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Appendix 1. The framework of best practice in the doctoral viva 
�
Tradition and practice in examining research degrees has often varied within and 
between faculties, and one objective of this framework is to bring together existing 
best practice into one cohesive package, designed to best protect the interests of all 
participants in the process. This framework should be adopted for any research degree 
examination for an award of this university (ie even when a viva is held away from 
the university). 
 
1. Definition of viva  

A viva is an oral examination of a research degree thesis, and of the student who 
wrote it, which is normally conducted in person, at the university, by an internal 
and one or sometimes two external examiners.  

 
2. Status of viva 

a. The viva is a compulsory part of all research degree examinations (MPhil and 
doctoral degrees), however excellent or poor the thesis may be. The student 
must always have the right to defend his/her work to the examiners 

b. It is not possible (under current regulations) for a student to fail a research 
degree outright without undertaking a viva 

 
3. Role of each participant in the viva 
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4. Student preparation for the viva 
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a. All students should be allowed and encouraged to acquire relevant experience 
in “defending their thesis”, in advance of the viva, including – 
i. By robust interrogation of their work and progress during each annual 

appraisal and at the Upgrade Panel 
ii. By being given special training for the viva (including a mock viva); 

this is probably best done by their faculty (eg through faculty training 
programmes) 

b. It would be inappropriate for the Viva Chair and/or Internal Examiner(s) to be 
directly involved in the student’s training for the viva 

c. The Postgraduate Studies Office should send a “Guide to the Viva” to each 
student when they submit a thesis for examination 

 
5. Membership 
 

a. Supervisor 
i. The student’s supervisor(s) may attend the viva at the discretion of the 

examiners 
ii. If not present throughout the viva, the supervisor(s) should normally be 

invited to attend the final stage of the viva when the examiners report their 
decision to the student, unless the student advises the Viva Chair, before 
the Viva, that they would prefer the supervisor not to attend  

iii. If present, the supervisor(s) must remain silent and impassive, unless 
specifically invited to comment on specific points, by the examiners, 
through the chair 

 
b. Independent chair 

i. There should always be an independent chair present throughout the 
viva. The chair should normally be a member of academic staff, who is 
neither an examiner nor a supervisor of the student being examined.  

ii. The Viva Chair should be selected by the Head of Department or 
his/her nominee 

iii. The Viva Chair must be familiar with this Framework of Best Practice, 
and with the Postgraduate Regulations of the university 

iv. The Viva Chair would normally be expected to have experience of 
conducting at least 3 research degree vivas as an examiner 

v. No member of staff should normally be expected to chair more than 
one viva per term (3 per year), to share the workload  

 
6. Record keeping 

a. A reliable record of the viva proceedings must be kept (additional to any notes 
made during the viva by the Viva Chair, the examiners, and/or the student), 
because this would – 
i. protect the interests of all participants in the viva 
ii. help in resolving differences of interpretation and recall 
iii. provide useful evidence for subsequent review/appeal hearings 

b. Each viva should normally be recorded on audio tape or minidisk 
c. The Viva Chair should ensure that the audio record is made and lodged with 

the Postgraduate Studies Office. 
d. Nothing will be done with the audio record (no one will listen to it) unless it 

has to be used as evidence in the event of an appeal/complaint  
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e. The audio record should normally be kept in the Postgraduate Studies Office 
for no longer than twelve months after the viva, unless the student made an 
appeal/complaint against the decision of the examiners (in which case the 
audio record should be kept until the end of the appeal/complaint process). 

