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Medical Students' Views on Supervision and E-Defense

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Medical Students' Points of View on the Quality of
Supervision and the Electronic Defense Session in an
Iranian Private University

Background: Writing a thesis is an indicator for evaluating
individual competence in conducting research and research
skills. The study aimed to examine students' points of view
on the quality of supervision and the process of theses
implementation electronically and virtually has been done
during the COVID-19 pandemic at Islamic Azad University,
Mashhad Medical Sciences unit.

Method: In a cross-sectional study, 42 medical students
participated by responding to the Postgraduate Research
Experience Questionnaire, which assessed nine areas related
to thesis implementation and defense in electronic and virtual
environments. It was conducted in five areas: Title selection,
supervisor, proposal fulfillment process, thesis fulfillment
process, and final report. The PREQ was introduced by the
Auwustralian Department of Employment, Training, and Youth
Affairs to respond to the quality and efficiency of higher
education (ACER 2000). Finally, the data collected in this
study were analyzed using SPSS version 21 software.
Results: The research results indicated that the University's
infrastructure and facilities are generally favorable, except for
the evaluation and defense of the thesis, which received a score
of 2.13, indicating an unfavorable rating. The other aspects of
thesis writing were assessed as relatively favorable.
Conclusion: Students consider the status of theses in the
general medicine program at the Islamic Azad University,
Mashhad Medical Sciences unit, relatively good in most
aspects. However, the thesis defense is viewed as
unfavorable. To address this issue, it is important to identify
the causes of the existing problems and work on eliminating
weaknesses while strengthening the positive aspects.

Key Words: Medical Students, COVID-19, Thesis Writing,
Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire
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INTRODUCTION

Thesis writing is a key component of the research and
development process within the educational system.
Three main factors contribute to the successful
development of a thesis: the professor, the student,
and the educational system itself. These elements
interact and are vital in determining the quality of the
thesis. For students, writing a thesis marks the
beginning of their academic journey, showcasing
their innovations, inventions, self-reliance, and
perseverance (1,2). Students may find it difficult to
write their thesis if they do not learn the appropriate
research methods, receive guidance from experienced
professors and supervisors, and have access to a
suitable and encouraging environment. Additionally,
the absence of any of these three factors can result in
a loss of financial and time resources, leading to
student frustration (3-5). The key factors for
producing an excellent thesis include guidance, skill
development, a scientific environment, an evaluation
process, clear goals, appropriate infrastructure
standards, and student satisfaction with the thesis
writing experience (6,7).

This study aimed to assess the students' point of view
on the quality of supervision and implementation of
the medical thesis by using the virtual implementation
and defense at Islamic Azad University, Mashhad
Medical Sciences unit during the COVID-19
pandemic.

METHODS

This project was a cross-sectional study conducted
among medical students over an academic year. We
collected and analyzed the students' perspectives on
the quality of supervision and the electronic defense
sessions at the Islamic Azad University, Mashhad
Medical Sciences unit during the COVID-19
pandemic. The ethical code of study is
IR.SUMS.REC.1399.1212. This study was conducted
via the census method. The inclusion criteria
consisted of medical students who defended their
theses in 2021. Their proposal and final defense
sessions were conducted virtually, and all
administrative procedures took place over the phone
and in virtual meetings due to the COVID-19
pandemic and the limited presence of students on
campus. The exclusion criteria were the incomplete
responses of the graduated medical students.

The Postgraduate Research Experimental
Questionnaire (PREQ), developed by Marsch (7), is
used to evaluate postgraduate student experiences in
five key areas: title selection, supervisor interaction,
proposal fulfillment, thesis completion, and final
report. Introduced by the Australian Department of
Employment, Education, and Youth Affairs, the
PREQ assesses higher education quality and
efficiency. It surveys students' perceptions regarding
supervision, support, intellectual environment, and

expectations. Initially validated by the Australian
Graduate Association, it helps universities measure
research performance and individual student
experiences through a 5-point Likert scale, with an
additional question on overall satisfaction.

