
Master of Statistics - Master Thesis 
 

 

1 / 8 

 
PRACTICAL GUIDELINES 

 
This document outlines the rules and procedures with respect to the master thesis project 
within the Master of Statistics program. The document covers the following aspects: 
 
 
Who can start working on the master thesis project? 

Finding a topic for the Master Thesis 

Thesis internships in the South – mobility grants 

Master Thesis Kick-off day 

The process of a master thesis project: what do we expect from students?  

Contact with CenStat staff during the project 

Evaluation 

The report 

Important dates and deadlines 
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1) Who can start working on the master thesis project? 
 
First of all, all students interested in starting an individual master thesis project need to be 
properly enrolled and add the course ‘Master Thesis’ to your individual program. Technical 
details about enrolment can be checked with Ms. Martine Machiels. 
 
Secondly, as the master thesis project depends on the application of many courses and 
skills, the examination board will consider study results and in case of questionable results 
the examination board has the right to prevent the student to start working on the master 
thesis. The examination board uses the following criteria and procedures: 
 

• Regular (two-year, 120 ECTS SP) master's programme: Students who have obtained 
60 ECTS (including tolerated exam results, obtained credits and exemptions) of the 
curriculum of the first year, receive permission to enrol for the master thesis at the 
beginning of the academic year of the second master's year. 

• Regular (two-year, 120 ECTS SP) master's programme: Students who have not 
obtained 60 ECTS (including tolerated exam results, obtained credits and 
exemptions) of the curriculum of the first year, will be re-evaluated after the first 
semester of the second master's year. Based on all the results that a student has 
obtained until then, the Examination Board may give the student permission to enrol 
for the master thesis at the start of the second semester of the second master's 
year.  

• Reduced (one year, 67 ECTS SP) master's programme: The Examination Board may 
give the student permission to enrol for the master thesis at the start of each 
semester, based on all the results that the student has obtained in the master's 
programme until then. 

• For regular students, permission to start is given automatically in your student file, 
i.e. when you add the course to your individual programme and you meet the criteria, 
the course will be accepted in your individual programme.  

• For students in a reduced programme version, communication via email might 
precede the formal approval.  

 
 
2) Finding a topic for the Master Thesis 
 
In order to find a topic for the master thesis project students have 2 options: 
 

1. Own proposal 
 
Students can propose a topic themselves in a clearly outlined proposal (research 
question, short description of the data, proposed analysis technique, institutions 
involved…) in collaboration with a contact person at an institute, laboratory or 
research centre… of their own choice. This should be clearly indicated on the form 
‘Own proposal for Master Thesis’ (available on website Master of Statistics).  
This form should reach Dr. Sarah Vercruysse, no later than November 1st and should 
be assigned for approval by an the external (if applicable) and internal supervisor. 
Such an individual proposal needs to be approved by the chairmen of the Master of 
Statistics Program (Prof. Geert Molenberghs, Prof. Marc Aerts and Prof. Tomasz 
Burzykowski). Dr. Sarah Vercruysse coordinates this approval, you do not have to 
contact the chairmen yourself.  

 
2. (Online) list of available topics offered by CenStat members and external partners 

 
CenStat researchers (postdocs and professors) as well as people from 
pharmaceutical or biotech companies, hospitals, public health agencies, research 
centra, other universities .. may propose topics for you to work on.  
In the beginning of November, students will be able to consult a list of available 
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topics in their student file. The abstracts of projects contain some (clinical, 
biomedical, agricultural, actuarial ..) background information, methodological 
details, research questions and expected contribution of the student.  
Students should consult this list of project abstracts before the kick-off day 
(see below) in order to generate a pre-selection of those topics they are 
interested in.  

 
 

3) Thesis internships in the South – mobility grants  
 
In light of our successful International Course Programme (ICP) to help build South capacity 
in statistics, we offer mobility grants to (ICP) students to carry out their master thesis via 
an internship of 4-8 weeks in an eligible VLIR-UOS developing country: Africa: Benin, 
Burkina Faso, Burundi, DR Congo, Ethiopia, Guinea, Cameroon, Kenya, Madagascar, Mali, 
Morocco, Mozambique, Rwanda, Senegal, Tanzania, Uganda, Zimbabwe, South Africa, Niger 
- Asia: Cambodia, Philippines, Indonesia, Palestinian Territories, Vietnam - Latin America: 
Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, Guatemala, Haiti, Nicaragua, Peru) 
This internship opportunity is a new feature as of academic year 2017-2018. Only a selection 
of students will be able to participate in a thesis project in the South. We are currently 
defining the application and selection procedure. 
More information will be provided as soon as possible. The coordinator for these internships 
is dr. Yannick Vandendijck.   
 
