
Supplement to 

Guidelines for the evaluation of Norwegian doctoral degrees

This supplement has been prepared by the Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences (MNF) to help adjudication committees evaluate PhD dissertations to a uniform standard, compatible with the faculty’s ambitions of training researchers to an international level of excellence. The role and duties of the PhD dissertation adjudication committee are described in some detail in section 3 of Guidelines for the evaluation of Norwegian doctoral degrees (http://www.uio.no/admhb/reglhb/forskning/drgrveil/drgrbedeng.xml). In this document we provide a further elaboration of those guidelines with a special emphasis on features and challenges pertinent to this faculty.

Background.

Most dissertations submitted to the MNF for adjudication have the format of several separate scientific articles accompanied by a summary. The articles are often published in international journals with peer review, and it is tempting to rely on the review process for quality assurance of published articles. It should however be noted that the function and context of a scientific article in a PhD dissertation also has further implications that the committee must take into consideration.
While scientific articles are allowed in a dissertation, they are by no means a requirement. The Regulations for the degree of Philosophiae Doctor (Ph.D.) at the University of Oslo (http://www.uio.no/admhb/reglhb/forskning/drphilos/phdforskreng.xml) state that:

The PhD degree shall be conferred on the basis of: 

1. Satisfactory completion of the educational component

2. An approved scientific dissertation

3. Satisfactory performance on the PhD examination

The PhD examination consists of a trial lecture and public defence of the dissertation.

In the Guidelines the requirements for a dissertation are further elaborated as:

When evaluating the dissertation, focus shall be placed on whether the dissertation is an independent, cohesive scientific work of high academic merit as regards the formulation of research questions, methodology, theoretical and empirical foundation, documentation, treatment of the literature and form of presentation. Of particular importance is an evaluation of whether the material and methods used are suitable for addressing the questions posed in the dissertation and whether the arguments and conclusions presented are tenable. The dissertation shall generate new academic knowledge and be of sufficiently high quality that it could be published as part of the academic literature in the field. 

These requirements of the dissertation place quite stringent demands on the Summary and its relation to the individual articles (Guidelines)
If the dissertation consists of several individual works, the question of whether the contents of the dissertation comprise a coherent whole must be documented and assessed. In such cases, the doctoral candidate must produce a separate section of the dissertation that not only summarises, but also compares the research questions and conclusions presented in the individual works and places these in a holistic perspective, thereby documenting the coherence of the dissertation. This section of the dissertation is therefore extremely important both for the doctoral candidate and for the committee in its evaluation of the candidate.

Unfortunately many adjudication committees fall short in the assessment imposed by this last paragraph and judge a dissertation chiefly by the merit of the individual articles. It must therefore be emphasized that the dissertation should demonstrate that the candidate not only is able of performing isolated research tasks at an acceptable level, but also has acquired a holistic understanding of the chosen field of research with the ability to critically view the work performed within a larger frame of reference.

It is emphasized that a collection of an acceptable number of scientific articles published in refereed journals (albeit of high quality) does not constitute an acceptable dissertation on its own. The candidate must demonstrate the ability to present a subject in such a manner that it convinces the committee of a high-level mastery of the subject and the mature reflections on the research that one must expect from a PhD. The dissertation, and in particular the summa​ry, is the only arena where this can be satisfactorily demonstrated and documented.

The adjudication committee.

The adjudication committee should have at least three scientific members whose expertise should be relevant to the dissertation’s field of research. The appointment and composition of this committee is described in sec. 2.1 of Guidelines and §13 of Regulations.  It is important to note that all three scientific members should actively participate in the evaluation and are responsible for the committee’s findings. This also includes the administrative member of the committee (chair), unless this member has been appointed separately in addition to at least three scientific members.

The role of the administrative member of the adjudication committee is crucial in this connection. It entails a responsibility for the practical details in connection with the adjudication, but equally important also a quality control of the adjudication process. Especially important is the evaluation of non-refereed material, including the summary.
Reporting.

The committee may deliver a joint report, or separate reports from the individual members. In either case the reports should follow the recommendations below.

