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Guidance for research degree examiners 

 

The following guidance is provided for examiners of research degree candidates and 

should be read in conjunction with the Regulations and Code of Practice for Research 

Degree Programmes (the ‘Regulations and Code’). The guidance covers the 

examination procedures and provides links to the underpinning regulations. In all 

cases, the regulations themselves take primacy over this guidance. 

 Page 

1 Preparations 

• Appointment of examiners 

• Criteria for the award 

• The dissertation 

2 

 

2 Oral examination 

• Before the oral examination and preliminary reports 

• During the oral examination 

• After the oral examination 

3 

 

3 Recommendations and reports 

• Examiners’ recommendations 

• Guidance on corrections and resubmissions 

• Examiners’ joint final report 

• Submission of examiners’ reports 

4 

 

4 Approval of results 

• Research Degrees Examination Board 

• The outcome 

7 

5 Corrections and resubmissions 

• Examiners’ role in confirming completion of corrections 

o Minor errors 

o Errors of substance 

• Examiners’ role in resubmissions 

• Candidate requests for extensions 

9 

6 Feedback from examiners 11 

 

  

mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk
mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk


 

Page 2 of 11 
 

 

1. Preparations 

Appointment of examiners 

1.1. Examiners are appointed for each individual research degree candidate. 

Appointments are grounded in the expertise and independence of the 

examiners, as set out in Section 9.3 of the Regulations and Code. 

 

1.2. At least two examiners are appointed for each candidate, and in most cases the 

examining panel will consist of one internal and one external examiner. In some 

situations, such as where the candidate is a member of staff, two externals may 

be appointed with no internal examiner. In other cases, where the candidate’s 

work is highly interdisciplinary or where their studentship is part of a particular 

collaborative arrangement, more than two examiners may be appointed.  

 

1.3. Independent Chairs are not appointed for all examinations and are only required 

in certain circumstances, such as where an examiner is inexperienced (i.e., has 

not completed the examination of at least two research degree candidates) or 

where there are only external examiners. The Faculty PGR Director may also 

decide to appoint an Independent Chair for other reasons. An Independent 

Chair, if appointed, oversees the examination process but is not an examiner.  

 

1.4. The membership of the examining panel, including whether an Independent 

Chair has been appointed, will be confirmed in the appointment letter, which will 

be emailed to the examiners by the Academic Quality and Policy Office. In a 

small number of cases, the members of the examining panel may change due 

to unforeseen circumstances. New and existing members of the panel will be 

informed of any changes. 

Criteria for the award 

1.5. Examiners will tailor the examination to address the criteria for the relevant 

degree. For example, an examination for a doctorate will be more in depth than 

for a research masters. Examiners should be familiar with the criteria for the 

award in Annex 7 of the Regulations and Code and with the regulations for the 

specific degree, contained in Annex 1 (for doctoral degrees) and Annex 2 (for 

research masters) of the Regulations and Code. 

 

1.6. Candidates may include a Covid-19 statement in their dissertation. These 

statements are not compulsory, and candidates will decide individually whether 

they wish to highlight the impact of the pandemic and the steps they have taken 

to adjust their research activities. There is a policy on Covid-19 statements, 

which includes guidance to examiners. 

 

 

 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.6/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/exams/research-degree/research-exam-board/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.5/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex2/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/
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The dissertation 

1.7. An electronic copy of the candidate’s dissertation (or published work) – after it 

has been through a plagiarism check – will be emailed to the examiners 

alongside the formal appointment letter by the Academic Quality and Policy 

Office. The dissertation is provided through a weblink that is only valid for seven 

days and so examiners should download a copy when they receive their 

appointment email. If the weblink has expired, an examiner may request a new 

link from the Academic Quality and Policy Office. 

 

1.8. Examiners may request a printed copy of the dissertation from the Academic 

Quality and Policy Office (pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk). 

 

2. Oral examination 

Before the oral examination and preliminary reports 

2.1. After reading the dissertation, the examiners must complete individual 

preliminary reports (available on the guidance for examiners webpage) to 

record their initial assessment of the work and to identify topics for discussion 

during the oral examination. Examiners must exchange their preliminary reports 

prior to the oral examination, with the reports acting as a starting point in their 

planning for the examination. An Independent Chair, if appointed, must also 

receive the preliminary reports, and must preside over the discussion of those 

reports and the plans for conducting the examination. 

