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RESEARCH DEGREES COMMITTEE

Format of probationary assessment
Background
At its meeting of 24 May 2006 the Research Degrees Committee recommended a revised structure for assessment of students’ progress in their first year. The recommended structure comprised:

· Confirmation of the supervisory team at 3 months (FTE) on the basis of an outline proposal.

· A portfolio assessment for the Research Student Training course.

· Summative assessment at 7 months (FTE) on the basis of a major piece of written work and a viva. 

Academic Council did not approve the proposed structure, raising concerns that the system might be seen as an additional burden, rather than an integral part of the student’s development. The proposal was referred back to the Research Degrees Committee for further debate.   
During 2006-7, the Research Degrees Committee has been reviewing the issues surrounding the current probationary system. The review has included discussions within the committee and with research students. It was agreed that there were difficulties in relation to:

· Its effectiveness in identifying students with problems and its effectiveness in providing students with independent feedback.

· The pressure on Directors of Studies to undertake a dual role of mentor and assessor.

· The undue weight put on proposal approval at an early stage.

· The reluctance of some supervisors and students to report problems on the probationary and annual report forms.

Aims of probationary assessment
The Committee felt that the most important aim of probationary assessment was to provide the student with meaningful feedback on progress. It was discussed whether it was desirable to attempt to deregister weak students through this process. The Committee noted that some students would take longer than others to develop and that the primary ethos of the assessment should be formative. However, in cases where a student was clearly failing it would be in the best interests of both the student and QMU to terminate their programme.

The Committee therefore wishes to propose a revised system which ensures an objective, rigorous assessment of progress, but supports students to give them the best possible chance of passing.
Proposals
The format of the assessment has been designed to mirror (as far as possible) the examination of the final thesis, giving students practice in both the written element and in dealing with an oral examination.

Students will be given three opportunities to pass the assessment. If they do not pass at the first attempt they will be given full guidance and feedback to help them develop to the standard required. 

Full-time students will normally submit the assessment eight months after initial matriculation; sixteen months for part-time students. 

If a student fails to pass the probationary assessment within two years (full-time) of initial matriculation or four years part-time, he/she will be deregistered. Applications for suspensions or extenuating circumstances will be considered as appropriate.

Format of the assessment
Students must write a full research proposal, 4-5000 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.
The proposal will be assessed by a panel. The student will then meet with the panel to discuss and defend the proposal. 

Composition of panel
It was recommended that the panel should consist of experienced researchers, ideally at professorial level. There should be a chair plus two other assessors. Normally, one assessor would have more subject expertise and would lead the questioning; the other assessor would therefore be responsible for taking notes for the final report.
A pool of suitable assessors would be established and members selected for each individual student depending on the nature of the project. Panels would be selected by the Convener and Secretary of the Research Degrees Committee. Where possible, members’ research background should match the broad research paradigm of the student (ie qualitative / quantitative). An external panellist may be brought in for research in specialist fields (for instance practice-based research). Panellists may be members of Research Degrees Committee but this is not a necessary condition. Deans of School, however, should not be panellists.
In the event of a resubmission, the original panel would be retained.

Supervisory teams should bear in mind that assessors would not normally be able to act as internal examiners for the student when it came to the final oral examination.

Students based at a distance

Non-resident students are expected to visit QMU at least once a year. For such students, the probationary assessment should be timed to coincide with a visit to Edinburgh. Similarly, it may be necessary to adjust the timing of the assessment to take account of fieldwork. Any applications to change the timing of assessment should be approved by the Research Degrees Committee. 

Conducting the assessment

Each assessor should complete a preliminary report prior to the meeting, indicating areas for discussion and a provisional recommendation. The Chair should use these to form the basis of the agenda for the meeting and to assist in drafting the final report.

Students should not be expected to be at PhD level at this stage and therefore separate assessment criteria would need to be developed. These should relate to both the quality of the written submission and the strength of the oral defence. More work needs to be done on this but the principle would be that students should demonstrate that they are working towards the PhD criteria. 
The meeting between the student and panel should take no more than one hour. One or more of the supervisory team may accompany the student (if the student so wishes) but may not speak unless directed to by the Chair. At the end of the meeting the panel will meet privately to agree the outcome. The student and supervisor(s) will then be called back to hear the recommendation and discuss any issues.
A student should not be referred solely on the grounds of a poor oral defence unless there was reason to doubt the student’s ownership of the written work.

Resubmission by written work only should be allowed in cases where the student has demonstrated good understanding of the project in their oral defence. Weaker students may be asked to retrieve both elements.

The time-scale for retrieval should be discussed with the student and supervisor, but will normally be 6-8 weeks for a full-time student; 10-12 weeks part-time. 

Reporting

The panel must complete a standard report form (to be developed) and pass this to the School for action. It is the responsibility of the Chair to complete the report form and provide detailed feedback to the student, which should aim to be constructive and supportive of the student’s development. The report form will contain one of three recommendations:

(a) That the student’s registration be confirmed as a PhD / MPhil student.

(b) That the student be asked to revise the proposal and resubmit.

(c) In the event of serious concerns, the panel has the power to recommend that the student’s registration be terminated.

The panel may make recommendations regarding changes to the project but must recognise that the student may have already started data collection. The panel may also make recommendations regarding the composition of the supervisory team. In both cases, it is up to the School’s discretion how to respond.

It is possible that the panel may consider that the scope of the work (in terms of scale of the research and potential contribution to knowledge) is more appropriate for an MPhil even though the student is registered for a PhD. The panel may flag this up in its report. The Dean of School should discuss with the student and Director of Studies whether a change of registration is warranted. 

The actual progress decision is made by the School. To avoid unnecessary delay the Dean of School will normally take Convener’s Action. QEU will then relay the decision and report to the student. 
Follow up

Outcome A: Registration confirmed. 

Any recommendations in the assessors’ report should be discussed by the School Board. The student and supervisory team should meet to discuss the report and agree any actions in response to the assessors’ comments.

Outcome B: Resubmit.

As above, but the student and supervisory team must agree an action plan to address any issues raised by the report. If need be, a meeting can be arranged with the panel Chair to clarify the panel’s comments. Such a meeting is mandatory prior to a third (final) submission.
Outcome C: The Dean of School must meet with the student to discuss the recommendation and report back to the School Board. The School may recommend deregistration to the Research Degrees Committee.

Other considerations

This process does not give students the opportunity to raise any issues around supervision or facilities (as in the current probationary report). This will be done through the normal annual progress report.
As part of the written proposal, students must include information about the status of any application for ethical approval.
Transitional arrangements

It is intended that the new probationary system will be of benefit to students. Therefore it is proposed that all students due for probation should be assessed under the new system. However, it is recognised that students must be given sufficient time to prepare for the assessment. Therefore, the first set of assessments (for those whose probation would be due in September) will be delayed until November.

If any existing student can demonstrate that they will be disadvantaged by this change, they should make a case for the retaining of the current probationary system.

Outstanding research degree proposals would not be scrutinised as previously. Students who had not yet had their proposal approved would be transferred to the new system.
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