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THE AUSTRALIAN Ph. D EXAMINATION SYSTEM: A CRITIQUE AND A PROPOSAL FOR REFORM
In recent years, the Ph.D. degree has virtually become a requisite for appointment to a full time lecturing (and even tutoring!) position in Psychology at Australian Universities or for Australian graduates to obtain positions overseas. The importance of the degree and the increasing diversity of research topics make it incumbent upon depart​ments to ensure that their doctoral examination procedures are effec​tive and fair. In this note we shall present the desiderata that seem rele​vant to Ph.D. examinations, examine the Australian examination system in terms of those desiderata, and suggest a proposal for reform that includes a component missing from most Australian systems: the oral defence of the thesis. It bears emphasis that the main purpose of this paper is to raise general issues rather than either to offer a detailed analysis of the various (differing) Australian systems or to present any more than a bare outline of what we consider to be a solution to the problem.
Desiderata of Fair and Effective Ph. D, Examination Systems
Only the first three of the following desiderata are of academic import. Nevertheless, given that the examination must take place in the real world, the fourth, "merely" practical desideratum still needs consider​ation.
1. Independent and expert opinion. Contrary to the practice adopted in some American departments where the thesis committee, including the supervisor, virtually decides the issue, we suggest that a proper evaluation needs not only expertise but also independence. Even the most expert and "senior1' academics may lose their objectivity if they have been closely associated with work that they are judging.

2. Interactions among examiners and candidate. Not only examiner- candidate but also examiner-examiner interactions are important. In the evaluation of Ph.D. work the issue may turn on the extent to which the candidate has considered all possibilities or has been sufficiently careful to take certain matters into account. In other words, the question is not whether the candidate is wrong but whether a sufficient case has been made for the position which has been adopted. In many instances for that case to be made effectively the candidate and the examiner must interact. It is not sufficient that the examiner simply draw up his list of thesis "errors", because such a list is not critically assessed and is often inconsistent with another examiner's list. It is for dealing with the

