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Research Degree Examiners’ Handbook 

This handbook is intended as a reference guide for University of Nottingham research degree 
examinations. It contains key information for examiners both internal and external to the 
University of Nottingham to help guide through the examination process, in accordance with the 
University’s regulations for research degrees. 
 
Overview of examination process: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/index.aspx
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1.0 Research degree regulations 
➢ University of Nottingham Quality Manual 
➢ Assessment 
➢ Role and appointment of examiners for research degree programmes 
➢ Viva voce examinations 
➢ Regulations for the Degree of Master of Research (MRes) 
➢ Regulations for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) and Master of Philosophy 

(MPhil) 
➢ Supplementary regulations for other doctoral programmes 
➢ The Quality Assurance Agency Qualification Framework 
➢ For research degrees, Masters and Doctoral awards relate to the descriptors for 

qualifications at Masters and Doctoral level in The Qualification Assurance Agency 
Qualification Framework  

➢ Professional Doctorates are regarded by the University of Nottingham as research 
degrees, please refer to the Framework for Professional Doctorates 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/index.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-assessment.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-role-and-appointment-of-examiners-for-research-degree-programmes.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-mres-sept20.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-deg-phd-mphil.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-deg-phd-mphil.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-supregs-other-doc-degrees.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/frame-professional-doct.aspx
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2.0 Level of Award Assessment: 
A viva voce examination will always be required at Doctoral level; however, assessment of 
master's degrees (MRes or MPhil) awards may not require a viva voce examination. Please refer 
to the award you are examining for: 

Type of award Relevant information 
Doctor of 
Philosophy (PhD) 
& 
other Doctoral 
Degrees 
 

Please see full guidance within the Regulations for the Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) and Master of Philosophy (MPhil) 
 
For PhD/Doctoral level awards a viva voce examination will be held. 
Please see information provided surrounding  role and 
responsibilities, reports required and outcomes of examination. 
 

Master of 
Philosophy (MPhil) 
& 
Master of Research 
(MRes) 
 
 

Please see full guidance within Regulations for MRes and MPhil.  
 
Following submission of the examiners’ Independent Reports, the 
examiners shall discuss whether it will be necessary for a viva voce 
to be held.  
If the examiners are agreed that the candidate has achieved the 
standard required for the award of MPhil/MRes, it will not normally 
be required that a viva voce examination be held.  
Please see information provided surrounding  role and 
responsibilities, reports required and outcomes of examination. 
 

3.0 Roles and responsibilities 
3.1. Examiners 

Please note: Where two external examiners are appointed, there will be a lead appointed in 
addition to a UoN Co-ordinator to arrange the examination. 

Action required: Roles and responsibilities checklist 
Prior to the viva 
 

The internal examiner or co-ordinator (in the case of two externals) 
will: 

 Facilitate arrangements for the viva (where appropriate) in line 
with the regulations. 

• Date, time and format of viva (this is to take place within 
3 months of the student submitting their thesis) 

• Pre-viva meeting including date, time and format. 
 Liaise with the external examiner, including to: 

• Make practical arrangements for the viva (where 
appropriate) 

• Inform the external of any adjustments that are outlined 
as part of a student's Support Plan which may need to be 
considered as part of the format of the viva. 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-deg-phd-mphil.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-deg-phd-mphil.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-mres-sept20.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-deg-phd-mphil.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-assessment.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-assessment.aspx
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• If a hard copy of the thesis is required by any of the 
examining team, it is the internal examiners 
responsibility to arrange this with the appropriate 
persons. 
 

All Examiners will: 
 Declare any conflict of interest as per email instructions. 
 Read and review the thesis. 

• This will be shared with you via email and/or a 
SharePoint link. 

 Complete an independent report on the student's thesis and 
return to relevant Student Services (UNUK) or Graduate School 
(UNM and UNNC) no later than 1 week prior to the proposed viva 
date. 

 Liaise with the internal examiner or Co-ordinator (in the case 
of two externals) on any practical arrangements for the viva 
(parking, reasonable adjustments etc). 

