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CONFIRMATION YEAR REQUIREMENTS

Information for Schools

Overview of Policy

The University of New England now requires all doctoral candidates who commenced candidature from 1 January 2007 onwards to undertake a Confirmation of Candidature process. The Confirmation phase, common to most Australian universities, represents the formal completion of the probationary period of a doctoral student’s candidature. The Confirmation of Candidature policy has been approved by the University Council on the recommendation of the Academic Board.  The policy can be readily accessed from the UNE policies website, http://www.une.edu.au/policies/pdf/confirmationofcandidaturedoctoral.pdf.
For doctoral programs of 3 years duration, student progress will be assessed at 6 months after enrolment for full-time students and at the 12 month period for part-time students. For students in 4 year programs or professional doctorates that require coursework, assessment would normally be carried out 6 months after work on the thesis or portfolio has begun for full-time students and at 12 months after work on the thesis or portfolio has begun for part-time students.

Confirmation of Candidature at UNE is a developmental strategy aimed at providing support for doctoral students in the formative stage of their research, particularly helping them to attain the academic preparedness necessary to progress to the next stage of their degree.
The Confirmation process assesses formally to what extent students are ‘on track’ during the early period of their candidature and their readiness to attempt the next phase of their research.  In this sense, the policy comprises both an educational component as well as an integral part of the University’s quality assurance processes.

The specific aims of the policy are to:

1. Identify early in students’ candidature any support and guidance necessary for their proceeding successfully to the next major stage of their research;

2. assess progress to date and the academic preparedness of the candidate to complete their degree (or course);

3. provide an opportunity for the candidate to demonstrate written and other necessary research skills appropriate to the doctoral level of study; and

4. achieve more timely and successful completions.

Process 

The Confirmation process will need to be explained to all new doctoral students early in their candidature, including those who upgrade from masters to doctoral level. At these sessions, students will need to receive information about the support available to them during their candidature as indicated in relevant documents (eg. the Gold Book). Importantly, they will need to know about the Confirmation process involving the seven required tasks to be completed in the given timeframe, the composition of the Confirmation Panel and how it will conduct its business, and acknowledge the role of Confirmation of Candidature as a major milestone in their research project. Panel members will be required to sign off when the student has undergone the induction process.

In order for candidature to be confirmed the following tasks or milestones must normally be met by candidates.  They are required to have:
1. a detailed research proposal presented
 and formally approved by the Principal Supervisor within the first 6 months of candidature for full-time students and within the first 12 months for part-time students;

2. completed a first-stage literature review or an annotated bibliography if not included in proposal;

3. applied for ethics approval where relevant;

4. passed safety course/s where required;

5. completed successfully any required coursework units;

6. completed other approved development activities needed – e.g. statistics, academic writing, courses in intellectual property and electronic literacy including use of electronic databases; and

7. presented their progress to date at an interview with the Confirmation Panel (an interview in the absence of the Principal Supervisor will also be available to students).
These may need to be adapted according to specific School requirements. Any School specific requirements should be provided to the student early in their candidature.

A Confirmation Panel, an advisory body, will be set up for each candidate comprising:

· the Principal Supervisor;

· the School HDR coordinator or Head of School nominee who will act as Chair;

· a representative from the student’s disciplinary area nominated by the Principal Supervisor or Head of School; and

· a representative who is there at the invitation of the student (optional).

Panels may co-opt additional expertise as required for each candidature.

It is the responsibility of each School to organise suitable times for the panels to meet.  Meeting times will differ according to whether students are enrolled in 3 or 4 year programs and whether their modes of study are full-time or part-time.
A report from the Panel recommending whether or not the student’s candidature is to be confirmed, will be forwarded to the Dean of Graduate Studies.  The Confirmation Panel will recommend either that:

a) candidature is confirmed (with possibly some conditions applying); or

b) candidature is not confirmed on the basis that progress is unsatisfactory.

Only when candidature is formally confirmed (indicated by the signed off Confirmation Proforma), may the student progress to the next stage of their research.

