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These guidelines are adapted from the principles stated in the Academic Manual.
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Section 1: Thesis Committee overview

What are Thesis Committees?

Below, there is a general introduction to what Thesis Committees (TCs) are and what they do. There are particularly focussed sections for students, committee members and supervisors, although it is strongly recommended that all sections are read so that you understand everyone’s respective roles and perspectives.
Please note that each Institute may have their own local variations on these guidelines. Please ask your research degrees administrative lead or DGT for further information.

Introduction: Rationale for the Thesis Committee

All newly-registered MPhil/PhD students in LMS are required to have a TC. TCs provide degree-spanning support and advice about academic and training progress for all PhD students. In a sense the TC complements the primary supervisor and DGT, with each sitting at one apex of a common triangle. TCs will provide students with additional academic input, improved institutional networking and more centralised management of their transferable skills training. TCs therefore should provide all PhD students with an enriched degree experience.
The primary role of TC members is to support the Student and Primary Supervisor throughout the Student’s PhD programme. Specifically, they will hear reports from the Student periodically on their general academic progress and will feed back supportively on these to the Student and Supervisors. Importantly, they will also be responsible for monitoring a skills training plan (or personal development plan (PDP)) for the Student*.
Importantly, the Primary Supervisor continues as normal to supervise the Student’s research project on a day-to-day basis. The TC aims to support both the Student and Primary Supervisor throughout the PhD programme.
* The PDP planning and management process for students is currently still under development in 2021 and the TC role here may change in future.

Thesis Committee membership

· the TC will be chaired by a senior member of UCL academic staff who must be completely independent of the research project.
· the TC must include the Subsidiary Supervisor 
· all other TC members, except the Subsidiary Supervisor, must be independent of the student’s research
· the Chair must have either a full or honorary contract with UCL, and must have previous PhD supervisory experience as a Primary Supervisor
· the Chair must not be directly line-managed by either the Primary or Subsidiary Supervisor
· other TC members with relevant academic expertise should preferably be included and could include more junior researchers, such as Research Fellows, as well as Emeritus academics.
· additional TC members can also include academics from outside of UCL, with or without honorary contracts
· The Primary Supervisor would not normally be an ongoing TC member, but will attend the first TC meeting. The Primary Supervisor can, however, attend other meetings at the invitation of the TC Chair, provided all members, including the Student, agree.

The Primary Supervisor is responsible for nominating the TC Chair and additional TC members and informing the DGT of their choice, preferably before the student enrols or as soon as practicable after this. These nominations can also take into account the views of the Student. The DGT will need to formally approve the TC.
The Faculty expects that academic staff who are eligible to act as primary supervisors of PhD students, will also serve as Chairs on TCs. The arrangements for this, including local workload considerations, will be managed at Institute level.
Members of the TC cannot act as final PhD examiners.  Apart from the Subsidiary supervisor, other TC members should not act as upgrade examiners.
Members of the TC can change during the period of the PhD degree if necessary, pending approval by the DGT. Should a change be necessary, the Primary Supervisor should contact the DGT, who will manage the process.
When a student enters Continuing Research Status (CRS), the TC should remain available for a further meeting(s), which can be called by the Student, Chair or Primary Supervisor.
[bookmark: _Toc18318794]
Organisation, structure and schedule of Thesis Committee meetings

Several TC meetings are scheduled over the course of the degree programme (see Table 1), although additional meetings can be called. Students may also approach TC members informally for advice and support outside of the TC meetings. 
The timelines outlined in the summary Table 1 are for a conventional 3-year PhD studentship, with the part-time (P/T) schedule reflecting pro rata timing. For 1+3 studentships, the timeline starts after the first-year rotation period has concluded. The P/T schedule in the table is for those planning to take the maximum time allowed to complete. However, where the P/T Student is setting out to complete in a shorter timescale, then all parties should arrange appropriate TC timings at the start of the Student’s registration. Timelines should reflect the Portico timeline for all students and be adjusted to take into account any periods of interruption. 
It is the student’s responsibility to arrange the dates of the TC meetings, although help from the supervisors may be needed. TC members are asked to respond promptly to student timetabling requests.
The TC Chair will take a brief written record of each TC meeting and will prepare a short report of the outcomes. This should be circulated promptly to the committee and the student for editing and approval. Once approved, the student must upload the report document onto their UCL Research Student eLog. Any areas of confidentiality (eg relating to IPR or student wellbeing) should be respected in this process.
It will be standard practice for the student and TC Chair to be the last to leave each TC meeting, providing an opportunity for either party to discuss any confidential matters, if necessary.  
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Table 1: Summary of the schedule, requirements and description of TC meetings


