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Policy Consultation: PhD by External Registration (incorporating distance 
learning) 

 
Summary 
 
Through Senate Regulations 23 and 24, City offers three categories of registration for 
research degree candidates: internal, external and staff candidates.  

With a strategic objective within the University to increase the number of research 
degree studentships through leveraging part-funding with industrial and business 
partners, it is considered that additional policy or guidance is required on how a PhD 
by external registration should be overseen, managed and quality assured. 

 
 
 
Recommended Action 
 
The Graduate School Committee is asked to: 

• Consider the development of a guidance document for PhD by External 
Registration, replicating the themes of Imperial’s guidance (see Appendix 1) 

• Approve consultation with School Boards of Studies of the draft guidance, for 
final approval by Graduate School Committee and Senate 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Publication:  Open 
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Policy Consultation: PhD by External Registration (incorporating distance learning) 

Introduction 

Through Senate Regulations 23 and 24, City offers three categories of registration for 
research degree candidates: internal, external and staff candidates.  

Candidates are registered with City and receive supervision by external staff, 
recognised by City for this purpose. External candidates have at least one supervisor 
from City. 

- Extract from Senate Regulation 24 

With a strategic objective within the University to increase the number of research degree 
studentships through leveraging part-funding with industrial and business partners, it is 
considered that additional policy or guidance is required on how a PhD by external 
registration should be overseen, managed and quality assured. 

It is important to note that a PhD by external registration is different to a split-site PhD (such 
as the joint PhD between City and Sapienza University of Rome, where there are fixed 
periods of study at two institutions). A PhD by external registration is also not coterminous 
with a PhD by distance learning; if the student is dependent on an employer or other 
organisation for conducting their research, then a tripartite agreement should be put in place 
to safeguard access to resources. 

City has around 40 students by external registration (across these categories) at the present 
time. 

Existing Guidance 

The University’s Policy on Registration of a Research Degree provides an outline of an 
external candidature: 

External students pursue a course of research either in an approved educational 
institution or in an industrial or commercial organisation. Students who for academic 
reasons are based abroad, or whose research requires extensive contact with an outside 
organisation, will register as an external student. An externally-registered student will be 
allocated a supervisory team consisting of an approved external supervisor, who will fulfil 
the role of the first supervisor, and one current member of the academic staff of the 
University;  

 
The University has a responsibility to ensure that an externally registered student is 
provided with the appropriate support to be able to carry out their research satisfactorily 
to completion. An application to register as an external student must be supported with 
the following information before registration as an external student may be approved:  

  
• the name of the institution/organisation at which the research is to be conducted;  
• the academic and professional qualifications and experience of the proposed 
external supervisor, in the form of a brief resumé, and details of their current 
employment;  
• an outline of the proposed contact arrangements between the student, internal 
supervisor and proposed external supervisor, especially where students are studying 
overseas.  

  
Externally-registered students are required to:   
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• spend up to 4 days per year in the University; 
• give an annual seminar on their research;  
• meet with their internal supervisor.  

  
Externally registered students may incur an additional fee to cover any traveling and 
associated costs should it be appropriate for the internal supervisor to visit them in their 
workplace or place of study.   

- Policy on Registration of a Research Degree 
 

In addition, the University’s Policy on Amendment to Registration Category provides detail 
mimics the above criteria for candidates wishing to transfer to external registration, for 
approval by the Board of Studies. The Roles and Responsibilities of Research Students and 
Supervisors guidance document was revised in December 2018, which provides a bullet 
point list of responsibilities for a City internal supervisor of an externally registered candidate, 
and for the external supervisor. 

Whilst there is therefore some guidance, this information is brief and scattered and does not 
provide a single point of reference for a supervisor approached to consider a PhD 
application to be based outside of City.  

Proposals and Questions 

Other Universities provide specific guidance and policy to support the delivery of research 
degrees by external registration, the best example is perhaps Imperial (Appendix 1, referred 
to as Students at Partner Research Institutions). Guidance broadly encompasses: 

• Quality Assurance of the external organisation’s facilities 
• Supervisory practice 
• Programmes of study e.g. variations to training requirements 
• Application processes 
• Periods of study and fees 
• Adherence to standard progression and assessment procedures 

Guidance on a PhD by External Registration at City could also encompass undertaking a 
PhD by distance learning and a split-site PhD, as they are all united by the requirements to 
have a) at least one supervisor at City b) regular supervisory contact c) minimum periods of 
registration and d) a minimum of an annual visit to the City campus. 

Recommendations 

Graduate School Committee is therefore asked to: 

1. Consider the development of policy or guidance for the management of a PhD by 
External Registration, replicating the themes of Imperial’s guidance (see Appendix 1) 

2. Approve consultation with School Boards of Studies of the draft guidance, for final 
approval by Graduate School Committee and Senate 

Richard Alderman 
Assistant Registrar (Research Degrees) 

February 2019 
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