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Introduction

The viva can be thought of as the defining moment of the doctoral experience. Itis the final
assessment of the research, the thesis and the candidate. As aresearch degree examiner you have the
privilege of, and responsibility for, determining whether all three aspects are of an appropriate standard
for the award of Doctorate to be given.

The purpose of this Guide is to help you to understand what is involved in the examination process, how
it might best be approached, exactly what your responsibilities are (as either internal or external
examiner) and the standards you should be looking for. It should also help you to carry out the task with
confidence, sensitivity, diligence, and in a thorough but measured way. Hopefully it might also help you
to enjoy the experience.

Although this guide focuses mostly on PhD examining, most of the points within it will also apply to
examining other types of research degree, such as MPhils and the research element of Professional
Doctorates. At the end of the Guide, some specific points relating to the assessment other research
degrees are included in Annex A.

This Guide focuses primarily on practice at Reading. It complements (and references) the University's
formal policy covering this area, which is enshrined in the Guide for Examiners for Research Degrees?.
However, this guide is also relevant to examining at other UK Universities, although it should not be
seentoreplace any instructions for examiners that are issued by the University concerned. Examiners
should always familiarise themselves with the latest version of the specific institution's notes for
examiners of PhD theses at the outset of the examination process.

Those of you who are new to examining should also attend one of the training sessions organised by
People Development and the Graduate School before you examine your first student.

The examination team

Universities vary in terms of who makes up the examining team. In Reading, there is normally one
internal and one external examiner. The supervisor may not attend the oral examination unless there
are exceptional reasons for this. If thisis the case, the external and internal examiners and the student
must unanimously agree that the supervisor may be present. However, they can only take an
‘observer's' role and cannot be present when the examiners are determining what the outcome should
be.

If the candidate is a member of academic staff, then there are normally two external examiners rather
than oneinternal and one external. Two external examiners may also be used in cases where there is
no-one in the University with sufficient relevant expertise. In both of these cases, an independent chair
from within the institution is also appointed to oversee that due process (in line with Reading's
regulations) takes place. Independent chairs may also be appointed in Reading if the internal examiner
is performing the role for the first time and the external examiner lacks sufficient experience of the UK
system, if the examiners request that a chair is present, or if the viva is a second examination of the
thesis following a referral or appeal. In some other Universities, an independent chair and / or
supervisors are present in all vivas.

The selection of examiners

Clearly, anumber of factors need to be taken into account when deciding who the appropriate
examiners are for a PhD thesis. These include the potential examiners' knowledge of the subject area,
their previous experience of PhD examining, and their degree of 'independence’ from the student and

1 http://www.reading.ac.uk/web/files/graduateschool/pgrexaminersquidephd.pdf
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supervisor/s, as well as the specific regulations and customs of the University where the student is
registered.

The external examiner will usually be a member of academic staff from another University (either within
the UK or elsewhere), but can be from a non-academic organisation. He or she:

e should have sufficient expertise of the subject area concerned to be able to judge the quality of
the research and the thesis

e should not be arecent or current collaborator of the supervisor (or the student)

e theexternal examiner should not undertake the examination of more than two higher degree
students under the supervision of the same supervisor within a period of five years. The Dean
of Postgraduate Research Studies may permit this number to be exceeded where exceptional
circumstances apply.

The internal examiner will be a member of Reading academic staff who has broad knowledge of the
subject area concerned. He or she should possess a PhD or evidence of a similar level of scholarship.

The two examiners should normally have previously examined at least three PhDs between them.
Independent chairs need to be appointed if the internal examiner is examining for the first time and the
external does not have sufficient examining experience.

The examiners for a particular candidate are suggested by the Head of School (usually after discussion
with the supervisor/s), and are confirmed by the Dean of Postgraduate Research Studies.

The role and responsibilities of examiners

The primary responsibilities of both examiners are to:
e judge whether the work is of an appropriate standard for the award of PhD to be given,
e checkthatitis presented and discussed appropriately in the thesis,

e reassure themselves inthe viva that the thesis is the student's own work and that he or she
understands it and can defend it appropriately.

