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What are 
Annual 
Progression 
Reviews (APRs)?

• The Annual Progression Review (APR) process 
is to assess whether a Postgraduate 
Researcher (PGR) has displayed the clear 
potential to achieve a doctorate within the 
prescribed period of registration. 

• Assessing this will clearly vary according to 
how far the individual is into their period of 
study, the disciplinary area(s) the project is 
located within, and the method and 
methodology being deployed.

• APRs are the responsibility of supervisors and 
nominated staff members from the student’s 
school of registration

• Failure at APR can lead to exclusion, so it is 
important that PGRs allocate appropriate time 
and resources for their APR.



Code of Practice 
(sec. 7.1)

• In order to progress candidates must be able to 
demonstrate the following:

i. A suitable research plan;
ii. A report that demonstrates appropriate 

progression according to the plan;
iii. A body of writing or other evidence 

appropriate to the stage of progression being 
reviewed;

iv. Critical investigation and evaluation of an 
approved topic which has the potential to 
result in an independent and original 
contribution to knowledge;

v. An understanding of research methods 
appropriate to the field;

vi. An ability to relate the findings of the study to 
the broader context.



Assessing 
progress

• Assessing progress will clearly vary according to how 
far the individual is into their period of study, the 
disciplinary area(s) the project is located within, and 
the method and methodology being deployed. 

• The CoP covers all doctoral theses, including, for 
example, practice-based arts projects, lab-based 
formal science projects, ethnographic studies, and 
philosophy. 

• The Doctoral College provides further guidelines to 
help PGRs, supervisors and APR panel members.

• The guidelines cover the schedule of APR meetings, 
the materials that should be presented to APR 
meetings, and suggestions for how to assess 
progress



APR Process

• APRs are an annual occurrence for every doctoral PGR (full time, part time, PhD or Prof Doc). 

• An APR panel will be convened by the lead supervisor in consultation with the relevant DDS and according to 
the appropriate schedule. 

• The panel will comprise at least two internal members of staff who have expertise in the PGR’s thesis area. 
• These two colleagues will be on your subsequent APR panels; one may become your internal examiner. 

• The supervisor may attend the panel meeting if the PGR requests this. 

• APR meetings take the style of a viva, with PGRs responding to questions from the panel. The supervisor is 
not expected to participate in the proceedings except where asked to make a formal statement by the panel. 

• Outcomes of the APR are:
i. Progression;
ii. Progression subject to minor amendments to be signed off by the supervisors;
iii. More work required and one further application for progression. 



Schedule of APR 
meetings – full time 

PGRs



Year 1, month 8, 
Primary APR
• Initial progression review to ensure working and active 

research plan and significant progress made to target
• PGRs should submit, compiled as a single document:

• A suitable research plan with an accompanying 
report on progress (approximately 2,000 words)

• Where appropriate an account of how ethical 
approval has been obtained, or is in the process of 
being obtained. 

• A body of writing that demonstrates progression 
(e.g. a substantial review (c. 8-10,000 word) of the 
literature and evidence of creative practice 
development where this forms a significant 
component of the research programme) 

• A brief account of research training undertaken 
since induction either as part of the PRDP or 
elsewhere and an identification of further training 
needs. 



Year 2, month 8, 
Secondary APR 
• Equivalent to Transfer

• PGRs should submit as a single document:
• A suitable research plan with an accompanying report on 

progress (approximately 2,000 words) including a draft 
thesis contents page.

• The equivalent of three draft chapters of their thesis, c. 
20-30,000 words. In many cases, but not all, this will be 
a literature review / context chapter, a methodology 
chapter, a chapter of initial findings and a discussion. 
Where creative practice will form a significant element 
of the final submission then evidence of the practice, in 
a suitable format, should be submitted in lieu of (or in 
addition to) one of the chapters

• A statement outlining the original contribution to 
knowledge that the thesis is making.