	Thesis committee meeting
	Student’s written report (To be submitted 2 weeks ahead of meeting)
	Powerpoint presentation
	Timing
Full-time
	Timing
Part-time
	Description

	TC1, Research proposal / plan
	Research Project Proposal ≤1,500 words) prepared by Student and Primary Supervisor 

Preliminary Personal Development Plan (PDP)
	Yes
	3 months
	6 months
	Attended by Primary Supervisor
Discussion on project plan and PDP
TC may suggest or recommend some changes to the project plan 
Main purpose is for everyone to understand how the project is starting out and the broad timelines

	TC2, Pre-upgrade 
	Short progress report  (≤1,000 words) including a plan of future work
	Yes
	9 months
	15 months
	Student’s presentation to expand on the progress report and future work plan; this forms the basis for discussion 
TC to advise on what needs to be completed, if anything, before the upgrade takes place
Review and update of PDP

	TC3, Post-upgrade
	No – but should submit the Primary Supervisor’s pre-upgrade progress report and a copy of the Upgrade Panel Report form
	Optional – e.g. if TC members were not present at upgrade seminar, and should focus on future plans
	18 months
	30 months
	Occurs after the first upgrade viva, whether the Student passes or not
Discussion of the upgrade (including feedback from the Upgrade Panel) and the Student’s plans for the following period 
Review and update of PDP 

	TC4, Optional meeting, held if necessary / on request by Student, Supervisor or TC
	No 
	Optional
	24 months
	39 months
	To discuss any areas of the project where problems are being encountered or where there are other concerns
Review and update of PDP

	TC5, Thesis outline 
	Thesis outline / plan (max 2-3 sides)  
	Yes (thesis plan, short summary of main findings)
	30 months
	48 months
	TC provides feedback on thesis outline
TC confirms that the Student has followed the PDP and advises on potential final training in preparation for thesis completion and first career destination



Section 2: Further guidance for students

General Comments
First, please be reassured that your TC is there to support you and it should not cause you stress or anxiety. The TC is on your side and should make your PhD journey more enjoyable, more productive and in the end provide you with a wider range of skills and a wider network of contacts. 

Organising and preparing TC meetings

It is normally your responsibility to organise TC meetings. 
We advise that you set meeting dates at least one month in advance since it can be a challenge to align diaries; using Doodle is a good approach here. However, if you have trouble getting responses from TC members, please ask your supervisor to help you.
Your written reports (see Table above and details below) should be submitted to your TC members by email at least a week prior to the TC meeting if possible. 
Following each meeting: 
a) you will be given a short meeting report to approve from the Chair. You need to upload the approved document into your eLog 
b) you should also upload any other documents arising from that specific meeting, including powerpoint presentations   


The Thesis Committee timeline
[bookmark: _Toc18318798]
TC1 Meeting – Research proposal/plan (3 months) 

At TC1, you will need to submit the Research Proposal/Plan and Preliminary Personal Development Plan and prepare a short Powerpoint presentation.
The purpose of TC1 is to discuss the initial Research Proposal / Plan and Preliminary Personal Development Plan. This is normally the only TC meeting at which your Primary Supervisor will be present, to provide support and input.

Research Proposal / Plan
Your Research Proposal / Plan should be written with your supervisors’ input, and sent to members of your TC after approval from your Primary Supervisor for review and discussion at TC1. The plan should include the following:

A title page with initial thesis title, your name and the names of your supervisors
Abstract (200 words max)
A succinct review of the key literature to contextualise the work
Hypothesis and/or aims of your project
A initial plan for the next 6-12 months (e.g. predicted experimental approaches, data collection, preliminary analyses), including an estimated timeline
Short bibliography
Please note: 
The Proposal is a document for discussion and will likely be open to future modification; it is not intended to be a perfect, polished research proposal.
The overall word limit for the Research Proposal is 1,500 words (excluding title page and bibliography). 
In some Institutes you may already have written a suitable proposal for your degree application and this can be used here.