In addition, the external is responsible for ensuring that the work is of an appropriate standard
compared with that found in other UK Universities.

The internal examiner also serves two additional roles:
e ensuringthat due process (in line with Reading's regulations) has been followed

e liaising with the external and making appropriate administrative / practical arrangements (see
below).

The role and responsibilities of Independent Chairs

The Independent Chair is normally a senior member of staff from the same department (or sometimes
a cognate department), as the candidate. They should have experience of the Reading system of
research degree viva voce examinations for research degrees. They should not have been involved in
the supervision of the student.

Apart from making any introductory comments, the Chair will not normally play a role during the viva
itself (i.e. whilst the student is being questioned) other than to oversee the proceedings as an impartial
observer. He or she should only intervene if there are concerns about the nature of the questioning or
the state of the student. This could take the form of a direct intervention (such as "maybe it would be
helpful to pursue a different line of questioning?") or, where concerns are more serious, adjourn the viva
for a short break so that the Chair can discuss his or her concerns with the examiners.

The Chair should remain present for the duration of the viva, as well as the post-viva decision making
and relaying the outcome back to the student. During the decision making stage, he or she may be
called on to provide advice on the institution's regulations, but would not be involved in the decision on
the outcome of the examination.
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The primary responsibilities of Independent Chairs are to ensure that:
e Theexaminers are aware of, and adhere to, Reading's regulations and procedures
e Theexaminers' pre- and post-viva reports are completed in line with regulations
e Theassessmentisrigorous, fair, reliable and consistent
e Theexaminers' questioningis appropriate
e The candidate has an opportunity to defend the thesis.

In the exceptional circumstances when there is no internal examiner, the Independent Chair is
responsible for liaising with the External Examiners and making appropriate administrative / practical
arrangements for the viva.

The examination process

Although there is some variation between particular Universities, the examination process normally
involves the following elements:
e receipt of thesis, supervisor report/s, and convening the viva
independent 'pre-viva' reports, written separately by the internal and external examiner
exchange of reports and preliminary discussion (usually over the telephone or by email)
a pre-viva meeting on the day
the vivaitself
post-viva decision making
feedback to the student (and often supervisor)
final report/s
checking any requested amendments have been addressed satisfactorily.

Receipt of thesis, supervisor report/s, and convening the viva

Having received the thesis, both examiners should have a quick read through it to check that they have
the broad expertise to examine it and that the thesis is in an 'examinable form' (for example, in terms of
its state of presentation). If either of them feels this is not the case, they should contact the Doctoral
Examinations Officer as soon as possible.

The internal examiner is responsible for contacting the external to arrange a suitable date for the viva
and for liaising with the student and supervisor/s. The candidate must be informed by the internal
examiner, no later than one month after submitting the thesis, about progress with arrangements for
the examination, and should be updated regularly until the viva has been arranged. Itis usual practice
for vivas to be held within three to four months of receiving the thesis. Where no internal examiner is
appointed, the independent Chair is responsible for the practical / administrative arrangements.

The examiners will also receive a copy of any supervisor reports that have been submitted. Supervisors
are asked to submit a statement reporting any circumstances that might be relevant to the examiners'’
consideration of the thesis (for example, denial of access to source materials or key populations).

Pre-viva reports

Having read the thesis, both examiners produce anindependent report (typically around 1-2 pages)
outlining their preliminary views of the thesis, including its strengths and weaknesses, and identifying
areas that will need to be addressed in the viva. These are exchanged in advance of the viva (including
to the independent Chair where one is appointed). The purpose of these reportsis to ensure that a
formal record exists of each examiner's independent view prior to discussion and meeting. Two
example (anonymised) reports are shown in Annex B.
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Preliminary discussion

It is normal practice for the two examiners to have a preliminary discussion (usually by telephone, but
occasionally by email) to follow up the reports and exchange initial views about the thesis and discuss
any significant concerns they may have.

Pre-viva meeting

On the day of the viva, the examiners usually meet before the viva (with the independent chair if one has
been appointed) to discuss the overall approach to the viva, key lines of questioning, who will speak first,
and so on.

