
P D Pepperell, 4 July 2019 

Policy consultation 

Changes to the Graduate Research Training Policy 
The table below summarises the:  
• proposed changes to the policy,  
• at which Higher Degrees by Research meeting these changes were endorsed;  
• any consequential changes required to the Graduate Candidature Management System 

(*GCMS)  
• any consequential changes to the published information of on the Staff and Graduate 

Research Hubs.  

The policy changes are shown as tracked changes in the document published on the policy 
consultation noticeboard. 

Also attached, for information, is background information relating to the proposed changes. 

Comments on the proposed changes should be sent to Penelope Pepperell, Academic 
Secretary at pdp@unimelb.edu.au by close of business Friday 23 August 2019. 

 
Item Issue Policy changes 

-  reference 
numbers 

Endorsed 
at HDRC 
meeting: 

GR Hub guide Staff Hub 
guide 

GCMS* 
implementation 

1 Completion seminar 4.25 (e) 3/2019 Guide completed N/A Event record, 
Evaluation form, 
in progress 

4.87 (d) (iii) 
5.75 – 5.79 

2 Thesis forms and 
portfolio/web as 
creative component. 
Minimum 
dissertation as a %. 

4.65 – 4.66 3/2019 Guide in progress Guide 
completed 

 

3 Editing theses by 
parties other than 
the candidate 

4.80 – 4.81 4/2019 Include 
declaration in 
revised “Rules” 

 N/A 

4 Originality check - 
Approval to submit 
for examination 

4.89 (c) 4/2019 iThenticate 
Access to be 
available form GR 
Hub 

pending Upload point 
decision pending 

5 Approval to proceed 
to examination  

4.92 – 4.96 4/2019  Need CoE 
role guide 

CoE &Supervisor 
confirm 
originality. 
C0E/Sup dispute 
process 

6 
 

Examiner nomination 
and conflict of 
interest 

4.110 –(c) (h) 4/2019 case examples to 
be published 

case 
examples 
to be 
published 

Supply 4.110 
In TES 

7 Supervisor’s 
responsibilities 

5.10 (e)  Amendment 
required to 
comply with the 
revised Australian 
Code for the 
Responsible 
Conduct of 
Research 
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Report of Thesis Forms Working Group 
Higher Degrees by Research Committee 

29 May 2019 
 

A working group was recently established by the Higher Degrees by Research Committee (‘HDRC’) in order 
to consider the question of whether an “e-portfolio”/digital portfolio (whether live online or static) without 
an accompanying explanatory text (an “exegesis” or “dissertation”) would meet the submission requirements 
of a PhD thesis at the University of Melbourne. 
 
The background was a discussion at both Academic Board and CGRAD about the same question. 
 
The working group met several times, in person and virtually, prepared a set of draft guidelines, and brought 
its deliberations to the April 2019 meeting of the HDRC.  The Committee endorsed the WG’s approach, its 
interpretation of the Graduate Research Training Policy (MPF1321) and approved the draft Guidelines.  
Professor Lea Delbridge, as Chair of HDRC, subsequently engaged in individual consultations with particularly 
affected faculties, and obtained their endorsement of the approach and interpretation of the rules.  
 
With this report, which takes into account the comments made by the HDRC as a whole, the Working Group 
proposes to present the outcome of its deliberations, make two recommendations to Academic Board, and 
to end its existence. 
 
Summary 
 
In summary, the HDRC determined that the rules as they currently stand allow for the submission of a digital 
portfolio or website as part of, but not in substitution for, the ‘thesis’.  The possibility for inclusion lies with 
the ‘creative work component’ of a thesis.  Under the rules, the creative work cannot stand as the whole 
thesis, but only as part of a thesis, which must include a document, referred to in the rules as a ‘dissertation’ 
(5.87(i)), but sometimes called an ‘exegesis’. 
Thus a “Thesis” in total may comprise either a single document, or a creative work (captured at the 
‘submission’ moment in time) and the dissertation.   The extent to which the respective parts each constitute 
a percentage of the thesis (equal to 100%), varies across the University. An extended account of the 
discussion and reasoning of the Working Group and HDRC is set out below. 
 
Recommendations 
 

1. The WG recommend that policy MPF 1321, article 4.65 be amended to include ‘e-portfolio or 
website’ (or similar words as Academic Board sees fit) as additional examples in the inclusive 
definition of the component of “creative work’ (4.65) which may comprise part of a thesis. 
 

2. Any necessary amendments are made to University issued instructions to students, examinations 
officers, supervisors, faculties and schools, to clarify the requirement for both a creative work and 
dissertation in a thesis which includes a creative work component, and for respective proportions of 
dissertation and creative work to be agreed upon at the time of confirmation. 

 
This report was prepared by Professor Sundhya Pahuja, Chair, Thesis Forms Working Group and tabled at 
HDRC on 29 May 2019. 
 