Preliminary Personal Development Plan (PDP)

The PDP should list what skills training you feel you will need for year 1. This should consider the four sectors of the Researcher Development Plan of Vitae (See Doctoral School skills training site). 
Your PDP and the relevant training courses and opportunities should be discussed first with your supervisor before reporting to TC1. Before TC1, therefore, you should draft a preliminary PDP for your first year, taking into account any mandatory training (e.g. integrity training or animal licence training). The PDP should be focused on your needs and is to help you develop a broad range of lifelong skills. The PDP is very flexible and again is open for general discussion and change. 
Presentation
Your 15-20 minute Powerpoint presentation should summarise your research plans and align with your Proposal document. This will also serve as good practice for presenting your work orally - the committee will use this opportunity to provide friendly and constructive advice on how to hone this skill.

Outcome 
Members of the TC will discuss your Research Proposal and PDP with you and may suggest amendments. If they do, you should update the documents accordingly, discussing this with your Primary Supervisor, then re-submit to the TC for information. Finally, upload final copies to your electronic eLog. 
The Chair will also write a short meeting report following TC1, which will be sent to you and the other TC member(s) for approval. You should sign this and upload this into your eLog. 

Summary of Key tasks following TC1

1. Upload the following to the eLog:
· Final and approved Project Proposal form 
· PDP
· Chair’s TC1 meeting report (approved version)
· Your powerpoint file
2.   Inform your Primary Supervisor when the above files have been uploaded 
(Optional) Send a copy of your Preliminary PDP and a final copy of your Research Project Proposal form to your research degrees office (this requirement may vary between Institutes; please check)


TC2 Meeting – Pre-upgrade (9 months)

At TC2, you will need to submit a report and prepare a short Powerpoint presentation.

The purpose of TC2 is to discuss progress and any potential difficulties encountered in the early stages of your PhD, as well as the next steps leading up to your upgrade from MPhil to PhD. 
Progress Report
Your progress report (1,000 words max.) should outline what you have achieved since your PhD project commenced. The report should draw from your Research Proposal and should describe progress to date, any substantive changes made to the plan, then proposals for future work (a methods section is not required). 
Please note that if your plans change, don’t worry, many students’ plans will inevitably evolve, it is a natural part of the research process. Your supervisor and TC are there to help advise and guide you through such changes.

Presentation
Your 15-20 minutes presentation should include the project outline, progress to date (including data) and future plans.
 
PDP
At TC2 you will also discuss and update your PDP again, ensuring that you have also completed any mandatory training before your upgrade (e.g. Integrity training). 

Outcome
The TC can judge whether your progress has been satisfactory and what factors have affected it. 
If progress is fine, then you should begin to plan for your upgrade process. If there are concerns with aspects of progress, then the TC will discuss this supportively with you during the meeting and help you to understand where improvements or changes can be made. The Chair’s TC2 report will summarise this and you should discuss it with your Primary Supervisor before you adapt your plans. In the rare situation where there are serious concerns, then you can discuss matters confidentially with your DGT as well.
Summary of Key tasks following TC2

1. Upload the following to the eLog:
a. The approved TC2 meeting report
b. The updated PDP
c. Your powerpoint file
2. Inform your Primary Supervisor when the above files have been uploaded
[bookmark: _Toc18318800]

Upgrade from MPhil to PhD (9 to 18 months)

You will be expected to upgrade from MPhil to PhD between 9 and 18 months from the start of your PhD (full-time students; pro-rate for part-time students). 
Examination of the upgrade viva will normally include your Subsidiary Supervisor and will follow your Institute’s usual procedures. Other TC members will not usually be part of upgrade panels, but should be invited to attend your upgrade presentation.