 
Post 
independent 
report and prior 
to the viva 
 

All Examiners will: 
 Attend and discuss the thesis at the pre-viva meeting. 
 Identify who will be the lead examiner within the examination 

team to ensure smooth examination. 
 For specific awards the requirement of a viva voce examination 

can be decided by examiners, on completion of independent 
reports. In the event of no viva voce please continue to the 
‘Following the Viva’ guidance below. 
 

 
During the viva 
 

All Examiners will: 
 Attend the Viva and examine the student: 

•  The viva will include questions and discussions that 
determine whether the candidate has achieved the 
required doctoral outcomes as per the regulations and 
University of Nottingham Qualification Framework 
 

Following the 
viva 
 

All Examiners will: 
 The examiners shall come to agreement on the 

recommendation to award (or not) of the degree. 
 The candidate will be provided the outcome in person/orally 

following the viva.  
 The examiners will complete and sign the Joint Report Form in 

line with their recommendation. 
• Internal or lead external examiner (in the case of 2 

externals) will be responsible for liaising with examiners 
to ensure prompt completion of the report.  

 If the outcome of Corrections is recommended, the internal or 
lead external examiner (in the case of 2 externals) will be 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
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responsible for reviewing and approving the corrected version of 
the thesis. 

• All outcomes are referenced here 
 If the outcome is a referral/re-submission, the thesis will be re-

examined following a re-submission of a revised thesis. 
 Return expense claims as per provided instructions following 

completion of the joint report. 
 

3.2. UoN Co-ordinator 

The UoN co-ordinator is required only in the case where two external examiners are appointed 
and will support the administrative and regulation aspects of the examination. Schools can also 
decide to appoint an independent chair, who could also fulfil the role of co-ordinator. In the 
case of two external examiners, a lead examiner will be appointed. 

Action required: Roles and responsibilities checklist 
Prior to the viva  Organise and operate the administrative arrangements for 

examination in line with the regulations. 
• Date, time and format of viva (this is to be examined 

within 3 months of the student submitting their thesis) 
• If a hard copy of the thesis is required by any of the 

examining team it is the co-ordinators responsibility to 
arrange this. 

• Attend the pre-viva meeting. 
 

During the viva  Facilitate the smooth-running of the viva voce examination. 
• This may include upholding the independent Chair 

responsibilities, at the Viva in line with regulations. 
 

 

3.3. Independent Chair  

For situations where a chair must be appointed please refer to the regulations. The independent 
chair will chair the viva and be present throughout, they can advise the examiners on 
regulations but not take an active role in the examination or decision making. 

Please note:  Head of School has the right to appoint a chair, and it may be some schools may 
require an independent chair for all viva’s so please check local requirements. 

Action required: Roles and responsibilities checklist 
Prior to the viva  Please read the full responsibilities of the independent chair 

which can be found here 
 Attend the pre-viva meeting.  

During the viva  Facilitate the smooth-running of the viva voce examination. 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-assessment.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nottingham.ac.uk%2Fqualitymanual%2F2-documents%2Fpgr-appointment-role-and-responsibilities-of-the-independent-chair.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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• This Includes upholding the independent chair 
responsibilities, at the Viva in line with regulations. 

Following the viva  Following the viva voce examination the chair will complete 
and sign the joint report form commenting on the viva 
proceedings and any irregularities. 
 

 

3.4. Supervisor 

Members of the supervisory team must not act as examiners for the student's submission. 

Action required: Roles and responsibilities checklist 
Prior to the viva  The supervisor is responsible for nominating an examination 

team for approval. 
 The supervisor(s) may not normally attend the viva voce 

examination. If a supervisor wishes to attend, they will need 
to obtain the agreement of the external examiner. 

o Supervisors may attend as an observer only. 
o Head of School or delegate will also need to agree. 
o Students must be consulted on any attendance. 

 
During the viva  Supervisors may attend as an observer only and must not 

participate during the viva. 
 

Following the viva  It is recommended that at least one member of the 
supervisory team will be available on campus at the time of 
the viva voce examination in case the examiners feel that 
their presence at the report of the outcome of the viva voce is 
required. 

o Students must be consulted on any attendance. 
 

 

3.5. Head of School or Delegate 

For situations where a chair must be appointed, please reference the regulations. The 
independent chair will chair the viva and be present throughout. They can advise the examiners 
on regulations but must not take an active role in the examination or decision making. 