 

4) Master Thesis Kick-off day 
 
In order to facilitate contact between students and supervisors, a ‘Master thesis kick-off 
day’ will be organized at Hasselt University on November 15, 2017 in the afternoon (1-5PM) 
in the Agora in Diepenbeek, where all companies and research institutes as well as CenStat 
members who propose a topic will be invited. The goal of this half-day event is to allow the 
students to further explore all available topics and discuss those topics with the supervisors. 
In case there is a mutual agreement between the student and the external supervisor the 
topic can be assigned. 
 
Furthermore, practical arrangements can be made between students and supervisors and 
at the end of this event an assignment form should be signed by the student, the external 
supervisor and dr. Sarah Vercruysse as coordinating lecturer. 
 
Note that it is the responsibility of the students to make sure they have a topic at the 
end of this event. Students who did not manage to get a topic by the end of this day should 
contact dr. Sarah Vercruysse as soon as possible. Make sure you have read the 
abstracts of the proposals on beforehand. Keep in mind that supervisors might ask 
for your CV, your grades on courses and your motivation to work on a specific 
project. Prepare yourself for this event!  
 
Some external supervisors are not able to attend the kick-off meeting but will be available 
via Skype. A CenStat staff member will help setup the Skype connection for you. 
 
 

5) The process of a master thesis project: what do we expect from students?  
 
A successful master thesis project is more than a good report at the end, it is the 
combination of a professional work attitude, good communication, ethical behaviour etc. 
Here are some tips and tricks: 

- When you engage in a project, keep in mind that your work attitude and 
communication style reflects on CenStat’s reputation. We expect you to 
communicate and work with internal and external supervisors in a professional and 
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highly respectful way. Supervisors will evaluate your professional working attitude 
when deciding whether or not you are allowed to submit your thesis for defence (see 
below). 

- Respect timing and deadlines:  
o There are many steps to be taken before you can write a report. Identify and 

discuss these steps with your supervisors and agree on an appropriate timing 
of each step. This is the basis of project-based working and will be important 
to your professional career later. To stimulate project-based working, we 
organise an intermediate evaluation half-way in the project (see below). 

o Ask your supervisors about periods in which they are not available due to 
holiday, conferences or other reasons and take that into account in your work 
schedule.  

o Ask your supervisors how much time they need to give feedback on your final 
report so you know when your report should be ready. 

- A good communication is clear communication:  
o Make sure you understand the instructions of your supervisors. If you are not 

sure, double check by rephrasing in your own words and ask if you understood 
correctly.  

o If you have a meeting, it is a good idea to summarize the things you agreed 
upon in that meeting in an email that you send to your supervisors 
afterwards. 

o At the very first meeting with your supervisors, discuss how many meetings 
you wish to organise, when and how (face to face or via Skype?). Perhaps 
small questions can be discussed via email.  

o Should you encounter personal problems (eg family problems or illness) 
which hinder you to work on the thesis, inform your supervisors and dr. Sarah 
Vercruysse as soon as possible. Don’t wait until a deadline approaches to 
mention a problem you have been facing for two months! If the problems 
cause a postponement of your thesis to the next semester, you need to 
submit an official request for delay (see procedure below in paragraph 9). 
The examination board will ask for a doctor’s certificate or other proof.  

- Take responsibility:  
o This is your project! Some supervisors propose a topic for the very first time, 

others have been involved in many projects for years. Either way, don’t 
expect your supervisors to lay out the deadlines and procedures for you. This 
is your own responsibility. 

o Take initiative to organise meetings, if possible with both the internal and 
external supervisor present, and ask for feedback.  

- Comply with the thesis agreement (contract) that you signed:   
o You will be invited by Ms Martine Machiels to sign a master thesis contract 

which regulates the confidentiality of the data and methods related to your 
thesis. The content and form of this contract will depend on your project. 
Please read the contract well before you sign so you know what information 
you can share and how. Do not share or forward confidential information or 
material with any one else then your supervisors. As you have signed a thesis 
contract, you are legally bound to confidentiality. Contract violations can have 
legal consequences. 

o You cannot publish your thesis or submit it for a conference without approval 
of your supervisors. Usually it are the supervisors who will let you know if 
publication of the thesis is an option.  