[bookmark: _Toc18318801]TC3 Meeting – Post-upgrade (18 months) 

TC3 will occur after your first attempt at upgrade from MPhil to PhD has taken place, irrespective of whether you passed. 
If upgrade was successful, you will discuss the Upgrade Panel Report (including the Primary Supervisor’s pre-upgrade progress report) with the TC and outline your research and training plans for the next 6-12 months.
If upgrade was unsuccessful (this is not common), your second attempt must take place within 6 months. In this case, the TC should be informed of your upgrade re-take, but TC3 should still take place at or near 18 months if possible. If TC3 is prior to the second attempt, then the TC will provide support and advice for this.
You do not need to write a progress report for TC3, but a Powerpoint presentation is at the discretion of the committee (e.g. if they were not present at your upgrade presentation). 
The TC will decide if the optional TC4 meeting at 24 months is needed.
Summary of Key tasks following TC3

1) Upload the following to the eLog:
a) The approved TC3 meeting report
b) The updated PDP
c) Your powerpoint file (optional)
2) Inform your Primary Supervisor when the above files have been uploaded
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This meeting is not mandatory and should only be called if requested by yourself, your Primary Supervisor, the TC or your DGT.
The purpose of TC4 is to discuss any key areas of your project that are problematic or falling behind schedule. No written report is required. You should liaise with your TC regarding the need for a presentation. You can also discuss your PDP and training requirements for your final year.
Summary of Key tasks following TC4

3) Upload the following to the eLog:
a) The approved TC4 meeting report
b) The updated PDP
4) Inform your Primary Supervisor when the above files have been uploaded
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The purpose of TC5 is to review your thesis planning and discuss what, if any, final experiments or analyses you need to complete for your thesis.  At TC5, you will need to submit your draft Thesis Outline.
Thesis Outline 
Your Thesis Outline (not exceeding 2-3 sides) should contain a breakdown of each chapter with sub-headings, and include draft figure / table titles and/or any other relevant descriptions about chapter contents. You should indicate which sections need further data to complete them. This Thesis Outline must be discussed with your Primary Supervisor before presentation to the TC.
You should also include an estimated timeline of remaining experiments / analyses and a writing-up schedule. 

Presentation
A short presentation at this meeting is optional.
Summary of Key tasks following TC5

1) Upload the following to the eLog:
a) The approved TC5 meeting report
b) The updated PDP 
c) Your powerpoint file (optional)
2) Inform your Primary Supervisor when the above files have been uploaded
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If and when you enter CRS, the TC should remain active and be available for a further meeting(s) with you if requested.
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Responsibilities of Thesis Committee members

The TC is created in order to provide general academic support and guidance to the research Student and to monitor progress in their research and their PDP. TCs are to provide a reasonably independent view for the Student to benefit from. TCs are not a supervisory group, as supervision remains the day-to-day responsibility of the Primary Supervisor. It is acknowledged that the Subsidiary Supervisor will be on the TC, but meetings should not be structured as supervisory meetings and should therefore avoid very detailed discussions of results and minutiae of experiments or analyses.
In all cases, TC members are strongly encouraged to provide feedback to students (and their supervisors) in a constructive and helpful way.

TC members are expected to:
Meet with the Student at the designated times (minimum four times) throughout the PhD
Read Student reports (as set out in the schedule) prior to the TC meeting 
Approve the Chair’s meeting reports within 2 weeks if possible 
If required, provide additional support for the Student, e.g. additional TC meetings outside of those normally scheduled 
Raise any concerns regarding the Student’s academic progress and/or supervision, with the Primary Supervisor and/or DGT 
Thesis Committee Chair 

The Chair of the TC will take a written record of each TC meeting and will prepare a short, written summary (preferably 1 page maximum). They should circulate this promptly to the Committee and the Student, and ensure the report’s timely approval. 

Please note: 
It is the responsibility of the Student to organise meetings, so TC members are kindly requested to respond promptly to student timetabling requests. 

At the end of each TC meeting, the Chair and Student should remain behind to allow the Student to talk in private with the Chair if they so wish. 

i) If serious matters are raised with respect to deteriorating student-supervisor relations, wellbeing issues, or other matters that hinder progress of the research degree, the Chair must privately discuss these with the student and then request the support of the DGT. Complete confidentiality must be maintained in this process. 
ii) With more serious, acute issues, these must be reported by the Chair immediately either to the DGT or via a Student of Concern form to UCL Student Support and Wellbeing (the student should be notified of this).

