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HOW TO EVALUATE THE REPORTS OF EXAMINERS
by Simon Moss


Overview

Several months after candidates submit a PhD or Masters by Research thesis, the college or school will receive the examiners’ reports.  The college or school will then convene a panel to evaluate these reports.  The chair of this panel, often the Assistant Dean of Research or HDR coordinator, should read this document to guide these panels. Specifically, this document outlines

· who should evaluate the examiners’ reports
· how to write the memo
· how to evaluate the amendments
· how to resolve discrepancies between examiners



1 Who should evaluate the examiners’ reports

The Dean, Director, or nominee must convene a panel of three or more academic staff members with a PhD to evaluate the examiners’ reports.  Typically

· at least one of these members should be experienced in HDR examinations, and this person should chair the meeting
· at least one of these members should be familiar with the same or similar discipline as the thesis under examination
· the panel should not include anyone with a conflict of interest, such as a supervisor, friend, or relative of the candidate—although supervisors may be consulted to clarify an issue
· for questions about these principles, contact the Dean of Graduate Studies. 







How to write the memo

Once the panel has assembled and reached a decision, the College or School must send a memo to Research.Degrees@cdu.edu.au.  To expedite this task, the panel should utilise the attached memo template and consider the guidelines that appear in the following table.  Often, the chair will write the memo, but a Dean, Director, or Delegate must sign this document.   

	Guideline
	Details

	Optional concerns
	The panel may inform the candidate that some of the concerns the examiners raised do not need to be addressed.  For example, candidates may not need to address concerns the panel deem as

· indicative of a biased perspective
· flawed or misguided
· trivial relative to the effort that would be needed to address the issue
· inconsistent with the comments of another examiner

	Summary of concerns
	The panel may want to underscore or summarize the main concerns the examiners raised.  Although optional, these comments might 

· help candidates address the concerns expeditiously
· help the panel subsequently determine whether the main concerns have been addressed.

	Concerns raised by Dean, Director, or Delegate
	The Dean, Director, or Delegate must sign this memo.  However

· if this person does not agree with the memo, the evaluation should be reconsidered 












How to evaluate the amendments

After candidates amend the thesis, the College or School might be asked to evaluate these amendments.  Typically

· at least two of three members of the panel who evaluated the examiners’ reports should assess these amendments
· if the candidate has addressed the concerns, or carefully justified the decision not to address specific concerns, the panel should accept the amendments 
· if the panel do not feel the concerns have been addressed satisfactorily, they may invite the candidate to address these concerns again as many times as necessary
· however, if the candidate has not addressed the concerns after three attempts, the panel should contact the Dean of Graduate Studies



How to manage discrepancies between examiners

Sometimes, the recommended outcomes and comments seem inconsistent with each other or vary markedly across the examiners.  In these circumstances, the panel should read Appendix A to address more ambiguous circumstances.  If three examiners had evaluated the thesis, the panel should derive their decision from the two examiners whose recommended outcomes are most similar.
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Introduction

Often, the examiners of theses generate discrepant ratings and reports. These discrepancies can be divided into three kinds.  The following table delineates each discrepancy, coupled with an example.

	Discrepancy
	Example

	Outcome vs comments.  An examiner might select a recommendation outcome that contradicts the comments
	· Despite recommending a pass after typographical errors are corrected, the comments might refer to major shortcomings

	Outcome vs outcome.  Two examiners might select different recommendation outcomes
	· One examiner might select “pass after typographical errors are corrected”
· The other examiner might select “revise and resubmit”

	Comments vs comments.  Two examiners might write contradictory comments
	· One examiner might praise the use of a method. 
· The second examiner might indicate this method is invalid in this circumstance.  



This document clarifies a series of activities that examination panels should apply to resolve these discrepancies.  











1 Match outcome to comments

For each examiner, the examination panel should check the recommendation outcome matches the comments.  The following table can be applied to achieve this goal.  