Summary. The importance of this part of the dissertation is emphasized in the quote from Guidelines above. Needless to say, the scientific quality of any original research presented in this part should be rigorously reviewed. In assessing the quality of this part, the committee should also pay attention to and report on:

· Whether the dissertation clearly presents the theme of research, and whether this presentation is in agreement with the research actually performed
· What the committee views as the central theme of the research presented
· Whether the dissertation shows a high quality mastery of the theory and literature of the chosen scientific field
· Whether the research and its central theme are properly placed in the context of  contemporary research in the field
· Whether any separate works (scientific articles) are placed in a proper context within the overall theme of the thesis.
· Whether the exposition of the Summary is of high scientific standard
· Whether the technical quality of the Summary is of high scientific standard
Any shortcomings should be noted and commented on. The dissertation will be an official document of the University of Oslo, and it should therefore have a high standard of appearance. The committee should be aware that in Norway dissertations are not changed after the thesis defense, therefore as much as possible of the quality assurance should take place before the final version is produced for the defense. Attention should also be paid to language and typography. There is no excuse for sloppy writing or poor language in a dissertation at this level. 
Articles. Published or accepted scientific articles have normally been subjected to peer review. They should nevertheless be examined rigorously for their scientific content, as should unpublished articles and manuscripts. In addition the committee should for each of the articles report on

· The main theme of the article

· How this relates to the general theme of the dissertation

· The main findings reported in the article

· Whether it is possible to identify the candidate’s contributions to the work presented, and if so, what are these
Recommendation.

The report of the committee should end with a conclusion described by the Guidelines as:

An evaluation and weighing of the dissertation’s strengths and weaknesses shall be made and a conclusion shall be reached regarding the extent to which the committee finds the dissertation to be of sufficient quality to be defended in a public disputation or whether the committee recommends that the dissertation not be approved for disputation. Any dissenting opinions shall be explained in the committee’s conclusion.

The possible recommendations are
· The dissertation is worthy of defense without changes

· The dissertation is worthy of defense, but the dissertation or the scientific work has minor shortcomings that should be corrected before the defense. The candidate should normally be able to do this within two months. No re-examination is necessary.

· The dissertation is possibly worthy of defense, but the dissertation or the scientific work has major shortcomings that should be corrected before it can be defended. The candidate should normally be able to do this within six months. The dissertation should be re-examined by the original adjudication committee before final approval for defense.

· The dissertation or the scientific work falls short of the standards required for a PhD, and it is found not worthy of defense.

The Dean has the final decision in these matters, and may choose to consult with the committee and/or the candidate’s advisor or department chairman before reaching a final verdict. It is important that the adjudication committee’s report provide the Dean with adequate information for making a correct decision.
Appendix 1.
From Guidelines for the evaluation of Norwegian doctoral degrees:
3. Evaluation of the dissertation by the adjudication committee

In connection with the appointment of the adjudication committee, the faculty shall set a deadline for completion of the committee’s evaluation of the dissertation, which shall be made in the form of a recommendation with explanatory statement. This deadline should normally not be longer than 3 months from the time when the dissertation was forwarded to the committee members.

3.1 Description of the dissertation

The committee’s recommendation shall consist of a short description of the dissertation’s format (monograph or collection of articles), type (e.g. theoretical, empirical) and size. The recommendation shall also contain a statement on the dissertation’s scientific significance and its most central elements related to theory, hypotheses, materials, methods and findings.

3.2 Evaluation of the dissertation

A Norwegian doctoral degree is a certification that the holder possesses a certain level of expertise as a researcher. This level of expertise is presumed to be the same for degrees with a specified schedule and requirement for an organised research training component as it is for degrees without these requirements (i.e. dr.philos. and comparable degrees). The principle of equivalency refers to the scientific level and quality of the dissertation, not to its scope. In an organised research training component, expertise can also be documented by means of testing and participation in various types of activities within the training programme. The lack of the requirement for a research training component in the dr.philos./comparable degrees should be compensated for by a dissertation that is somewhat more extensive than would be required for the degrees that require an organised research training component (e.g. the candidate’s efforts with regard to data collection). Regardless of degree, the doctoral candidate must satisfy the same minimum requirements for expertise as a researcher – expressed through requirements related to the formulation of research questions, precision and logical stringency, originality, mastery of relevant methods of analysis and consideration of their potentialities and limitations, as well as familiarity with, understanding of and a well-considered perspective on other research in the field.

