
This week
Mond Democratic models and democracy reviews
Tue Righting the wrongs for Disabled students
Wed Student on student conduct, complaints, discipline
Thu Parliament and government advocacy
Fri Won’t somebody think about the Postgraduates?
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Levelling up



There’s a lot of them



• Total students 2,383,970
• Doctorate research students 101,885
• Other PG research students 10,930
• Numbers vary hugely by subject and 

institutions
• Funding varies hugely too…

Totals



• Most (not all) UK HE’s have decision making 
cultures which have two “strands” under 
Senate/Academic Board
• Taught programmes (with a heavy PG focus)
• Research (includes PGR students)

• General institutional decision making 
dominated by UG and deficit models
• England – OfS v UKRI

Institutional cultures



• Doctoral degree is awarded for the creation of 
new knowledge through original research or other 
advanced scholarship 
• It has to “extend the boundary of knowledge or 

practice” within a particular discipline and must 
merit publication. 
• Typically requires the equivalent of at least three 

years’ full-time study. 
• Globally recognised qualification, and considered 

to represent the highest level of academic 
qualification in most countries.

Nuts and bolts



• Crucial gateway qualification to becoming an academic (but 
not all PGRs do or want to and not all university teachers have 
one)

• Traditional focused on research, but some alternatives which 
incorporate substantial taught element (fundamental 
requirement for substantial body of original research 
remains).

• Professional doctorates – develop an individual’s professional 
practice and support them in producing an original 
contribution to professional knowledge. (eg EdD for Doctor of 
Education or DClinPsy for Doctor of Clinical Psychology).

• In some instances, doctorates may be awarded in recognition 
of a substantial body of original research conducted over 
many years. 

Nuts and bolts



• UKRI “works in partnership with universities, 
research organisations, businesses, charities, 
and government to create the best possible 
environment for research and innovation to 
flourish”

Bodies…



• HEFCW, SFC, UCU, NUS
• Office for Students
• The UK Council for Graduate Education is the 

“independent voice of the UK postgraduate 
community”.
• Vitae is the “global leader in supporting the 

professional development of researchers, 
experienced in working with institutions as 
they strive for research excellence, innovation 
and impact”.

Other bodies



• Some are entirely funded by external bodies, such as UK 
research funders or international government schemes. 

• Some are entirely self-funded. 
• Some supported by partnership arrangements involving some 

combination of a funding agency, a business or charity, and/or a 
university.

• These arrangements, encouraged by UKRI over the past couple 
of decades, mean that a UKRI-funded Centre for Doctoral 
Training or Doctoral Training Partnership might well involve 
commitments from several universities and a dozen or so 
external bodies. 

• Covid-19 might upset these arrangements in all sorts of ways – ie
we probably have students co-funded by companies that will not 
exist by the time this crisis has passed.

Funding



• No other national looks at PGR 
experience
• “No plans” to include PGRs in NSS
• Institutions can take part (most do) 

and you should be able to 
interrogate the figures
• Does PRES lead to action?

PRES



• Only 14% report that they have low anxiety 
compared to 41% of the general population.
• In other measures of wellbeing:
• Life satisfaction – PGRs 23%, UK population 

31%
• Life happiness – PGRs 23%, UK population 35%
• Life worthwhile – PGRs 35%, UK population 

36%

Wellbeing



• PGR anxiety levels may be explained by the 
marked decrease in confidence they report 
with regards to completing within 
timescales: 
• In Year One, 86% are confident they will 

complete
• By Year Five, 74% are still confident they 

will complete; and of those with the most 
extended periods, only 62% are confident 
of completion.

Wellbeing



Improvement



• A new section in this year’s survey gave PGRs 
the opportunity to provide free text 
comments on areas for improvement in their 
experience. Top three:
• Learning support (38%)
• Working culture and environment (24%) 
• Programme design (23%).

Improvement



• The report also shows that 26% of PGRs had 
at some point considered giving up their 
studies. 
• Main reasons they give are “not in always in 

direct control of institutions” such as “health, 
family or personal problems” (16%), “financial 
difficulties” (14%) and “difficulty balancing 
commitments” (13%).

Improvement



Supervision



Four factors:
• Skills and subject knowledge required to 

support research positively. 
• Regular contact with supervisor/s
• Supervisor/s providing feedback that helps the 

PGRs direct their research activities
• Helps them identify training and development 

needs as a researcher

Supervision



Culture



Ethnicity and satisfaction



• Majority of PGRs agree (59%) that institutions value 
and respond to feedback

• BUT a relatively high proportion (14%) disagree; that’s 
more than 6,700 students.