• A brief account of research training undertaken since the 
last APR either as part of the PRDP or elsewhere and an 
identification of further training needs. 



Year 3, approaching 
completion date, Tertiary APR 

• This APR may be ‘virtual’ if the PGR 
is in the final stages of their thesis, 
has a full draft (or is about to 
submit a full draft) and is clearly 
making progress to completion

• PGRs should submit:
• A detailed timeline to completion
• Examination arrangements
• Writing up fee status application (if 

this status is required by the PGR)



Schedule of APR 
meetings – part time 

PGRs



Year 1, month 8, 
Primary APR

• Initial progression review to ensure working and active 
research plan and significant progress made to target

• PGRs should submit, compiled as a single document:
• A suitable research plan with an accompanying 

report on progress (approximately 2,000 words)
• Where appropriate an account of how ethical 

approval has been obtained, or is in the process 
of being obtained. 

• A body of writing that demonstrates progression 
(e.g. a substantial review (c. 8-10,000 word) of 
the literature and evidence of creative practice 
development where this forms a significant 
component of the research programme) 

• A brief account of research training undertaken 
since induction either as part of the PRDP or 
elsewhere and an identification of further training 
needs. 



Year 2, month 8, 
1st Intermediate 
APR 

• Progression check against targets
• PGRs should submit:

• A report outlining progress made 
against the original or modified 
research plan (approximately 2,000 
words)

• A brief account of research training 
undertaken since the last APR 
either as part of the PRDP or 
elsewhere and an identification of 
further training needs. 



Year 3, month 8, 
Secondary APR 

• Equivalent to Transfer
• PGRs should submit as a single document:

• A suitable research plan with an accompanying 
report  on progress (approximately 2,000 words) 
including a draft thesis contents page.

• The equivalent of three draft chapters of their 
thesis, c. 30,000 words. In many cases, but not all, 
this will be a literature review / context chapter, a 
methodology chapter, a chapter of initial findings 
and a discussion. Where creative practice will 
form a significant element of the final submission 
then evidence of the practice, in a suitable 
format, should be submitted in lieu of (or in 
addition to) one of the chapters

• A statement outlining the original contribution 
that the thesis is making.

• A brief account of research training undertaken 
since the last APR either as part of the PRDP or 
elsewhere and an identification of further training 
needs. 



Year 4, month 8, 
2nd Intermediate 
APR 

• Progression check against targets
• PGRs should submit:

• A report outlining progress made 
against the original or modified 
research plan (approximately 2,000 
words)

• A brief account of research training 
undertaken since the last APR 
either as part of the PRDP or 
elsewhere and an identification of 
further training needs. 



Year 5, 
approaching 
completion 
date, Tertiary 
APR 

• This APR may be ‘virtual’ if the 
PGR is in the final stages of their 
thesis, has a full draft (or is about 
to submit a full draft) and is 
clearly making progress to 
completion

• PGRs should submit:
• A detailed timeline to completion
• Examination arrangements
• Writing up fee status application (if 

this status is required by the PGR)



Primary APR – further 
guidance



Year 1, month 
8, Primary APR

Initial progression review to ensure working and 
active research plan and significant progress made 
to target

PGRs should submit, compiled as a single 
document:

• A suitable research plan with an accompanying report on 
progress (approximately 2,000 words)

• Where appropriate an account of how ethical approval has 
been obtained, or is in the process of being obtained. 

• A body of writing that demonstrates progression (e.g. a 
substantial review (c. 8-10,000 word) of the literature and 
evidence of creative practice development where this forms 
a significant component of the research programme) 

• A brief account of research training undertaken since 
induction either as part of the PRDP or elsewhere and an 
identification of further training needs. 



Research 
Plan

• Revisit and reconsider your original 
research plan

• Aims?
• Objectives?
• Methods?
• Research questions and / or 

hypotheses?

• Specify and address the targets that you 
have set for yourself in the research plan. 
Are you meeting these targets? 

