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Executive summary 

Following discussion at the Senior Tutors for Research Forum, it was requested that 
consideration be given to the audio recording of in viva voce examinations, in view of 
recent cases where the candidate felt the questioning of the external examiner was 
inappropriate and a complaint/appeal was anticipated. 

The City Graduate School Committee paper considered a summary of the issues. 
Universities that have instituted audio recording have typically done so in lieu of an 
independent Chair, which is mandatory at City. The Committee considered that the 
continued use of a Chair is preferable to audio recording, but suggested improvements to 
documentation and training for Chairs to ensure inappropriate behaviour is challenged and 
the conduct of the examination is reported in fuller detail. 

Action(s) required 
from the Committee: 

A. Agree an institutional position that in viva voce examinations
should not be audio recorded;

B. Agree that the Chair’s report should be enhanced to provide
a more detailed record of the viva and to confirm that the
questions answered were appropriate and that any
inappropriate behaviour by examiners was challenged and/or
deescalated

C. Recommend the developing of periodic institutional briefing
sessions for a) candidates on what to expect in a viva
examination, and b) examination Chairs to clarify their role,
responsibilities and tools available to them to ensure the
smooth, appropriate conduct of the examination

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 

Institutional position 
proposed, number of 
actions agreed 

21.06.2019 V1.0 
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Item 13.4 
Senate 10.07.19 

 

Audio recording of research degree viva voce examinations 

Summary 

• Following a discussion at the Senior Tutors for Research Forum, it was requested that 
consideration be given to the audio recording of research degree in viva voce 
examinations, for use in cases of a student appeal on the basis of procedural error (e.g. 
aggressive/inappropriate questioning of the candidate by an examiner). A small number 
(less than 5) of cases, both at City and at validated partner institutions, have been 
highlighted to the City Graduate School. 

• City Graduate School Committee considered a summary paper at the June 2019. It was 
noted that in institutions where audio recording has been implemented, the audio 
recording often takes place where there is no independent Chair present (this being 
mandatory at City and where the role of the Chair is to ensure the appropriate conduct of 
the examination). 

• It is recommended therefore to Senate that this proposal not be taken forward, but that 
enhancements to the Chair’s report, as well as training both for candidates and 
examination Chairs be developed, to ensure that Chair’s are able to challenge 
inappropriate behaviour or lines of questioning should they occur. 

Outline of issues 

1. City’s current means of ensuring the integrity of the examination process is to appoint an 
independent Chair for all examinations. As well as the examiners’ reports, the Chair must 
complete a short report confirming that City regulations and the procedure for research 
degree examinations were correctly followed, with space on the form available to provide 
a short summary of any issues encountered. 

2. Discussion at the most recent Senior Tutors for Research Forum focussed on a recent 
student case where they had raised informal concerns with the conduct of their 
examination. This case indicated that our current report templates for examination Chairs 
did not provide a sufficiently detailed summary of the examination, for use should a 
complaint be received about the examination and did not allow an examination to be 
sufficiently well ‘reconstructed’ on that basis. It was suggested that recording an 
examination could have provided a record of the examination, should any accusations of 
improper conduct on the part of the candidate, examiners or Chair need to be 
investigated. 

3. Sector research suggests only a small number of institutions have considered or made it 
mandatory for a research degree examination to be recorded, but that it forms part of 
standard examination procedures. This is typically highly regulated, with recordings 
stored by central professional services, kept inaccessible to supervisors and destroyed 
once the timeframe for any appeal or complaint has elapsed.  Comments below indicate 
that such recording of vivas can have negative effects in some cases and if such a policy 
were to be implemented, equipment would need to be made available and staff trained to 
use it to create the record of the viva required. 

Institution Policy 
Lancaster Audio record of the viva proceedings: there were mixed reactions to the proposal 

that an audio record should be made and kept of the viva event. One respondent 
felt that "recording a viva is to be encouraged", one conceded that "I think it is 
intrusive but I quite understand the need for it", and a third recognised that it 
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would be "an unwelcome but effective way of allowing one to reconstruct events 
during the vivas if these were even called into question". As one senior academic 
reported, many in her department "simply found the idea objectionable and an 
affront to their competence and professionalism". Unflattering analogies were 
drawn with police-station interviews. 
Critical comments include "it seems to me it will actually add to the tension of the 
student (indeed the tension of the whole event) and is likely to be most 
intimidating precisely to the weaker students. Recording is not a neutral process: 
it changes the event." and "this proposal is way over the top and difficult to 
justify. This whole proposal sounds like bureaucracy gone made and is totally 
unnecessary." 
 

Royal 
Holloway, 
University of 
London 

“It is a regulatory requirement that their viva is either recorded (audio) or is 
conducted in the presence of an Independent Chair.” 
 
“All vivas will be audio recorded for use in the event that you appeal the outcome 
of the viva. Audio recordings will be kept by the department for six months after 
confirmation of the viva outcome and then destroyed.” 
 

York “An audio-recording should be made of all oral examinations for research 
degrees, as a means of providing an objective record of the oral examination in 
the event of an appeal. The University makes appropriate equipment available to 
departments for this purpose. Recordings (usually on SD cards) will be stored 
centrally in a secure manner, and will be listened to only if an appeal is received 
from the candidate based on the conduct of the examination, or by an additional 
examiner subsequently appointed where the examiners have failed to agree 
between themselves whether or not the candidate has satisfied the requirements 
for a particular degree and the departmental Graduate School Board has been 
unable to resolve the disagreement (see below). 
Recordings will be destroyed one year after the final result of the examination 
has been confirmed by the SCA or, if an appeal is received, after consideration 
of the appeal within the University or 
subsequently by the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education has been 
concluded.” 
 
[N.B. The internal examiner can act as Chair of the examination] 
 

 

4. At Royal Holloway, requests can also be made by students to listen to their examination 
recording should it aid them with clarifying corrections requested on the basis of the 
examination. 

5. In equal measure, there are several institutions with regulations or policies that forbid 
either the student specifically or the examination itself from being recorded. 

6. It is not considered that audio recording of examinations would substantially increase the 
integrity of our current examination processes relative to current City procedures, but 
would provide evidence in the case of a student complaint or appeal which requires 
investigation. 

7. Following discussion of the above issues at the City Graduate School Committee, it was 
noted that in the small number of Universities cited, the recording took the place of an 
independent Chair; members were of the view that use of a Chair and their detailed 
report of the examination was preferable, allowing taking remedial action during the 
examination itself. 

8. It was further noted that enhanced training both for candidates (in what to expect) and 
Chairs (including tools such as a ‘time out’ at their disposal) would strengthen existing 
processes and mitigate the need for audio recording. 
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9. Given the modest payment for an external examiner relative to the work required, some 
Committee members who had examined elsewhere felt this could put off some potential 
examiners from serving in this role at certain institutions who have already instituted 
audio recording. 

Recommendations 

It is recommended to Senate to: 

1. Agree an institutional position that in viva voce examinations should not be audio 
recorded; 

2. Agree that the Chair’s report should be enhanced to provide a more detailed record 
of the viva and to confirm that the questions answered were appropriate and that any 
inappropriate behaviour by examiners was challenged and/or deescalated 

3. Recommend the developing of periodic institutional briefing sessions for a) 
candidates on what to expect in a viva examination, and b) examination Chairs to 
clarify their role, responsibilities and tools available to them to ensure the smooth, 
appropriate conduct of the examination 
 

Richard Alderman 
Assistant Registrar (Research Degrees) 
June 2019 
 