- Don’t commit fraud: A good work ethics entails that you do everything you can to 
ensure a correct and original report. Make sure your analysis are correct and 
verifiable. Do not copy and paste work from other authors but paraphrase work in 
your own words and insert a proper reference. Do not commit plagiarism (see also 
below). Fraud cases are taken very seriously by the examination board and you will 
be sanctioned for it.  
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6) Contact with CenStat staff during the project 

 
Apart from an external supervisor or company supervisor at the project location, a CenStat 
staff member will be assigned as “internal supervisor”. In case a staff member of CenStat 
proposes a master thesis topic he/she will automatically take up the role of internal and 
external supervisor. The main contribution of the internal supervisor is providing advice on 
the conduct of the project and the writing format of the report. The supervisor will take part 
in reading the final report and judging the work of the student. The name of the internal 
supervisor will be communicated by Ms. Martine Machiels or dr. Sarah Vercruyssse. 
 
By no means, it is the responsibility of the supervisor to make sure the project is successful. 
Of course the contribution of both the internal and external supervisor will be different but 
it should be clear that the role of the supervisors is only guidance. In the end the student 
will be evaluated and not the supervisors nor the company. 
 
Finally, while working on the project, the student should discuss the work (encountered 
difficulties, solution strategies, progress, results, intermediate reports…) with the external 
and internal supervisors. The student should NOT contact other teachers or researchers at 
I-Biostat or elsewhere, unless the internal supervisor suggests doing so. In the latter case 
it is the internal supervisor who initiates this contact. 
 
 
7) Evaluation 

- Intermediate evaluation: About half-way the project, all students have to give a 
short (7min) presentation on the progress and planning of their thesis. Students will 
not get a formal score but rather get feedback (5-10min) on how they plan to reach 
the goals of the project and advice in case of hurdles.  

- The goal of the short presentations is to show you know the context of the study, 
have explored the data and have a plan of analysis (with a concrete timing per step) 
to address the research questions. You can address issues with the data if applicable.  

- The intermediate presentation does not replace other communication between 
student and supervisor(s) (i.e.: students should not wait until 
the intermediate presentation to contact their supervisor)  

- On May 3, intermediate evaluations take place for BioStat students. 
- On May 8 for  EPI and Bioinformatics students. 
-  
- Permission to upload the report for oral defence: Both internal and external 

supervisors will evaluate the quality of the report, as well as your working process. 
More specifically, both supervisors have to complete an evaluation form and indicate 
whether they give permission for you to submit the report. Supervisors have to send 
the completed evaluation form to Ms. Martine Machiels on June 14 at the latest. 
Students will not receive the evaluation form. It is the responsibility of the student 
to ask permission of the supervisors to upload the thesis. A thesis that was uploaded 
against the advice of the supervisors will not be accepted for defence. Make sure 
your supervisors have enough time to proofread your final report. You need to take 
into account that you might have to correct a few things before getting permission 
to upload your thesis.  
 

- Final evaluation – oral defence:  
o The presentation: The project will have to be defended in public to a jury (15 

minutes presentation, 7 minutes questions). An electronic version of the 
presentation (PowerPoint, PDF…) has to be sent to loa@uhasselt.be 5 working 
days prior to thesis defense day, mentioning your name and lecture hall you 
are scheduled to defend. Make sure your presentation is clear, and well 
structured. We strongly advice you to practice your presentation and reply to 
questions with fellow students.  

mailto:loa@uhasselt.be
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o The jury: The thesis defence day will be organized in separate sessions of ±5 
students. The jury of such sessions will consist of all internal supervisors of 
the students defending their thesis, the external readers assigned to the 
thesis projects and the Chair of the defence session 

o The scoring will be as follows: 
 The report is graded by the supervisor and a second reader (20 points) 
 The presentation is graded by all members of the jury (20 points) 
 The replies to the questions are graded by all members of the jury (20 

points) 
 The final score is the average of all scores.  

 
A failure on the thesis cannot be tolerated. In case of a failure the student will get one 2nd 
chance on a new thesis project or on the same project though new questions might be 
added. An exception can be granted by the examination board leading towards the decision 
that only upgrading and re-defending the current report is needed. Such exception is always 
looked at case by case. Any information from both the internal or external supervisor can 
be taken into account by the examination board in order to reach a final decision. 
 