 

2.2. The internal examiner (or the Independent Chair if there are only external 

examiners) is responsible for making the practical arrangements for the oral 

examination. The arrangement will include: 

2.2.1. liaising with the external examiner/s and the candidate to set a date; 

2.2.2. informing the candidate, the supervisor and the Academic Quality and 

Policy Office of the time and place of the examination, giving at least ten 

days’ notice; 

2.2.3. arranging accommodation and refreshments, if necessary; and 

2.2.4. arranging appropriate technology for an online viva, if necessary. 

 

2.3. Examiners must not meet with the candidate’s supervisors prior to the 

examination. The internal examiner (or Independent Chair, if appointed) may 

however discuss any special requirements or extenuating circumstances with 

the supervisors as part of the preparations. Section 9.4 of the Regulations and 

Code provides more information on the oral examination.  

 

2.4. In rare cases, where the examiners suspect plagiarism or other transgressions 

in academic integrity, such as falsifying data, either when reading the 

dissertation or during the oral examination, they should refer to Annex 8 of the 

Regulations and Code. The dissertation will have been through a plagiarism 

check on the text before it is circulated to the examiners and so any concerns 

mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/exams/staff/guidance_for_examiners/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex1/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/
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raised at this stage are more likely to relate to non-textual elements, such as 

data.  

 

 

During the oral examination 

2.5. The examiners and candidate should discuss the strengths and weaknesses of 

the dissertation within the context of the criteria for award (Annex 7 of the 

Regulations and Code). The aim is to: 

2.5.1. explore the substance of the work, 

2.5.2. assess the candidate’s understanding of the discipline and the relevant 

literature, 

2.5.3. assess the candidate’s ability to present and defend intellectual 

arguments, and  

2.5.4. verify that the work is the candidate’s own and consider the extent of any 

collaboration. 

 

2.6. An Independent Chair, if appointed, oversees the oral examination and provides 

advice on the University’s regulations and procedures, but does not contribute 

to the discussion of the work.  

After the oral examination 

2.7. At the end of the oral examination, examiners may inform the candidate of their 

recommendation (see paragraphs 3.1 - 3.4 below on examiners’ 

recommendations) but they must ensure that the candidate understands that 

this recommendation is provisional and may be changed by the Research 

Degrees Examination Board (RDEB).  

 

2.8. Examiners must provide candidates with guidance for any corrections or for a 

resubmission (see paragraphs 3.5 - 3.8 below on how the guidance for 

corrections and resubmissions should be formed) as soon as possible after the 

oral examination so that the candidate may begin their revisions, on the 

understanding that the RDEB may require enhanced guidance when it 

considers the examiners’ reports. Candidates may work on their corrections or a 

resubmission before the examiners’ reports are considered by RDEB. For minor 

errors and for errors of substances (but not for a resubmission), examiners may 

confirm the satisfactory completion of corrections prior to consideration of the 

examiners’ reports by RDEB.  

 

2.9. Annex 10 of the Regulations and Code provides advice for examiners on how to 

frame guidance on corrections and resubmissions. 

 

3. Recommendations and reports 

Examiners’ recommendations 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex7/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.3/
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3.1. The potential recommendations are in Section 9.5.2 of the Regulations and 

Code. Examiners must make an appropriate recommendation within the context 

of the criteria for award in Annex 7 of the Regulations and Code. 

 

3.2. The main recommendations are: 

A – Unconditional award. Examiners recommend the candidate for the award 

with no corrections required. If approved by RDEB, the award will be made on 

the date of the RDEB meeting where the examiners’ reports are considered. 

 

B – Minor errors. Examiners recommend the candidate for the award, but 

minor errors must be corrected. If this is approved by RDEB, the award will be 

made on the date of the RDEB meeting where the examiners’ reports are 

considered, even if there are outstanding minor errors at that point. Following 

the award, the candidate will be given 28 days to email their corrected 

dissertation to the internal examiner (or Independent Chair if there are only 

external examiners). 

 

Annex 9 of the Regulations and Code provides more information on minor 

corrections. If there are numerous instances of errors that are individually minor 

in nature but when taken together form a significant undertaking (i.e., it will take 

longer than 28 days to correct), a recommendation for errors of substance 

might be more appropriate.  

