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Executive summary 

City Graduate School Committee recommended to Senate in May 2019 an amendment to 
the existing Policy on in viva voce or Oral Examinations to permit use of 
videoconferencing in exceptional and unforeseen circumstances only, following 
consultation with Schools and an awareness that this was already taking place in isolated 
instances within the University. 

Senate was supportive of the change, but requested some clarifications and guidance to 
regulate the process. City Graduate School Committee in June 2019 considered the 
clarifications and a new guidance note, which is now recommended to Senate for final 
approval. 

The principle remains that all research degree examinations should take place at a City 
venue with all participants physically present; this derogation is for use in exceptional and 
unforeseen circumstances only where a delay to the examination process would be seen 
as undesirable and stressful for the student involved. 

Action(s) required 
from the Committee: 

A. To approve the amendment to the in viva voce or Oral
Examination policy to permit and restrict use of
videoconferencing to exceptional circumstances only;

B. To approve the guidance note regulating procedures for the
conduct of a viva voce or oral examination using
videoconferencing.
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The table below outlines which committees/groups have already seen the report and the 
resulting outcome/action from discussions. 

Committee 
date Committee title Outcome/action Action 

date 
Paper 
version 
number 

21.06.2019 City Graduate 
School 

Committee 

Recommended to Senate 
for approval 

21.06.2019 V1.0 

15.05.2019 Senate Amendments requested 15.05.2019 V1.0 
02.05.2019 City Graduate 

School 
Committee 

Consultation outcomes 
received; recommended for 

approval 

02.05.2018 V1.0 

Spring 2019 
(multiple dates) 

Schools Board of 
Studies (or 
delegated 

subcommittees) 

Consultation paper 
received, responses to 

questions agreed 

V0.1 
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Item 13.3 
Senate 10.07.19 

Viva Voce or Oral Examination Policy (use of videoconferencing) 

Summary 

1. Following recommendations from the City Graduate School Committee, the Senate
meeting in May 2019 received a proposed amendment to the in viva voce or Oral
Examination Policy to permit the use of videoconferencing in exceptional circumstances
only, following consultation with Schools.

2. Senate was supportive of the policy change in light of the consultation with Schools; the
following actions were requested (taken from the draft Senate minute):

a. It would be helpful for ‘exceptional circumstances’ to be defined in the policy or
for examples (such as ‘exceptional weather events’) to be provided; to clarify
whether the policy applied only to external examiners or also to candidates; and
where responsibility should lie (with an Associate Dean or Dean, for example) for
determining that ‘exceptional circumstances’ had arisen in a particular case that
warranted videoconferencing.

b. Guidance on the management of institutional risk associated with the logistics
involved with this method of examination should also be developed (for example,
how suitable spaces for videoconferencing in exceptional circumstances could be
identified and made available at short notice if the need arose).

c. Statistics relating to the occasions where the policy had been implemented
should in future be included in annual reviews of City Graduate School activity,
presented to Senate.

d. Senators were invited to send example circumstances to the Dean of the City
Graduate School to incorporate into the paper. The Dean of the City Graduate
School would redraft the policy and bring it back to a future Senate meeting.

Actions Taken 

3. The June meeting of Graduate School Committee considered amendments to the policy
and a new guidance document in response; this was recommended to Senate for
approval subject to minor amendments (underlined in the guidance document) now
incorporated (see the City Graduate School Committee minute for further detail).

4. Examples of exceptional circumstances have been provided; the list may be
supplemented or revised in light of requests made and noted by the Dean. The policy
amendment is intended to apply to external examiners only but dispensation has been
given for other parties in light of an example raised by the School of Health Sciences.
Approval has been clarified on the decision of the Associate Dean (Research or
Research Students) in the School concerned about exceptional circumstances.
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5. Procedure for the conduct of a in viva voce examination using videoconferencing has
been summarized; a preferred room has been identified by timetabling (subject to
availability)

6. All instances of examinations using videoconferencing are to be reported to the Dean of
City Graduate School for monitoring and institutional reporting, including to Senate.

7. No further examples were provided by Senators, outside those cited by Schools as part
of the consultation process.

8. A small additional amendment has been made to the in viva voce or Oral Examination
policy as part of this process to reflect the changes in available examination outcomes
(Senate Regulation 24) approved by Senate in 2016; the Policy was last amended in
2012.

Recommendations 

Senate is asked to: 

• Approve the amended in viva voce or Oral Examination Policy;

• Approve the guidance note; this will be added to the University’s Quality Manual
alongside the amended policy.

