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FINAL INTERNAL AUDIT REPORT 2021/22

DOCTORAL SUPERVISION


Opinion and Recommendation Classification

An Acceptable level of assurance can be given to the adequacy and effectiveness of systems of internal control over Doctoral Supervision at the time of our audit and limited to the scope. Acceptable assurance is defined as, “There is a sound system of control designed to achieve system objectives, and overall, the controls are being consistently applied. However, there are some weaknesses in control and/or evidence of non-compliance, which are placing some system objectives at risk, and which, in the context of this audit, could have some impact on the institution’s strategic aims and objectives.”

As a result of our audit, the following recommendations have been raised. 


	Recommendation Type
	Number

	Priority One
	-

	Priority Two
	5

	Priority Three
	3





Audit Sponsor: Professor Mera, Vice-President (Research)




	


 
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Research degree programmes differ from taught programmes in purpose and approach, oversight and support requirements. City must still however ensure that academic quality and standards are maintained and that provision supports the University’s wider research agenda. 
1.2 In January 2020, the City Doctoral College (CDC) took over responsibility from the Graduate School for oversight of City’s postgraduate research activity. The CDC and its associated Board of Studies were established to provide strategic leadership on postgraduate research (PGR) affairs and assure consistent implementation of research degree regulations and policy across all Schools on behalf of Senate.
1.3 The CDC is led by the Assistant Vice-President (Doctoral College), reporting to the Vice-President (Research). The Assistant Vice-President also chairs the Board of Studies. The CDC has a reporting line to the Director of Research and Enterprise and is currently staffed by a Head of Doctoral College Operations, a Doctoral Researcher Training and Development Coordinator and an Administrator. A Deputy Head of Doctoral College Operations has recently been appointed and will take on the responsibilities of the Assistant Academic Registrar (Research Degrees) post which was previously in Student & Academic Services.
1.4 City’s Quality Manual sets out arrangements for the quality assurance and enhancement of research degree provision and the principles that underlie it, regarding the admission, progress and assessment of the University's research degree students. The manual describes Schools as responsible for the approval of admission, monitoring and progress review, examination and award of individual research students, the approval of changes in registration status and records management for individual students and securing research student feedback in accordance with University requirements. 
1.5 Student progression monitoring, training needs analysis and candidature management are supported through a system called Research Manager, implemented from October 2020. Functionality has been added in phases, with examinations administration added in April 2022. Work continues to fully transfer records from the previous Research and Progress system. Research Manager is linked with City’s Research Ethics software and interfaces with City’s main student records and HR systems. 
1.6 At the time of the audit City has 770 students enrolled on a research degree programme, 143 of whom enrolled in 2021/22. The distribution by School is as follows:
	School
	Current  Students June 2022
	2021/22 Enrolment

