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Graduate Board 
 

Progression and Examinations Group 
 

Appointment of examiners and independent chairs for research degrees 

 

The internal examiner should normally: 
 

(i) Be a member of the academic or academic related staff.  

(ii) Hold a permanent appointment of the University of at least 0.3 FTE.  

(iii) In the last 5 years, have either completed the OD&PL internal examiner 

course/briefing or acted as internal examiner at Leeds. 

(iv) Not have been involved in the supervision of the candidate. 

 

The external examiner should normally: 
 

(i) Be a senior1 member of staff of a university or higher education establishment. 

(ii) Have prior knowledge and experience of UK research degree examinations and 

standards through previous UK examination experience. 
 

The examiners must normally hold an independent position. The preferred level of 

experience for a research degree examiner is either experience of supporting a doctoral 

candidate through to successful completion or previous examination experience, together 

with an active and independent research profile2. Between them, the proposed team should 

have a balanced level of seniority2 and experience of examining at least three previous 

research degree examinations, at least one of which must have been  in the UK. This does 

not mean that a recently appointed lecturer, someone early in their career or individuals from 

overseas or industry cannot be appointed as examiner, but you should partner them with a 

more senior and experienced examiner who has experience of the UK research degree 

examination process. A case must be made to the Progression and Examinations Group 

where there are fewer than three examinations between the team of examiners. If a team of 

examiners cannot be found with the expected balance of seniority and experience then the 

University may require an independent chair (or a second internal examiner) to be 

appointed to ensure that the examination is conducted fairly and in accordance with 

University regulations.  
 

To assist the Progression and Examinations Group in considering the examination 

experience across the team, details of the external examiner’s previous UK PGR 

 
1 For the purposes of this criteria “Senior” is defined as Senior Lecturer (or equivalent) or above; 
(normally Grade 9 or above). 
2 An academic case must be made for any members of staff holding positions such as Teaching 
Fellow. A brief CV must be provided which includes their most recent publications and other 
research activity to demonstrate an active and independent research profile. 
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examination experience must be provided via the examination entry workflow in GRAD with 

a Web link to their CV.   

 

Supervisors must bear in mind that in some cases, sending a thesis for examination 

to an external examiner who is based outside the UK may be covered by Export 

Control legislation (as could a PGR completing their viva from overseas via video 

streaming).  Please see the export control guidance section of this document for more 

detailed advice. 

 

Postgraduate Researchers (PGRs) may be asked by supervisors for their views on 

individuals who might act as Examiners but the decision about the recommendations for 

appointment will be made in consultation between the supervisors and the Director of PGR 

Studies. The final decision about the appointment of Examiners is made by the Progression 

and Examinations Group. On receipt of the completed GRAD examination entry workflow 

Doctoral College Operations (DCO) submits the names of the recommended examiners to 

the Progression and Examinations Group for consideration. The Progression and 

Examinations Group is responsible for the final decision on the appointment of examiners.  

 

After the examination entry arrangements have been reviewed by the Progression and 

Examinations Group, DCO will advise of any action that is needed, including any internal 

examiner training required, any briefing that must be provided to either examiner or if an 

Independent Chair will be required. The nomination for the Independent Chair should be 

made to by the Director of PGR Studies (in consultation with the Supervisor(s)) for approval 

by the Progression and Examinations Group.  

 

1. General criteria applicable to both the internal and external examiner 
 

1.1 No individual who has been substantially involved in the research may serve as an 

Examiner. No individual who has a close professional relationship with the PGR under 

examination may be appointed as an Examiner3. It is exceptional to appoint as 

examiner researchers who have had substantial co-authoring or collaborative 

involvement in the PGR's work or whose own work is the focus of the research project.  

 

1.2 The Code of Conduct for Professional Behaviours and Relationships notes that staff 

will not put themselves in a position where their behaviour could trigger complaints a 

conflict of interest, even where such an outcome was not intended. For this reason, no 

individual who has a close personal relationship with the PGR under examination, or 

with the supervisor of the PGR under examination, should be appointed as an 

Examiner. A close personal relationship may include partners, spouses and close 

family relationships such as brothers, sisters or children. 

