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Executive summary 
 
This paper provides Senate with a summary of actions taken to ensure the continued 
delivery of postgraduate research degrees as a result of COVID-19 disruption. This 
includes emergency measures established in 2019-20; the procedure agreed by the 
Doctoral College, S&AS and Schools to approve amendments to programme delivery for 
2020-21 and the temporary policy derogations which we now intend to make permanent in 
our academic regulations and policies, following approval by Education and Student 
Committee operating under delegated authority from Senate during the period of COVID-
19 disruption. 
 
Recommendation(s) 
 
1. There are no recommendations made as part of this paper. 
 

Action(s) required 
from the Committee: 

 
A. Note the actions taken to date in response to COVID-19; 
B. Note the policy changes as summarised and approved by 

Education and Student Committee under delegated authority, 
which the City Doctoral College, on behalf of City as a whole, 
considers would be useful additions to our academic 
regulations and policies to provide flexibility and improve the 
student experience. 
 

 
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 

10.09.2020 Education and 
Student 
Committee 

Approved  V1.1 

18.09.2020 Doctoral College 
Board of Studies 

Approved  V1.1 

 
  



Senate 
Postgraduate Research: Programme Delivery 2020-21 
 
Introduction 
 
1. This paper provides Senate with a summary of actions taken to ensure the continued 

delivery of postgraduate research degrees as a result of COVID-19 disruption. This 
includes emergency measures established in 2019-20; the procedure agreed by the 
Doctoral College, S&AS and Schools to approve amendments to programme delivery for 
2020-21 and the temporary policy derogations which we now intend to make permanent 
in our academic regulations and policies, following approval by Education and Student 
Committee operating under delegated authority from Senate during the period of COVID-
19 disruption. 

2. Whilst we consider academic quality and standards can be upheld for postgraduate 
research degrees despite ongoing COVID-19 restrictions in 2020-21, there are several 
risks in relation to student experience which are summarised at the end of the paper. 
Schools have been asked to consider these issues and monitor on an ongoing basis, but 
Senators should remain mindful of these risks for a proportionally small, strategically 
critical but often forgotten group of students. 

3. Senate is asked to note the actions taken to date in response to COVID-19 and note the 
policy amendments as summarised and approved by Education and Student Committee 
under delegated authority, which the City Doctoral College, on behalf of City as a whole, 
considers would be useful additions to our academic regulations and policies to provide 
flexibility and improve the student experience. 

 
Summary of emergency measures taken in 2019-20 

 
4. Initial derogations to academic policy undertaken in light of COVID-19 disruption to 

postgraduate research degrees, coordinated by the City Doctoral College, focused on 
allowing progression and assessment points to be undertaken wholly online (annual 
progress reviews, MPhil to PhD transfers, viva voce examinations), diverting the modest 
pot of conference attending funding available through the Doctoral College to a 
dedicated PGR COVID-19 Hardship Fund, and permitting an additional 3-month 
extension of candidature for all doctoral researchers to allow for disruption to research 
activity (broadly equivalent to the Supporting Your Academic Success process for 
UG/PGT students). Schools have also extended studentships for final-year doctoral 
researchers funded by City. 

5. All doctoral researchers were surveyed by the Doctoral College in April 2020 to report 
immediate issues and concerns in relation to COVID-19, and the survey data was 
provided to Schools to follow up. 

6. Feedback from Schools is that doctoral researchers are broadly ‘settled’ into the new 
arrangements for progressing their doctoral research, having adjusted planned research 
activity with the support of their supervisors. There are small number experiencing 
ongoing issues in relation to accessing high-performance computers or specialist 
research equipment, which is not available remotely. 

7. In some areas, particularly Engineering, a small number of doctoral researchers have 
been able to return to labs since August 2020 to resume their research activity. This is in 
accordance with Health and Safety procedure (see below). 

Programme delivery 2020-21 
 
8. The Doctoral College Board of Studies in June 2020 and Education and Student 

Committee, at its meeting of 1st July 2020, agreed an approach to approving the delivery 



of postgraduate research programmes in 2020-21. In summary, the proposed approach 
consisted of Associate Deans (Research) agreeing which programmes would be 
delivered by a blended or entirely online approach, Senior Tutors for Research 
completing a checklist list of key risks in relation to the programme(s) for which they are 
responsible, and Schools compiling a list of which specific doctoral researchers would 
require access to campus in 2020-21. 

