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The guidelines for opponents of PhD theses 

 

The opponent’s report should assess whether the thesis meets the requirement: “A 

doctoral thesis is an independent research paper that presents a well-argued 

original solution to a specific scientific problem and the results of which are 

published in international professional literature” [Regulations for Doctoral Studies 

of the University of Tartu, clause 104]. A doctoral thesis may be written as an integrated 

collection of research publications or a monograph.  

The requirements for the completion of the doctoral curriculum and the compliance of 

the thesis with the Regulations for Doctoral Studies are assessed by the Defence 

Council when admitting a thesis for defence. 

An opponent's report should comment on the scientific significance and technical 

qualities of the thesis, discussing its strengths and weaknesses. It should also highlight 

significant theoretical or experimental details of the work. The report must conclude 

with a statement on whether the applicant deserves the PhD degree in the event of 

a successful defence. 

There are no officially prescribed length limits or formatting requirements for the 

opponent’s report. However, the typical length of the written report is two to three A4 

pages. Each opponent writes an independent report. Please send an electronic version 

of the written report via email to the Secretary of the Defence Council at least 5 

days before the defence.  

 

The official version of the thesis 

Opponents shall receive the electronic final official version of the thesis from the 

doctoral candidate. The theses are printed by the University of Tartu Press. Upon 

request, the Executive Secretary of the Institute of Physics shall send each opponent a 

printed version by mail once the hard copies are ready. 

 

Remunerations and reimbursements 

The institute will cover the opponents' travel and accommodation costs within 

reasonable limits and provide a salary for their work. Once the Council officially 

nominates the opponent(s), the Executive Secretary of the Institute of Physics will 

contact them to arrange these matters. A formal invitation can be provided if needed. 

 

Academic debate with opponent(s) 

The oral presentation of an opponent usually begins with a description of the research 

field putting the thesis in perspective, continues with the points listed in the written 

report, then follows with the academic debate with the applicant, i.e., the questions to 

the applicant which are given and answered one by one, and concludes with a general 

assessment. 
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The written report and the oral presentation by the opponent are similar, but do not need 

to be identical. Typically, the opponents spend only a short time on the formal 

aspects of their written report during the presentation and devote most of the time 

to academic debate: questions from the opponent and respective answers from the 

doctoral candidate, one by one. If they wish, opponents may privately discuss the 

thesis with the doctoral candidate before the official defence to gauge the candidate’s 

level and focus on the most important and interesting questions during the defence. 

 

The procedure for the Defence 

The doctoral thesis is defended at a council meeting as a public academic discussion 

conducted in English. The defence takes place only if the doctoral candidate, at least 

one opponent, and at least six council members with decision-making powers are 

present. The Defence Council makes its decision during the closed session of the 

meeting. While opponents are not officially members of the Defence Council, they can 

vote. 

 

The agenda of a defence: 

1. Opening statement by the Chair of the Defence Committee. 

2. The Secretary of the Defence Council introduces the doctoral candidate’s 

academic CV and confirms compliance with the defence prerequisites and 

formal requirements (approx. 3 minutes). 

3. The oral presentation by doctoral candidate (lectio praecursoria) presenting 

the main results of the thesis (maximum 30 minutes). 

4. Short specifying questions regarding the details of the oral presentation (if 

any). 

5. The oral presentation and academic debate by the opponent(s) (typically 30-45 

minutes, though no official time limit). 

6. Academic discussion with the members of the council and the audience, where 

everybody is free and welcome to ask questions from the candidate, argue, 

make points and suggestions, etc. 

7. The opinion of the scientific supervisor(s) (usually very brief, only a few 

sentences). 

8. Closed session of the council to adopt the decision on awarding the PhD 

degree (usually 5-10 minutes). 

9. Announcement of voting results. 

10. Final statement by the applicant (typically brief and formal, including 

acknowledgements). 

 

The entire defence procedure typically lasts about 2 hours.   
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Important contacts 

Liivia Sildos (liivia.sildos@ut.ee), Executive Secretary of the Institute of Physics 

Harry Alles (harry.alles@ut.ee), Secretary of the Defence Council in the Specialty of 

Materials Science 

Tanel Käämbre (tanel.kaambre@ut.ee), Secretary of the Defence Council in the 

Specialty of Physics 
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