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Guidance Notes: Early Stage Assessment 
 

 
The College requires that a review of a student’s doctoral research ability must be undertaken at 9 

months (18 months for part-time students) after the date of initial enrolment. This review is the 

Early Stage Assessment (ESA). 

 

The School of Public Health has determined that this milestone will be assessed by a written report 

and an oral viva. Two assessors will be present for the assessment; one internal to the department 

or School and one external to the department, School, or College. The internal assessor will normally 

be asked to fill the role of Chair at the meeting. 

 

The purpose of the ESA is to confirm that the student has an understanding of their field of research 

and the direction of their project, and has the potential to pursue research. Data presented at this 

stage may be minimal but should be indicative of the student’s ability to perform. The assessors will 

also consider whether the student requires additional English Language support. 

 

Assessment Procedure 

 

Written Documentation 

Students are asked to submit the following documentation: 

• A 10,000 word (max.) written report  

o The word count should exclude figures, tables, legends and references  

• A copy of their CV 

• An updated training plan – signed by all supervisors 

• Assessors details 

• The ESA assessment form  

 

Students should discuss the structure of the report with their supervisors as it often varies 

depending on the research topic. The report should include: 

• A clear account of the most relevant background material learned so far 

o  This should take the form of a literature review on the topic being worked on  

• A clear description of the research problem which is to form the core of the thesis  

• Outline of the progress made to date and an overall research plan. 
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Documents should be submitted to the PhD Administrator 3 weeks prior to the assessment date in 

order for them to be sent to the assessors. The assessors are informed they will have 3 weeks to 

review the material and it is therefore imperative that students submit paperwork on time. Delays to 

submission could result in the assessor(s) requesting for the assessment to be rescheduled. 

 

Oral viva 
 
Supervisors are responsible for confirming assessor’s availability and arranging the assessment date. 

The assessment date should be before the milestone deadline. Where this is not possible, 

supervisors should discuss it with the PhD Administrator as soon as possible. 

 

The assessment consists of a 30 minute oral viva with the appointed assessors. The written report 

will form the basis of viva and the assessors will use the time to ascertain whether the student has: 

• An understanding of their field of research 

• An understanding of their research question 

• The potential to pursue research 

 

Students do not need to prepare a presentation 

 
Students should expect both assessors to be present for the viva. Where this is not possible, one 

assessor can attend and the other can provide comments on the written work only, should they not 

be able to Skype/phone into the assessment. Supervisors should discuss this with the PhD 

Administrator in advance of the assessment. 

 
Following the viva 

Following the viva students should expect to receive feedback on the assessment. The feedback 

should provide guidance on the student’s strengths and identify areas for improvement. This 

discussion should last no longer than 30 minutes and should allow students the opportunity to ask 

questions if they need.  

 

Following the discussion, the assessors will want to discuss the outcome of the assessment; students 

may be asked to leave the room for a short period and return once a decision has been made. 

  
The possible outcomes of the assessment are: 

• Pass 

• Resubmission of the report & re-viva within 2 months 
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• Downgrade to MPhil 

• Withdrawal 

 

Students should expect to receive the outcome of the assessment on the day, however if only one 

assessor is present, the outcome will be reported to the student as soon as possible following the 

assessor’s discussions. 

 

Things to note 

 

• It is the student’s responsibility to submit the written material by the necessary deadline 

• Students should make every effort to correct errors before submission. It is not the task of 

assessors to act as editors/proof readers 

• Students are not required to give a formal oral presentation; the assessors will ask questions 

based on the content of the written report. 

• The ESA is a valuable opportunity to get an independent review of the work done to date 

and the feedback should be used to make improvements 

• The ESA report should follow the format referred to in the guidelines given for the final 

thesis  

• https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/administration-and-support-

services/registry/academic-governance/public/academic-policy/research-degree-

examinations/Thesis-Submission-Checklist.pdf  

• Students must have completed the required number of Graduate School Professional Skills 

courses before their ESA to remain on the PhD programme 

• Students are required to submit a copy of their ESA report to Turnitin for an originality check 

to guard against possible plagiarism. This should be done via Blackboard (School of Public 

Health ESA Assignment Submission) prior to the submission of the written report for 

examination 
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