• Rewrite the plan and use any changes / 
developments as a basis for your progress 
report



Ethical Approval

• If you are working with human participants, or with 
animals, you must gain approval from one of the 
UoB’s ethics committee, or an appropriate external 
agency’s ethics committee, before starting to 
collect data. You are expected to have engaged with 
the ethical approval process prior to your Primary 
APR. 

• If you are working with an organization that 
requires you to use their ethical approval process 
(e.g. NHS, Prison Service) you must have taken your 
application to the UoB External REC Review Panel 
(ERRP) and submitted an application to the external 
agency before your Primary APR. 



Body of 
writing (8 –
10,000 
words)

• Supervisors will advise on what this 
body of writing will comprise

• Bear in mind that you should only
write materials that will be used / 
useful for your doctoral studies: you 
are not ‘writing for your Primary APR’

• Likely to be a review of the relevant 
literature and / or an outline of 
research methods and methodology



Account of 
research 
training and 
review of 
progress

• Provide an account of training events you have 
participated in

• Research seminars
• Doctoral College events
• Methods classes
• Conferences / external events

• Provide a short review of your progress: what you have 
achieved, what you will need to do

• Specify any additional training needs

• Specify any additional or unexpected resource needs



Further guidance



Social Sciences

• Your Primary APR document will likely be composed of:
• Your (revised and reconsidered) research plan. You 

will already have prepared one of these for the 
Research Plan submission point (1 month in FT, 3 
months in PT). You will provide a short narrative 
account of the progress you have made against 
this original research plan, and highlight and 
explain divergences from the original research 
plan. 

• Your ethical approval application and outcome 
(where appropriate). You are expected to have 
engaged with the University of Brighton ethical 
approval process (via BREAM) by this point in 
time. 

• A substantial (8 – 10,000 words) piece of writing 
that demonstrates progression. At this stage in 
your doctoral studies this will probably be a 
review of the literature

• A brief account of research and skills training 
activities you have been involved in (e.g. PRDP 
milestone sessions, PRDP workshops, School-
based training sessions)



Social Sciences

• Within the APR document you will also:
• Provide a timeline to completion
• Provide a statement that identifies what 

your original contribution to knowledge is

• At the APR meeting you will be expected to:
• Talk to your main and supporting 

documents
• Describe any research training you have 

undertaken in the previous year
• Identify any further training needs that 

you may have
• Identify any resources that you need in 

completing your PhD



Arts and Humanities Primary APR Document

• A single document comprising: 
• A narrative account on progress to date in relation to your research plan

• A substantial body of writing (8-10,000 words) that demonstrates progression. A review of the literature that 
establishes the gap/s in knowledge to be addressed AND the research question/s guiding your research. Depending 
upon the discipline this review may include a discussion of methodology.

• For practice based research the word limit will vary depending upon the nature of the practice – c.4-5000 words is a 
guide. The literature review should establish the gap/s in knowledge /practice to be addressed AND the research 
question/s guiding your research. It should explain the relationship between your practice and the research question/s 
i.e., how will the practice help you to address the gap/s, the research question/s? Include details / evidence of the 
creative practice development to date.

• A brief account of research training undertaken since induction either as part of the PRDP or elsewhere and an 
identification of further training needs. 



Arts and Humanities

• Within the APR document you will also:
• Provide a plan of work through to completion
• Where appropriate an account of how ethical approval has been obtained, or is in the process of being 

obtained. 

