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Probationary Assessment:  Guidelines for Students 

1. Purpose of the assessment
The aim of the probationary assessment is to give you and your supervisor an independent assessment of how well you are doing and to highlight any potential weaknesses at an early stage so they can be rectified. 
The format of the assessment has been designed to mirror (as far as possible) the examination of the final thesis, giving you practice in both the written element and in dealing with an oral examination. Hopefully, the process will provide a constructive discussion of your research which should help clarify your thinking.
The assessors’ role is to judge your ability to write up and talk about your research, not to approve your proposal. The assessors cannot force you to make changes to your project as planned, although they may make constructive suggestions.

Outcomes:

(a) The assessment allows you to receive a formal and structured appraisal of your progress in the first phase of your research.
(b) It encourages you to crystallise your ideas on the topic of your research.
(c) What you write will probably become, in a reworked form, part of your eventual research thesis.
(d) Passing the assessment will increase your confidence, and that of your supervisory team, in your ability to design and report research. It will let you know that you are on the right track.
You will be given three opportunities to pass the assessment. If you do not pass at your first attempt you will be given full guidance and feedback to help you develop to the standard required. The purpose of the assessment is not to catch you out; it is to make sure you are at the level you should be.
2.  Format of the assessment
The format can be varied, depending on circumstances. What the assessors are looking for is a proposal of 5000 words, written in the same academic style as you would use for your thesis. The piece should explain the research project, the aims, methods and broad plan of work. If you have made significant progress with data collection or conducted a pilot study then it may be appropriate to write this up, providing there is enough information included about the full project for the assessors to understand the project scale, where the pilot data fits, and how feasible the overall project is. Such questions should be fully discussed with your Director of Studies.
Normally you should write a full research proposal, 5000 words in length, describing and justifying the research project. This proposal must include:

· the topic – why is it important?
· the main research question
· specific aims 
· a review of relevant literature

· description of and justification for the general methodology
· discussion of possible limitations

· references.
The proposal cannot be anonymously marked, so include your name and provisional thesis title on the covering page. Proposals should be word processed in a plain font (such as Arial or Times), single sided and with at least 1.5 paragraph spacing. Proposals should be submitted to the Quality Enhancement Unit office (one electronic copy and one paper). You may find it useful to refer to the general guidelines on the format of the final thesis, as these are applicable to most academic work: see section 10 of the research degree regulations.
http://www.qmu.ac.uk/quality/rs/default.htm#degrees 
The QMU Write and Cite Guide to referencing is also an essential resource:
http://www.qmu.ac.uk/lb/IFS_Harvard.htm
You should discuss the requirements for the written work with your supervisory team, particularly your Director of Studies, allowing plenty of time for its completion. Agree a date with your Director of Studies for submission of a draft of the written work, on which you will receive feedback.  There should be sufficient time between submission of this draft and submission of the final work to allow your Director of Studies and other members of the supervisory team to read it and comment upon it and for you then to benefit from their comments in your preparation of the final version.
Approximately four weeks after the submission of the research proposal, you will meet with the panel of assessors. These will be senior researchers. Not all of them will be familiar with your field of study but at least one of them should have sufficient subject knowledge to comment on your methodology. The panel will ask questions based on what you have written. It is important that you demonstrate your understanding of the general topic and why your research has developed in the direction it has. The meeting will take about one hour.
You may ask for one of your supervisory team to accompany you if you wish. He or she will not be able to speak, but can take notes which may be useful afterwards.
There is no need to bring anything else, although it is advisable to bring a copy of the assignment in the case the assessors want to refer to particular sections or diagrams.

Guidelines as to what the panel will look for in your written work and oral defence are appended below.

3. What happens next?
You will receive a report from the panel with detailed feedback. You should study this carefully and discuss it with your Director of Studies.

There are three possible outcomes:

(a) Your registration will be confirmed as a PhD / MPhil student.

(b) You will be asked to revise your proposal and resubmit.

(c) In the unlikely event of serious concerns, the panel may recommend that your registration be terminated.