	Bayes Business School
	167
	30

	City Law School
	20
	3

	School of Arts and Social Sciences
	289
	55

	School of Health Sciences
	77
	14

	School of Mathematics, Computer Science & Engineering
	217
	41

	Total
	770
	143
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AUDIT SCOPE AND APPROACH	
2.1 The audit approach was an assessment of risks and key management controls operating within each area of the scope.
2.2 The audit scope included the following areas:
· Admission and Registration,
· Supervision and Progress,
· Examination and Award.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
3.1  Key controls identified 
· Admissions- Entry Requirements – The audit confirmed that all students in a sample of 18 met City’s minimum academic and English language requirements for admission to a research degree 
· Admissions Decisions – Applications for admission to doctoral study are reviewed by School Senior Tutor for Research in conjunction with academic colleagues 
· Allocation of Supervisors – All students in the audited sample had been assigned at least 2 supervisors, at least one of who was a current member of City staff, engaged in a relevant discipline. Changes in supervision arrangements were approved by the Doctoral College Board of Studies and were in accordance with the University’s policy for the approval of research supervisors.
· Approval of Supervisors – Schools maintain lists of their academic supervisors and review these each year. New supervisors are approved by the Doctoral College Board of Studies on recommendation from the School. 
· Agreement of Supervision Notes – Supervision meeting notes are agreed between the student and supervisors. 
· Examiners – Internal and External Examiner appointments are approved by the Doctoral College Board of Studies on the recommendation of the School Senior Tutor for Research. At least 2 examiners are appointed for each viva voce examination, one of whom is external and neither of whom are members of the students’ supervisory teams. Examination panels meet requirements for academic expertise in the field of study and previous experience of examining research students. Nomination forms specify scenarios to be avoided to prevent conflicts of interest and potential bias, including significant prior contact with the student and where the examiner’s own work forms a significant part of the student’s theses. 
· Viva Voce Examinations – A Chair, normally the Senior Tutor for Research or a nominated deputy, is appointed for each viva voce examination in order to ensure that the assessment of the research students is rigorous, fair, reliable and consistent. The Chair completes a checklist to confirm the fairness of the assessment and to reflect on any good and bad practice noted.
· Research Manager – The system provides a clear audit trail for decision making, functionality to support candidature management for individual students and reporting to support oversight and improvement of research degree provision. Work is in progress to expand system functionality, including recent introduction of examination administration.  
3.2 Key issues identified
· School Level Decision Making – City’s Academic Regulations and Policy framework state that decisions relating to the admission, registration, supervision, progression and examination of individual students are recommended by the School Senior Tutor for Research to the School Research Programme Committee and Doctoral College Board of Studies. In practice decisions are signed off by the Senior Tutor for Research but only two Schools report these decisions to the Research Programme Committee.   
· Research Manager: Missing Supervisor Data – The audit identified one student in a sample of 18 without a second supervisor on record in the Doctoral College system, Research Manager. Subsequent enquiries confirmed that the student does have a second supervisor. Exception reporting in Research Manager indicates a further 118 projects with incomplete supervisor data. This has implications for key Research Manager-based processes which reference this data. 
· First and Second Supervisors – The audit identified one student in a sample of 18 with no category A supervisor and three where only the second supervisor is category A. This was attributed to different interpretations of first and second supervisor roles and requirements. It was noted that written guidance on the distinction between the roles is limited. 
· Evidence of Supervision and Progress Review – The audit identified examples of apparent gaps in supervision and progress reviews. These were attributed to activities that had taken place but without being recorded in Research Manager or the previous system, or in some cases records that had yet to be transferred to Research Manager. 
· Assessments to Transfer Registration from MPhil to PhD – Students transfer from the MPhil to the PhD award following a formal assessment of their progress. City updated its Transfer of Registration Policy in February and introduced a new requirement that assessments be conducted by academics who are independent of the student’s supervisory team. The audit noted two instances since February where one of the student’s supervisors was involved in the Transfer assessment.
· Award Registration Data – Students are registered initially on a MPhil/PhD programme (or equivalent) with transfer to PhD subject to a formal assessment of progress. Direct PhD registration can be permitted for students transferring from another institution who can provide evidence of sufficient progress. However, the audit found that 3 out of 5 direct registrations reviewed were attributed to issues with programme data in the main student records system, SITS, rather than any waiver of the requirement in respect of prior study.
· Doctoral College Board of Studies Approvals – Post admissions decisions including changes in registration category, changes in supervision, progression, transfer to writing-up, examiner and chair nominations, awards and withdrawals are subject to final approval by the Doctoral College Board of Studies. The audit identified instances however where such decisions had been omitted from the Board papers. 
· Supervisor Category – Supervisors are assigned a category reflecting their expertise and experience. Academic Regulations state that each student should be assigned at least one category A supervisor. There are however discrepancies between School records and Research Manager data on supervisor categories.
4 Detailed Recommendations  
	4.1
	School Level Decision Making

	Rationale 

	Academic regulations and policy documents should support transparency and consistency, by clearly describing how decisions are made, including the parties involved and their respective roles and responsibilities. Procedures should in turn be practical, allowing for meaningful oversight and challenge.  
City’s Academic Regulations and Policy framework describe decisions relating to the admission, registration, supervision, progression, examination and award of individual students as being “recommended by the School Senior Tutor for Research to the School Research Programme Committee and Doctoral College Board of Studies”. In practice the audit was advised of only two Schools’ where Research Degree Programme Committees are involved in decisions relating to individual students.
There are risks of perceived or actual inconsistencies in the quality and transparency of key decisions impacting on research students. Persistent differences between written information and actual practice increase the scope for complaints and appeals against decisions on the grounds of procedural irregularity. 