 
8) The report 
 
The context, research questions, methodology, results and their interpretation of the 
individual project have to be described in a written document. This document should have 
the form of a well-written scientific report in which the student proves the ability to analyse 
one or more specific real life problems and to discuss the possible solutions in a scientific 
way. The length of the report may vary but should not exceed 40 pages. If thought 
necessary, relevant computer output may be appended. 
Relevant sections in such a report are: 
 

● Abstract 
● Introduction 
● Description of the problem(s) or research questions 
● Description of the dataset 
● Description of the method(s) (including rationale why these are appropriate) 
● The results 
● Discussion and interpretation of the results. 
● Possible drawbacks of the used methods 
● Conclusion 
● Ideas for future research 
● References 

 
Guidance for a good report is provided by the projects ‘Learning from Data’ and ‘Discovering 
Associations’ and by feedback from courses in the first year of the Master of Statistics 
program that involve reporting on data analysis problems. You can also consult theses of 
fellow students in the library. Supervisors will provide feedback on your written report. 
Please discuss the timing of sending a draft with your supervisors to ensure they have 
enough time to provide feedback. The term ‘draft’ means that this version will likely improve 
after input of the supervisors but nevertheless refers to a ‘clean’ version, which you have 
read, corrected and edited yourself before sending it to your supervisors.  
 
Once the student finalized the report and has received permission of the supervisors to 
submit the thesis for oral defence (see below), three final steps need to be taken. The first 
one is the responsibility of the student, the second and third are coordinated by Ms. Martine 
Machiels and dr. Sarah Vercruysse. 
 

1) Students have to upload the report via a web-based application. Make sure 
to upload your final version of the report since this will be the document used for 
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evaluation. 
This PDF file will be sent out to the internal supervisor and at least one staff member 
who will be assigned as an extra reader and will take part in the evaluation process 
of the master thesis. Make sure this is the final version of the report since this will 
be the document used for evaluation. (if applicable) an electronic version of the 
thesis report will be also sent to the library. Notice that during this upload procedure 
it is the student’s responsibility to carefully double check spelling of all names which 
will be printed on the covers of the final report. You do not have to provide a cover 
yourself, a cover page will be generated automatically.  
 
The upload procedure can be accessed by logging on to the student intranet and 
browse to “My Student File” yielding a first screen where one can indicate “English”. 
Click on “Master Thesis”. The next screen shows all the details about the master 
thesis (Please check these details and contact Ms. Martine Machiels if any errors 
occur). These details appear on the cover of the master thesis. Next click on 
“Instructions upload”. Finally, the next screen shows the publication rights in order 
to put the report in the library. Please choose between ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’. Once 
this procedure is finished correctly an e-mail will be sent containing an order form 
for the printing services. Only after handing in this form and making the payment, 
the report will be printed and should be delivered to the secretariat (E135) by the 
student. 
 

2) This PDF file will be checked for plagiarism. If the report of this procedure 
indicates a concern for plagiarism, the student will be interviewed by the Examination 
Board and if necessary a sanction (e.g. not allowed to defend the thesis or a modified 
mark on the final score) will be defined.  To avoid plagiarism in your report:  

• Do not copy and paste text from websites, articles, master theses, books 
or other sources.  

• Rephrase the information you use from literature and make sure you 
properly refer to the source. 

• If it is impossible to rephrase the text, e.g. when giving a definition, then 
a correct citation/quotation should be used (e.g. According to Aerts et 
al., 2012, the definition of a thesis is: “A report to acquire the degree of 
Master of Statistics” (Aerts et al., 2012, Journal of master theses, 5, 
p.13) 

 
3) This PDF file will be sent out to the internal supervisor and at least one staff 

member who will be assigned as an extra reader and will take part in the evaluation 
process of the master thesis.  

 
 
9) Important dates and deadlines 
 
It is very important to respect the deadlines mentioned below. Failure to meet the deadline 
is considered a failure for the master thesis. 
 

• Collection of thesis topics: Now – 1 Nov 2017 
• Deadline for proposals of your own topic. Use the specific form (available on website 

Master of Statistics). 
• Kick-off day: 15 Nov 2017 (1-5PM) 
• Signing the master thesis agreement: Between December 2017-January 2018 
• Start of the project: 12 Feb 2018 
• Intermediate evaluations BioStat students: 3 May 2018 
• Intermediate evaluations for EPI and Bioinformatics students: 8 May 2018 
• Submission of evaluation forms by supervisors: 14 June 2018 
• Upload of master thesis report: 15 June 2018 
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• Review period for supervisors and 2nd readers: 18 – 27 June 2018  
• Thesis defences: 28 & 29 June 2018 

 
If, during the thesis process, you encountered difficulties, which make it impossible to finish 
the project in time, you should formally submit a request for delay to the examination 
committee before June 1st, 2018. To do so, fill in the Request for Delay Form (available on 
website Master of Statistics) in which you motivate the reason for delay (e.g. delayed data-
access, personal reasons, combination job – studies) and follow the instruction on the form. 
You are expected to discuss the request for delay with your supervisors before sending the 
form to the examination committee.     
 

 
 

 
 


