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INTRODUCTION 
 

Royal Decree 822/2021 establishing the organisation of official university education establishes 
the general framework for regulating the processes of verification, modification, monitoring and 
accreditation to which official university education must be subject. 

Royal Decree 99/2011 regulating official doctoral studies is the reference framework for the 
organisation of doctoral studies. This regulation incorporates the recommendations arising from 
the various European and international forums that have addressed the training of doctoral 
students. All these recommendations refer to the structure and organisation of doctoral studies, 
the competences to be acquired by doctoral students, the conditions of access and the 
development of the research career in its initial stage, the fundamental role of supervision and 
supervision of research training, the insertion of this training in a research environment that 
encourages communication and creativity, internationalisation and mobility. 

The assessment for verification will mainly take into account those aspects that guarantee the 
solvency of the research teams participating in the programme and the appropriate development 
of the training of doctoral students. Therefore, the following will be assessed: the research 
qualifications of the staff involved in the programme, the competitive projects in which they 
participate, their most relevant scientific contributions, their experience in supervising doctoral 
theses together with the quality of these, the funding available to doctoral students and the 
degree of internationalisation of the programme. This assessment should serve to guarantee that 
the doctoral programme has sufficient human and material resources to produce a reasonable 
number of doctoral theses with an impact and quality appropriate to its scientific context, and to 
ensure that the employability of graduates is in line with their training. 

In order to comply with the provisions of article 25 of Royal Decree 822/2021, this protocol has 
been drawn up within the Spanish Network of University Quality Assurance Agencies (REACU), 
which aims to focus on the analysis and assessment of the most relevant issues that guarantee a 
priori the minimum starting conditions that all doctoral programme proposals must provide. 

The structure of this assessment protocol is in line with the form in which universities must 
submit the information relating to each proposed doctoral programme that they submit to the 
verification process and which can be found in Annex I of Royal Decree 99/2011. Thus, in addition 
to including several general questions, the assessment protocol is based on eight criteria, each of 
which includes a set of guidelines that will guide the assessment process. This does not preclude 
each agency from developing its own supporting guides describing in more detail how the 
application of the criteria and guidelines described in this document will be addressed in their 
assessment processes. 

In order to give the greatest possible coherence and consistency to the evaluation processes for 
verification, the agencies are committed to the analysis and continuous revision of this protocol 
so that the universities have at all times the necessary information to guide them in the 
elaboration of their degree proposals. 
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES IN THE DESIGN OF CURRICULA FOR OFFICIAL 
UNIVERSITY DEGREES 

 
In accordance with article 4 of Royal Decree 822/2021, the general principles that must inspire 
the curricula of official university degrees, including doctoral programmes, are as follows: 

• the academic rigour of the training project involved in a university education; 

• the relevance to the generalist or specialised nature of the cycles in which the teaching 
takes place; 

• the coherence between the educational objectives of the curriculum, the key 
competences pursued and the established systems for the assessment of student 
learning; 

• its social comprehensibility. 

Furthermore, doctoral programmes should be based on democratic principles and values and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
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The configuration and terminology used in the doctoral programme report must be aligned with 
the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG), 
which will be the reference for the internal quality assurance systems (IQAS) of the universities 
and the external evaluation procedures by the quality assurance agencies of the Spanish 
university system, registered in the European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education 
(EQAR). 

In this way, society's confidence in the rigour and solidity of university degrees is strengthened, 
their continuous improvement is facilitated, the employability and the dignified and quality 
labour insertion of graduates is reinforced, and the international recognition of Spanish university 
degrees and the development of international joint degrees are facilitated. 

 

DIMENSIONS INTO WHICH THE DOCTORAL 
PROGRAMME IS STRUCTURED 

ESG CRITERIA 

[1]. Description of the doctoral programme  

1.2. Programme design and approval 
[2] Competences 

[3] Access and admission of students 
1.4. Admission, progression, recognition and 
certification of students 

[4] Training activities 1.3. Student-centred teaching, learning and 
assessment [5] Organisation of the programme 

[6] Human resources 1.5. Teaching staff 

[7] Material resources and support available 
to doctoral students 

1.6. Resources for learning and student 
support 

 
 
 

 
[8] Programme review, improvement and 
outcomes 

1.1. Quality assurance policy 

1.9. Continuous monitoring and regular 
evaluation of programmes 

Information management 

1.8. Public information 

1.10 Cyclical External Quality Assurance 

ALIGNMENT WITH THE ESG 
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ASSESSMENT DIMENSIONS, CRITERIA AND GUIDELINES 

 
[1] Description of the doctoral programme 

The doctoral programme should include a description consistent with its academic level and 
effects, so that it is not misleading as to its characteristics. 

• The name should be consistent with the proposed lines of research and should not be 
misleading. 

• It must be justified by the context, the tradition, the overall degree offer and the 
potential of the proposing university or universities. 

• It must be coherent and integrated in the R&D&I strategy of the university or other 
organisations and institutions. 