Please note:  In addition to situations where the chair must be appointed, the Head of School 
always has the right to appoint a chair. Some schools have decided to routinely appoint chairs 
for all viva voce examinations. 

Action required: Roles and responsibilities checklist 
Prior to the viva  Head of School or delegate must approve the appointment 

of the examiners. 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
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 The Head of School or delegate has a right to attend as an 
observer at the viva voce examination of any research 
student in their School, unless they are the student's 
supervisor. 

o Head of School must first inform the examiners, the 
student, and the supervisor that they intend to 
attend. 

o The examiners may request that the Head of School 
attend a viva voce examination. 

 
During the viva  Head of School may attend as an observer only and must 

not participate during the viva. 
 

4.0 Independent Reports 
Each examiner must evaluate the thesis independently, against the relevant descriptors. They 
should not consult with the other examiner in advance of the pre-viva meeting. 

The independent report on the thesis is completed in advance of the viva voce examination and 
we advise no later than 1 week before the viva.  

Completed reports must be submitted to Student Services (UNUK) or Graduate School (UNM 
and UNNC).  

External examiners are invited to add any comments they wish to make on the quality and 
content of the university’s research degree programmes in their reports.  

These reports must be in sufficient detail to allow the University to be satisfied that the quality 
of the thesis is (or is not) adequate and must normally fill at least one side of A4 paper.  

Greater detail is expected when the examiners find a thesis to be unsatisfactory, but in all cases 
the report should assess whether the thesis is sufficient in extent, style and literary 
presentation and address the points as outlined in the Qualification framework: 

Descriptors for a qualification at doctoral degree level 

• The creation and interpretation of new knowledge, through original research or other 
advanced scholarship, of a quality to satisfy peer review, extend the forefront of the 
discipline, and merit publication; 

• A systematic acquisition and understanding of a substantial body of knowledge which is 
at the forefront of an academic discipline or area of professional practice; 

• The general ability to conceptualise, design and implement a project for the generation 
of new knowledge, applications or understanding at the forefront of the discipline, and 
to adjust the project design in the light of unforeseen problems; 

• A detailed understanding of applicable techniques for research and advanced 
academic enquiry. 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/viva-voce-examinations.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
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Descriptor for a qualification at master's degree level 
• A systematic understanding of knowledge, and a critical awareness of current problems 

and/or new insights, much of which is at, or informed by, the forefront of their academic 
discipline, field of study or area of professional practice; 

• A comprehensive understanding of techniques applicable to their own research or 
advanced scholarship; 

• Originality in the application of knowledge, together with a practical understanding of 
how established techniques of research and enquiry are used to create and interpret 
knowledge in the discipline; 

• Conceptual understanding that enables the student:  
• To evaluate critically current research and advanced scholarship in the discipline 
• To evaluate methodologies and develop critiques of them and, where appropriate, to 

propose new hypotheses. 

5.0 Pre-viva meeting 
The examiners should make time to meet and discuss the recommendation (MPhil / MRes) or 
approach to the viva (doctoral degrees).  This should take place prior to the scheduled viva (if 
required) and could be organised online or in person. 

If the examiners are agreed that the candidate has achieved the standard required for the award 
of MPhil/MRes, it will not normally be required that a viva voce examination be held. However, a 
viva voce can be requested if there are important issues that require explanation or 
clarification. A viva voce must be organized if the examiners are considering a referral or fail 
recommendation. 

For PhD/Doctoral level awards a viva voce examination must be held. Please see information 
provided surrounding  role and responsibilities, reports required and outcomes of examination. 

The only exception is a re-submission outcome following an initial viva voce attempt, in which 
case a second viva might not be required. 

In the case where an independent chair is appointed, the chair must also attend this meeting. 

6.0 Viva voce examination  
Together with the assessment of the written thesis the viva voce examination supports the 
examiners to assess the candidate. The questioning must be designed to evidence if the 
candidate can demonstrate the degree descriptors found within the appropriate Quality Agency 
Qualification Framework: 

• Descriptor for a qualification at Doctoral Degree level  
• Descriptor for a qualification at Master’s Degree level (MRes or MPhil) 

 

Whilst addressing the following: 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
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• Evaluate whether the research presented is the candidate’s own work;  
• Clarify aspects of the research presented in the thesis to assess the candidate’s 

understanding of the work that they have done; 
• Test the candidate’s general comprehension of the field of study within which the 

subject of the thesis falls;  
• Test the candidate’s acquaintance with the general literature of the subject and 

knowledge of the relationship of the work to the wider field of which it is a part; 
• Determine the respects in which the work advances, modifies, or otherwise affects this 

wider field of scholarship. 
 

