Guidance and recommendations on the conduct of a digital/online viva voce examination
These guidance documents should be read in conjunction with all existing research degree regulations, regulations for the appointment of internal and external research degree examiners and independent chairs, the university policy on personal relationships at work. These guides apply to full time and part time doctoral, professional doctorate, MPhil and MRes postgraduate researchers (PGR; where viva voce examinations are required).

Examples of circumstances in which an digital/online viva voce may be deemed appropriate. 
An online viva voce examination would be considered appropriate when local, national or international travel restrictions or emergencies occur that affect or preclude the attendance of any of the key participants (candidate, internal or external examiners) in person. 
Online vivas may also be considered appropriate under circumstances other than such national/international emergencies, and may be arranged under the following circumstances (but not necessarily limited to these):  
· one of the parties cannot travel for justifiable reasons; 
· where travel costs, visa delays or travel restrictions might prohibit the appointment and/or participation of the most suitable external examiner or the PGR; 
· other commitments preclude all parties being in the same place within an acceptable time frame (i.e. within 3 months of thesis submission).

Guidance on the conduct of remote viva voce examinations using online platforms:
In deciding whether to conduct a viva voce examination digitally/online the prime considerations should be the quality, rigour and timeliness of the assessment process for the PGR.  
Hybrid viva conditions with only the candidate located remotely are not permitted. If a hybrid viva is unavoidable, if and where possible, the candidate should be co-located with either the internal examiner or Independent Chair.  
If there is disagreement in whether the viva voce should be conducted with some or all parties located remotely, then the view of the PGR and the external examiner should carry greatest weight in reaching a decision. If a resolution cannot be reached on the format of the viva, then the Head of School or their delegate should reach a decision based on the reasons given by the parties involved. 
No recordings of the examination must take place by any party. 
The viva should be scheduled at a mutually agreed time that is reasonable to the time zone in which the candidate is located.  
Before the viva
Any presentation that the candidate is expected to make as part of the viva must be sent at least 1 week in advance of the viva to the Independent Chair who is responsible for sharing it with the examiners. The purpose of this is to facilitate all parties having the presentation ready to view during the viva, rather than to assess it in advance.
[bookmark: _During_the_viva]During the viva 
The purpose of the viva and its conduct remains as per the standard guidance in the Quality Manual:
If the viva has to be halted due to a breakdown in the connection or the quality of the connection, the Independent Chair should subsequently consult with the examiners via an alternative conversation, using an alternative method (e.g. telephone), if necessary.  The examiners should decide whether there is a need to re-convene at another date or whether sufficient discussion had taken place by the point of the communication loss that further examination would not change their decision.  In arriving at the latter decision, the examiners should base the decision on the degree to which the candidate met the requirements and outcomes of the doctoral/MPhil/MRes degree and not the extent to which they had covered the contents of the thesis.  
If it is agreed that further examination is not necessary, the decision and examination recommendation should be communicated by the examiners to the candidate as soon as possible, in the presence of the Independent Chair. 
If it is agreed that the viva needs to be re-scheduled this should also be at a mutually agreed time for all parties. The Independent Chair should communicate the outcome of this decision to the candidate as soon as possible.    
External and Internal examiner discussion
In order that the examiners can discuss the candidate’s performance, the candidate must leave the digital/online call and the Independent Chair must confirm that this has happened.  The candidate should be advised how they will be contacted to invite them back into the digital/online meeting and given an approximate time when this will happen.  
It is recommended that the examiners and Independent Chair consider whether a separate video/conference call meeting would be preferable to continuing in the one in which the viva has taken place, and to which the candidate has access. 
The Independent Chair must be party to the post viva discussion to ensure that any decisions are based solely on the candidate’s performance and the extent to which the required outcomes have been met, and do not reflect issues related to the format of the viva.
Communication of the decision 
The candidate should be contacted and invited to re-join the digital/online meeting. They may be accompanied by a supporter/observer who, if present, should be introduced to the examiners and Chair before proceeding. 
Candidates should be informed of the recommended outcome of their examination as soon as possible.  The possible outcomes and procedures to be followed are the same as for a standard viva as detailed in the Quality Manual (Regulation 31 in Regulations for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) and Master of Philosophy (MPhil). 
The supervisor(s) can be invited to be present for the communication of the outcome. This is recommended if the outcome is likely to include major revisions, referral, resubmission and second viva. 
The communication of outcomes should be sensitive to the fact that the viva voce examination is the most significant culmination of the candidate’s work and that the normal support and activities surrounding this rite of passage are likely to be disrupted when the candidate is in a different location to the examiners.
Technological considerations
It is recommended that the viva be conducted using a secure digital platform, such as Microsoft Teams; however, consideration can be given to other applications especially if the participants are more familiar with these and the security of the platform against deliberate or accidental access is sufficiently high. It is advisable to identify a back-up technology that can be used if the first choice should fail. 
It is recommended that all participants are admitted through a lobby, to ensure that only those invited to be present at the viva can join.  In order to do this in Teams, the viva meeting should be set up by the Chair or Internal examiner. When a meeting is set up, go into ‘meeting options’ in the email invitation and under ‘Who can bypass the lobby’ select ‘only me’. 
The technology must support good video and audio connections and as part of agreeing to conduct the viva remotely the parties must confirm that they have functional relevant equipment and that it is plugged in to maintain battery life.
The viva must commence using both video and audio for all parties so that attendance can be noted and approved. Video does not need to be maintained by all parties throughout, for example the Chair may not require video contact throughout. It should be noted that maintaining active video engagement may be difficult, if there is also a need to simultaneously consult an online version of the thesis and provision should be made for this if required.  
If there is a failure in the connection/technology, attempts should be made to re-connect.  In the event of a serious or protracted breakdown in the connection or quality of the connection of more than 20 minutes, and use of another digital platform to continue is not possible, the viva should be halted. If it is clear before 20 minutes are up that re-connection cannot be made or is unlikely the viva should also be halted.
The decision as to whether to halt a viva should be made by the Independent Chair. Decision making as to whether the viva is postponed, re-convened or concluded is covered in the section ‘During the Viva’.