• It must show the appropriate degree of internationalisation according to its subject 
matter and context. 

 
 

[2] Competences 

The competences to be acquired by doctoral candidates must be in accordance with those 
required for the award of the doctoral degree and with the qualifications established in the 
European Higher Education Area. 

• The proposed competences should be clearly and precisely worded and aligned with their 
level in the Spanish Framework of Qualifications for Higher Education. 

• The proposed competences must be assessable and their acquisition must be guaranteed 
for all doctoral candidates. 

 
 

[3] Access and admission of students 

The doctoral programme must have an access and admission system that clearly regulates and 
informs students about the admission criteria. 

• Admission criteria must be public, clearly described, not misleading and consistent with 
the scientific scope of the doctoral programme. 

• In the case of including the requirement of specific training complements, these must be 
adjusted to the entry profile and be coherent with the scientific field of the doctoral 
programme. 

• Information about the doctoral programme must be made available to doctoral students 
prior to their enrolment. 
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[4] Training activities 

The training activities included in the doctoral programme must constitute a coherent training 
proposal designed in a coordinated manner and taking into account the dedication of the 
doctoral students over a given period of time. 

• The planning and organisation of training activities, in particular on disciplinary and 
methodological knowledge (seminars, courses, workshops, etc.), transversal 
competences, training experiences (doctoral students' conferences, national or 
international congresses, etc.), among others, must be coherent with the competences to 
be acquired by doctoral students. 

• The doctoral programme must provide for an adequate organisation of doctoral students' 
mobility, consistent with the competences to be acquired. 

• The doctoral programme should provide for planning, both for full-time and part-time 
students, to ensure the acquisition of the expected competences. 

 
 

[5] Organisation of the programme 

The procedures for monitoring doctoral students' doctoral studies and supervising the doctoral 
thesis must ensure that students acquire the competences defined in the doctoral programme. 

• The doctoral programme must have the following procedures in place and make them 
publicly available. These procedures must be adequate and include: 

- The procedure used by the academic committee to assign the tutor and supervisor of 
the doctoral thesis. 

- The procedure for the control of the activity document of each doctoral student and 
the certification of their data. 

- The procedure for the annual assessment of the research plan and the activity 
document of each doctoral student. 

- The procedure for defining and assessing the activities to promote the supervision 
and multiple supervision of doctoral theses. 

 
 

[6] Human resources 

The doctoral programme must be supported by research staff who ensure, a priori, the viability 
of the programme in terms of the training of doctoral students. The academic staff involved must 
be sufficient and must have the appropriate qualifications and experience to carry out the 
doctoral programme. 

• Each research team must have a competitive research project on topics related to the 
research lines of the programme. 
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• The programme must be supported by the quality of the most relevant scientific 
contributions of the research staff involved. 

• The programme must be endorsed by the proven experience of its research staff in 
supervising doctoral theses and by the quality of these theses. 

• There should be clear mechanisms in the university to recognise tutoring and thesis 
supervision. 

 
 

[7] Material resources and support available to doctoral students 

The material resources and services necessary for the development of the training activities 
foreseen in the doctoral programme and for the comprehensive training of its students must 
ensure the acquisition of the competences foreseen. 

• The material resources and other means available must guarantee the development of 
the research to be carried out by each doctoral student. 

• The necessary services and resources must be guaranteed to enable doctoral students to 
attend conferences and carry out stays abroad, as well as funding to enable the 
organisation of seminars, conferences and other national and international training 
activities within the framework of the doctoral programme. 

• The doctoral programme must have professional orientation services that favour the 
appropriate labour market insertion of the programme's graduates. 

 
 

[8] Review, improvement and results of the doctoral programme 

The doctoral programme must have an IQAS that allows its development and results to be 
analysed, ensuring its review and continuous improvement. 

• It must have an academic committee that articulates procedures and mechanisms to 
supervise the development of the programme, analyse the results and determine the 
appropriate actions for improvement. The opinion of doctoral students and graduates 
must be one of the main factors to be taken into consideration when defining and 
implementing actions for improvement. 

• It must have a procedure in place to analyse the results of the mobility programme. 

• It should regularly publish information on the programme, its development and results. 

• It must have a procedure for the follow-up of graduates. 

• In the case of programmes involving more than one university, mechanisms and 
procedures must be in place to ensure coordination between the participating 
universities. 



REACU 
Spanish Network of 
University Quality 
Agencies 

ASSESSMENT PROTOCOL FOR VERIFICATION 
AND MODIFICATION OF DOCTORAL PROGRAMMES 

03/02/2022 7 

 

 

 

THE MODIFICATION OF DOCTORAL PROGRAMMES 
 

The general procedure for the modification of doctoral programmes is aimed at their continuous 
improvement. Modifications are classified as substantial or non-substantial, depending on 
whether or not they involve a change in the nature, objectives and fundamental characteristics of 
the degree registered in the Register of Universities, Centres and Degrees (RUCT). 