 

C – Errors or omissions of substance. Examiners recommend that 

significant corrections must be completed before the candidate will be 

recommended for the award. If this is approved by RDEB, the candidate will be 

given six months from notification of the RDEB decision to email their corrected 

dissertation to the internal examiner (or Independent Chair if there are only 

external examiners) for consideration by all examiners. 

 

D – Resubmission. Examiners recommend that the candidate must resubmit a 

substantially reworked dissertation for re-examination. A submission is only 

permitted once. If a recommendation for a resubmission is approved by RDEB, 

the candidate will be given one year from notification of the RDEB decision to 

resubmit their thesis for re-examination using the standard submission process.  

 

3.3. In addition, examiners may recommend the following research masters 

outcomes for doctoral candidates. Examiners should not make these 

recommendations just because the dissertation does not meet a doctoral 

standard, as a research masters must still meet the criteria for that award – see 

Annex 7 of the Regulations and Code. 

E – Unconditional award of a research masters.  

F – Award of a research masters with minor errors. 

G – Resubmission for a research masters. 

 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/exams/research-degree/research-exam-board/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex7/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex9/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex17/
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3.4. Examiners of all research degrees may recommend H – Fail if none of the other 

recommendations are appropriate. If this is approved by RDEB, the candidate 

will be withdrawn without a research degree. 

 

 

Guidance on corrections and resubmissions 

3.5. Examiners must provide clear, comprehensive guidance on corrections and 

resubmissions to candidates. Minor and typographical errors can be returned to 

the candidate as annotation on the dissertation, but any other specific 

corrections must be detailed in a combined list from all examiners. Sections 

9.5.3 and 9.5.4 of the Regulations and Code set out the relevant regulations 

and Annex 10 provides advice for examiners on how to frame guidance on 

corrections and resubmissions.  

 

3.6. Where the examiners recommend minor errors (B or F), the examiners must 

provide written joint guidance to the candidate as a separate document and/or 

in an annotated copy of the dissertation. Where written guidance has been 

provided, it must also be included in the joint final report.  

 

3.7. Where the examiners recommend errors of substance (C) or a resubmission (D 

or G), the examiners must provide written joint guidance to the candidate as a 

separate document. Any minor and typographical errors raised by the 

examiners can be returned to the candidate as annotation on the dissertation. A 

copy of the written guidance must also be included in the joint final report.  

 

3.8. A candidate who is required to complete corrections or to resubmit may contact 

the internal examiner (or the Independent Chair if there are only external 

examiners) once after receiving the guidance to seek clarification on the 

improvements needed. After that, the candidate should discuss matters with 

their supervisors. 

Examiners’ joint final report 

3.9. Examiners must complete a joint final report (available on  the guidance for 

examiners webpage) after the oral examination has finished. The joint final 

report must set out the examiners’ recommendation and a supporting rationale, 

which must refer to the dissertation and to the candidate’s performance at the 

oral examination. Where the joint report substantially differs in its findings from 

any of the preliminary reports, examiners must justify the changes in the joint 

final report. 

 

3.10. Section 9.5.1 of the Regulations and Code provides further information on 

what should be included in examiners’ reports. Examiners should comment on 

the strengths, as well as any weaknesses, of the candidate's work. Reports 

need to be informative and specific to the candidate and their dissertation. 

Generic reports will not be accepted. 

mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk
mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex10/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/exams/staff/guidance_for_examiners/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/exams/staff/guidance_for_examiners/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.4/
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3.11. The guidance document for the correction of errors of substance or for a 

resubmission must be cut and pasted into the report. Minor errors and 

typographical errors can be returned to the candidate as annotation on the 

dissertation, but any written guidance provided for minor errors must also be 

cut and pasted into the report. For doctoral candidates (and for MScR 

candidates in the Faculty of Life Sciences), examiners may also include a 

prize nomination for outstanding excellence in the dissertation. 

 

3.12. In exceptional cases, where the examiners do not agree on a 

recommendation, separate final reports may be submitted instead. 

 

3.13. If appointed, the Independent Chair must compete a report confirming that 

they oversaw the examination and that it was conducted in accordance with 

the University’s regulations and procedures. 

Submission of examiners’ reports 

3.14. The procedure for submitting the examiners’ reports following the oral 

examination is in Section 9.5.5 of the Regulations and Code. 