	Recommendation
	Priority

	Future development of City’s Regulations, framework and policies on research degree provision should consider core requirements for fair and robust decision making and how these can be practically delivered at School-level. Descriptions of decision making processes should reflect principles and elements of practice that are standard across all Schools.  
	Two

	Management Response

	We agree that there is inconsistency among Schools as to how School-level decisions are made and approved. We will work with the Schools to establish appropriate frameworks for each, and to establish robust relationships with the Doctoral College and its Board of Studies

	Target Date
	December 2022
	Responsibility
	Doctoral College to lead discussions, Deans/ADREs in Schools to establish appropriate structures for overseeing PGR activity in their School.





	4.2
	Research Manager: Missing Supervisor Data

	Rationale 

	City’s Academic Regulations state that research students are allocated a supervisory team, consisting of at least two members of City staff, except on the Professional Doctorate in Counselling Psychology where one supervisor is appointed. Supervisory teams should be reflected in the Doctoral College system, Research Manager, to enable key candidature management processes to function correctly. 
The audit identified one student in a sample of 18 students without a second supervisor on record in Research Manager. Subsequent enquiries confirmed that the Research Manager record is incomplete and that the student does in fact have a second supervisor. Further analysis of exception reporting in Research Manager indicates a further 99 students with only 1 supervisor (excluding Counselling Psychology students) and 18 with no supervisor on record. It was noted that supervisor data in Research Manager is sourced from the student record system SITS and is missing from SITS in these cases. 
Missing supervisor data increases the risk that supervision and key milestones are not taking place or are not properly recorded. Problems with supervision and progress may remain undetected with the student and their project excluded from routine monitoring and oversight. City may then be unable to respond to appeals or complaints which allege a procedural irregularity. 

	Recommendation
	Priority

	Schools should be asked to investigate and correct student records with missing or incomplete supervisor data. 
	Two

	Management Response

	Record keeping in relation to PGRs is inconsistent within the institution. Doctoral College will agree with Schools as to minimum appropriate requirements, particularly in relation to supervisory teams, and will report back to Senate as to overall attainment as part of the annual report.

	Target Date
	February 2023
	Responsibility
	Doctoral College to collate overall statistics. School Course Officers to attend to record keeping.







	4.3
	First and Second Supervisors

	Rationale 

	City’s Academic Regulations state that a student’s first supervisor will be an academic member of City staff, in accordance with the criteria for a Category A Supervisor as set out in the University’s policy on the approval of doctoral degree supervisors. These criteria include having a contractual relationship with the University, with an appointment of at least 20% FTE, being demonstrably research excellent in a relevant discipline and having supervised at least one doctoral student to successful completion.
The audit reviewed supervision arrangements for 18 current research students finding one student with no category A supervisor and three students where only the second supervisor is category A. The audit was advised that this reflects different interpretations of first and second supervisor roles and the requirement for the first supervisor to have relevant academic expertise over previous supervision experience. It was noted that there is guidance delineating first, internal and external supervisor roles, but information about the distinction between first and second supervisors is more limited. 
There is an increased risk of disputes with students regarding the quality of supervision where arrangements are or are perceived to be inconsistent with the Regulations.