We utilized the Farsi version of the PREQ, which was
adapted by Behzadi et al. Behzadi modified the
questionnaire to better fit the educational context of
Iranian universities, addressing various aspects of
students' research experiences. The validity and
reliability of this version were confirmed at Mashhad
University, with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.975.
Additionally, in 2019, Pourbayramian at Iran
University of Medical Sciences verified that the
Content Validity Index (CVI) was 0.76, the Content
Validity Ratio (CVR) was 0.57, and the Cronbach's
alpha coefficient was 0.97 (8, 9). Various adaptations
of this questionnaire have been used in Iranian
educational literature and research studies (10-12).
This questionnaire is structured into four main
sections: (i) general demographic information, (ii)
details about the thesis, including the topic and area
of study, and (iii) an assessment of factors
contributing to students' satisfaction with their
research experience. This section uses a five-point
Likert scale and covers aspects such as the proposal
approval process, supervision, university
infrastructure and facilities, conditions for intellectual
development, skills development, clarification of
processes, criteria, goals, and thesis defense, and (iv)
an evaluation of overall satisfaction and challenges
encountered during the research experience (8, 9).
After their dissertation defense, a questionnaire link
was sent to the graduated medical students. The link
was sent up to four times to ensure as many graduated
students answered the questionnaire as possible.
Finally, the data collected in this study were analyzed
using SPSS version 21 software and descriptive tests
of frequency, mean, and percentage; mean difference
tests, independent sample t-test, paired sample t-test,
and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were
used to analyze them.

RESULTS

The survey revealed that 83% of the respondents were
female, while 16.7% were male. Most students
selected their thesis topics based on suggestions from
their supervisors. The majority of thesis topics were
focused on the clinical field (59.5%), followed by
medical education (23.8%), basic sciences (11.9%),
and interdisciplinary studies (4.8%).

The scores for the approval process of the preliminary
plan (proposal) averaged 2.39+0.868, indicating a
relatively good level of achievement. However, the
results revealed that students encountered difficulties
during the early stages of their research projects,
suggesting that the overall situation was not entirely
favorable. Students' ratings regarding the quality of
guidance from supervisors averaged 2.37+0.996,
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which can be considered relatively favorable. A
significant number of students (60%) expressed
dissatisfaction with the facilities provided by the
university. Additionally, the students' scores for
intellectual development were at a medium level or
lower than the median, indicating that the faculty may
not be meeting students' expectations.

All scores related to skills development in thesis
writing showed an upward trend (Table 1). The
majority of responses indicated agreement or strong
agreement that writing a thesis contributed to the
enhancement of their skills. Every score in the
Clarification of Processes, Criteria, and Goals
exceeded the median, indicating that thesis writing
significantly improves students' legal knowledge and
understanding of thesis defense rules. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the thesis defenses for this
study were conducted virtually, and the results reveal
that students were satisfied with the thesis defense
process (Table 2).

This study revealed that students and supervisors
scored highly on items related to fairness during
defense meetings and supervisor support throughout
the defense process. However, the aspects concerning
infrastructure, administration, and guidance for
preparation received notably lower scores. Regarding

the evaluation of research experience, students
expressed relatively favorable opinions, with a mean
score of 2.52+0.784. Nonetheless, these results indicate
that the situation is still far from ideal (Table 3).

DISCUSSION

The study aimed to examine students' perspectives on
the quality of supervision and the process of thesis
implementation electronically and virtually during the
COVID-19 pandemic at the Islamic Azad University,
Mashhad Medical Sciences unit. The research results
indicated that the University's infrastructure and
facilities are generally favorable, except for the
evaluation and defense of the thesis, suggesting an
unfavorable rating. The other aspects of thesis writing
were assessed as relatively favorable.

The online survey achieved a response rate of 50%,
which is generally lower than the response rates
obtained when the questionnaire is administered in
person. For instance, reports indicate response rates of
87% (1), 73% (13), and even 100% (14) when
conducted by the faculty of a medical school.
Additionally, the survey found that 83% of responders
were female, a higher percentage compared to studies
such as Shahshani, which reported 64% (14), and
Karimi, which reported 50% (15).

Table 1. Development of skills

Strongly
No. Item agree
N (%)
1 Resegrch experience h_as |m_pr_o_ved my ability to 9 (21%)
plan individual and social activities.
2 As a result of my research experience, | was able to 3(7%)
enhance teamwork with other researchers.
Improve information literacy research experience
3 (identifying, locating, categorizing, and using 7(17%)
information resources) in me.
4 The dissertation |mplementa_t|on process has greatly 5(12%)
developed my problem-solving skills.
As a result of my research experience, | am
5 - . 1 . 8(19%)
confident in my ability to manage a research project.
6 My rgsearch experience greatly improved my 7(17%)
analytical skills.
Research experience led me to learn citation
7 techniques (correct writing of sources and  12(29%)
references, in-text citations, etc.).
My research experience greatly enhanced my 0
8 scientific writing skills. 10(24%)
As a result of research experience, | gained more
9 knowledge and understanding of the research  9(21.7%)
communities in my field and field of study.
As a result of my research experience, | gained the o
10 ability to learn independently. 7(16%)
11 My r_esearch experience increased my proficiency in 9(21.7%)
English.
12 Research experience gave me the power of research 7(16%)

problem-solving.