Richard Alderman 
Assistant Registrar (Research Degrees) 

June 2019 
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Policy Update Cover Sheet 

Type of Policy  New Policy Development
 Existing Policy Update

Policy Name Viva Voce or Oral Examination 

Scope / Rational / Key 
Changes 

(As appropriate) 

Minor amendment; addition of new clause to permit 
examination using videoconferencing in exceptional 
circumstances 

External Legislation / 
Regulations that must be 
considered 

Senate Regulation 23 
Senate Regulation 24 

Author Various 

Owner Richard Alderman, Assistant Registrar (Research 
Degrees) 

Date of Origin 2009, 2012 

Version V1.0 

Date of next review July 2022 

Stakeholders for consultation Graduate School Committee, Schools (already 
consulted) 

Ratified by Graduate School Committee, then Senate 

Resourcing & Financial 
Implications 

None; evaluation of technical facilities and optimal 
rooms will aid schools in implementation. 

Implementation Expectations Implementation requirements are expected to 
minimal in view of approval in exceptional 
circumstances only (approx. 5 per annum) 

Evaluation of impact (for 
existing policies) 

Impact is expected to be positive, permitting 
alternative method of examination where reasonable 
adjustments are required 

Publication Website (If published)  

Intranet (For internal policies only) 

Appendix 1, Item 13.3
Senate 10.07.19
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Other (please specify) 

For further information and 
queries please contact: 

Richard Alderman, Assistant Registrar (Research 
Degrees) 
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VIVA VOCE OR ORAL 

EXAMINATION 

Equality and Diversity statement 
City, University of London is committed to promoting equality, diversity and inclusion in all 
its activities, processes, and culture, under its Public Sector Equality Duties and the 
Equality Act 2010. This includes promoting equality and diversity for all, irrespective of 
any protected characteristic, working pattern, family circumstance, socio-economic 
background, political belief or other irrelevant distinction. 

Where relevant to the policy, decision-making panels will ensure a reasonable gender 
balance (with at least one man and one woman) and will actively consider representation 
of other protected groups. 
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Viva Voce or Oral Examination 

The following statements should be read alongside the University’s Regulations 
for Doctoral Programmes and Masters Degrees by Research. The statements 
are intended to provide further clarity on the policies and processes that assure 
the quality and enhancement of research degree provision across the 
University and which are outlined in the Framework for Research Degrees 
Provision. 

The University's Research Degree Framework and Regulations apply equally to 
partnership provision unless different arrangements have been agreed between 
the University and partner institution and have received University approval.  
Details will be set out in the Memorandum of Agreement for the partnership and 
in information provided to students. 

Principles 

1. Students are required to present themselves for a viva voce examination on
the subject of their thesis unless, by permission of the City Graduate School
through delegated powers of Senate on the recommendation of the
examiners, they are deemed to be exempt from the oral examination

2. Students are required to attend a viva in order to defend their thesis
and to demonstrate that the work is their own

3. The supervisor is not permitted to act as an examiner but may attend the
examination as an observer at the discretion of the examiners and the
student. Students have the right to ask that their supervisor(s) not be
present at the viva

4. Two examiners, a chairperson and usually the first supervisor are present at
the viva. The examination can be of varying lengths but an examination will
normally last between one and three hours

5. The holding of a viva voce examination by videoconferencing is not normally
permitted. If there are exceptional circumstances, then enquiries from
Schools should be addressed to the Assistant Registrar (Research Degrees)
in the first instance. In such circumstances, the agreement of the candidate,
examiners and chair must be sought and signed off by the Associate Dean
with responsibility for Research Degrees in the School; instances should
also be reported to the Dean of City Graduate School for monitoring
purposes.

6. A Chair is appointed to ensure that the examination is conducted in a fair
and academically rigorous manner. The Chair will advise the examiners
and the student on any regulatory matters that may arise
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7. The examination process should normally be completed within a period of
three months from the date of submission wherever possible and only when
the student has given sufficient notice of intention to submit for appropriate
examiners to be appointed and arrangements for the viva to be made.
Where it is not possible for the examination process to be completed within
the proposed three month period, every endeavour will be made to ensure
that the process is completed as close to within three months as practicable.