 

1.3 Recently retired members of staff may be appointed as examiner provided that they 

have a continuing link with their University (for example teaching or an honorary title) 

and are still active in research.  

 
3 Examples of what might constitute a close working/professional relationship: co-workers or co-
authors on publications. 

https://hr.leeds.ac.uk/info/26/conduct-capability-and-grievance/326/code-of-conduct---professional-behaviour-and-relationships
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1.4 When a team of Examiners have examined a PGR for a research degree and the PGR 

subsequently undertakes and submits for examination for a second research degree, a 

different team of Examiners should be appointed.  If a School wishes to make a 

special case for the appointment of the same Examiners, consideration will normally 

only be given if an additional external examiner is also appointed to the examining 

team.  

 

1.5 No recommendation for the appointment of an Examiner should be sent forward 

unless they have informally agreed to act. 

 

1.6 The nomination of staff holding a visiting contract is dealt with on a case by case basis. 

 
1.7 Any proposals falling outside the areas indicated are referred to the Chair or 

other member of the Progression and Examinations Group for decision.  
 

2. Criteria for the appointment of internal examiners  
 

2.1 Supervisors must not be appointed as Examiners. Where the Internal Examiner was 

recorded as nominal supervisor during the first year of an Integrated PhD and MSc 

programme, consideration will be given to their appointment as internal examiner 

where it is confirmed they have had no involvement as supervisor of the PhD 

component.  

 

2.2 It is presumed that an internal examiner has familiarity with research degrees through 

completion of a PhD and either experience of supervision (preferably to completion) 

and/or examination experience of research degrees in the UK.  

 

2.3 The Graduate Board requires all members of staff to complete a formal OD&PL 

training course/briefing on the role of the internal examiner before being recommended 

for appointment as an internal examiner for the first time at the University of Leeds. For 

those examiners who are experienced elsewhere but new to Leeds an online briefing 

may be offered as an alternative. Where it has been more than 5 years since a 

member of staff either acted as Internal Examiner or attended the OD&PL training 

course on the role of the Internal Examiner it will be necessary for the individual to 

complete the online OD&PL briefing for experienced examiners before being 

appointed as Internal Examiner. Further information is included in Section 5. 

 

2.4 Under exceptional circumstances, where a member of staff has not had the 

opportunity to complete the required training, another experienced member of the 

School may be appointed to act as second (joint) internal examiner. The Board will not 

approve any future appointment as sole Internal Examiner until the training has been 

completed. 

 

2.5 The internal examiner must normally be a member of the academic or academic 

related staff holding a permanent appointment of the University of at least 0.3 FTE. 
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Staff who are on fixed term contracts may be approved for appointment as sole 

internal examiner on a case by case basis.4  

 

2.6 Members of staff who are themselves candidates for a research degree of either this 

or another university may not act as a sole internal examiner.  

 

2.7 Honorary members of staff may serve as joint Internal Examiners. An honorary 

member of staff may, however, act as a sole internal examiner for the degrees of MD,  

DClinPsychol or DPaedDent provided they satisfy the other requirements for acting as 

an internal examiner. It will not be permitted for both the sole supervisor and sole 

internal examiner for a candidate to be honorary members of staff.  

 

2.8 An individual who has been involved in an Annual Progress Review (Post-Transfer) 

(under Model A) will not be eligible to act as the Internal Examiner for the final 

examination5. Involvement in the monitoring and oversight of progress, as part of a 

Research Degree Committee (or equivalent body) (under Model B), will not normally 

preclude an individual from acting as the Internal Examiner. 

 

2.9 An individual who has provided an independent academic assessment of a PGR’s 

work as part of the Progress Support Process may not normally then proceed to also 

act as the Internal Examiner in the final thesis examination. 

 

Second (joint) internal examiner 

 

2.10  In cases where a second (joint) Internal Examiner is appointed the second (joint) 

Internal Examiner is appointed as a full examiner of the thesis and is required to read 

and examine the thesis under the relevant University procedures. The second (joint) 

Internal Examiner must, in addition to reading and examining the thesis: 

 

• Complete a Preliminary Report Form. 