The viva

Vivas should be held in a quiet room with comfortable chairs and a table (preferably not the internal
examiner's office). There should be a suitable place nearby in which the candidate can wait whilst post-
viva discussion is taking place. Most vivas last around two hours, and usually not more than three. If
vivas are extended, for any reason, candidates should offered an opportunity for a rest break.

Examiners often start out by trying to put the candidate an ease by saying that they enjoyed reading the
thesis, or some similar remark. They will also usually say something about how the viva will be
conducted, including the fact that the student will be asked to leave the room at the end of their
questioning so that they can have a brief discussion about the outcome. Evenin the case of avery
strongthesis, it is not usual for examiners to tell the student that he or she has ‘passed' at the start of
the proceedings (although statements about how much you enjoyed the thesis and are looking forward
to discussing it in more detail may be a little more strongly worded in such cases). Itis good practice to
approach the viva as a 'discussion among professionals’. Examiners should never 'talk down'to
students, or ask questions aggressively or dismiss responses without due consideration.

At the end of their questioning, it is also good practice for examiners to ask the student if there are any
guestions they want to ask, or any points they want to make about the thesis, the examination process
or their supervision.

Post-viva decision making

Once the questioning and discussion has finished, the student is usually asked to leave the room and
wait in a suitable nearby location. The examiners then try to make a relatively quick decision about the
examination outcome and the main points that will need to be addressed (either as minor or major
amendments).

In Reading, the examination outcome takes one of four forms:

e thedegreebe awarded

e the degree be awarded subject to minor amendments (normally within three months?)
e thestudentis required to make major amendments (within twelve months)
L]

the student not be awarded the degree for which the thesis was submitted (in some cases the
examiners might recommend an alternative degree).

Inthe rare cases that the examiners cannot agree on the outcome, the Senate will appoint an External
Adjudicator who will consider the thesis and the examiners' reports, and report back to Senate with his
or her recommendation.

2 Except where the candidate has been diagnosed as having dyslexia or dyspraxia, in which case they can request six months
rather than three, or when the Dean of PGR Studies approves an extension (e.g. where the student is working full-time or is
away for a significant period).
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Feedback

The studentis then asked to return and is informed of the outcome. Itis good practice to invite the
supervisor to come in at this stage, in order to share the 'good news' in the case of a positive outcome,
or to hear for themselves about issues and amendments that will need to be made. Students can
become emotional at such points and it is useful to have a second individual hear the examiners'
concerns. However, supervisors should appreciate that they are invited in to hear the feedback. Inno
circumstances, is it appropriate for them to argue with or challenge the examiners' decision and
recommendations.

Students are usually informed that the internal examiner will give them a more detailed list of any
amendments needed, the following day. They are also reminded that the examiners' decisionis only a
‘recommendation’, which has to be approved by Senate.

Final report/s
Universities vary in what is required in terms of a final report or reports.

In Reading, the form consists of a number of parts, as specified in the Guide for Examiners for Research
Degrees!.

e Form A basically consists of a series of questions that require brief responses, for example
confirming that the work presented is such as might reasonably be expected as the result of
three years full time postgraduate work for a PhD.

e Form Bis ajoint written report of at least 100 words, which is forwarded to the candidate,
supervisor and Head of School (see Annex C for two examples of anonymised final reports).

The examiners are required to submit the completed report to the Doctoral Examinations Officer
within as soon as possible and not more than 21 days of the viva. The Doctoral Examinations Officer
then notifies the student of the recommended outcome. The outcome becomes 'official' once it has
been approved by Senate.

Assessing the thesis

Itis advisable to set aside at least two days to read the thesis and draft the pre-viva report.