9. Since July 2020, this approach has been revised, to ensure compliance with the 
Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) and provide formal notification to doctoral 
researchers of material changes to their programme of study. The three key activities 
being undertaken are: 

a. Formally notify all students (both current and offer holders) of material changes to 
their programmes in 2020-21 (in line with CMA requirements) 

b. Agree with Schools and advise researchers of the Health and Safety procedures 
they must follow should they request and be authorized to use campus facilities 
in 2020-21. 

c. Produce and provide high-level communications on the PGR student experience 
in 2020-21 for use on the website, FAQs etc. 

10. Student and Academic Services (Quality and Academic Development) and City Doctoral 
College have worked with Schools to agree the necessary activities and timeline for 
delivery: 

Week 
commencing 

Action Theme Owner Status 

17/08 Circulate responses of 
PGR Return to Campus 
survey to Schools 

Formal notification Schools, 
Doctoral 
College 

Completed 

17/08 Prepare summary 
analysis of survey data 

Formal notification Doctoral 
College 

Ongoing 

17/08 Follow up on issues 
identified by individual 
students in survey results 

Formal notification Schools Ongoing 

17/08 Agree Health and Safety 
procedures for 
researchers seeking to 
work on campus, as 
identified in the survey 

Health + Safety Doctoral 
College 

Ongoing 

17/08 Send updated Terms and 
Conditions to all doctoral 
researchers 

Formal notification Doctoral 
College 

Completed 

17/08 Draft letter template on 
programme delivery 
changes for Schools to 
use, to include Health and 
Safety protocols 

Formal 
notification, Health 
+ Safety 

Doctoral 
College 

Completed 

31/08, 
07/09 

STRs populate template 
letters and send to all 
current researchers and 
offer holders 

Formal notification Schools 
(STRs, 
Course 
Officer) 

Ongoing 

07/09 Paper for Education and 
Student Committee, 
including proposed 
permanent amendments 

All Doctoral 
College 

Completed 



to Senate regulations and 
policy 

14/09 High-level email on 
arrangements for 20-21 
and updates to web 
content 

Communications Doctoral 
College 

 

14/09 Communication from 
Schools on induction 
plans 

Communications Schools  

06/10, 08/10 Doctoral Researcher 
Induction (Doctoral 
College) 

Communications Doctoral 
College 

 

 
11. In July 2020, all current doctoral researchers were surveyed from the Doctoral College to 

ask for their ongoing resource needs and if access to campus was critical to progressing 
with their research degree in 2020-21. Over 90% of current doctoral researchers 
responded to the survey, with just 6% self-reporting that access to campus was “critical”; 
this suggests that social distancing measures can be implemented for our doctoral 
researchers with minimal impact on their research (noting, importantly, that that is does 
not negate impact on the broader student experience). 

School Respondents “Critical” “Important” 
SHS 54 1 6 
SMCSE 123 16 21 
Law 14 4 4 
SASS 191 8 28 
Business 97 3 9 
Total 479 32 (6%) 68 (14%) 

 
12. The return to campus survey data has been provided to Associate Deans/Schools to 

follow up on concerns and resource needs of individual doctoral researchers. 
13. The Associate Vice-President (Research) held meetings with all the Associate Deans 

(Research) individually in July/August 2020 to discuss their plans in relation to 
programme delivery in 2020-21. All have reported that they intend to deliver PGR 
programmes either entirely online or with the ability for doctoral researchers to engage 
remotely (e.g. research seminars) should social distancing, health or visa restrictions 
necessitate it. A range of mitigations were discussed, such as pooling of PGR study 
spaces should access to parts of campus be restricted. 

14. In order to formally notify every doctoral researcher of changes to their programme 
delivery, a letter template has been prepared and provided to all Senior Tutors for 
Research to complete. This letter summarizes key changes to research degree delivery 
(induction, progression points, training and development, access to facilities etc), whilst 
allowing specific restrictions (i.e. limited access to a particular lab) to be noted. 