 

3.15. All examiners’ reports are confidential until they have been considered by 

RDEB. Examiners must not share their reports with the candidate or with 

supervisors. 

 

3.16. The internal examiner (or the Independent Chair if there are only external 

examiners) must send the joint final report – together with the preliminary 

reports and, if appointed, a report from the Independent Chair – to the School 

PGR Director for countersigning. If the School PGR Director is the internal 

examiner, the Independent Chair or a supervisor, an alternative senior 

member of the School’s academic staff should be nominated to perform this 

role. It is recommended that reports are submitted to the School PGR Director 

(or nominee) via the School Office/School PGR Administrator.  

 

3.17. The School must ensure that all documentation has been completed and 

signed correctly before submitting it to the Academic Quality and Policy Office 

by email (pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk) within 14 days of the oral examination. 

 

4. Approval of results 

Research Degrees Examination Board (RDEB)  

4.1. Section 9.6 of the Regulations and Code describes how examiners’ 

recommendations are approved by RDEB. 

 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.5/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex7/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.5/
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4.2. The Academic Quality and Policy Office processes submitted examiners’ 

reports for consideration by the RDEB at its scheduled meetings. There is a 

report deadline for each of these meetings. 

The outcome  

4.3. Where the RDEB approve an examiners’ recommendation, the following steps 

are taken.  

 

4.4. A – Unconditional award and E – Unconditional award of a research 

masters for a doctoral candidate. The candidate will receive an award letter 

by email and is permitted to proceed to graduation. The candidate and 

supervisors also receive copies of the examiners’ reports.  The examiners do 

not need to perform any further tasks.   

 

4.5. B – Awarded subject to the correction of minor errors and F – Award of a 

research masters for a doctoral candidate subject to the correction of 

minor errors. The candidate will receive an award letter by email and is 

permitted to proceed to graduation. The candidate and supervisors also receive 

copies of the examiners’ reports. The candidate is informed that – if they have 

not done so already – they must complete their minor corrections within 28 days 

of the award and must email the corrected dissertation to the internal examiner 

(or Independent Chair if there are only external examiners) for consideration by 

all examiners. See paragraphs 5.2 - 5.4 below on the examiners’ role in 

confirming the completion of corrections.  

 

4.6. C – Errors or omissions of substance. The candidate is emailed a letter 

informing them that corrections are required within six months and receives 

copies of the examiners’ reports. The communication is copied to the 

supervisors and to the internal examiner (or Independent Chair). The candidate 

must email the corrected dissertation to the internal examiner (or Independent 

Chair) within their deadline for consideration by all examiners. The candidate 

will not receive the award until the corrections have been completed to the 

satisfaction of the examiners and RDEB has provided approval. See 

paragraphs 5.5 - 5.9 below on the examiners’ role in confirming the completion 

of corrections.  

 

4.7. D – Resubmission and G – Resubmission for a research masters for a 

doctoral candidate. The candidate is emailed a letter informing them that the 

resubmission is required within one year and receives copies of the examiners’ 

reports. The communication is copied to the supervisors and to the internal 

examiner (or Independent Chair). The candidate must resubmit their 

dissertation for re-examination using the standard submission process. The 

Academic Quality and Policy Office will circulate the dissertation to the 

examiners to conduct a re-examination. See paragraphs 5.10 - 5.13 below on 

the examiners’ role in resubmissions. 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.5/
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4.8. H – Fail. The candidate is emailed a letter informing them of the outcome and 

receives copies of the examiners’ reports. The examiners do not need to 

perform any further tasks.   

 

5. Corrections and resubmissions 

Examiners’ role in confirming the completion of corrections 

5.1. Sections 9.5.3 and 9.5.4 of the Regulations and Code set out how corrections 

are approved. 

 

Minor errors 

5.2. Where there are minor errors, the candidate must email their corrected 

dissertation to the internal examiner within 28 days of their award, although this 

may happen earlier. Following a check of the corrections, the internal examiner 

must email the candidate and the Academic Quality and Policy Office (pgr-

exams@bristol.ac.uk) to confirm that the corrections have been satisfactorily 

completed. 