In Reading, PhD candidates are expected to demonstrate each of the following:

e the creation andinterpretation of new knowledge, through original research or other advanced
scholarship, of a quality to satisfy peer review, to extend the forefront of their discipline, and to
merit publication in an appropriate form

e asystematic acquisition and understanding of a substantial body of knowledge which is at the
forefront of the discipline or area of professional practice

e thegeneral ability to conceptualise, design and implement a project for the generation of new
knowledge, applications or understanding at the forefront of the discipline, and the ability to
adjust the project designin the light of unforeseen problems

e acomprehensive understanding of techniques applicable to their own research or advanced
scholarship.

In addition, for Professional Doctorates:

e Anunderstanding of how the research informs professional practice and knowledge.

[tisimportant to remember that a thesis does not have to be perfectin every respect. Strengthsin
some areas can make up for weaknesses in others.

Probably the four key overall attributes for assessment are:
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contribution to knowledge
originality and creativity
integration and coherence
presentation and clarity

The key things to be looking for when assessing the thesis are;
e isthe problemworth addressing
e isitbeingaddressedin anappropriate way

e isthe literature review comprehensive and up to date, and does it show understanding of
the theoretical context

e does the candidate make explicit links between the review and his or her research
question/s and study design

e isthere evidence of critical appraisal of the studies that are reviewed

e ifthereis empirical work, are the right methods being used, is the sample large enough, are
the data presented clearly and analysed and interpreted appropriately, does the discussion
illuminate the results, and do the stated conclusions follow from the results

e iftheworkistheoretical, is the line of argument coherent, well expressed and does it
develop logically

e istheworkethical
e isthe workthat of the candidate (i.e. not plagiarised).

In thinking about what makes a good thesis, it is also useful to bear in mind what Rowena Murray
(2009) describes as the characteristics of a poor thesis;

lack of coherence

lack of understanding of theory

lack of confidence

researching the wrong problem

mixed or confused theoretical and methodological perspectives

work that is not original

not being able to explain at the end of the thesis what has actually been arguedinit.

Finally, a very useful set of criteria for examining PhD theses in Psychology can be found in the British
Psychological Society (2008) Guidelines for the Assessment of PhDs in Psychology and Related
Disciplines. Many of the detailed criteria that are listed will also be relevant for other discipline areas.

In addition to this general guidance on assessing PhDs (by thesis), some more specific guidance for
examiners of PhDs by Published Works and Professional Doctorates can be found in the Graduate
School website.

Assessment during the viva

During the viva, the examiners need to reassure themselves that the candidate understands his or her
work, how it fits into the wider literature, what is original about it, what has been found, and what
potential impact this may have. They also need to check that candidates are aware of any limitations of
their approach and how these might be addressed in future work.

Itis not essential for examiners to ask questions about every detailed aspect of the thesis. The usual
approachis to ask some general questions in the initial phase of the discussion, and then to work
through the thesis, often chapter by chapter. Areas of potential concern will need to be probed in more
depth. Having worked through any major issues, the examiners will often adopt a 'sampling’ approach in
relation to more minor queries (bearing in mind how long the viva has lasted so far).

Potential guestions for different parts of the viva

Frequently asked preliminary questions
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e Whydid you choose this topic for your doctoral study?
e Howdid you develop aninterest in this topic?
e What motivated you to do researchin this area?

Alternatively, some examiners ask students to start the viva with a brief presentation of the main
findings of their thesis.

Other general questions
e What are the main findings of your thesis?
What is original about what you have done and found?
Who are the other researchers in your field whose work influenced you the most?
What do you think is your most interesting finding?
Did this experiment turn out as you expected?
What have you learned from your doctoral studies?
How do you see the research field developing over the next five to ten years?
What would you do differently if you started again?
What are your publication plans?
What are you going to do next?

Specific questions for different parts of the thesis
e Have youseenthe recent article by Smith & Jones? What do you think of it?

e Wasthere any reason for not mentioning the Zikimonograph when discussing the feminist
approach?

Do you feel you were a bit hard on Danielli's work?

How did you derive that specific hypothesis from your research questions?

Why did you select that method and reject others?

What precautions did you take against possible sources of bias?

Are you sure the size of your sample was adequate to draw the conclusions you have come up
with?

Why did you choose that analysis technique?

Do you think you adequately addressed potential ethical concerns?