• Fully participate in the oral examination. 

• Ensure the examination is performed in line with University regulations and 

procedure. 

• Ensure the Examiners’ report is completed in line with the criteria for the particular 

research degree being examined and sign the Examiners’ Report. 

• Give feedback to the first Internal on procedure, where appropriate, after the exam. 

• It is not necessary for both Internal Examiners to check any corrections to the thesis.  

The first Internal Examiner can undertake this task alone. 

 
4 Please bear in mind that, in the event of a recommendation for referral, the normal practice is 

for the same team of examiners to act for the resubmission. 

 
5 It is the responsibility of the Graduate School to ensure that an internal examiner has not acted 

as an independent assessor as part of an Annual Review (Post-Transfer) under Model A. 
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3. Criteria for the appointment of external examiners 6 
 

3.1 Individuals appointed as external examiners must be independent of the University 

and of the School concerned and therefore should not undertake any form of 

employment within the University. 

 

3.2 External examiners should have prior knowledge and experience of UK research 

degree examinations and standards and should normally be senior7 members of staff 

of a university or higher education establishment.  

 

3.3 Where individuals who do not meet these criteria are recommended for appointment 

as external examiner (e.g. appropriate individuals who have not previously examined 

a research degree in the UK; individuals who do not hold a senior position at a 

University or HEI), Schools are required to make a special case for appointment. In 

such cases: either 

 

(i) the internal examiner must be a senior1 member of staff with previous 

examination experience at this University or elsewhere in the UK (normally at 

least 3 examinations, including at least one examination in the UK); and 

 

(ii) the external will be required to undergo a briefing to familiarise them with the 

requirements of the UK system and the expectations of the University.  

or 

(iii) a second (joint) external examiner who is experienced in UK research degree 

examinations should be appointed to act as co-external on this occasion;  

 

3.4 A period of 5 years must normally have elapsed before a former member of the 

University’s staff may be appointed as an external examiner. 

 

3.5 An external examiner is not normally permitted to act in connection with the 

examination of a second PGR at this University within a period of 12 months. The 

University discourages the frequent use of external examiners except in exceptional 

cases. 

 

3.6 Individuals holding honorary appointments within the University may not act as 

external examiners but may be considered for appointment as joint internal examiner. 

 

3.7 Where a PGR is either sponsored by, receiving supervision from, or undertaking work 

in an industrial establishment, academic institution or company, the Progression and 

Examinations Group will not approve an individual employed by that organisation for 

 
6 Supervisors must bear in mind that in some cases, sending a thesis for examination to 

an external examiner who is based outside the UK may be covered by Export Control 

legislation (as could a PGR completing their viva from overseas via video streaming).  

Please see the export control guidance section of this document for more detailed advice. 

 
7 For these purposes “Senior” is defined as Senior Lecturer (or equivalent) or above (normally 
grade 9 or above) 
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appointment as an external examiner. The organisation concerned may require a 

specific confidentiality undertaking (in addition to the general undertaking required by 

the University from all examiners). Requirements of this kind should be borne in mind 

when recommending external examiners for appointment. 

 

3.8 Where the PGR is registered on a collaborative programme (commonly part of a 

Centre for Doctoral Training) the normal expectation is that the external examiner will 

be from outside the collaborative institutions involved in the delivery of the 

programme unless a case can be made based on the academic expertise required 

and the independence of the external examiner from the individual PGR and their 

research project, and from the programme, can be demonstrated. 

 
3.9 Where the PGR is registered for a Dual Award PhD (which may be part of an 

Innovative Training Network) the normal expectation is that the external examiner will 

be from outside the collaborative institution(s) involved in the delivery of the Dual 

Award unless a case can be made based on the academic expertise required and the 

independence of the external examiner from the individual PGR and their research 

project, and from the Dual Award programme/Innovative Training Network can be 

demonstrated. 

 

3.10 Two external examiners must be appointed in those cases where the PGR is a 

current or former member of staff of the University, employed at Grade 7 or above. At 

least one Internal Examiner is required in all cases. Exceptions are as follows: 

 

a. PGRs appointed to a University Grade 7 position after completion of the 

standard period of study for the degree on which they are registered will 

normally require only one external examiner. 