• This suggests that PGRs do not always feel their 
feedback is listened to or acted upon – a situation 
which is by no means unique to the postgraduate 
research environment. 

• “A way for HEIs to demonstrate their commitment to 
acting on feedback is to point towards where and how 
results from surveys like PRES have driven lasting 
change – thereby closing the feedback loop”

Feedback



Why is my lecturer white?
• A freedom of information request to UKRI 

revealed that over the last three academic 
years (2016/2017 – 2018/2019), of the total 
19,868 PhD funded studentships awarded by 
UKRI research councils collectively:
• 245 (1.2%) were awarded to Black or Black 

Mixed students
• Just 30 of those being from Black Caribbean 

background.

Who gets funding?



• Structural: The autonomous nature of higher 
education means that every institution has unique 
internal structures which often dictate how inequality 
is prioritised and played out.

• Organisational: The nature of job titles and roles 
within higher education, particularly in leadership 
positions has always been problematic with regards to 
identifying the locus for change or ‘ownership’ of the 
BME attainment agenda.

• Cultural: Resistance to acknowledging that problems 
exist regarding BME attainment, constitute a 
significant barrier towards effecting positive change.

Who gets funding?



• Emphasis on prior attainment
• Preference for graduates from research intensive 

institutions
• Limited data and low conversion rates of applicants
• Scholarship eligibility and recruitment practice (ie

“resilience in the face of adversity”)
• Bias or micro-aggressions in the recruitment model
• Bias or micro-aggressions in the supervisory model

Barriers



• The relationship between student and supervisor, supported by regular 
contact, is central to PGR student happiness.

• PGR students care greatly about the opportunity to work with, and learn 
from, people with cutting-edge skills and relevant subject knowledge.

• Students who have extended their PhD study period beyond the norm, 
which is associated with a lack of confidence in finishing their studies, are 
very unhappy with their experience.

• Non-traditional modes of study, such as part-time and distance learning, 
do nothing to diminish the student experience, and in the latter case may 
enhance it.

• Black ethnic students are relatively unhappy with their experience. There 
is also a strong interaction between gender and ethnicity, with female 
BME students far less likely to be happy.

Mental health



• HEIs need to place more emphasis on the fact 
that students are human beings who want good 
individual relationships with their supervisors 
and other students.
• More research is needed to identify the specific 

issues around PGR inputs that are not meeting 
the expectations and needs of students of Black 
ethnicity.
• HEIs might need to take a more gendered 

perspective in terms of seeking to enhance the 
PGR student experience.

Mental health



• Vitae 2008: difficulties with supervisor relationships, 
financial worries, harassment, and feeling isolated and 
inadequate.

• facilitate practice-sharing mechanisms around 
Catalyst Fund projects

• train, support and recognise supervisors' role in 
identifying wellbeing issues among postgraduate 
researchers

• dedicated support services and deeper understanding 
amongst others

• community as an essential component of wellbeing

Mental health



• Fair, transparent and equitable employment 
procedures.
• A fair rate of pay for all hours worked.
• Supervision or mentoring by a staff member 

who is not your research supervisor.
• Access to facilities and resources necessary to 

teach.
• A reasonable balance between employment 

and research.

PGRs that teach



• OfS Director for Fair Access and Participation is mandated to 
monitor undergraduate programmes, with doctoral study 
featuring only as an undergraduate destination.

• No information on who applies, who receives an offer, and 
who enrols.

• Those from lower socio-economic backgrounds are under-
represented at doctoral study.

• Not possible to determine whether underrepresented groups 
aren’t applying for doctoral study, or if they don’t get places.

• HESA collects equivalent data on doctoral students through 
the Student Record – but most of its published analysis is on 
undergraduates.

Access



• “In what other job would you be left with that 
amount of power over someone’s life without 
being required to formally demonstrate certain 
competences”.
• “This pissed me off more than anything in 

academia – hiring experts, but not trusting them 
to do the job they’re expert in”.
• “Another set of measures/metrics, adding to 

already onerous workloads. 
• “It is cultures that condone negligence, bullying, 

harassment and exploitation that must change”

Supervision?



• Stipends
• Are PGR students students or staff?
• Training
• PGRs that teach
• PGRs and conduct/harassment/misconduct
• Bespoke or specific? (for example M/H)
• Bespoke or barrier removal?
• Structures
• Self rep v Lived XP/Lab rats
• Change the SU v Change the PGR student

And finally
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