The examiners may decide on any one of the following outcomes: 

a) that the candidate be awarded an appropriate doctoral level degree drawn
from clause 1 of the regulations for doctoral programmes

b) that a doctoral level award be made subject to typographical amendments
being carried out to the satisfaction of the internal examiner within 1 month

c) that a doctoral level award be made subject to amendments being carried
out to the satisfaction of the internal and/or external examiner within 3
months without the need for presentation for a further oral examination

d) that a doctoral level award be made subject to amendments being carried
out to the satisfaction of the internal and/or external examiners within 6
months with or without the need for presentation for a further oral
examination

e) that a doctoral level award be made subject to amendments being carried
out to the satisfaction of the examiners within 12 months with or without the
need for presentation for a further oral examination

f) that the candidate be awarded a Masters Level qualification in
accordance with clause 11 of Senate Regulation 23

g) that the candidate be not awarded a degree.

8. It is normally expected that minor amendments will be completed within
six months and major amendments will be completed within twelve
months. Examiners are also permitted to recommend a different period in
which amendments should be completed and should specify the
proposed length of time in the joint report along with reasons for the
recommendation

9. In the rare case that the examiners are not be able to reach a
recommendation on the day of the viva further advice will be sought. This
may involve the appointment of a third examiner who will be asked to read
the thesis and make a final judgement;

10. The first supervisor is provided with a copy of the examiners’ reports in
order that the student and the supervisor(s) can discuss any amendments
required. Copies of the examiners’ reports may also be provided to the
student.
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11. In the event of a resubmission, examiners may agree to recommend

a) that the candidate be awarded an appropriate doctoral level
degree drawn from clause 1 of the regulations for doctoral
programmes

b) that the candidate be awarded an appropriate doctoral level degree
drawn from clause 1 of the regulations for doctoral programmes
subject to minor amendments being carried out to the satisfaction of
the internal examiner. Such amendments are required to be
completed in no more than 4 weeks of the reexamination and
include the following:

• Typographical errors
• Minor amendments to text
• References or other diagrams or
• More extensive corrections that do not require

significant reworking of the intellectual content of the
thesis

c) That the candidate be awarded a Masters Level qualification
(see regulation 23)

d) That the candidate be awarded an appropriate Masters level
degree drawn from clause 1 of the University’s regulations for
Masters degree by Research subject to minor amendments being
carried out to the satisfaction of the internal examiner. Such
amendments are required to be completed in no more than 4
weeks of the re-examination and may include the following:

• Typographical errors
• Minor amendments to text
• References or other diagrams or
• More extensive corrections that do not require

significant reworking of the intellectual content of the
thesis

e) That the candidate be not awarded a degree.

12. Students may apply for an extension to the period in which they are
required to re-submit their thesis for further examination through an
application to the Senior Tutor for Research and in agreement with the
examiners

13. Should the examiners reach the decision that the candidate be not awarded
a degree or that a degree of MPhil (or equivalent) be awarded where the
degree of PhD (or equivalent) was sought the student should be advised of
their right to appeal the decision.
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Policy Title 

Viva Voce or Oral Examination 

Policy Enabling Owner and Department Responsible for 
Implementation and 
Department 

Quality and Academic Development, 
Student and Academic Services 

Schools; Student and 
Academic Services 

Approving Body Date of Approval 

Senate 10/07/2019 

Last Reviewed and Version Review Due Date 

V.0. 15/06/2012 July 2022 

Publication of Policy (tick as appropriate) 

For public access online (internet)?  For staff access only 
(intranet)?   

Website Link: 
https://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/69158/Viva-
Dec-2017.pdf 

Intranet Link: 

Storage (Previous versions of the policy must be stored in the drive by the author) 

reg-dev\QUAD\Quality Manual\9. Research Degrees\Policy 

Queries about this policy should be referred to 

Richard Alderman 
Assistant Registrar (Research Degrees), richard.alderman@city.ac.uk 

Quality and Academic Development (QUAD) 
Student and Academic Services (S&AS) 
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Appendix 2, Item 13.3 
Senate 10.07.19 

Viva Voce or Oral Examination: Guidance Note on the use of Videoconferencing 

When the exceptional circumstances are known 

1. The expectation remains that all in viva voce examinations for research degrees will take
place at a City site with the candidate, examiners and chair all present, in person

2. If the preferred external examiner cannot conduct the viva voce examination, and this is
known typically within three months of thesis submission, an alternative examiner should
be appointed. 

3. If the preferred external examiner does not have the right to work in the UK/EU, and
videoconferencing is being proposed to avoid the administrative burden of a Permitted
Paid Engagement visa, an alternative examiner should be appointed.

