discussed throughout the article, further emphasises the importance of being explicit when using a

Figure 2. The interconnection between diﬀerent concepts related to student independence.
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concept or term like independence. It is only then that it may become a truly useful concept in the
continuous work of developing and improving the supervision of undergraduate students.

Notes
1. The undergraduate project is termed diﬀerently in diﬀerent academic contexts. Sometimes it is called ‘degree
project’ or ‘bachelor essay’ and a direct translation of the oﬃcial Swedish term would be ‘independent project’.
We have chosen to use the rather neutral ‘undergraduate project’ throughout the article.
2. All in all, 60 supervisors participated in the focus-group interviews. The empirical material in the larger
research project the article is based in also includes supervision communication, consisting of recorded
supervision meetings, emails, drafts with comments from supervisors and steering documents related to
the undergraduate project, such as assessment criteria, syllabi and curricula, from universities in Sweden
and Russia.
3. This was done to ensure that all of the focus-group material was available to all of the researchers in the
project, not just the ones ﬂuent in Russian. The focus-group interviews conducted in Swedish have been
translated when needed, as when using quotations from them in international contexts. As always, there
is a potential risk that some of the original meaning is changed when interview quotes are translated.
We have, however, tried to keep the translations as true to the meaning of the original transcripts as
possible.
4. In some research contexts this analytical approach is also called thematic analysis.
5. There are also aspects of independence in relation to undergraduate supervision that are not covered in the
themes or our discussion of them in this article, such as the frequency of supervision meetings, the forms these
generally took and the strategies used by the supervisors. We have studied some such aspects in previous
articles and intend to further examine others in forthcoming publications (cf Magnusson 2015, 2016;
Zackariasson 2018).
6. Even though originality and creativity were often mentioned together and deﬁned similarly, originality was
also in some cases, especially in the Russian material, connected to the risk of plagiarism (e.g. JERUU11).
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