What do external examiners
look for?

• Appropriate engagement with the
literature

To ensure that PhD theses are assessed as
independently as possible, external examiners
are invited into the university to ensure
an unbiased comparison of the merits of a
thesis against the award criteria for the PhD
degree. External examiners also aim to assess
the candidate’s expertise in the field being
addressed by the thesis.

• Grasp of methodology

So, what do external examiners look for in a
PhD thesis? A questionnaire distributed to 31
PhD examiners across a variety of disciplines
in the UK revealed considerable consistency
in the criteria used by examiners when
assessing a PhD thesis (Winter et al. 2000:
32-35). These criteria included:
• Conceptual clarity in the design, conduct
and analysis of the research
• Intellectual appreciation of the conceptual
and theoretical basis of the research, and
its limitations and wider significance
• Coherence of argument throughout the
thesis

• Presentation of the thesis and compliance
with academic conventions
• Originality
• Potential for publication
A useful exercise for you and your student
is to rate the thesis using these criteria
(see ‘Rapid assessment of PhD thesis’ tool
below). This could be done when some of
the chapters are almost completed, and there
is a good sense of the whole thesis emerging.
This exercise should also be conducted
on the first whole draft of the thesis, and
sufficiently in advance of submission to give
time to incorporate feedback and changes.
The supervisor and student should begin by
doing this separately and then compare and
discuss their responses. Obviously, points of
difference are especially important to discuss.
Where differences in opinion occur, it can
be useful to get the PhD student to mark
passages of text that deal with specific criteria.

Rapid assessment of PhD thesis
Criteria

1 = Needs work
5 = Doing well

1.

Conceptual clarity in the design, conduct and analysis of the research

1

2

3

4

5

2.

Intellectual appreciation of the conceptual and theoretical basis of the
research, and its limitations and wider significance

1

2

3

4

5

3.

Coherence of argument throughout the thesis

1

2

3

4

5

4.

Appropriate engagement with the literature

1

2

3

4

5

5.

Grasp of methodology

1

2

3

4

5

6.

Presentation of the thesis and compliance with academic conventions

1

2

3

4

5

7.

Potential for publication

1

2

3

4

5
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