It is possible that although you have registered for a PhD the panel may consider that the scope of your research is more suitable for an MPhil. If any such concerns are flagged up it is essential that you discuss them fully with your Director of Studies and Dean of School. Change of registration may be the most sensible option if it is not possible to expand the project. 

If you are asked to resubmit, the deadline will be agreed in consultation with you and your supervisory team. Normally a full-time student would be given 6-8 weeks to resubmit; a part-time student 10-12 weeks. The panel may ask you to resubmit the written proposal only, or they may ask for a second meeting. The written feedback from the first meeting should make it clear exactly what you have to address.
4. The second submission
There are three possible outcomes:

(d) Your registration will be confirmed as a PhD / MPhil student.

(e) You will be asked to revise your proposal and resubmit.

(f) In the unlikely event of serious concerns, the panel may recommend that your registration be terminated.

If you are asked to submit for a third time you will be required to meet with the Chair of the panel and your Director of Studies so as to be very clear about where the problems lie and how you can address them. The third submission is your last chance to pass.
5. Deadlines
Full-time students will normally submit the assessment eight months after initial matriculation; sixteen months for part-time students. 

If you don’t pass the probationary assessment within two years (full-time) of initial matriculation or four years part-time, you will be deregistered.

If you are unable to submit the assessment at the standard time due to ill-health or personal circumstances you may apply to the Research Degrees Committee for an extension.

If you are unable to work on your research for a significant period of time due to ill-health or personal circumstances it is important to apply for a suspension of studies. This stops the clock and allows you longer to get through the probationary stage.
Assessment guidelines
In the written work, the panel will be looking for evidence of the following:


Purpose of research

· Aims of the research are clearly stated

· Research question or hypothesis is clear and unambiguous

· Reasons for undertaking the research are explained and justified

· Key terms are defined and/or terms of reference outlined

Research strategy

· There is evidence of a relevant preliminary literature review from appropriate selected sources

· Rationale for the research approach is clearly explained

· There is alignment between overall aims, specific research questions and the proposed research design

· The research study is located in the appropriate research paradigm

· Methods are appropriate to answer the research question or test the hypothesis

· There is discussion of why alternative possible methods were not chosen

· Other relevant issues are acknowledged, eg. sample size, cohort profile, data collection, access to research setting

· Feasibility of the research within the timeframe is addressed

· There is clear evidence of project planning

· Ethical issues are considered

Outcomes

· Project outcomes are discussed or contribution of the research to the field 
· Possible limitations of the study are acknowledged
Presentation
· Written work is clearly presented with a logical structure

· Writing is coherent with good use of English language

· Conventions of citation and referencing are correctly applied (see QMU’s Write and Cite Guide)
In discussion with the student (the viva), the panel will be also looking for:

· Clarity and relevance of answers to questions

· A good knowledge of key literature relevant to the study

· Ability to defend decisions or choices 

· Ability to ‘think through’ the research process 

· Evidence that the student’s role in the research has been considered

· Verbal articulation of the project plan

· Oral communication skills

Joint Assessors’ Report Form
	The Candidate

	Name:



	School:



	Title of project:



	Date of viva voce examination



	Report on written assessment



	The assessors are asked to judge whether the candidate has demonstrated sufficiently that by the end of the registration period he/she should be able to produce a thesis that will meet the criteria for the award for which the student is registered.

Assessors should comment on:

· Clarity of research aims

· Grasp of research methods

· Understanding of possible limitations of study

· Depth of literature review (if applicable)

· Quality of writing and presentation



	Report on performance at viva

	Assessors should comment on:

· Ability to justify chosen methods

· Understanding of possible limitations of study

· Understanding of wider field



	Comments on project

	Assessors may make comments or suggestions regarding the student’s data collection methods but may not require changes.



	Issues to bring to the attention of the School

	Assessors may make suggestions regarding the conduct of the project for consideration by the School. (For example: need for additional training or supervisory expertise, issues related to resources)



	Recommendation to Research Strategy Committee and School Academic Board

	Please indicate your recommendation from the three options below:

(a) Confirm registration as PhD/MPhil student

(b) Resubmit (format of resubmission as stated above)
(c) Recommend for deregistration

Signed (Panel Chair):




       Date:


