
Request for feedback on Policy on Approval of Doctoral Degree Supervisors – Cass 
Response 
 
The appropriateness of the supervision categories  

 
Cass would like to work within a model whereby students are initially provisionally assigned to a 
faculty mentor, but really choose their supervisor only at the end the first year. This is consistent 
with the current structure of our PhD, which has students attending methodological and substantive 
courses on a full-time basis for the first three terms. This is also in line with the idea that during the 
first year, students get to know faculty members (via courses, seminar participation, internal 
workshops) and can make up their mind on who they would like to work with. 
 
The clarity of the appointment criteria under each supervision category 
 
Cass concur that matching ARQM scores to supervisor categories is valuable. If we want to form 
students that go to the academic job market, it stands to reason that they interact with people that 
publish (or are in the process of publishing) in the journals that are highly regarded among 
academics.  
 
However the current allocation system is challenging and the subject of occasional dissent amongst 
faculty. Cass would request that the process by which the VC or nominee, may, in exceptional 
circumstances, approve the categorisation of a member of staff as Category A (where supervisors do 
not meet ARQM) is revised to allow delegation of this power to PhD Directors. 
  
The effectiveness of the monitoring and evaluation mechanisms  
 
Cass will organize a short seminar for training of supervisors and exchange of best practice amongst 
supervisors and run this as regularly as required by our cohort of supervisors and their experience.  
This could include staff from other Schools. 
 
As part of the Annual Programme Evaluation of the PhD programme, an up to date list of supervisors 
is considered. This is received at our Board of Studies meeting each December. 
 
Any other comments 
 
None 
 



The City Law School Board of Studies: Feedback on Policy on Approval of 
Doctoral Degree Supervisors for Senate 
A request for feedback on the above policy was circulated to our Board of Studies 
Membership on 09 September 2016; we received the following comments. 

Peter Aggar (Research Support) 
I had a comment about 2. the clarity of the appointment criteria under each supervision 
category 

I think the criteria that “Research excellence will be demonstrated by an ARQM GPA 
equal to or greater than 3* at the time of appointment as supervisor” is too stringent. I 
think that ‘the capacity to produce research of 3* quality’ might be more appropriate in 
light of paragraphs 66-68 and recommendation 2 of the Stern Review.  

The Stern Review of the REF (p19) 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-excellence-framework-review)  

Recommendation 2: Outputs should be submitted at Unit of Assessment level with a 
set average number per FTE but with flexibility for some faculty members to submit 
more and others less than the average. 

66. We recommend that outputs are collated at Unit of Assessment level, breaking the 
direct link between the outputs and the individuals returned. The maximum number of 
outputs that must be returned in each Unit of Assessment will remain a function of the 
number of staff. However, rather than prescribing the return of four outputs for each 
submitted staff member with reductions only for agreed ‘special circumstances’ or early 
career staff, as was standard in REF2014, a future REF would prescribe maximum and 
minimum limits on the number of outputs that can be submitted for each individual 
submitted to a Unit of Assessment.  

67. We suggest that in order to maintain the volume of outputs assessed at a similar 
level as REF2014 - given the increased number of staff to be submitted in the next REF 
- a maximum total should be submitted be based upon two outputs on average per 
submitted full-time equivalent (FTE) individual17. In other words, all faculty (N)18 would 
be returned to a Unit of Assessment, but institutions would be required to submit 2*N 
outputs for that unit, and would be able to submit more than two outputs for some 
individuals (up to a prescribed maximum, say six) and less, (a prescribed minimum, 
potentially none), for others.  

68. Flexibility in the number of outputs that may be returned per FTE will ensure that 
academics with a limited publication record are not required to have a full set of outputs; 
it will reduce the burden of demonstrating individuals’ special circumstances. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-excellence-framework-review


Professor Susan Blake 
1. Development of supervisors 

There should be acknowledgment within the policy of the importance of developing the 
width and depth of a body of supervisors within each School 

In addition to approving individual supervisors, the Board of Studies should consider 
and approve a brief policy on the development of supervisors within the School. This 
might for example identify how many supervisors the School should have, in what areas 
of expertise, and how further supervisors in key areas might be identified and 
supported  

Appropriate support should be provided for those new to supervision, or seeking to 
become supervisors 

2. Category B supervisors 

While it is important to have rigour within each supervision team, and therefore with 
regard to Category A supervisors, there could usefully be some more flexibility as 
regards Category B supervisors, for example to make best use of staff with a good 
profile for professional expertise and writing who do not necessarily have a high AQRM 
score. Quality can be ensured by requiring Boards of Studies to approve category B 
supervisors annually. 

 

Dr Elaine Fahey (Reader of Law) 
There is a high frequency to the number of Board of Studies applications for exceptions 
to supervision categories on account of ARQMs to the point that the policy seems 
honoured more in its breach 

There are a number of primary supervisors without a published research monograph – it 
appears in some instances as a form of exploitation in so far as the supervisor is unable 
to complete their own research projects on account of extensive obligations and puts 
young researchers in the hands of those who are at lecturer or senior lecturer level 
without a published monograph, which is prohibited in many other UK universities in 
recent times  

City Law School appears to have no formal supervision hours accreditation systems 
unlike other places where I have worked and as a result the system is entirely arbitrary 
when formal workload allocation ensues 



SASS response to request for feedback on policy on approval of doctoral degree 
supervisors 

 
The category A/category B split has historically placed limitations on the number of students 
who can be admitted to PhD programmes, particularly those run by small departments or 
specialist research groupings. This split has been reinforced by the inclusion of ARQM GPA 
criteria. Problems are compounded if PhD supervision and equally importantly the expected 
management of the category B supervisor are not properly recognised in departmental 
workload models. Colleagues joining from research intensive universities and private 
research institutions routinely question City’s rigid stance on this A/B categorisation.  
 
Annual changes in the ARQM GPA grading of staff continue to run the risk of generating 
problems in ensuring continuity and quality of supervision. For example, in September 2015, 
because of confidentiality issues, the slowness of the grading and re-grading process and 
then having to obtain university level decisions on a number of exceptional cases, 
administrators could not establish whether certain academics were formally eligible to 
supervise incoming students. Nor was SASS clear as to how the re-grading of staff 
would/should effect existing supervision arrangements. This was and remains a sensitive 
issue because of the implications for supervisor relationships with existing students, 
particularly on the taught doctorate programmes. 
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Feedback on the Category A supervision policy – SHS RDPC September 2016 
 
The Research Degrees’ Programme Committee (RDPC) in the School of Health Sciences (SHS) 
is comprised of Senior Tutors for Research representing each of six research centres in the 
school, and chaired by the Programme Director. Feedback on the policy was also sought 
from Board of Studies. 
 
The key change implemented in May 2015 was as follows: 
 
Category A supervisors have an ARQM GPA score equal to or greater than 3* (determined 
at or since the last HEFCE research excellence exercise)  
 
Hence the review comments below are particularly focused on this issue. 
 
 
1. Appropriateness of the supervision categories 
 
The RDPC supported a distinction between more experienced and less experienced 
supervisors. The Committee also supported the view that supervisors (both category A and 
B) should normally be research active and have expertise in the relevant field and/or design 
and methods. Students should also be studying within a stimulating research environment 
with sufficient critical mass in their field of investigation and/or research methods applied. 
This view was reflected in the change of structure within the school prior to the last REF 
with clear research centres, each involving research groups or themes to which research 
students and their supervisors are linked.  
 
However, concerns were expressed around the potential exclusion of very experienced and 
able supervisors who may not necessarily meet the ARQM criteria at certain time points. 
Examples cited included academic staff who are close to retirement and publishing less in 
the past few years but who clearly have considerable relevant knowledge, experience and 
profile and are able to provide comparable modelling and support to their students. 
Another example cited was staff in or seconded into management roles that may impact on 
their publication rates in particular periods.  
 
The third concern was around the robustness and reliability of the ARQM and it was felt that 
it this exercise is to be used to make decisions about eligibility for certain roles, this must be 
ensured and the purposes explicit.  This has been addressed to some degree in SHS by the 
inclusion of external reviewers and the organisation of the exercise has improved over time. 
However, there is still work to be addressed in ensuring the judgement process is robust, 
reliable and sufficiently transparent.  
 
A further concern is that the ARQM is used by some staff to acquire ratings, cumulatively, 
on as many of their publications as possible, to inform their decisions about which papers to 
submit for the next REF. These staff will not necessarily submit their four best papers. Nor 
will they necessarily know which papers would be rated their four best papers. Hence, even 
with a robust rating system, the “GPA” from ARQM scores may not reflect the quality of 
research for a member of staff. 
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For these reasons we propose the following change in wording of the policy: 
 
Category A supervisors have an ARQM GPA score equal to or greater than 3* (determined at any 
previous ARQM or any HEFCE research excellence) exercise)  
 
2. Clarity of the appointment criteria under each supervision category 
 
The key issue of concern here is around clarity in relation to the ARQM itself and then how it 
is used to determine eligibility for being a Cat A supervisor.  
 