Working Group membership: Deirdre Coleman, Lea Delbridge ,Stephen Haley, Janet Hergt (ex officio, 
Academic Board), Sundhya Pahuja. 
  

https://policy.unimelb.edu.au/MPF1321
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Background 
 
Working Group Deliberations endorsed by HDRC.  
(These notes largely replicate the guidance note tabled at the April meeting.) 
 
The PhD is an academic degree.  It is not a definition of research per se.  Most research is not conducted in 
the PhD form. As an academic degree, it has certain formal requirements encapsulated in the idea that the 
PhD comprises a thesis.  The thesis is traditionally the threshold work for the scholar, an apprenticeship for 
the research career to come in which the thesis itself is the pivot between apprenticeship and profession. 
The thesis works as a report, which describes both the generation of new knowledge and the candidate’s 
understanding of the field through the contextualisation of that new knowledge.   A thesis therefore requires 
both an explicit articulation of the ways in which a researcher joins the tradition of scholarship, and the 
original contribution to knowledge that the thesis makes.   
The PhD is relatively new to the area of creative arts, and more generally to practice based disciplines. 
Adapting the PhD in ways that bring value and worth to both creative and practice-based disciplines, has 
been an ongoing project at the University, involving the faculties most concerned as well as the University’s 
advisory bodies on research and higher degrees. The University has taken the approach, shared by many 
other research-intensive universities, that a substantial body of research does not in itself equate to a PhD.  
Rather, such research must also be contextualised as new knowledge within its field of production.  This 
contextualisation is what distinguishes a PhD from other bodies of research and makes it capable of public 
examination against stated criteria.  This is what makes it an academic degree. The thesis can encompass an 
almost infinite variety of forms of research and enquiry, its application or creative expression. But for the 
purposes of the award of a degree, such research, however expressed, must be part of an argument that 
contextualises the research as new within its field, and is presented as such. 
 
Discussion 
 
The working group (endorsed by the committee in plenary) observed that currently, there are rules which 
govern a PhD thesis in both substance and form.   

 
A. Formal Rules 

In formal terms, the rules by repeated implication, require that a thesis must be a textual document 
presented in the form set out in the rules, up to a maximum word length.  Currently, such a thesis may include 
a non-textual element, defined as “a component of creative work’ (4.65), which has an inclusive definition, 
which includes “multi-media”.  Such inclusions must be approved at the time of confirmation by the dean or 
advisory committee (4.65).  If the balance between dissertation and creative work is not already set out in 
the handbook, the committee or dean must approve the balance at the time of confirmation (4.75). That 
balance, and the interface between the dissertation and creative work must be appropriately described, 
explained and theorised in the dissertation itself. (5.87(i)) 
 
WG discussed the question at length and came to the view that the rules as currently drafted and adopted, 
do not contemplate a thesis which does not consist at least in part, of a single document in what we might 
think of as a ‘traditional’ form.  This is the ‘dissertation’, sometimes colloquially referred to as an exegesis. 
The formal and structural requirements for this dissertation are mandated and clear.  
 
This document can of course be submitted electronically, but is, in the contemplation of the rules, a single 
explanatory document.   The WG (later endorsed by the HDRC) thought that the rules do not envisage by 
this, a series of texts on a website under headings.  Such a series, embedded in a website, could be part of 
the ‘creative component’, but could not without more, comprise a ‘thesis’. 
 
The WG thought that even if a website were structured to include a textual component structured in the 
same way as a traditional dissertation – in other words, including a ‘dissertation’ section, it would not meet 
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the stated formal requirements at present. If such a format was sought to be regarded as formally acceptable, 
it would need a change to the rules. However, it is unclear what would be gained by this change.  At present, 
even if the website included the text of the dissertation within itself, the dissertation would nonetheless have 
to be submitted separately according to the rules of submission, in the required format. 
 
The committee considered the example where a creative work, delivered as an e-portfolio or website, 
required the dissertation to be embedded for completeness.  This would be fine, but the dissertation would 
also need to stand alone and be submitted as a dissertation which, together with the e-portfolio, satisfied 
the relevant substantive criteria for examination.  