	Recommendation
	Priority

	The City Doctoral College should work with Schools to review first and second supervisor roles, develop guidance and promote adherence to the Senate Regulations in allocating supervisory teams.
	Two

	Management Response

	The policy was devised before the implementation of the Research Manager software. This places responsibility for the ‘first supervisor’ to sign off tutorial notes and workflow processes even when the second supervisor is in fact overseeing the day-to-day supervision of the individual. Additionally, School record-keeping of Cat A/B supervisors is not always reflected in SAP, from where Research Manager draws information as to which supervisor is Cat A/B. We will therefore:

1. Change the Approval of Supervisors policy to make clear that, while a Cat A supervisor must always be part of the supervisory team, the ‘first supervisory’ can in fact be a nominated Cat B supervisor, providing that it is understood that the Cat A supervisor has overall responsibility for the doctoral researcher’s progress.
2. Impress on Schools the importance of keeping supervisory team records up to date, and work with Course Officers and Senior Tutors for Research to ensure that appropriate teams are properly allocated.

MC: percentage allocations within RM. Need to keep policies as is, but work on enforcement. Needs discussion at BoS?


	Target Date
	December 2022
	Responsibility
	CDC/Course Officers/Senior Tutors for Research




	4.4
	Evidence of Supervision and Progress Review

	Rationale 

	City’s Regulations and Policies state that a research student’s academic progress will be formally reviewed in the sixth month of study in the first year and annually thereafter during each year of registration. 
The audit reviewed evidence of supervision and progress reviews for a sample of 18 current students and noted the following exceptions:
· 2 students with no supervision meetings on record.
· 1 student with only three meetings on record within the last 12 months.
· 1 student with only one meeting on record within the last 12 months.
· 5 students with no progress reviews on record.
· 2 students (second year and beyond) with no annual progress review on record.
The audit was advised that some records relating to supervision and progress have yet to be transferred into Research Manager from the predecessor system but work is in progress to address this. It was acknowledged however that some gaps are likely to remain because of inconsistencies in the use of the previous system and Research Manager to record activity. During the audit it was not possible to determine whether the exceptions related to incomplete records or actual gaps in supervision and progress assessment. 
Gaps in the conduct or recording of supervision and progress reviews increase the risk of complaints and appeals concerning City’s research degree provision. Incomplete records are likely to complicate the resolution of any dispute about the adequacy of oversight or support for a research student. 

	Recommendation
	Priority

	The CDC should coordinate with Schools to remind and encourage students and staff to record activity in Research Manager.
	Two

	Management Response

	Some Schools are better at tutorial record-keeping than others. The need to keep effective records is built into the Research Manager software (because reminders for needed tutorials are sent automatically). Deans need to make clear within their Schools that records must be kept of PhD tutorials. CDC will:

1. Ask Deans to communicate to all supervisors at the beginning of the next academic year  the importance of keeping PhD tutorial records, with STRs to reinforce this message.
2. Provide an annual update to Senate on tutorial record-keeping, broken down by School, so that Senate can see the progress being made in this area.


	Target Date
	Sept 2022 (message to supervisors)
Feb 2023 (snapshot review to Senate of current situation)
	Responsibility
	CDC/Deans/STRs

	4.5
	Assessments to Transfer Registration from MPhil to PhD

	Rationale 

	Students transfer from the MPhil to the PhD award following a formal assessment of their progress. City updated its Transfer of Registration Policy in February 2022 and introduced a new requirement that assessments be conducted by academics who are independent of the student’s supervisory team. 
The audit noted two instances since February where the transfer assessment involved one of the student’s supervisors. 
There are risks of perceived or actual bias where supervisors are involved in assessing a student’s eligibility to upgrade their intended qualification. There is also greater scope for decisions to be successfully challenged on the basis of a material procedural irregularity.    

	Recommendation
	Priority

	The Doctoral College should ensure colleagues are aware of the new requirements for transfer assessments to be conducted by academics who are not part of the student’s supervisory team.
	Two

	Management Response

	CDC will reinforce the messages being sent to course officers in Schools. We will also be doubly careful of checking transfer panels to ensure that supervisory team members are not listed there.