• Substantial modifications will be requested from the Council of Universities and will 
require an assessment report from the corresponding quality assurance agency, in a 
procedure similar to the verification procedure. In the case of doctoral programmes 
taught at doctoral schools that are institutionally accredited in accordance with the 
provisions of RD 640/2021, or at other centres that are institutionally accredited, the 
proposal shall be accompanied by a reasoned report on the academic and regulatory 
suitability of the substantial modification of the centre's or university's IQAS. 

• With regard to non-substantial modifications, if the doctoral programmes are taught in 
institutionally accredited centres, they will require a report from their IQAS and 
communication of the modified syllabus to the competent agency and to the 
corresponding Autonomous Community or Autonomous Communities, while if they are 
taught in centres that are not institutionally accredited, they will require approval by the 
university's governing bodies with the prior issue of a report from the IQAS, submission 
to the agency and acceptance by the competent agency. 

Articles 30 to 33 of Royal Decree 822/2021 establish the regulation of the general procedures for 
the modification of syllabuses, according to the casuistry described. Specifically, Article 30.4 of 
the aforementioned Royal Decree states the following: "Quality assurance agencies shall establish 
in a common manner the general criteria for defining which types of changes to the syllabus of a 
degree can be considered non-substantial". This is a requirement which is also included in the 
rest of the above-mentioned articles (in particular in Article 31.3, Article 32.6 and Article 33.6). 
Likewise, Article 32.2 establishes a series of aspects that affect the nature, objectives and 
characteristics of the title and that will be subject to substantial modification. 
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SUBSTANTIAL CHANGES 
 

Substantial modifications of doctoral programmes will be assessed by the competent quality 
assurance agency in the same way as the verification of doctoral programmes, and the provisions 
of this protocol apply. 

Non-substantial modifications to curricula taught in non-institutionally accredited universities will 
be assessed for acceptance by the competent agency. 

The following is the catalogue of substantial modifications, i.e., for each of the assessment 
dimensions, the aspects that will be considered substantial modifications, as they affect the 
nature, objectives and characteristics of the degree. 

However, if, in accordance with the university's proposal, the modifications submitted imply, in 
the opinion of the corresponding agency, the design of a new degree, the agency will issue a 
report rejecting the modifications requested and requesting the verification of a new degree. 

 
 

[1] Description of the doctoral programme 

They will be subject to substantial modification, as far as this dimension is concerned: 

• Partial change in the name of the programme. 

• The change in the number of places offered. 

• The change of centre/locations where the programme is delivered. 

The remaining proposed modifications will be understood as non-substantial modifications, 
provided that they do not affect the nature, objectives and characteristics of the doctoral 
programme. 

 
 

[2] Competences 

Any change in this dimension that affects the nature, objectives and characteristics of the 
programme will be considered a substantial modification, particularly those changes in 
competences additional to those established in article 5 of RD99/2011, which have been included 
in the verified report. 

 
 

[3] Access and admission of students 

They will be subject to substantial modification, as far as this dimension is concerned: 

• Change in training complements. 

• Changes in the criteria for admission and selection of students. 

The remaining proposed modifications will be understood as non-substantial modifications, 
provided that they do not affect the nature, objectives and characteristics of the doctoral 
programme. 
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[4] Training activities 

They will be subject to substantial modification, as far as this dimension is concerned: 

• Significant changes in the overall structure and design of training activities 

The remaining proposed modifications will be understood as non-substantial modifications, provided 
that they do not affect the nature, objectives and characteristics of the doctoral programme. 

 
 

[5] Organisation of the programme 

They will be subject to substantial modification, as far as this dimension is concerned: 

• Significant changes in the regulation of supervision and monitoring of the doctoral 
student. 

• Significant changes in the regulation of deadlines, writing, defence and assessment of 
doctoral theses. 

The remaining proposed modifications will be understood as non-substantial modifications, provided 
that they do not affect the nature, objectives and characteristics of the doctoral programme. 

 
 

[6] Human resources 

They will be subject to substantial modification, as far as this dimension is concerned: 

• Significant changes in the stable pool of research staff in the programme. 

• Changes in the programme's lines of research. 

The remaining proposed modifications will be understood as non-substantial modifications, provided 
that they do not affect the nature, objectives and characteristics of the doctoral programme. 

 
 

[7] Material resources and support available to doctoral students 

They will be subject to substantial modification, as far as this dimension is concerned: 

• Changes in infrastructures and/or available support resources that could affect the 
development of the doctoral programme. 

The remaining proposed modifications will be understood as non-substantial modifications, provided 
that they do not affect the nature, objectives and characteristics of the doctoral programme. 

 
 

[8] Review, improvement and results of the doctoral programme 

They will be subject to substantial modification, as far as this dimension is concerned: 

• Changes affecting the IACS model or structure. 

The remaining proposed modifications will be understood as non-substantial modifications, provided 
that they do not affect the nature, objectives and characteristics of the doctoral programme. 
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