	Recommendation outcome
	Hallmarks of this outcome

	1 Pass without further alteration of the thesis
	· All suggested corrections are deemed as optional, such as “For future publications, you might…”

	2 Pass after writing
errors are corrected to the satisfaction of the University
	· All suggested corrections are either deemed as optional or revolve around correcting writing or typographical errors.
· For example, the suggested corrections would enhance the extent to which the writing is precise, concise, simple, engaging, or professional   

	3 Pass after writing errors and substantive concerns are corrected to the satisfaction of the University
	· At least some of the suggested corrections relate to changes to the substance of an argument  
· For example, particular arguments or methods might need to be justified better—or limitations might need to be acknowledged more explicitly
· Nevertheless, the panel is confident these arguments or methods can be justified—or these limitations can be acknowledged

	4 Revise and resubmit
	· To justify the arguments or methods, the candidate will need to change the thesis substantially
· For example, the entire theoretical underpinning might need to be transformed
· Or the candidate might need to collect more data or conduct fundamentally different analyses

	5 The degree should not be rewarded
	· The candidate has applied almost none of the practices in this field that are deemed as scholarly
· The candidate has demonstrated no critical analysis of past work and not explored an original question
· The writing is often incomprehensible
· The scope of this PhD is markedly less than 3 ordinary papers in this field; the scope of this Masters is appreciably less than 1 ordinary paper in this field



Typically, the examination panel should accept the recommendation outcomes of the examiner.  However, if consensus is reached, the panel may adjust the recommendation outcome to match the comments.  They would not, however, report this adjustment to the candidate—but merely record this adjustment to guide subsequent decisions.



2a Match outcomes across the three examiners

Although uncommon since July 2021, three examiners may have evaluated the theses.  When three examiners evaluate the theses, first determine whether the outcomes correspond to one of the two patterns in the following table.  If so, consider the recommendation that is stipulated in the second column


	Pattern of outcome
	Suggested response

	The three examiners selected Recommendation Outcomes     2, 3, and 4 respectively
	· The panel should recommend the candidate respond to the concerns of these examiners but only to the satisfaction of the University—because the majority of examiners preferred this outcome
· If not, the panel should justify deviations from this decision

	The three examiners selected Recommendation Outcomes     1, 3, and 5 respectively
	· Again, the panel should recommend the candidate respond to the concerns of these examiners but only to the satisfaction of the University
· However, because of the concerns that one examiner raised, another mentor—preferably a senior academic in the field—could be assigned to assist the candidate






Otherwise, the panel should

· identify the two examiners that selected the most similar Recommended Outcomes
· apply the following matrix to decide how to proceed
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	Legend
	Pass without changes
	Pass with amendments to the satisfaction of CDU
	Invite candidate to revise and resubmit
	Recommend discussion with Dean of Graduate Studies





Nevertheless, the examination panel should consider some caveats.  For example

· if the two Recommendation Outcomes were 3 and 4 respectively—but the comments may have matched a 3 more than a 4—the examination panel might decide to pass the thesis with amendments to the satisfaction of CDU.  
· if the two Recommendation Outcomes were 4 and 5 respectively, perhaps organize another examiner to replace the examiner who failed the thesis


2b Match outcomes across two examiners


If the Recommendation Outcomes correspond to a black square, utilize the following principles

· if one of the examiners indicated a 5, the panel would usually recommend the university organize a third examiner
· if one of the examiners indicated a 4, the panel would invite candidates and supervisors to decide whether they would prefer to revise and resubmit or to organize a third examiner







3 Match comments across two examiners

The comments of examiners will sometimes overlap, but will often diverge, from each other.  However, if the comments explicitly contradict each other

· the candidate should be permitted to refer to the comments of one examiner when countering the concerns of another examiner
· if the thesis needs to be revised and resubmitted, the examiners should be informed of these contradictions; otherwise, the candidate might not feel they can address the concerns of all examiners simultaneously.   


4 Responses when the degree may not be awarded

In some circumstances, the degree may not be awarded.  This possibility transpires whenever

· two examiners selected Recommendation Outcome 5
· after the thesis is resubmitted, at least two of the examiners are unwilling to pass the thesis, even if the writing was corrected

In these circumstances, the Dean of Graduate Research will convene a committee of three or more relevant academics to decide how to proceed.  This committee, after reading the thesis and reports, might decide

· the candidate be granted the opportunity to revise and to resubmit the thesis to other examiners
· the candidate be granted the opportunity to submit the thesis as a Masters by Research
· the candidate be awarded a Masters by Research if the thesis appears to contain scholarly material to warrant this degree
· the candidate not be awarded any degree—but granted the right to appeal
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