 
7. Timing and arrangements 

a. The maximum period of time between submission of thesis by student and the 
date of viva should normally be 4 months 

b. The Postgraduate Director in the student’s department is responsible for 
making arrangements for the viva (including day, time, location and name of 
the Viva Chair), and for communicating this information to the examiners, the 
student, the Chair and the supervisor 

c. Appropriate arrangements should be made available for disabled students, on 
the same basis as for other forms of university assessments, in order to provide 
an equal opportunity to defend the thesis. 

d. The examiners, chair and student should be given as much notice as possible 
about the day/time of the viva, and this should normally be not less than two 
weeks 

e. The Viva Chair is responsible for making sure that seating arrangements in the 
viva room are appropriate for dialogue 

f. The Internal Examiner should collate written guidance from all examiners on 
required changes to the thesis, within a reasonable period of time after the 
viva. For ‘minor corrections’ (3 months) this should normally be no longer 
than two weeks. For ‘major revisions’ (6 or 12 months) this should normally 
be no longer than one month. 

g. The Internal Examiner should forward the written guidance from the 
examiners to the student, and send a copy to the Postgraduate Studies Office, 
without delay. 

h. The period of corrections (3 months) or revisions (6 or 12 months) should 
commence on the day written guidance from examiners on required changes is 
sent to the student (and Postgraduate Studies Office) by the Internal Examiner 

 
8. Pre-Viva Reports 

a. Examiners are required to provide reports on the thesis before the viva, to 
establish that they have read the thesis before the viva, and to record their 
initial judgements formed on the basis of reading the thesis 

b. Examiners are required to write separate Pre-Viva Reports that are 
independent of each other, and send them to the Postgraduate Studies Office, 
before they exchange views and compare notes with each other 

c. Examiners should be given the opportunity (but not be required) in their Pre-
Viva Reports to give a provisional decision about the outcome of the 
examination 

d. The Pre-Viva Reports should only be seen before the viva by administrative 
staff who have no vested interest in the outcome of the examination  

e. Under the Data Protection legislation, the student has no right of access to the 
Pre-Viva Report before the examination process is complete 

 
9. What is being examined in the viva? 

a. The viva is an opportunity for the student to ‘defend’ the thesis  



Park, C. (2003) Levelling the playing field: towards best practice in the doctoral viva. Higher Education 
Review 36 (1); 47-67 

 14 

��� 5
������
��������������
��������
��
��
�
����
����
4����������������	���3�������
��� ��
������
������
����������
��
����������������
��������������
��
������
����
��
 ���������
���������������
�3�������������������������������
����
���

c. The viva should normally include the assessment of the student’s ability to -  
i. locate his/her research in the broader context 
ii. display detailed knowledge of the thesis 
iii. authenticate the work (ie to prove that it is the student’s own work) 

d. Criterion i should be explicitly commented on in the Pre-Viva Reports  
e. Criteria i to iii should be explicitly evaluated during the viva 
f. It is appropriate in the viva to ask questions about the originality of the thesis, 

and about the contribution the thesis makes to knowledge 
g. The student should also be able to defend the methodology and conclusions of 

the thesis, and display awareness of the limitations of the thesis, in the viva 
h. For the viva to be regarded as successful, the student should satisfy the 

examiners that s/he is worthy of the research degree, which will always be 
ultimately a matter of academic judgement by the examiners 

 
10. Conduct of the viva 

a. Existing university regulations cover procedures for dealing with 
disagreements between examiners 

b. Examiners should not normally be able to fail or refer a thesis on grounds that 
are not considered with the student in the viva. The decision should be based 
on what is discussed in the viva (otherwise the viva would serve no role in the 
examination process).  

c. The audio record would be helpful in reconstructing what was discussed in the 
viva, and how it was discussed, should it be claimed that the student was 
invited to discuss certain things but failed to do so or failed to understand their 
significance.  

d. The viva should give the student an opportunity to “defend” anything the 
examiners regard as problematic. It will normally be expected to touch upon 
the issues that the examiners regard as important in reaching their decision 
about the award of the degree in question. 

e. The student should be told by the Viva Chair, at the beginning of the viva, that 
no information about outcomes will be provided until the end of the 
examination (viva), and that no conclusions should be drawn from this. This is 
because to indicate or hint at outcomes could – 
o partly negate the value of the viva in the assessment process 
o compromise the ability of the examiners to change their mind during the 

course of the viva 
o have a significant impact on how the student feels and responds to 

questioning during the viva. 
f. A typical viva should normally last for not less than one hour and not more 

than four hours, although it is recognised that in some disciplines (eg sciences) 
vivas typically last longer than in others.  