At the end of the viva the candidate will be asked to leave the room so that the examiners can 
confer on the recommendation. Once an outcome is agreed, the candidate will then be invited 
back in, and they will be informed about the recommendation. It will be noted that this is 
provisional and depends on ratification by the university. 

7.0 Joint Report post Viva 
 For specific awards, a viva voce examination can be decided by examiners on completion of 
independent reports. Following the decision of no viva voce examination, a joint report must be 
completed. 

For viva voce examinations: a joint report form must be completed promptly after the viva 
voce examination.  

For all examinations: The joint report must provide the examiners’ joint evaluation on the 
written thesis and the viva voce examination (where applicable). The report must provide the 
following information: 

• It must state the recommendation  
• It must provide the reasons for the recommendation.  This typically includes the 

contribution to the discipline and addresses the same points that the examiners are 
asked to address in the independent reports. 

• The examiners must also comment on the performance in the viva voce examination 
(where applicable). In particular, they must indicate whether the candidate could 
demonstrate that the research presented in the thesis is the candidate’s own work.  

• Where minor corrections or a re-submission of the thesis is recommended, clear 
guidance on the required revisions should be given either in the joint report or in an 
appendix to the report. 
 

The joint report must reflect the consensus evaluation of the examiners. It can draw on the 
individual reports and can cross-reference them where appropriate. Extensive duplication of 
the individual reports is not necessary.  
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Both examiners must indicate on the joint report form the agreed result of the examination, and 
their recommendation to Quality and Standards Committee. Once this recommendation has 
been approved formally, Student Services (UNUK) or Graduate School (UNM and UNNC) will 
write to the student to inform them of the outcome and to provide a copy of the independent 
and joint reports. 

Where Heads of School or delegate have not acted as an examiner or supervisor, they are 
required to countersign the joint report form to show that they approve of the report and result 
of the examination. If the Head of School has acted as an examiner, then this task must be 
delegated to another member of staff.  

8.0 Outcomes of the Examination 
For research degrees, Masters and Doctoral awards relate to the descriptors for qualifications 
at Masters and Doctoral level in The Qualification Assurance Agency Qualification Framework  

Professional Doctorates are regarded by the University of Nottingham as research degrees, 
please refer to the Framework for Professional Doctorates 

Outcomes of the examination can be found within the University of Nottingham Quality Manual 
here.  Please refer to the linked regulations for full details of the possible outcomes. 

Please note: The option not to award any degree following the first examination is one which 
must only be chosen in extreme circumstances. 

In all cases the examiners shall come to agreement on the recommendation on the award 
(or not) of the degree immediately after the viva voce examination/outcome of award and 
orally provide an outcome to the candidate before completing the joint report. Please see 
Roles and Responsibilities. 

It is University policy for candidates to be provided with a copy of the examiners' joint report as 
well as the independent reports once the examination is complete and he report, and 
recommendation has been approved. However, reports must not be given directly to students 
by the examiners and will be communicated by Student Services (or Graduate School at UNM 
and UNNC), on behalf of Quality and Standards Committee.  

8.1. Award of degree for which the student is registered 

The approved version will then become the official version of the thesis held by The University. 
The candidate will be awarded and invited to our next available graduation ceremony.   

8.2. Award of the degree subject to Corrections 

If candidates have shown that they have reached the standard required for a doctoral award but 
have submitted a thesis which contains minor errors, the examiners may recommend the 
award of the degree subject to the correction by the candidate of the minor errors to the 
satisfaction of the examiners.  

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/qaa-qf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/frame-professional-doct.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-deg-phd-mphil.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-regs-deg-phd-mphil.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/studentservices/servicedetails/graduation/index.aspx


 

  

 

last updated: 24 July 2025 11  
 

The time allowed for this will either be: 

•  One month (for example, in the instance of a small number of typographical errors) 
• Three months. The three-month period will be selected when the amendments are 

those not requiring external academic re-examination, e.g. extensive typographical 
errors, minor re-organisation of material, addition of additional material to clarify the 
content of the thesis, or removal of extraneous text.  
 

