
CSE or PhD? 
 

Somewhere in my room (creatively untidy) is a document I wrote to help me 
carry out my very first examination of a PhD. I had been working at the 
University of Liverpool for about five minutes when I was asked to do this at 
another prestigeous university. I shall not say which one. It was by a member 
of staff and consisted of a huge number of published, and peer reviewed, 
articles. In a doctorate by means of publications the significant component is 
the one in which all this is summarised and critiqued by the candidate. So I 
looked up what Liverpool had to say about such things. They were referred to 
as Higher Doctorates and the main rule was that the supervisor had to be the 
head of department. It was the same in this case. 
 
But what were the assessment criteria? "it must be an original contribution to 
knowledge". That was it. But I had spent many years as a Chief Moderator, Chief 
Examiner for CSE, 16-Plus and GCSE. I expected far more than that. So, basing 
them on how I would have examined a CSE project, I wrote my own assessment 
criteria. I walked in to be met by the head of department: "I've never done one of 
these before", he said, "how do you do it?" 
 
I told him that I had some criteria. Then I met my co-examiner, a retired professor. 
His first words? Same as the head of department. My reply was the same. 
 
In comes the candidate who we had both known for years. I explained that we were 
going to use my criteria as a framework for a semi-structured conversation. That was 
fine by her. And as an ice-breaker I asked her to talk us through her abstract. All is 
going well. We proceed through my criteria really nicely. Just a couple of questions 
are left when my fellow examiner leans across to tell her that we had previously 
agreed that she would pass. I experience a pang of internal consternation. What was 
the point of my next two questions? What was the point of any of it? Surely, at least 
for the sake of appearances we should have made her wait a few minutes outside? 
 
So she passed, deservedly, but that was not the end. I mentioned to my co-examiner 
that according to the rules we were now required to agree and co-sign, on every 
page, a report. "Oh", he said, "I can't do that. My wife is waiting for me to take her 
out." What did he do? He grabbed all the blank paper for the report and, telling me 
that he trusted me, signed several sheets on the bottom.  
 
Back at the ranch my boss, a very serious academic, warned me to write a very 
good report because, he pointed out, all of this has to be scrutinised by a committee.  
Two thoughts come to mind. My career in HE could have come to a crashing end 
before it began if that committee had asked serious questions. AND, seriously, CSE 
was far more dilligent. 
 
A third thought: a brilliant friend asked me if the standard was higher in Russell 
Group Universities. You might imagine my response! 
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