It was noted that the time periods concerned do not match up well. The supervisor role 
entails quite a long-term commitment, particularly in the case of part-time students and it is 
not in the interests of students to change supervision arrangements unless there is a 
specific concern about the quality of the supervision that needs to be addressed. Such 
concerns would normally be picked up in our monitoring process, via annual reviews, 
upgrade exams or concerns raised by students or co-supervisors with Senior Tutors for 
Research (STRs).   
Additionally, during the course of a PhD, the ARQM status of a supervisor has the potential 
to change. STRs do not feel clear about what is meant to happen in such instances. They feel 
that a clear distinction between status at the time of the student’s registration and ongoing 
status needs to be maintained, as continuity of the supervisory relationship for students is 
paramount, and is likely to impact on their satisfaction and their completion rates.  
 
For these reasons we propose the following change in wording of the policy: 
 Category A supervisors have an ARQM GPA score equal to or greater than 3* (determined at any 
previous ARQM or any HEFCE research excellence) at the time of being appointed as Supervisor for 
any student. 

 
3. Effectiveness of the monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 
 
The role of the STRs and RDPCs has not been made clear with respect to this policy and how 
they are expected to monitor or act on it. It is not clear when and how eligibility should be 
reviewed.  
 
The results of the ARQM for individuals are confidential and it is not clear how STRs and 
RDPCs are expected to monitor in this situation, or indeed to identify which supervisors may 
no longer be ‘eligible’ for Category A status, or changes in the case of new or Category B 
supervisors whose research profile may have become more established.  
 
The arrangement instituted after initial feedback - for the VC to review exceptional cases 
was considered to be unnecessary and that Programme Director or Associate Dean for 
Research in each school should be able to deal with this.  
 

4. Any other comments 
 
The practical impact in SHS has to date been limited as the few staff affected were 
approaching retirement. However, we do not yet know whether the situation has changed 
since the more recent ARQM exercise, or indeed how we are expected to monitor this and 
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so we are not able to comment on the projected impact. However, for new applications to 
Category A status, the form we use has been amended to include more detail on the 
research and other relevant experience and skills of the supervisor, as well as training. 
These are considered by the SHS RDPC and Board of Studies. 
 
 
As per the regulations, in SHS we expect all Category A supervisors to have completed the 
research supervision module provided by LEAD or demonstrate an equivalent. Category B 
supervisors are also recommended to complete this early in their experience and are 
expected to attend at least one school workshop on supervision (also led in 2015/16 by Pam 
Parker, from LEAD). This is included in the application form for new supervisors/Category A 
status and monitored by the RDPC and the Annual Programme Evaluation, reporting to the 
Board of Studies, which also monitors supervisor status and numbers. 
 
 
DPsych (Health) 
This research degree is has just transferred at the start of the AY 2016/from SASS to SHS. 
This is a structured and externally regulated research degree and poses some challenges in 
relation to the supervisor policy. Specifically, it is a Professional doctorate leading to 
registration with the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) as a Registered Health 
Psychologist. Hence, “Co-ordinating supervisors” are required by the HCPC to be Registered 
Health Psychologists and accredited trainers. The HCPC requires no additional evidence of 
research expertise. During the past 12 months we have managed the transition of this 
programme, including individual discussions with each DPsych (Health) student to ascertain 
their level of satisfaction with current supervision arrangements. All 23 students have said 
they wish to continue with their current supervision arrangements. Most of the Co-
ordinating supervisors are employed on Visiting Lecturer (VL) contracts and thus do not 
participate in the ARQM. In this case, as student continuity and student satisfaction are 
paramount, we are retaining the supervision arrangement of existing students. Hence, we 
are currently not fully compliant with the University’s policy with respect to this 
programme. 
 
We have taken the following steps in the light of the University’s policy on supervision: 
1. We have appointed a research-active co-supervisor from SHS for each DPsych (Health) 
student (although we do not have capacity to insist that all of these meet Cat A criteria). 
2. We are currently making substantial investment in training our eligible research-active 
staff to meet the HCPC requirements for the Co-ordinating supervisor role, with a view to 
phasing out the VL contracts. This training will take two years. 
3.  
The progress on these arrangements will be reviewed by the RDPC and BoS, led by the PhD 
Programme director, the Associate Dean for Research and the DPsych (Health) Programme 
Director. 
 
For these reasons we propose the following additional wording in the policy: 
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For research degrees that lead to professional registration and are thus subject to conditions 
of external regulatory bodies, every effort will be made to ensure that students are 
supervised by research-active and research-excellent staff.  