 

b. If a medically qualified (employed on the clinical pay scales) or Health and 

Care Professions Council (HCPC) and Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) 

registered PGR is a current or former member of staff of the University and is 

(or was) of the status of Research Fellow or Tutor, only one external 

examiner will normally be appointed. Where a medically qualified PGR is a 

current or former member of staff of the University and is (or was) of the 

status of lecturer or above, two external examiners must be appointed. 

 

3.11 It is not possible for the same individual to act as an External Assessor at transfer 

stage and as the external examiner for the final examination of the PGR.  

4. Use of an Independent Chair for research degree examinations 
 

4.1 An Independent Chair might be appointed to ensure the best PGR experience if the 

team of examiners with the most appropriate subject knowledge have, for example, 

minimal UK examining experience or seniority. Examples of when a Chair will normally 

be appointed include: 
 

• Where the internal will be undertaking their first research degree examination in 

the UK. 
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• Where neither the external or internal examiner holds a senior academic position. 

• Where there are only one or two previous PGR exams across the team. 

• Where a second viva is required on a resubmission following referral. 

• Where exceptional or non-standard examination arrangements are agreed 

 

4.2 The role of the Independent Chair is to ensure that the examination is conducted fairly 

and professionally, and in accordance with University regulations. The Chair is expected 

to: 

 

• Be a senior8 member of staff of Leeds from a cognate discipline but not 

necessarily from the same School, with significant and recent experience of 

research degree examinations at Leeds. The Chair is normally expected to have 

acted as internal examiner at Leeds a minimum of 3 times, including at least once 

in the last 3 years9. 

• Advise the examiners on process and procedures before, during and after the 

examination. 

• Ensure that the examination is conducted fairly and professionally, and in 

accordance with University regulations. 

• Attend the meeting with the examiners prior to the viva, where preliminary reports 

are discussed. 

• Be present for the duration of the oral examination and the post-viva discussions. 

• Ensure that the examiners complete and return to DCO all the necessary paperwork. 

• Complete a brief report after the oral examination to confirm s/he is satisfied that the 

examination was conducted in accordance with the University’s regulations. A pro 

forma for this purpose will be provided and should be submitted with the final report 

of the examiners. 

 

4.3 The Independent Chair is not expected to  

 

• Read the thesis or be an expert in the subject.   

• Complete a preliminary report. 

• Play a role in academic examination of the PGR or question the PGR on the work 

being examined at the oral examination. 

• Undertake the arrangements for organisation of the oral examination. This remains 

the responsibility of the Internal Examiner. 

 

4.4 An Independent Chair may be appointed, at the request of the examining team because 

of the video-streaming format of the viva. Where the team is otherwise experienced in 

UK research degree examinations, separate criteria will be applied. 
 

5. Training for Internal Examiners 
 

5.1 The internal examiner assures fairness and consistency of the examination by 

ensuring the University’s procedures, processes and criteria for the examination of 

 
8 “Senior” is defined as Senior Lecturer (or equivalent) or above; (normally Grade 9 or above). 
9 Other Leeds examination experience could be taken into account when considering any nominations 
which fell below the published criteria. This might include acting as Director of PGR Studies or as a 
member of the Progression and Examinations Group. 

https://ses.leeds.ac.uk/info/22225/research_degree_examinations/730/video_conferencing_or_skype_or_equivalent_for_a_viva_research_students
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postgraduate research degree candidates are followed. For this reason the Graduate 

Board requires all Internal Examiners to complete an OD&PL training course/briefing 

on the role before acting as Internal Examiner at Leeds. The training provided to 

internal examiners forms part of the University’s quality assurance processes as an 

alternative to the practice of routinely appointing an independent chair for every 

examination. For further information please see the OD&PL website.   
 

• For those new to the role: The Role of the Internal Examiner:  delivered by 

academic members of staff who are current or former members of the Progression 

and Examinations Group. This must be completed before the viva. 
 

