To choose a jury:

Your thesis defence is, of course, a (rather stressful) rite of passage that you must go through in order to obtain your doctoral degree. It is also your transition from “student” to “colleague” and it is a wonderful opportunity for you to publicise your (interesting and original) work to as many (important and influential) colleagues as possible. In the best case, as well, the defence is a half day of fruitful discussion between you, the candidate, and a set of highly qualified experts who have taken their time to examine your work closely and carefully and as such it can be a wonderful professional experience. 

In order for the defence to be the most useful and profitable possible, the choice of jury is very important. In addition, there are some formal requirements that must be met.

First you need 2 “rapporteurs” who both have their “habilitation pour diriger la recherche” or equivalent (for foreigners) and who are designated by the University president, best at least 10 weeks before the planned thesis date. Rapporteurs can be designated very early, even before the date is fixed. They cannot, however, be designated late.  You must respect the 8-10 week delay between designating the rapporteurs and the defence. Therefore, it is a good idea to designate the rapporteurs as early as possible. The rapporteurs may not be members of the institution granting the degree (i.e., Université Paris-Saclay) or associated with the Doctoral School granting the degree (i.e. a member of an “Equipe d’accueil of your doctoral school), nor may they have been involved in the thesis. The rapporteurs will read the thesis and provide a written analysis, at least 4 weeks before the planned defence date. It is fully possible (though this happens rarely) that the rapporteurs find serious flaws that mean that revisions must be made before the defence can proceed. For this reason, it is best to send them the thesis as early as possible so that there is still a chance for them to recommend changes that could, theoretically, be made in time that the defence can proceed as planned. Normally the thesis should be sent to the rapporteurs 8 weeks before the planned defence date. 

Then you need the jury for the oral defence. A jury must be made up of at least half “cadre A” (= Professor or Directeur de Recherche) and at least half people who are external to the institution granting the degree (i.e., Université Paris-Saclay) and the Doctoral School.

A jury should have at least 4 members and may not have more than 6 and only the people really present at the defence count. Since you never know if someone will have a football accident the evening before the thesis defence or if someone’s car will break down on the way to the defence (I have witnessed both of these events in thesis juries that I have been on) it is good to have 6 members rather than fewer. Also, the more people the better, since, as I wrote in the first paragraph, the best thing for you, the candidate, is that as many people as possible are familiar with your interesting work…

Both rapporteurs need not be members of the jury, that is, it is possible that someone reviews the thesis but does not come for the defence. [As a personal example I was rapporteur of a thesis for which the defence took place during a “conge maternité”. I sent the rapport but could not attend the defence. Therefore, I was not part of the defence jury though I was rapporteur.] This is to stress that a rapporteur who is absent the day of the defence should not figure on the list of the jury for the defence. He/She is “rapporteur” but not jury member.   

A jury must be presided by an acting “cadre A” (= Professor or Directeur de Recherche) who is not the thesis supervisor. People who are emeritus cannot preside a jury. It is usual and traditional, though not formally required, that the president be a member of the institution granting the degree (i.e. Université Paris-Saclay) or be associated with the Doctoral School granting the degree (i.e. a member of an “Equipe d’accueil of ED SdV). Furthermore there must be a representative of Université Paris-Saclay who is not the thesis supervisor in the jury. Therefore, it is good to have a Professor from one of the Universities that make up Université Paris-Saclay or a Directeur de Recherche from an UMR within Université Paris-Saclay as member of the jury. However, it is the jury who decides who will be president on the day of the defence, so this should not be predetermined. Please just make sure that there is at least one member of the jury who could serve this function.

Please note, following the law of 7 August 2006, the thesis supervisor does not need to be in the defence jury and there are many good reasons for not including the supervisor, for example to make room for another external expert or to respect the requirement that at least half the jury be “cadre A”. 

A standard jury includes the two rapporteurs, a professor or DR affiliated with Université Paris-Saclay and two, if the supervisor is in the jury, or three additional experts, chosen to complement the scientific competence of the other jury members. Often the rapporteurs are senior and the examiners are more junior colleagues. People who are emeritus can certainly be rapporteurs. When thinking about the composition of your jury please reflect on what would be the best for you. I usually suggest that members of the thesis committee (who have followed the progression of the thesis over the years and hence, presumably, are already familiar with the work) not participate in the jury simply because including them is a lost opportunity in publicising the work to as many people as possible. Please reflect on which senior colleague, whose work you admire, you would like to have pretty much all to yourself for a half day to discuss your work in detail. Please reflect on whom you think it would be useful to have really know about your work in the future. It is this sort of reflection that should help you decide on the panel of experts with whom to discuss your science at your thesis defence. 

For a thesis carried out in Cotutelle there are particular rules determined at the very beginning, but the same reflections apply for choosing a jury the most interesting for your defence and your future.

Jacqui Shykoff