 
B. Substantive Requirements 

The working group (endorsed by the committee in plenary) then turned to the criteria for examination in 
5.86 to consider whether in substance, a website or digital portfolio without an accompanying document (or 
dissertation) would be likely to satisfy the criteria for examination.  The WG considered that the requirements 
in that section (5.86) would demand that any web-based or digital portfolio be accompanied by something 
outside itself, to provide ‘adequate exposition and interpretation’, to ‘link it to disciplinary norms’ , to ‘justify 
its methods’  (5.86), as well as to demonstrate the qualities listed in 5.87, which require not only the 
production of a creative work (or data set, or archival study etc), but also its explicit explanation, 
contextualisation, theorisation, in a ‘dissertation’ (5.97(i)) which must be connected expressly and explicitly 
to the ‘creative work’, and the ‘interface’  
 



Completions Seminar Policy Update & Guidance.  
HDRC 2019 (July 2019) 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this document is to outline and provide context for changes to the Graduate 
Research Training Policy (MPF1321) designed to assist academic units in organizing completion 
seminars to maximize their benefit for HDR candidates progressing towards submission. Policy 
change is also intended to achieve more consistency in completion seminar practice across the 
University while allowing academic units to retain an appropriate degree of discretion so that the 
seminars reflect disciplinary norms and expectations in terms of form, content, and outcomes. 
These policy changes and this guidance take into consideration the fact that completion seminars 
are primarily seen as a developmental experience rather than a hurdle requirement. 
 
Background 
In 2017 HDRC (then RHDC) formed a working group to consider whether the University should move 
to a mandated form examination that includes, as its main component, an oral defence of a thesis 
submitted by a candidate enrolled in a higher degree by research. After careful consideration and 
taking input from the Academic Board, the working party determined that such a move was not 
desirable at this stage. Taking into consideration the 2016 ACOLA Review of Research Training’s 
recommendation (see https://acola.org.au/wp/PDF/SAF13/SAF13%20RTS%20report.pdf) that the 
examination of higher degrees in Australia should include an examination of the candidate as well as 
the thesis,  the working group recommended that HDRC should review the University’s current policy 
regarding completion seminars for higher degree by research students. In response, HDRC formed 
another working group to undertake a review of completion seminars and recommend appropriate 
changes to the Graduate Research Training Policy. The second working group’s recommendations 
were further consideration by HRDC (HDRC #3 2019) and approved in principle by Academic Board 
(AB June 2019). 
 
The current policy  
Section 4.86 (d) (iii) of the University of Melbourne’s Graduate Research Training Policy (MPF1321) 
stipulates that HDR candidates can only submit a thesis or its creative equivalent for examination 
if they have “…presented their research findings at a public completion seminar attended by their 
advisory committees in accordance with this policy.”  This broadly worded requirement affords 
faculties and host departments a good deal of discretion over the details of completion seminars such as 
their timing, how they are run (including what students are expected to present), how they are evaluated 
(including the constitution of a panel to consider the seminar and any feedback that panel might give to the 
student), and what purpose they fulfil for students, supervisors, and advisory committees. In light of this 
high level of discretion, there is understandably a great deal of divergence across the University when it 
comes to conducting completion seminars.  
 
Overview of policy change and implementation 
Amendment of the policy has been developed to: (a) clarify the purpose of the completion 
seminar; (b) establish the composition of the presiding panel; (c) provide some basic instructions 
about how the seminar is to be conducted, and (d) includes guidelines and vehicle for the conduct 
of the Completion Seminar to be recorded in the Candidate’s record and a framework to provide 
an evaluation to the Candidate relating to the quality of the seminar through the Graduate 
Candidature Management System.  
 

https://acola.org.au/wp/PDF/SAF13/SAF13%20RTS%20report.pdf


Scheduling, format and attendance 
As more clearly articulated in the revised policy, the purpose of the completion seminar is to 
support the Candidate in: 
(a) the acquisition of the graduate attributes 
(b) the development of the ability to analyse and present research findings 
(c) identifying opportunities to improve/advance the Thesis prior to submission 
(d)  recognizing achievement of a significant milestone in progressing towards examination 
 
The completion seminar: 
(a) audience should comprise a Panel of at least three persons including members of the 
Candidate’s advisory committee and involve a member external to the advisory committee (and 
external to the academic unit where practicable) 
(b) should be promoted at least one week prior to the seminar through appropriate University 
and/or research organization media. 
(c) should be generally at least one hour duration including time for robust panel and 
audience questioning and engagement 
 
During the seminar the Candidate should present the objectives, methods, findings and 
significance of  research to date.  The recommended format for the seminar should include 
specified presentation time (ie 40min), question time (ie 20 min).  
 
After the seminar, the Panel must complete an evaluation report: 

• documenting seminar occurrence: 
• noting evidence of the Candidate’s development of graduate attributes, demonstration of 

understanding of the research project and conclusions, and including  comment about the 
quality of the completion seminar presentation.  

• and may require the Candidate to remain in closed session at the end of the seminar for 
further discussion 

 
This evaluation report is lodged via the Graduate Candidature management System. 
 
 Academic units report better attendance and outcomes when the completion seminars are held 
during dedicated graduate research colloquia or symposia, or are integrated into the academic 
unit’s regular seminar series .  These arrangements also have the benefit of signalling to graduate 
researchers that the Completion seminar represents an important milestone in Candidature 
progress and contribution to the discipline intellectual community. 
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