• For experienced examiners (but are new to Leeds or  have not acted at Leeds in 

the last 5 years): Online briefing: Update for experienced internal examiners. Users 

will need to complete an MS Form to confirm they have completed this training. A 

record of this will be provided to Doctoral College Operations (DCO) to update the 

examination record. It will also be provided to Organisation Development and 

Professional Learning (ODPL) for the SAP record. 

 

5.2 In exceptional situations where a new internal examiner is unable to attend the full 

Role of the Internal Examiner workshop before the viva takes place, the Progression 

and Examinations Group will give consideration to the following alternative 

arrangements (subject to the agreement of the Director of PGR Studies). The internal 

examiner will be required to: 

(a) Work through both the SWAYs (part 1 and part 2) used in the Role of the Internal 

Examiner workshops. 

(b) Meet with their Director of PGR Studies to discuss how they are preparing for the 

viva. 

(c) Attend the next instance of the Role of the Internal Examiner workshop so that 

they have opportunity to discuss the case studies. 

6. Briefings for Examiners  
 

6.1 Where an internal examiner has experience of examining elsewhere in the UK but 

will be undertaking their first appointment as an internal examiner at Leeds the 

internal examiner must complete the ODPL Online Briefing for Experienced 

Examiners before the thesis is sent for examination; and a briefing must be provided 

by the School before the viva. This forms part of the University’s quality assurance 

processes as an alternative to the appointment of an independent chair.  

 

6.2 Where the external examiner will be undertaking their first appointment as an 

external examiner in the UK a briefing must be provided by the School before the 

viva. 

 

6.3 Guidance is available from DCO to assist with providing a briefing to an examiner. It 

is not intended as a prescriptive list but suggests areas and topics which might be 

covered. It should be a dialogue with the opportunity for questions and must be 

http://www.sddu.leeds.ac.uk/research-innovation/research-development-for-academic-staff/postgraduate-research-student-supervision/
https://uolr3.leeds.ac.uk/temcatsearch/courses.htm?gd_keywords=roien&sort=begda
https://uolr3.leeds.ac.uk/temcatsearch/courses.htm?gd_keywords=roien&SORT=BEGDA
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsway.office.com%2FJ5gIvJBC2yhZtnxG%3Fref%3DLink&data=05%7C01%7Cc.m.mills%40adm.leeds.ac.uk%7C309e51b1f4dd4ffbb0f608da749029c8%7Cbdeaeda8c81d45ce863e5232a535b7cb%7C1%7C0%7C637950459759374482%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=bor24%2FHY%2FaxQLe55G%2FeoyPtI9hyoy8ClqERf5ZeEfq8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsway.office.com%2F5LzfWAwnwHh9rhJ7%3Fref%3DLink&data=05%7C01%7Cc.m.mills%40adm.leeds.ac.uk%7C309e51b1f4dd4ffbb0f608da749029c8%7Cbdeaeda8c81d45ce863e5232a535b7cb%7C1%7C0%7C637950459759374482%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Is0zfg%2FcrcKHFOWlyMy6cf%2F67AkRxyzaPVa3YWkBmpI%3D&reserved=0
https://ses.leeds.ac.uk/info/22215/research_degree-related_policies/1030/regulations_codes_policies_and_procedures_for_postgraduate_researchers
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provided by a senior colleague with experience as Internal Examiner who is 

independent of the candidature and the examination.  

7. Arrangements for PGRs registered at an Accredited Institution 
 

7.1 The Internal Examiner should normally be 

 

(a) a member of the University staff who meets the University’s eligibility 

requirements to act as an Internal Examiner as set out above; 

OR 

(b) a member of staff at an accredited Institution who satisfies all the following: 
 

(i) they have already acted in that capacity within the University of Leeds, while 

having co-examined with a tenured member of the University Staff; 

(ii) they have previously supervised a student to successful completion for the 

research degree under examination; 

(iii) they satisfy the other requirements for acting as an internal examiner which 

apply to University staff members, including attending a recognised training 

course for this purpose as provided by OD&PL. 

 

Either (i) or (iii) above must have been undertaken in the past 5 years. Supervisors must not 

be appointed as Examiners.  
 