latter problem as well as helping in the fair and efficient assessment of the overall thesis defence that examiner-examiner interactions are also important, although it may be considered appropriate for this inter​action to take the form of discussion in the candidate's absence. Obviously, to achieve the desideratum of these two sorts of inter​actions an oral defence of the thesis is necessary.
3.
Swift and just decision making. While it is clear that for sound deci​sions some time is needed, it would seem that, if only because delay in judging the Ph.D. puts the student at a disadvantage in the competition for academic positions, the time taken should be of the order of weeks (as in the case of journal article refereeing) rather than months or even years.
4.Cost efficiency. This practical desideratum is stated simply to remind us that no system is feasible in Australia which demands the physical presence of two or three overseas examiners for each Ph.D. thesis evaluation.
The Australian Examination System
Although there are differences among Australian departments, two important features are generally common with some exceptions. First, the thesis is written under the supervision of a single staff member rather than of a committee. Second, the examination lacks an oral com​ponent, but is rather done by mailing the thesis to a number of external assessors, two of whom at least are overseas.
The use of overseas examiners is consistent with our first desideratum of seeking not only expert but also independent opinion. However, in the absence of any oral defence the second desideratum of interaction among examiners and candidate is not achieved. The re​ports of even the soundest and most expert examiners are not always consistent, and without such interactions it is not possible to resolve even minor discrepancies either between examiners or between the candidate and examiners in an academically fair way. Moreover, the third desideratum of a swift and just decision is also often obviated by the fact that issues which might easily be resolved in a few moments of round table discussion (at an oral) instead result in prolonged adjudica​tion by some committee of the department which has only the written reports of examiners (who have not communicated with each other) to go on.
One illustration of such a case was that where an overseas examiner raised a measurement problem, suggested revision, but also explicitly stated that the revision was to be completed and judged internally; he did not require to reexamine the thesis himself. Nevertheless, the examiner received a revised version a full year later with a request to reexamine. In another case, a candidate submitted his thesis before leaving for the U.S. as a faculty member, on the understanding that the
degree would be awarded promptly since this was a requisite at the U.S. university. Despite the fact that the revisions required were relatively minor, involving no further experimentation, and the fact that even those revisions were thought necessary by only one examiner, the thesis was eventually passed over 2 years after submission.
In both these cases there was not only an unconsciable delay, but it is also at least possible that the delay would have been completely avoided by an academic interaction between examiners and candidate of the sort provided in an oral defence, an interaction which would have shown that the candidate was, in fact, able to make a sufficient case for his adopted position.
An example of an oral-defence based system which still retains the first desideratum of expert and independent judgment is the one in use at the University of Toronto. The Toronto examination committee to which the candidate presents his thesis for defence is comprised of, in addition to the three-person thesis committee, four other examiners who have had nothing to do with the work and of whom at least one is an expert outside the University. The oral defence is held 8 weeks after submission of the thesis, which allows the external examiners to both evaluate the thesis and write an appraisal which is read out at the beginning of the oral defence. After the candidate has been ques​tioned, the committee discusses both the thesis and its oral defence, and votes under rules that require at least two negative votes for failure. It will be noted that this system achieves our second and third desiderata, which is not to say, of course, that all disputes are com​pletely resolved. However, at least the machinery is there to allow academic interactions among the candidate and the examiners (recall that because of the two-vote requirement, a lone critic cannot be in​fluential unless he can persuade other examiners to side with him) to resolve the issue in a swift fashion. However, it is obvious that a Toronto system cannot be adopted by Australian Universities because of the fourth and practical desideratum of cost efficiency. The use of overseas examiners for Australian candidates is essential if only to avoid insularity in Australian psychology, but the expense of bringing out such examiners is prohibitive. The reform outlined in the section below seems to satisfy all four desiderata.
Proposed Reform
In essence the proposal is to copy a Toronto type of system but to have the overseas examiner(s) only write appraisals but not attend the oral examination in person. However, the basic decision concerning the thesis would be made at an oral examination held in the department where the candidate defends his thesis. The local examining committee would make the decision by discussion and vote immediately following the thesis defence.
As is the case now, overseas examiners would be asked to write appraisals, including a recommendation on whether the thesis is acceptable for the Ph.D. as it is presented. However, these conclusions regarding acceptability would not be regarded as final, being subject to change as a function of the quality of the thesis defence: The overseas examiners would be required also to list questions which they would like to have asked of the candidate at the oral defence.
To represent each overseas examiner, a designated local represent​ative would be chosen. The local representative might be encouraged, where this seems necessary, to correspond with the overseas examiner before the defence in order to clarify ambiguities. However he would use the examiner's appraisal and questions as he sees fit and cast his vote at the end of the defence both on the basis of the examiner's re​port and the candidate's defence.
The other members of the examining committee, besides the super​visor, might be taken from people who have had nothing to do with the thesis. If there are two overseas examiners one might have three such Australian examiners, of whom at least one can be from another institution. Travel and accommodation costs, therefore, need only be met for this Australian external examiner, who, along with the over​seas examiners, would write a formal appraisal prior to the thesis oral.
In this proposed system, then, an immediate decision would be made by the oral examination committee on the basis of all examiners' comments and the candidate's defence of his thesis. The input espec​ially from the overseas examiner(s) would provide independent and expert opinion (first desideratum). Moreover, this opinion would be expressed without the current fear that a single criticism, especially if misinterpreted or overemphasized, may cost the candidate a year's delay. Interaction between examiners and candidate would be provided (second desideratum) both by the oral examination and by any prior clarificatory exchanges between the overseas examiners and their local representatives. The decision would be swift, and the conditions for justice are optimised by the fact that all criticisms have to be defended and examined (third desideratum). Cost efficiency (fourth desideratum) would be preserved, since overseas examiners need not be imported for the defence, and, in cases of very large departments with very limited funds, it would be even possible to avoid any travel expenses if all Australian examiners were locals.
One problem which can be foreseen in such a system is that overseas examiners' appraisals might not be ready at the time of the oral examination. To minimise delays, one solution might be to recruit examiners by telephone at the time of submission (confirmed later in writing) and to notify them of the time and date of the oral examin​ation. The fact that the examination date is fixed beforehand should result in prompt assessment in most cases, for otherwise the examiner

knows that the appraisal is useless. It could even be agreed by the Aus​tralian department that the examination should proceed if two of the three assessments is available at the examination date. At any rate, it seems plausible to suggest that some of the tardiness exhibited by examiners under the present Australian system might be directly attributable to the absence of a precisely fixed deadline for the assess​ment.
One result of such a reformed system might be that some Australian departments will start to introduce a thesis committee system rather than having a sole supervisor, if only to give the candidate practice for his oral defence. Such a result, of course, would seem to be desirable from every academic point of view, and North American experience indicates that relatively little staff time is involved in serving as a mem​ber of a thesis committee; it is only the supervisor who is generally involved in much work. In any case, it would appear advisable to move towards a thesis-committee system if only to emphasize that a Ph.D. is a serious affair which should not depend upon only one supervisor for its performance nor upon examiners who do not communicate with each other or with the candidate, for its evaluation.
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paper.