15. Each letter template will be reviewed by the Doctoral College for consistency before 
Course Officers circulate to the concerned students; this is to be completed no later than 
28th September 2020 to coincide with reregistration. Where a student is unhappy with the 
changes to their programme as notified, the Senior Tutor should get in touch with the 
Doctoral College to discuss next steps on how best to support such student to hopefully 
complete their programme but noting the student’s right to withdrew from their contract 
with the University 

16. The information detailed within the letter templates will be collaged into a PGR 
Programme Redesign spreadsheet, for final sign off by the University. 



17. To permit return to campus for any doctoral researchers who require it, they must be 
briefed on working/researching in a COVID-secure manner akin to any other member of 
academic staff. Guided by the approach used in Engineering to date for the small 
number of doctoral researchers that have already returned to campus, all doctoral 
researchers returning to campus on a semi-permanent basis (i.e. more than one-off visits 
to retrieve resources) must: 

a. Complete the Return to Campus (COVID-19) online training package or 
equivalent written briefing document, available for staff; 

b. Complete an Individual Health Risk Assessment (IHRA) with their supervisor. 
c. Have their return to campus approved by the School Chief Operating Officer 

(COO), in view of their oversight of both degree programme delivery and 
resources. 

Policy and Regulatory Updates 
 
18. As noted above, several academic policies were relaxed in the initial phase of COVID-19 

to facilitate the continued delivery of postgraduate research degrees, most notably 
waiting the requirement to submit a physical copy of the thesis of examination, and 
allowing viva voce examinations and other progression assessments to be undertaken 
with all participants online. The Doctoral College provided additional guidance to support 
Schools with this examination process, and either the candidate or examiners could and 
remain able to defer the examination where the format of the thesis does not lend itself 
to online examination, or at the preference of the candidate for a face-to-face 
examination. 

19. Considering the experience gained over the last three months, Senate should note three 
permanent policy amendments to be made, agreed by the Doctoral College Board of 
Studies and Education and Student Committee (acting on delegated authority from 
Senate during the COVID-19 disruption period): 

 
Permitting the use of videoconferencing by all participants for viva voce 
examinations, annual progress reviews and MPhil to PhD transfers. 

City amended our policy on viva examinations in 2019 to allow the use of videoconferencing 
in exceptional circumstances only by approval of the Doctoral College, during COVID-19 this 
has been flexed to videoconferencing-by-default with only passive notification required from 
Schools.  

We will now introduce a permanent policy to allow videoconferencing by any participant. 
Exceptional approval by the Doctoral College will no longer be required, however 
participation will be approved by the Doctoral College Board of Studies as part of the 
Nomination of Examiners process (RaP/PhD Manager). City will retain a strong preference in 
the policy for a viva examination to be held at City with all participants present, but where all 
parties consent to an online participant this would have the further benefit of facilitating a 
wider pool of examiners (i.e. non-UK/EU/EEA) for whom travel time and/or visa restrictions is 
prohibitive. 

Removing the need to submit a physical (soft-bound) copy of the thesis for 
examination 

City amended our policy on thesis submission in 2019, no longer requiring the submission of 
a hard-bound copy of the finalized thesis to the Library in view of increasingly limited space 
in the Northampton Square Library; a digital copy is now the sole requirement. Doctoral 
Researchers are still currently required to submit two soft-bound copies for examination, but 



this requirement has been de facto waived in most cases during COVID-19 disruption whilst 
staff offices have been closed to process their receipt and circulation to examiners. 

We will now introduce a permanent policy amendment to no longer require submission of a 
physical copy of the thesis for examination. Many examiners are now content to review a 
digital copy and annotate using a computer/tablet; for examiners still requesting a physical 
copy for annotation this could be arranged by the Course Officer and/or added to their 
examination expenses claim. A few universities (Oxford, York) have already moved to this 
approach. Following feedback from Board of Studies, we will consult with Departments 
where we consider this may cause logistical difficulties (e.g. music compositions). 

Amendment to Registration Category (distance-learning PhD programmes) 

Schools have made enquiries in relation to offering online-only PhD programmes as a result 
of COVID-19. Discussion at the Doctoral College Board of Studies in June 2020 concluded 
that a distance-learning PhD mode was not desired because of student experience. 

A permanent policy amendment will be made to clarify that a PhD by distance-learning is not 
available, we will further amend policy to clarify attendance requirements for part-time 
doctoral researchers and what we refer to as externally-registered students (based away 
from City but attached to a partner university/research organization, minimum attendance 
requirement of 4 days per year at City.) 