Relatedly, although areas of concern can be noted for the record in TC summary reports, there may be some confidential matters that could be left out at the Chair’s discretion.

[bookmark: _Toc18318807]Below is some additional information for TC members, to be read in conjunction with Table 1 and student guidance in Section 2.
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TC1 Meeting – Research proposal/plan (3 months) 

Any suggestions or recommendations by the TC about the research proposal or PDP will need to be listed in the TC Summary Report and then seen by the Student’s Primary Supervisor and acted upon accordingly. The Student should circulate the updated plan/PDP to the TC. 
[bookmark: _Toc18318809]TC2 Meeting – Pre-upgrade (9 months)

Note that if the TC feels that the Student is struggling to make satisfactory progress, this should be discussed with the Student in a constructive and supportive manner. The TC Chair can also discuss the matter the Primary Supervisor. The aim will be to find a solution for the student that can facilitate improved progress ahead of the Upgrade. 
[bookmark: _Toc18318810]TC3 Meeting – Post-upgrade (18 months) 

According to the TC schedule, the upgrade should have taken place before TC3. If the upgrade was successful (the biggest majority of cases), the Student will prepare a short presentation to focus on future plans, for discussion with the TC. 
If the upgrade was unsuccessful, the TC will review the Student’s plans for a second upgrade attempt and provide advice and support to the Student. 
[bookmark: _Toc18318811]
TC4 Meeting – Optional (24 months) 

This meeting may be called by any member of the TC, the Student or the DGT. 
[bookmark: _Toc18318812]TC5 Meeting – Thesis planning (30 months)

If a student is significantly ahead of schedule, then this meeting can be brought forward accordingly.





Section 4: Further information for supervisors

It is important that supervisors understand the purposes of TCs and the benefits that they can offer both the Student and themselves. 
TCs are to provide degree-spanning support and advice about academic progress and skills training for PhD students, but, importantly, the actual research project plans, their execution, plus their regular management will always remain the responsibility of the main supervisory team. 
Nevertheless, TCs will provide useful feedback and suggestions to students and their Supervisors for discussion. The TC is also in a position to highlight areas of potential concern that the Primary Supervisor may not have considered.
In all cases, the TC will be encouraged to provide feedback in a constructive and reasonably informal way. However, if there is a disagreement between the Primary Supervisor and the TC, the Supervisor should in the first instance either feed this back to the TC directly, or discuss this with the DGT.    
Section 5: The balance of roles between supervisors, DGTs and TCs

The responsibilities of TCs, supervisors and DGTs and the reporting lines between them are described below.
· The main responsibilities of the TCs are to get an overview of academic progress and training of the student and to provide impartial support and advice.
· The day-to-day planning and execution of student’s research remains the responsibility of the Primary and Subsidiary supervisors.
· Supervisors will continue to report all areas of concern they have with a student directly to the DGT.
· Where TCs note serious concerns with academic quality or progress of a student, these should be recorded in the TC reports, then notified to the Primary Supervisor and to the DGT.
· Issues of pastoral care (e.g. concerns about student welfare and wellbeing):
i) Will continue to be dealt with normally by the supervisors and the DGT.
ii) If instead an issue is raised or discovered by the TC, then the Chair should strongly encourage self-reporting by the student to the DGT and/or supervisor. 
· Students can raise concerns about their own supervision to TCs, or directly to their DGTs, but ultimately all such concerns must be reported to the DGT.
· TC reports will be uploaded to the student eLog, where the reports will be accessible to supervisors. 
· The Primary Supervisors attends TC1 and can be invited by the Chair to attend other TC meetings where necessary.
· If a supervisor is concerned about the functioning of a TC, they can report this to the DGT.
Section 5: In the event of changes required to an existing Thesis Committee’s membership

There could be several reasons why a TC membership may change during the enrolment period of a student, including:
· Addition of a new member where their expertise would be beneficial
· A replacement member where any other member leaves due to, for example, retirement or a move to a new job.
· An existing member may withdraw due to a conflict of interest occurring
· Changes following concerns being raised by a Primary Supervisor or DGT that the TC is not functioning optimally for the student’s interests

All such changes to an existing TC must be discussed first with the Primary Supervisor and the DGT.
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