When evaluating the dissertation, focus shall be placed on whether the dissertation is an independent, cohesive scientific work of high academic merit as regards the formulation of research questions, methodology, theoretical and empirical foundation, documentation, treatment of the literature and form of presentation. Of particular importance is an evaluation of whether the material and methods used are suitable for addressing the questions posed in the dissertation and whether the arguments and conclusions presented are tenable. The dissertation shall generate new academic knowledge and be of sufficiently high quality that it could be published as part of the academic literature in the field. 

If the dissertation consists of several individual works, the question of whether the contents of the dissertation comprise a coherent whole must be documented and assessed. In such cases, the doctoral candidate must produce a separate section of the dissertation that not only summarises, but also compares the research questions and conclusions presented in the individual works and places these in a holistic perspective, thereby documenting the coherence of the dissertation. This section of the dissertation is therefore extremely important both for the doctoral candidate and for the committee in its evaluation of the candidate.

If the dissertation includes co-authored works, the doctoral candidate must obtain statements from any co-authors granting their consent for the works to be included in the dissertation. For specific guidelines, see “Veiledende retningslinjer for doktoravhandlinger som består av flere mindre arbeider (Artikkelbaserte avhandlinger)” (Guidelines for doctoral dissertations consisting of several smaller works – Article-based dissertations, Norwegian language only) adopted by the Research Committee on 30 August 2004. The committee shall assess whether the doctoral candidate’s specific efforts on the works in question can be identified and whether the doctoral candidate is wholly responsible for a sufficiently large portion of the dissertation. If the documentation provided by the doctoral candidate is not adequate, the committee may seek out additional information. 

In special cases, the committee may request that the candidate submit the data and other supporting material used as the basis for the dissertation as well as any other supplementary or clarifying information. 

With the consent of the faculty, the candidate may revise the dissertation on the basis of the adjudication committee’s preliminary comments. More information may be obtained from the relevant faculty’s programme plan.

If the entire dissertation is submitted as a co-authored work, it is reasonable to expect that the research project and/or the dissertation would be more extensive than if it had been an individual work. To the extent possible, each of the doctoral candidates shall be evaluated and tested according to the same requirements as if the work had been carried out by one person.

3.3 Conclusion

An evaluation and weighing of the dissertation’s strengths and weaknesses shall be made and a conclusion shall be reached regarding the extent to which the committee finds the dissertation to be of sufficient quality to be defended in a public disputation or whether the committee recommends that the dissertation not be approved for disputation. Any dissenting opinions shall be explained in the committee’s conclusion.

3.4 The committee’s recommendation

The committee shall present a recommendation with explanatory statement to the faculty. The committee should prepare a joint statement and attach any individual statements. Dissenting opinions must always be explained. Further, in cases in which the committee is in complete agreement about the conclusion, it may nonetheless be appropriate to attach individual statements. 

In cases in which the committee decides to approve the dissertation for disputation, the grounds for the decision should be formulated relatively briefly. The committee should strive to write a general and brief recommendation. In cases in which the committee recommends a rejection of the dissertation, it will be appropriate to provide a more thorough explanation.

If the committee concludes that the dissertation should not be approved for disputation, but determines that with certain revisions the dissertation could be raised to a satisfactory level, the committee may make such a recommendation. The committee should only recommend submission of the same dissertation in revised form for a new evaluation if the committee believes that a revision could give satisfactory results within a timeframe equal to 6 months of work. In such cases, the committee should provide some guidelines regarding those areas in which the dissertation should be strengthened (i.e. use of methodology, relationship between the material and conclusion, use of concepts, clarity of research question). The recommendation must not be written in a manner that would suggest certain approval in a new evaluation. If the committee finds that deep-seated changes regarding theory, hypothesis, material and/or methodology are necessary in order for the dissertation to be approved for disputation, the committee should not recommend submission of the same dissertation in revised form for evaluation. 
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