	Target Date
	October 2022
	Responsibility
	CDC/Course Officers





	4.6
	Award Registration Data

	Rationale 

	City’s Regulations state that students are registered initially on a MPhil/PhD programme (or equivalent) with transfer to PhD subject to a formal assessment of progress. This policy may be waived where a student is transferring from another institution and provides evidence of sufficient progress. 
The audit reviewed a sample of five students registered directly for a PhD award in 2021/22 and found that only one student had transferred from another institution. Course Officers indicated that three of the students should have been registered as MPhil but were instead registered as PhD because of problems with the programme data in the main student records system, SITS. The audit observed that these exceptions have implications for key project dates and deadlines in Research Manager. 
There are risks that incorrect registrations result in incorrect project dates, deadlines and calculations of maximum periods of candidature in Research Manager. This may result in inappropriately timed communications and reminders, negatively impacting on the student experience. There is also of course an impact on the quality of management information from Research Manager on the research student population. 

	Recommendation
	Priority

	The CDC should coordinate with Schools and with IT to ensure programme codes in SITS align with City policy of initially registering students for a MPhil award. Schools should check that students are registered on the correct award.
	Three

	Management Response

	CDC is regularly in communication with both IT and Schools to try and clean PGR data within the institution. We will work with course officers over the course of this year to ensure that all students are registered on the correct programmes from the beginning of their registration period.

	Target Date
	April 2023
	Responsibility
	CDC/Course Officers





	4.7
	Doctoral College Board of Studies Approvals

	Rationale 

	Post registration decisions including changes in registration category, changes in supervision, progression, transfer to writing-up, examiner and chair nominations, awards and withdrawals are subject to final approval by the Doctoral College Board of Studies. 
Approvals are recorded in Research Manager by staff of the Doctoral College on behalf of the Board of Studies. These decisions are then reported at the next Board of Studies meeting. The audit noted the omission of some recent approvals in Research Manager from subsequent Board of Studies papers. Including:
· Three applications to upgrade from MPhil to PhD.
· Two University-led withdrawals.
· One nomination of examiners. 
Further investigation identified that the omissions have arisen because of inconsistencies in the date fields used to generate the Board reports. Reports from May and February 2022 have been based on the date when the application, withdrawal or nomination form was first entered in Research Manager whilst earlier reports were based on the final approval date. These inconsistencies may have resulted in other decisions being omitted from the reports.
There is a risk that these omissions decisions from reporting prevents the Board of Studies from exercising oversight of all decisions recorded on its behalf. 

	Recommendation
	Priority

	The CDC should review the date parameters to be used in generating the Board reports and ensure these are applied consistently to avoid further omissions. 
The CDC should revisit decisions approved since 18th November 2021 but logged prior to that date to identify those omitted from reporting. 
	Three

	Management Response

	These errors have arisen in part because of the implementation of the Research Manager software, and because of several successive staffing turnovers in relation to the institutional role charged with presenting this information to the Board. 
A new member of staff has now been permanently appointed and will lead on checking previous submissions to the Board and on ensuring that reports presented for formal approval will be correct and up to date. This will start from the first meeting of BoS in October 2022, but it may take two meetings to clear the backlog because of the start date of the new appointment.

	Target Date
	Dec 2022
	Responsibility
	CDC





	4.8
	Research Manager: Supervisor Category

	Rationale 

	City’s Academic Regulations state that a student’s first supervisor will be an academic member of City staff, in accordance with the criteria for a Category A Supervisor as set out in the University’s policy on the approval of doctoral degree supervisors. These criteria include having a contractual relationship with the University, with an appointment of at least 20% FTE, being demonstrably research excellent in a relevant discipline and having supervised at least one doctoral student to successful completion.
The audit reviewed supervision arrangements for 18 current research students. Data in Research Manager indicated that three students did not have a category A supervisor in their supervisory team. Further enquiry found that two of these students did in fact have a category A supervisor according to School supervisor records. 
There is a risk that inconsistencies in central and School-held supervisor data undermines the quality of information used to oversee research degree provision. Students referring to Research Manager may challenge whether their supervision arrangements are consistent with the Regulations. 