Unsatisfactory Progress

Where progress is deemed by the Panel to be unsatisfactory, the student will be given the opportunity to respond to a ‘show cause’ letter from the Dean of Graduate Studies. Students must respond to the Dean of Graduate Studies within 21 days of receipt of the letter.

The Higher Degree Research Committee will review the show cause correspondence, will notify the student of the Committee’s recommendation, and in the case of an unfavourable decision, inform the student of the appeal process.

The decision on unsatisfactory progress is final, barring the exercise of the right of appeal (see below). The Higher Degree Research Committee will provide a recommendation to the Academic Board to implement that decision.

Appeals

a) Students will have the right of appeal against any unfavourable recommendation of the Higher Degree Research Committee. The formal appeal must be made in writing to the Secretary of the Higher Degree Research Committee within 21 days of the receipt of the advice of the unfavourable recommendation.

b) Appeals will be permitted on procedural grounds only. Procedural grounds for appeal may include:

i. procedural irregularities in the conduct of the Confirmation process; and

ii. documentable evidence of prejudice or bias on the part of one or more of the members of the Confirmation Panel.

TIPS FOR CONFIRMATION PANELS

· Candidates need to be reminded that an electronic copy of the written submission should be sent to the supervisor for distribution to the panel members two weeks before the interview. Part 1 of the Confirmation Proforma must be filled in by the student.

· The candidate should be informed about the agenda for the interview (see below) and should be prepared for the interview to last about half an hour.

· Where a member of the panel is required to be present in two different roles (e.g. as both Head of School and thesis supervisor), the School should arrange for a substitute to fulfil one of the roles or for an extra member to be invited onto the panel.

· The structure of the panel meetings might follow this format:

1. The panel meet for 15 minutes prior to the interview to review the cover sheet and report form, share overall responses to the written submission, establish the ground rules for the interview and decide on questions to be asked.

2. The interview itself might begin with a reassuring welcome from the Chair designed to put the candidate at ease, and to emphasise that the exercise is intended to be constructive rather than inquisitorial. On the other hand it should not be just a rubber stamp, and ideally a good candidate might well leave the session not only feeling reassured but also taking away some constructive critical comments and new ideas about the project and how to make it work.

3. The Chair might then invite the candidate to make a brief (5-minute) statement elaborating on and contextualising the written submission, with a particular emphasis on the research question/thesis statement.

4. The members of the panel then ask formal questions. It is important that the questions be answered by the candidate without undue prompting from the supervisor.

5. At the end of the formal questions there might be a general discussion about issues that have been raised by the questions and responses. This is where the supervisor might add some clarifying comments.

6. The Chair finally needs to ask the routine questions about IP, resources, OH&S issues etc, if these have not been addressed in the written documentation. (Perhaps these questions should be part of the cover sheet that the candidate fills in, or included in the guidelines.)

7. After the interview is over and the candidate has left, the panel should discuss their reactions to the interview in the light of the questions on the Confirmation Pro forma, and should collectively draft responses.

8. The Chair of the School HDR Committee should write up the report and arrange for it to be signed by the panel members and the candidate. The report may well include recommendations about issues for the candidate and the supervisor to take into account, or requests for more detailed information to be provided to the Chair of the panel or the Head of School.

9. Copies of the signed report need to be given to the candidate, forwarded to Research Services and kept on file in the School, together with the candidate’s written submission, as required.

The timing of the interviews might be:

Preliminary discussion:
15 minutes

Interview:
30 minutes

Discussion:
10-15 minutes

� The format adopted for these presentations is wholly at the discretion of schools.  Some presentations, for example, might form part of research conferences or regular school work-in-progress seminars.  Research proposals, while reflecting the relevant disciplinary norms, will need to address the criteria outlined in Item 5 on the ‘Confirmation Year Review Panel Proforma for Doctoral Awards’ – feasibility, aims, significance, originality and scope of the research appropriate for the degree.