Where an Accredited Institution staff member will be acting as internal examiner for the first 

time a member of University of Leeds staff will normally be appointed as second internal 

examiner in accordance with (b (1)) above, (or an experienced member of the Institution on a 

case by case basis). Where an Accredited Institution staff member will be appointed as 

internal examiner for the first time but is an experienced examiner elsewhere the guidance 

below can be considered where the Progression and Examinations Group will give special 

consideration to their appointment as internal examiner but with a member of the University of 

Leeds staff acting as an independent chair for the examination (or an experienced member of 

the Institution on a case by case basis).  A special case for appointment under these 

arrangements must be made, by the individual appointed by the accredited institution with 

responsibility for academic administration, and will be considered on an individual case by 

case basis. It is expected that the nominated individual will:  
 

• normally be a senior member of staff;  

• have substantial previous examination experience at other UK Institutions;  

• provide details of previous research degree examination experience (numbers 

and degrees examined) along with a CV;  

• have successfully completed the training course for research degree internal 

examiners, as provided by University of Leeds OD&PL in the past 60 months;  

• have previously supervised a student to successful completion for the research 

degree under examination;  

• satisfy the other requirements for acting as internal examiner which apply to 

University staff members   
 

It would be expected that the External Examiner would be a senior member of staff with 

previous research degree examination experience in the UK. 
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Export Controls – guidance for Supervisors 
 

Supervisors must bear in mind that in some cases, sending a thesis for examination to 

an external examiner who is based outside the UK may be covered by Export Control 

legislation (as could a PGR completing their viva from overseas via video streaming).   

 

UK Export Controls restrict the transfer or disclosure of sensitive goods, software, and 

technology (know-how and other information), known collectively as items, to recipients 

and destinations outside of the UK. This includes physical exports, electronic transfers 

(via email, file sharing, virtual meetings, access to controlled data while overseas, etc.), 

and transfers by any other means (verbal communication). Please see the guidance on 

export controls and trusted research on the Research and Innovation Website. 

 
 

Subject areas designated as High Risk by the Government’s Export Control Joint Unit 

(ECJU): aeronautical and space technology, applied chemistry, biochemistry and 

chemical engineering, applied physics, biotechnology, electrical and mechanical 

engineering, instrumentation and sensors, materials technology, nuclear technologies, 

production and process technology, telecommunications and information technology  

  

Dual-Use List 10 categories: Nuclear materials, facilities and equipment (0), Special 

materials and related equipment (1), Materials processing (2), Electronics (3), 

Computers (4), Telecommunications and “information security” (5), Sensors and 

lasers (6), Navigation and avionics (7), Marine (8), Aerospace and Propulsion (9)  

 

 

Where this is the case, or if there is any doubt, Supervisors must contact the Trusted 

Research Manager via trustedresearch@leeds.ac.uk for assistance and advice. If the 

project does feature controlled items (on Military or Dual Use lists) but there are no plans 

to export outside the UK the Supervisors should contact the Trusted Research Team if 

these plans change.  

 

Where an external examiner from overseas is nominated, the Doctoral College will 

undertake additional checks with the Trusted Research Team. A thesis cannot be sent 

for examination until an export control licence, if needed, is in place. For this reason it is 

essential that examination entry workflows are submitted to Doctoral College at least 

three months before the planned thesis submission date to allow for all necessary 

checks. 

 

Where an export control licence will be needed the Trusted Research Team will support 

the Supervisors with those arrangements.  DCO will place a hold ‘Condition’ on the 

PGR’s examination entry and will not send the thesis for review until notification that the 

relevant approval has been granted.  

 

https://ris.leeds.ac.uk/guidance-on-trusted-research/guidance-on-export-controls/
https://ris.leeds.ac.uk/guidance-on-trusted-research/guidance-on-export-controls/
mailto:trustedresearch@leeds.ac.uk
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If and when a thesis contains controlled technology, the Trusted Research Team will 

need to ensure the examiner is told well in advance. The Trusted Research Team will 

liaise with the Supervisors and can also discuss with the examiner to ensure they know 

how to proceed with the T&Cs of the licence. 
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