4. Exceptional and unforeseen circumstances may include, but are not limited to:
a. Health difficulties preventing travel (e.g. broken leg of the external examiner);
b. Inclement weather (e.g. heavy snowfall, flooding);
c. Acts of God (e.g. the recent volcanic ash flight problems).

5. Under such circumstances, the Chair of the viva should inform the relevant Associate
Dean of the request to hold the viva by videoconferencing and spell out briefly those
circumstances.  The Associate Dean would then normally respond and if so minded
approve the exceptional circumstances and record this on an e-mail (all correspondence
cc’ed to the Dean of the School and the Dean of the City Graduate School).  In the
absence of the Associate Dean, the request should be made to the Dean of the School
or the Dean of the City Graduate School for approval of the exceptional circumstances.
The approval of the student to hold the viva by videoconferencing should be confirmed in
the e-mail.

6. Approval of videoconferencing will typically be granted for the external examiner only;
use for any other participant will be considered on a case by case basis.

7. The Chair of the viva should book a suitable room for the conduct of the viva. It is the
School’s responsibility to ensure IT equipment is functioning correctly. The
recommended room is AG02, College Building (on the advice of timetabling), if
available, in view of the facilities available and proximity to technical support.

On the day of the viva 

8. The Chair of the viva should check the video link to the remote person (R) e.g. the
external examiner within half an hour of the scheduled start of the viva.  If any problems
are experienced, contact with the appropriate technical support should be made to
enable the viva to start on time.  The Chair should ask for a telephone number on which
the remote person could be called, to be used in the case of a problem with the video
link and additionally have an e-mail address.

9. At the start of the viva the remote person (R) and those in the room should introduce
themselves.  It is the Chair’s responsibility to ensure that, at the start of the viva, all are
comfortable with the arrangements and that the student and the examiners can see and
hear each other clearly.

10. The viva should then proceed as normal.
11. Procedure for breakdowns in communication:

a. The Chair should monitor the viva carefully to note if there are any occasional
breakdowns in either the video or the audio link to the remote person (R).  Should

13



this happen the Chair should ask those concerned to repeat any comments and 
ensure that no misunderstanding has occurred. 

b. If a severe breakdown in communication occurs, due to technical difficulties at
either end, the Chair should seek as far as possible to resolve them e.g. by
calling Technical Services at City or terminating and reconnecting the video link.
If the communication failure is problematic in the long term, the Chair should ask
for a break and advise the student to leave (where the student it at City) while
technical problems are sorted out in the room at City or at the remote location.

c. If the video link cannot readily be reconnected, the Chair should attempt to
continue the viva using audio alone e.g. using the service provider or if necessary
by telephone (whilst attempting to regain video connection).

d. If communication breaks down catastrophically, at the Chair’s discretion, the viva
can be suspended for a short period while work is done to re-establish
communication.  E-mail/telephone should be used between the Chair and the
remote person (R) to try to communicate and resolve the problems occurring.
However, if there is no consistent video or audio connection between the remote
person and City e.g. for a period of half an hour or more, the Chair should ask the
student (if contactable) and the examiners at City if they wish to continue with the
viva.  If video and audio communication still fail to be reliable, the Chair should
decide that the viva should be suspended.  If this situation occurs, the Chair
should note the circumstances on the Chair’s briefing form and e-mail the
Associate Dean about the circumstances.

e. The Chair should then work with all concerned to find a new date/time for the
resumption of the viva, seeking to ensure as far as possible that the problems
would not recur.  The viva should then continue, with the Chair giving a briefing at
the start on the progress with the viva prior to the previous breakdown in
communications.

12. The examiners’ recommendations and report should be developed in the usual way
through the video link and outcomes of the viva should be reported to the student in the
normal way.

13. Having consented to the use of video link, candidates will not normally be permitted to
use this as grounds for appeal, unless technical issues or other unforeseen eventualities
are deemed to have significantly affected the candidate’s performance (and these are
detailed in the examiners’/chair’s report).  If there are any concerns on the part of the
candidate in conducting the examination in this way, then the examination should be
rearranged and not proceed by videoconferencing.

14. If additional costs have been encountered on the part of the examiners, this can be
expensed up to the usual limits.

15. The Dean of the City Graduate School should be notified once any instance of
videoconferencing has taken place in order that statistics can be reported in the Annual
Report of the City Graduate School activity to Senate.

June 2019 
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