20. As noted above, an additional 3-month Extension of Candidature has been permitted to 
all currently enrolled doctoral researchers to account for disruption caused by COVID-19, 
there is no requirement for evidence to be provided (N.B. this will be kept under review 
during this academic year). As of 29th September 2020, 119 doctoral researchers had 
applied for this extension. Senators should note that this facility will remain open for 
these candidates until they graduate; most researchers are likely to require it to a delay a 
progression point (e.g. allowing more time for research before transfer to writing up). 
More prolonged impacts can be considered through an additional Extension of 
Candidate or Interruption of Studies, which may require evidence. 

21. Several other policy changes have been considered in Spring/Summer 2020, these 
principally relate to procedural changes to allow the introduction of PhD Manager to 
replace Research and Progress (RaP). The Doctoral College Board of Studies in 
September 2020 had an initial discussion of these changes, which will now be consulted 
on with Schools before approval by Senate in December 2020 for implementation with 
Phase 2 of PhD Manager in January 2021. 

 
Student Experience: Engagement, Inclusivity, Induction, Student Voice 
22. The procedures summarized above for reviewing and approving programme delivery 

have considered that the core elements of a research degree (supervision, induction, 
progression milestones, examination, access to specialist equipment) can be delivered 
either entirely online or in a blended approach without compromising academic 
standards. Nevertheless, there are risks in relation to broader student experience for a 
group of students who often experience feelings of isolation and loneliness during the 
course of their research degree (working on individual, specialized research projects), 
which the social distancing restrictions forced by COVID-19 will only exacerbate. 

23. The term dates for PGR programmes have been moved in line with changes agreed for 
UG/PGT; start of term is officially Monday 28th September 2020. In ‘normal’ times, 
doctoral researchers often start a couple of weeks after this as a result of delays in 
obtaining a student visa, Schools are delivering all induction activity online in 2020-21 
which will allow researchers to engage irrespective of their location. 

24. The Doctoral College is delivering an induction programme for all new PGRs week 
commencing 5th October 2020; thanks to additional resource in the Doctoral College we 



are also delivering two new sessions for returning PGR students and new Senior Tutors 
for Research in October 2020. 

25. For new starters, Schools consider that the first year of a PhD typically focusses on 
finessing the project through literature review and research skills development, so is 
delivered online more easily than years 2/3 where active research is taking place. 

26. For almost all doctoral researchers, their supervisory meetings will take place online as 
has been the case since March 2020; maintaining up to date records of online meetings 
in RaP is enough for visa compliance purposes at this time. Departments and Research 
Centres have been asked to consider the merits of group supervision (particularly for 
Year 1), would has merits in relation to community building and combatting feelings of 
isolation. 

27. Departments and Research Centres will be moving their usual programme of research 
seminars online and have been asked to ensure that PGRs continue to be able to 
engage and present their emerging research findings. 

28. Some actions which were already underway will support the delivery of online-
only/blended postgraduate research degrees in 2020-21, most notably the Researcher 
Development Programme of training seminars, online training packages (LinkedIn 
Learning) and events available to doctoral researchers across City, all of which will be 
available online. 

29. We continue to engage with doctoral researchers directly; as well as the surveys noted 
above, the Doctoral College Administrator has also created a Microsoft Teams site for all 
Doctoral Researchers to share resources and resolve queries. The Students’ Union 
Vice-President Education and PGR part-time officer are members of the Doctoral 
College Board of Studies to escalate concerns. 

30. Whilst not a risk in relation to quality and standards, some doctoral researchers have 
expressed concern at the reduction of opportunities for Graduate Teaching Assistants 
available in 2020-21 as part of cost saving measures; many will aspire to careers in 
academia for which this is vital experience. Doctoral Researchers can continue to 
engage in professional development (e.g. LEaD Establishing a Teaching Persona 
course), in anticipation of opportunities returning in 2021-22. 

 
Recommendations 
 
31. Senate is asked to: 

• Note the actions taken to date in response to COVID-19; 
• Note the policy changes as summarised and approved by Education and Student 

Committee under delegated authority, which the City Doctoral College, on behalf 
of City as a whole, considers would be useful additions to our academic 
regulations and policies to provide flexibility and improve the student experience. 

 
 

Richard Alderman 
Assistant Registrar (Research Degrees) 

September 2020 
 