Agree Sor;x:at Disagree gtlggggg

N3¢ N (%) N (%) N (%)
16(39%) 11(26%) 3(7%) 3(7%)
11(26%) 18(43%) 9(22%) 1(2.3%)
13(31%) 17(41%) 3(7%) 2(5%)
10(24%) 19(47%) 5(12%) 3(7%)
14(30%) 15(39%) 3(7%) 2(5%)
14(30%) 15(39%) 3(7%) 3(7%)
13(31%) 14(30%) 3(7%) -
11(26%) 17(40.7%) 3(7%) 1(2.3%)
11(26%) 19947%) 2(5%) 1(2.3%)
12(29%) 21(50%) 2(5%) -
11(26%) 14(30%) 7(16%) 1(2.3%)
12(29%) 18(43%) 3(7%) 2(5%)
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Table 2. Dissertation defense
Strongly Somewhat . Strongly
No. Item Agree Agree Agree Disagree Disagree
N (%) N (%)
N (%) N (%) N (%)
1 The process of defending my dissertation was fair. 9(21%) 11(26%) 15(35.5%) 3(7%) 4(9.5%)
2 My dissertation defense session was held according 16(38%) 10(24%) 9(21%) 4(9.5%) 3(7%)
to a pre-arranged schedule.
The arbitration process (pre-defense study) was @ ® o ® ®
g completed within a reasonable and acceptable time. ) g e C et et
In order to prepare for the defense of the
4 dissertation, | was given a proper guide by the  4(9.5%) 4(9.5%) 13((31%) 13(31%) 8(19%)
supervisor and the training group.
| received appropriate support and guidance to
5  correct changes in my dissertation after the final oral 9(21%) 9(21%) 20(48%) 2(5%) 2(5%)
defense.
The process of defending and evaluating my
dissertation was disciplined, not relational. (My o 0 o o o
6 relationship with professors and professors with each 6(14%) 9(21%) 23(54.5%) (2.5%) 3(7%)
other)
7 My score was based on the true value of my research 11(26%) 17(41%) 8(19%) 3(7%) 3(7%)
work.
Table 3. Research problems in gaining research experience.
Strongly Somewhat . Strongly
No. Item agree Agree Agree Disagree Disagree
N (%) N (%)
N (%) N (%) N (%)
1 Select a topic 7(16%) 17(40%) 10(24%) 6(14%) 2(5%)
Writing a proposal 8(19%) 12(29%) 14(30%) 5(12%) 3(7%)
3 Access to information resources required for 5(12%) 5(129%) 19(45%) 10(24%) 3(7%)
research
4 Analysis and description of statistical data 5(12%) 8(19%) 16(38%) 8(19%) 5(12%)
5 Data collection in the form of a research plan 6(14%) 8(19%) 4(9.5%) 6(14%) 1(2.5%)
Not having enough time to deal with the 0 0 0 0 o
6 dicsertation 9(21%) 13(31%) 11(26%) 5(12%) 4(10%)
7 Thesis writing (chapters, references, etc.) 4(9.5%) 16(38%) 18(42.5%) 2(5%) 2(5%)
8 How to communicate with the tutor 13(31%) 14(33%) 6(14%) 4(10%) 5(12%)
g  AlEELS pmg?;a‘r’tfr#:;;’e“”y' faculty, and g 5095 104%)  11(26%) 7(16%) 10(24%)

The results indicated that most students selected their
thesis topics based on suggestions from their
supervisors. This finding aligns with the study by
Derakhshan far (16) but contrasts with Radafshar
(10), which found that the majority of students chose
their thesis subjects independently. In this study, the
clinical field accounted for the most popular thesis
topics, while medical education was the second most
chosen area. Similar to the studies conducted by
Karimi (15) and Nieminen (17), the most frequently
selected topics fell within the clinical groups and were
descriptive-cross-sectional.

Our study indicates that students perceive the
approval process for the preliminary plan positively.
However, challenges arose during the early research

stages, as over half of faculty members identified
issues like poor coordination, insufficient time, and
inconsistent decision-making as major obstacles to
completing projects (18). The findings of students'
opinions regarding the quality of supervisors'
guidance were relatively favorable. The results
showed that the supervisor should be able to clarify
thematic, scientific, and statistical ambiguities of
research. Of course, this depends on the supervisor's
approach to writing the thesis (19).