Can you really draw that conclusion from the findings?

Do your findings help to determine whether a one-route or two-route model might be more
appropriate?

e Could a different study design inform on the plausibility of one type of model over the other?

General points on guestioning

Never ask questions aggressively
Do not ask overly long questions that are made up of several parts
Ask a mixture of open and closed questions

If candidates respond poorly, try to restate the question in a different way and give them a
second chance to produce a better response

Decision making

In most vivas, the recommended outcome will be that the student be awarded the degree subject to
minor corrections. Thereis no hard and fast rule for what constitutes minor as opposed to major
amendments. Minor amendments may range from simply correcting a few typographical errors to
being asked to include discussion of one or more additional studies in the literature review, to carry out
an additional analysis of one set of data, to increase the documentation of steps in a procedure, or to
qualify one or more of the conclusions. The examiners need to bear in mind that the required
amendments need normally to be ‘addressable’ within three months. However, in certain
circumstances (e.g. where the candidate has to be out of the country for most of the three month
period, or is working full-time) the examiners can request to the Doctoral Examinations Officer, for
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approval by the Dean of Postgraduate Research Studies, that the candidate be given a period of up to
six months to complete minor amendments.

Once the candidate, has made the required corrections, he or she shows the corrected thesis to the
internal examiner who then checks that they have been carried out satisfactorily. The examiner then
informs the Doctoral Examinations Officer that the requested amendments have been made to his or
her satisfaction.

Where the work needed to improve the thesis is felt to be of a greater scale, the examiners may
request that major amendments be made. Major amendments may involve further experimental work
being carried out, the data being analysed using a different analysis method, or a major theoretical
recasting being required. The candidates normally have a maximum of 12 months to carry out the
amendments and resubmit the thesis to the Doctoral Examinations Officer. In exceptional cases, the
Dean of PGR Studies can approve an extension to this 12 month period.

In the majority of cases, the thesis is sent to the original examiners who determine whether a second
vivais needed. In Reading, a second viva must be held if the examiners feel that, having read the
amended thesis, the candidate should not be awarded a PhD.

Occasionally, the outcome of either the first or second examination is that the examiners recommend
that no degree be awarded or that an alternate degree be awarded. If the examiners want to
recommend that an MPhil rather than a PhD be awarded, they need to reassure themselves that the
candidate has demonstrated the qualities specified in Annex A. In some circumstances, the examiners
may require that minor amendments are made to the thesis before awarding the MPhil. Candidates are
given a maximum of three months to accept the MPhil (and carry out any necessary amendments and
resubmitit). If they do not do this, then they will receive a Fail outcome, and have the standard right to
resubmit their thesis within three years.

Issues that might arise

In some cases, the examiners may feel that the outcome of the examination is partly attributable to
some other factor/s, other than the ability of the student. Issues that might arise include:

e Theworkis felt to be inadequate in some way but the examiners suspect that the supervisor is
as much to fault as the student

e Thecandidate lacked access to critical facilities or subject populations, which has affected the
amount of empirical work reported

e Serious health or other personal problems have affected the candidate's ability to carry out
their doctoral research to the necessary standard

In general, any such extenuating circumstances should never lead examiners to award a PhD where the
work is not felt to be of an appropriate standard. However, such factors should be taken into account
when determining what amendments are needed and what support the student may need in order to
complete them. Any extenuating circumstances should be reported in Part B of the examiners'joint
report.

Another issue that might arise is that the two examiners cannot agree on the recommended outcome.
As mentioned above, in such cases they produce separate reports for the Doctoral Examinations
Officer. Senate is informed of the outcome and will appoint an External Adjudicator, who will read the
thesis and the reports and make a recommendation to Senate.

Appeals
Students may appeal against the recommended outcome of the examination if he or she believes that:
e Therewas some proceduralirregularity in the conduct of the examination of such a nature to

cause doubt about whether a different outcome could have pertained if irregularity had not
occurred
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e Anunfair orimproper assessment was made.

Further information on the Appeals process can be obtained from the Doctoral Examinations Officer.
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