 

5.3. If there are only external examiners, the candidate must email the corrected 

dissertation to the Independent Chair. The corrections must be checked by one 

of the following: (a) an external examiner, (b) the Independent Chair, or (c) 

another University of Bristol academic nominated by the School. The 

Independent Chair is responsible for ensuring that confirmation that the 

corrections have been satisfactorily completed is emailed to the candidate and 

to the Academic Quality and Policy Office. 

 

5.4. Although the candidate will have received their award even if they have 

outstanding minor errors, they will not receive their certificate until the Academic 

Quality and Policy Office has confirmation that the corrections have been 

completed (and the candidate has deposited the final copy of their dissertation 

with the Library). As the award has been made, there is no penalty if the 

candidate submits their corrected dissertation late apart from the withholding of 

the certificate. 

Errors of substance 

5.5. Where there are errors of substance, the candidate must email the corrected 

dissertation directly to the internal examiner within six months of notification 

from RDEB. All examiners must check the corrections, after which the internal 

examiner must email (either as a pdf letter or within the body of an email) the 

Academic Quality and Policy Office (pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk) to confirm that 

the corrections have been completed to the satisfaction of all examiners. The 

confirmation must explicitly state that all examiners agree; the internal must not 

provide confirmation only covering themselves. 

mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex10/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/annex10/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/exams/staff/research-degrees-staff-information/
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5.6. If there are only external examiners, the candidate must email the corrected 

dissertation to the Independent Chair. All examiners must check the corrections 

and the Independent Chair must email the Academic Quality and Policy Office 

to confirm that the corrections have been completed to the satisfaction of all 

examiners. 

 

5.7. Where a candidate has submitted but the examiners decide that further, minor 

modifications are required, they may allow up to four additional weeks from 

when they notify the candidate and provide comments on the further work 

needed in writing. The examiners may meet with the candidate (and 

supervisor/s) to discuss if they consider that this would be beneficial. The 

internal examiner (or the Independent Chair if there are only external 

examiners) must inform the Academic Quality and Policy Office of the additional 

time given.  

 

5.8. The Academic Quality and Policy Office processes confirmations of completed 

errors of substance for approval by RDEB at its scheduled meetings. There is a 

report deadline for each of these meetings. 

 

5.9. The Academic Quality and Policy Office monitors candidates who are required 

to send the corrected dissertation for errors of substance to the internal 

examiner (or Independent Chair if there are only external examiners) and the 

Academic Quality and Policy Office may ask for updates from the internal 

examiner or Independent Chair. The candidate may be withdrawn if they do not 

send in their corrected dissertation by the stated deadline. 

 

Examiners’ role in resubmissions 

5.10. Where the candidate is required to resubmit, they must email their reworked 

dissertation to the Academic Quality and Policy Office and upload a copy to 

Turnitin for a plagiarism check using the standard submission process. 

 

5.11. As this is a re-examination, the dissertation will be circulated to examiners in 

the same way as for an initial examination (see the first part of this 

guidance). The original examiners will normally undertake the re-

examination, which will follow the same procedures as for any research 

degree examination. External examiners will be paid a re-examination fee. 

 

5.12. There are two differences in procedure for a resubmission: 

5.12.1. A resubmission is only permitted once and so the examiners cannot 

use this option when they make a new recommendation. 

5.12.2. The examiners may decide not to hold a second oral examination if 

they decide that the resubmitted dissertation is worthy of the award 

(with or without minor errors) without the need for the oral 

examination. Preliminary and joint final reports must still be 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/academic-quality/pg/pgrcode/section9/9.5/
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submitted and the rationale for not holding an oral examination must 

be set out in the joint report. 

 

5.13. If the candidate does not resubmit within their deadline, the candidate may 

be withdrawn due to lapse of time. 

Candidate requests for extensions 

5.14. Candidates correcting errors of substance or working on a resubmission may 

in exceptional circumstances make a request to RDEB for an extension to 

their deadline. Where RDEB approves an extension, the internal examiner 

(or Independent Chair if there are only external examiners) will be copied 

into the confirmation email to the candidate. The confirmation will include a 

new deadline.  

 

6. Feedback from examiners 

 

6.1. The University welcomes comments from examiners on any aspect of the 

research degree examination process. Examiners are invited to comment on 

the process in confidence to the Academic Quality and Policy Office (pgr-

exams@bristol.ac.uk) for consideration by RDEB. 

 

 

 

AQPO/June 2021 

mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk
mailto:pgr-exams@bristol.ac.uk