In Iran, medical students (MDs) must write a thesis to
enhance their professional clinical skills and ability to
conduct clinical research. Yuan et al. reviewed theses
based on various criteria, including the number of
supervisors, word count, novelty of sources, inclusion
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of specific sources and indexes, sample size, and
ethics approval. Their findings indicated that more
abstract words and references were more significant
indicators of the distinction between excellent and
average theses than other criteria. These factors are
largely influenced by the supervisors, departments,
and faculty members (20). In our study, the students’
scores in intellectual development were medium or
below the median, suggesting that the faculty had not
met the students' expectations.

The organization's research management
infrastructure includes management of buildings and
facilities, administrative costs, current and cash
payments, and project records for the period required
by the audit organization (21). However, in this study,
as a private university, students' research experience
is different at Islamic Azad University than other
medical universities since this university is the only
private medical school in the country (Iran). The
infrastructure and facilities differ from public
universities. Students tend to be unsatisfied (60%)
with their experience with the facilities provided by
the university. This result showed that much
improvement needs to be done to reach a standard
level of providing adequate infrastructure for
students. It is also crucial to provide students with
more accessible and up-to-date databases and
communication methods to improve the quality of the
student research process (22).

The impact of writing a thesis on enhancing medical
students' skills has been highlighted in various
studies (23). Our findings indicate that all measured
skills related to thesis writing showed improvement.
Most respondents agreed or strongly agreed that
thesis  writing  contributed to their  skills
development, aligning with the results from the
studies by Fishman and Jha (24). Another indicator
of a good thesis is the observance of the principles
of research methodology. Nearly 90% of
inaccuracies in research methodology have been
reported in students' theses (17). The methodology
also allows authors to set study standards and
demonstrate the data that have been collected by
using accepted clinical methods and standards (21).
Our results showed that all scores in this area are
above the median, which explains that thesis writing
improves the legal knowledge and understanding of
thesis defense rules.

The instructions for electronic thesis defense must be
posted on the university website or shared with the
graduating student. The students must familiarize
themselves with them and prepare accordingly before
their defense. In this study, due to the COVID-19
pandemic, thesis defenses have been conducted
virtually, and the results showed that students are
satisfied with the thesis defense process.

Medical students, due to improving their ability to
interpret while working as a physician and analytical
problem solvers, generally have a positive attitude

toward science and scientific research projects.
(11,16). This study showed high scores in the items
related to the student and supervisors, such as fairness
in defense meetings or supervisor support in defense
meetings, but items related to infrastructures and
administration and supportive guide for preparation in
the defense had low scores. Additionally, journal
publication of research indicates the value and
international acceptance of the research thesis (11).
The results of this study showed that only 14% of our
written thesis was published in domestic and
international journals and passed by peers.

One of the problems of most students in thesis writing
is their weakness in the research method of the field
of study and the lack of mastery of statistical software,
which forces them to use outsourcing for it. At the
same time, the university should hold training courses
for students to learn how to work with this software
or provide these facilities by themselves (18).
According to our research, students have an excellent
desire to participate in research work, however,
problems like lack of time to enter this field due to
busy studies and livelihood issues cause them to be
discouraged or unwilling. The lack of supervisors
willing to collaborate on research involving students
is a major factor contributing to students' disinterest
in research work. However, for students, the limited
opportunities in this area mean that writing a thesis
may be their only valuable chance to enhance their
research knowledge, even if only to a minimal extent
(25).

LIMITATIONS

Study limitations include a small population,
constraints of university infrastructure to continue
research, a lack of student cooperation, the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic, and various financial and
time limitations.

CONCLUSION

Students consider their status in the general medicine
program at the Islamic Azad University, Mashhad
Medical Sciences unit, relatively good in most
aspects. However, the thesis defense is viewed as
unfavorable. To address this issue, it is important to
identify the causes of the existing problems and work
on eliminating weaknesses while strengthening the
positive aspects. The findings from this study are
highly valuable for the university management team
and policymakers, as they inform future planning for
providing adequate support and resources to graduate
and research students. Such support is expected to
enhance graduate student satisfaction and motivate
them to undertake innovative projects.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues including plagiarism, informed
consent, misconduct, data fabrication and/or
falsification, double publication and/or submission,

FMEJ 15;2 mums.ac.ir/j-fmej June 25,2025



FUTURE of MEDICAL EDUCATION JOURNAL

redundancy, etc. have been completely observed by
the authors. This study was approved by Research

Ethics Committee of Shiraz University of Medical

Sciences with an
(IR.SUMS.REC.1399.1212.).
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