• At the APR meeting you will be expected to:
• Talk to your main and supporting documents, and where relevant the practice work to date
• Describe any research training you have undertaken in the previous year
• Identify any further training needs that you may have
• Identify any resources that you need in completing your PhD



Sciences

• Your main document should be about 8-10,000 words and composed of:

• A narrative account on progress to date in relation to your research plan
• A substantial review of the literature which establishes the gap in knowledge and / or 

research that your work addresses
• Research questions/research aim and objectives/research hypothesis
• Research methodology 
• Preliminary findings/results/arguments accompanied by discussion of their 

significance



Sciences

• Within the APR document you will also:
• Provide a timeline to completion
• Provide information on the status of ethical approvals if required, or confirmation that no ethical approval is 

required
• Provide details of research and skills training (eg PRDP sessions, school research seminars and external or 

online events attended)

At the APR meeting you will be expected to:
• Talk to your main and supporting documents
• Describe any research training you have undertaken in the previous year
• Identify any further training needs that you may have
• Identify any resources that you need in completing your PhD



Summary

• APRs are designed to
• Show progress against targets
• Identify areas where support is needed
• Identify additional resources that may be needed
• Ensure you are being supported appropriately
• Provide an opportunity to discuss your work with subject experts
• Build your confidence concerning your research



Additional guidance is available from

• Your supervisors
• Your Postgraduate Research Coordinator (PGRC)
• The Doctoral College, which has produced further detailed guidance available 

here: 
https://blogs.brighton.ac.uk/doctoralcollegecv19/online-apr-guidance-for-all-
participants/

https://blogs.brighton.ac.uk/doctoralcollegecv19/online-apr-guidance-for-all-participants/


Guidance for online APRs during lockdown

• The Doctoral College recognises that all doctoral projects will be affected by the 
coronavirus crisis, and forthcoming online APRs will need to take this into account. 

• All APRs will take place online via Teams until further notice. Please make sure you are 
familiar with the software prior to the meeting. All participants will be advised to inform 
one another immediately if there is any communication problem (video / audio). 

• As with the face-to-face APRs these should be productive meetings that are helpful to PGRs 
in taking their projects forward. 

• In some cases, lockdown will have prevented normal research activities taking place, and 
will have had an impact on restarting research activity. 

• In other cases less research activity than planned will have been possible. Many projects 
may be in the process of, or have already, shifted to online data collection. 

• In addition to the practicalities of research changing and thus affecting progress, many 
people may have been experiencing anxiety and stress related to the current situation. 



Guidance for online APRs during lockdown

• APRs will, therefore, take on a slightly different character, and APR Readers will be 
advised accordingly

• Online APRs are likely to now be a more discursive exercise rather than focussing on 
judging progression alone. The APR will still result in a decision regarding progress 
being made, and the options remain unchanged. However, much of the APR may be 
given over to discussing possible ways forward for a doctoral project. The online APR is 
an opportunity to be creative, to share advice and good practice, and to consider plans 
and goals. 

• This is also an opportunity to formally record how projects have been delayed by the 
pandemic, and this formal record may be used in future applications for extensions or 
as mitigating circumstances. You should use your Progress Report to document these 
issues. 

• THE DOCTORAL COLLEGE STRONGLY RECOMMENDS THAT A SUPERVISOR ATTENDS THE 
APR TO TAKE NOTES AND TO SUPPORT THE PGR. Supervisors will be advised of this 
new guideline. 



Conduct of online APR meetings

• The APR will start with a pre-meeting between the two readers, 
then the APR itself which will start with the APR readers inviting 
the PGR and supervisor to join them.  At the end of the APR 
meeting the PGR and supervisor will be asked to leave while the 
readers deliberate, then invited back to the Teams space for the 
decision and further discussion if appropriate. 

• Online APRs should not last longer than 90 minutes.
• Problems with the technology should be raised immediately – it is 

quite likely that participants may not hear something being said, 
may lose video, or both. Please make other participants aware of 
any issues as they arise. 



Questions, comments, 
observations…...
• Mark Erickson
• Director of Postgraduate Studies
• Watson Building 105 or 206, 
Falmer
• SASS, University of Brighton

• m.erickson@brighton.ac.uk
• Twitter: @drmarkerickson

mailto:m.erickson@brighton.ac.uk
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