It is possible if students experience extenuating circumstances during their corrections period 
for them to request an extension to their correction deadline.  

Resubmitted corrections: 

Once the corrected thesis is received, Student services (UNUK) or Graduate School (UNM and 
UNNC) will share the thesis (via email) to the internal examiner or lead external examiner for 
review. 

Please note: No further corrections can be asked for at this point. Award or failure of the 
degree are the only options available. 

If approved, the corrected work will become the final version held by the University and they will 
be invited to graduation on successful completion of the degree. 

8.3. Referral: Re-submit the thesis in a revised format with/without a further viva 
voce 

In case the thesis and/or the performance in the viva voce examination are considered to be 
below the level required for the award of the degree the examiners can recommend a referral 
where the student can re-submit the thesis in a revised format with/without a further viva voce.  
 
The following options can be selected for re-submission of the degree: 

• An adequate thesis has been presented but candidate has not shown in the viva voce 
examination that they possess the necessary knowledge of the general field of 
scholarship to which the thesis belongs. The examiners may recommend that they must 
re-present the same thesis and submit themselves for a second viva voce examination. 

• A thesis which, though inadequate in its present form, nevertheless contains work 
indicating that the standard required for a doctoral award may be reached. The 
examiners may recommend that the candidate re-submit the thesis in a revised form 
and may or may not require a second viva voce examination after a further period of 
study not exceeding one calendar year. 

o The examiners may decide whether a second viva is required, and they should 
give careful thought to this. If the candidate has performed poorly in the first viva 
or the revision requires the development of substantial new content, then a 
second viva is normally preferred. As with minor corrections, the examiners 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/studentservices/servicedetails/postgraduate-students/thesis-pending.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/studentservices/servicedetails/graduation/index.aspx
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must provide clear guidance on what matters should be addressed in the 
resubmission. 

• UNUK award students only; The examiners may also recommend that such candidates 
be awarded the degree of Master of Philosophy (which may be subject to minor 
corrections) if they are unable to undertake the further period of study. 

o If the examiners decide to recommend the award of the degree of Master of 
Philosophy (alternative fallback awards may be outlined in supplementary 
regulations for other Doctorates) after re-submission, they should consider the 
Masters Level Qualification Descriptor first to ensure that the criteria are met.  

o Students of UNNC and UNM campuses will not have an MPhil downgrade as 
part of their outcomes. 
 

Please note: If it is believed that the candidate may not be able to improve the thesis to the 
doctoral standard within a 12 month re-submission period, the examiners must advise the 
candidate, when feedback is given following the viva voce examination, and in the appropriate 
section of the joint report form. 
 
Re-submission for the degree of PhD or other doctoral award are normally held within one 
calendar year and re-examination will follow the same process as outlined above. Outcome of 
the re-submission will exclude a further re-submission outcome.  

The candidate will pay a re-submission fee (this can be found in the exceptional fee page) in all 
cases, and both examiners will undertake the re-examination.  

UK award students only: If the examiners decide to recommend the award of the degree of 
Master of Philosophy (alternative fallback awards may be outlined in supplementary 
regulations for other Doctorates) after re-submission, they must consider the Masters Level 
Qualification Descriptor first to ensure that the criteria are met. 

8.4. Failure of the degree 

If the thesis is, in the judgement of the examiners, considerably below the doctoral standard 
with no possibility of reaching this standard after re-submission, the examiners may 
recommend that the candidate has failed the examination and that no degree will be awarded 
and no re-submission be allowed.   
 
This option must only be selected by the examiners in exceptional circumstances on a first 
submission. Failure of the degree remains a recommendation after a referral/re-submission if 
the progress made is unsatisfactory. 
 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-supregs-other-doc-degrees.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-supregs-other-doc-degrees.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/unqf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/fees/tuition-fees-student-services.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-supregs-other-doc-degrees.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/research-degree-progs/pgr-supregs-other-doc-degrees.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/unqf.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/qualitymanual/academic-regulations/unqf.aspx
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