g. If the chair and examiners anticipate that a viva is likely to last more than 
about two hours, the chair should give an opportunity for a break after two 
hours, provided that to do so does not disadvantage the student.  

h. The chair shall have final decision on when the viva should finish, taking into 
account the views of the examiners, and the need to uphold fair play and to 
give the student an opportunity to defend his/her work. 
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11. Student contribution to the viva 

a. Examiners are expected to be open-minded in their probing of the student’s 
work, and to approach the task in a spirit of academic integrity. 

b. The chair should ensure that the student is given the opportunity to present a 
brief verbal summary of their work (15 minutes max), towards the start of the 
viva, if they wish to do so 

c. The chair should ensure that the student is given an appropriate “right of 
reply” to points raised by the examiners, during and at the end of the viva 

d. The chair should ensure that questions during the viva are fair and appropriate, 
for maintaining fair play, and for ensuring that proper procedures are followed 

e. If the student feels during the course of the viva that the questions are not fair 
or appropriate, that they are being denied the “right of reply”, or that proper 
procedures are not being followed, s/he should be able to call for a break, and 
talk privately with the chair 

f. If the chair grants such a “time-out” during the viva, the conversation between 
student and chair should not be overheard by the examiners, but it should be 
recorded on the audio tape  

 
12. Outcome of the viva 

a. Towards the end of the viva, the student (and supervisor(s) if present) should 
be asked to leave the room while the examiners decide what outcome they 
think appropriate (within university regulations) 

b. The chair should remain present throughout 
c. When the examiners have reached their decision, the student (normally 

accompanied by the supervisor(s)) should then be invited into the room, to be 
told (normally by the External Examiner) what the examiners will be 
recommending to the university 

d. The outcome given at the end of the viva is a recommendation, subject to 
approval by the Senate 

 
13. Post-Viva Reports 

a. All examiners are required to submit a written report after the viva, which 
includes their judgement of the quality of the thesis and the student’s 
performance in the viva, and contains their recommendation about the award 
of the degree 
i. Examiners can submit a joint report if they agree on the outcome, and 

if producing a joint report is practical under the circumstances 
ii. Examiners must submit separate reports if they disagree on the 

outcome 
b. Under the Data Protection legislation, students have a right of access to their 

Post-Viva Report after Senate approval of the examiners’ recommendation is 
confirmed and the examination (including any revisions) has been completed  

c. Any examiner may indicate that part (to be highlighted explicitly) or all of 
his/her report should be disclosed to the student before the examiners’ 
recommendations are approved by the Senate, if the examiner believes this 
would help the student to make appropriate corrections/revisions 

d. The Internal Examiner is responsible for making sure that the student is made 
fully aware of the examiners’ expectations in respect of which 
corrections/revisions are felt necessary (see 7f) 
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14. Second Viva  
a. Under existing university regulations, the examiners can require a student to 

attend a second viva as part of the examination of a resubmitted thesis, but not 
for ‘minor corrections’ 

 
15. Student’s right of appeal 

a. Under existing university regulations a student has no right of appeal about the 
academic judgement of the examiners. 

b. Under existing university regulations a student has no right of appeal against 
alleged procedural irregularities in relating to the viva, unless the examiners 
recommend the award of a degree lower than that for which the student is 
registered, in which eventuality the student’s case is automatically referred to 
the Postgraduate Review Panel 

c. All students of the university have the right to file a complaint under Statute 
21 

 
16. Transparency 

These guidelines and criteria will be published - in printed form, on the university 
web site, and on request in other alternative formats (large print, braille and audio) 
- as a “Guide to the Viva”, which will also be – 
a. Included as an Appendix in the Postgraduate Handbook 
b. Given to each research degree student when submitting the thesis 
c. Given to the examiners on appointment, to the Viva Chair on designation, and 

to the supervisor on submission of the thesis 
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