	Recommendation
	Priority

	Schools should be asked as part of the annual review of supervisor lists to check that categories are correctly reflected in Research Manager.
	Three

	Management Response

	CDC will work with Schools to clean this data and ensure that all supervisors are correctly listed as Cat A/B in SAP (from where Research Manager draws information), that supervisory teams are correctly listed in Research Manager, and that such teams align with university policy.

	Target Date
	December 2022
	Responsibility
	CDC/Course Officers/Senior Tutors for Research







Assurance Definitions and Priority Levels
We categorise our opinions according to our assessment of the controls in place and the level of compliance with these controls. We categorise our recommendations according to their level of priority.
	Levels of Assurance

	Substantial Assurance
	There is a strong system of control designed to achieve system objectives, and the controls are being consistently applied. There are no significant weaknesses in internal control that, in the context of this audit, are likely to impact on the institution’s ability to achieve its strategic aims and objectives.
Few recommendations made falling mainly within low priority areas.

	Acceptable Assurance
	There is a sound system of control designed to achieve system objectives, and overall, the controls are being consistently applied. However, there are some weaknesses in control and/or evidence of non-compliance, which are placing some system objectives at risk, and which, in the context of this audit, could have some impact on the institution’s strategic aims and objectives.
All recommendations are likely to fall in the lower priority areas.

	Limited Assurance
	Whilst there are some areas of good control design and operation, there are a number of significant weaknesses in control design, and/or their consistent operation and compliance that, within the areas subject to review, are placing the institution at risk of failing to meet its strategic aims and objectives. 
A significant number of recommendations made, some in higher priority areas.

	No    Assurance
	The system of control is weak, and/or there is evidence of significant non-compliance, which exposes the institution to significant risk of significant error or unauthorised activity, or we were unable to obtain sufficient audit evidence to enable us to provide any assurance. 
A significant number of high priority recommendations.  Urgent action required and this is likely to involve direct attention from members of UEB and PSB.

	Advisory
	The review has been undertaken as an advisory engagement and no assurance level has been allocated. This report is for information only.
Advisory review is to ascertain the progress/status of an audit area that is under development.

	G
	Rating Methodology and 
Assessment of Risk
	Potential Impact Examples

	Priority 1

SLT level risks predominantly

	A significant weakness in the system or process, or control failure, which is putting the institution at serious risk of not achieving its strategic aims and objectives, there is a risk of significant operational failure, or there is insufficient audit evidence available. 
We advise that recommendations in this category require immediate attention.
	· Adverse impact on institutional reputation; 
· Key strategic risks occur; 
· Failure to comply with legislative or regulatory requirements.
· Significant financial loss; 
· High risk of fraud;
· Failure of governance processes. 

	Priority 2

School / PSD level risks predominantly
	A potentially significant weakness in the system or process which could put the institution at risk of not achieving its strategic aims and objectives. 
Improved system design and/or more effective operation of controls would minimise the risk of process or system failure in this area.
We advise that this category of recommendation requires timely and appropriate attention.
	· Some risk of financial loss occurring; 
· Some adverse impact on the institution’s reputation;
· Greater chance of strategic risks occurring;
· System objectives may not be achieved or there are inefficiencies. 


	Priority 3

School / Department  level risks predominantly
	Findings that, if corrected, would improve internal control in general and engender good practice, are not vital to the overall system of internal control, and do not therefore impact on the achievement of strategic aims and objectives.
Although there is a low risk to the institution, these findings should be addressed in due course.
	· General housekeeping;
· Minor control improvement;
· Some impact on efficiency.

	Value for Money 
	This is added to a recommendation, which if implemented, will improve the economy, efficiency or effectiveness of the activity concerned.
	· Cost savings;
· Some impact on effectiveness;
· Some impact on efficiency.
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