
NEON Widening Participation in Postgraduate Study Network 

Thursday 24th June 2021, 11:00-13:00 

 

Present: 

Felicity Wicks, University of Manchester; Stacey Mottershaw, University of Leeds; Janice 

Simpson, University of Leeds; Alex Ferguson, University of Leeds; Julien Boast, SOAS, 

University of London; Rosa Marvell, Oxford Brookes University; Laura Williams, 

University of Bristol; Becki Cobb, University of Lincoln; Jenn Coates, University of Leeds; 

Nicola Critchlow, Edge Hill University; Helen Claxton, University of York; Louise 

Banahene, University of Leeds; Sue Edwards, Lancaster University; Jo Armstrong, 

Lancaster University; Chiara La Sala, University of Leeds; Lindsay Bown, University of 

Sunderland; Ali Jackson, University of Leeds; Kirsty Janes, University of Exeter; Mark 

van der Enden, , University of Surrey; Stephanie Lee, University of Manchester (Chair) 

 

1. Welcome (SL, Chair) 

SL welcomed members to the network. 

2. Presentation + Q&A- Tackling the racial diversity crisis in Geography, 

Earth & Environmental Sciences postgraduate research, Dr Jacqueline 

Houghton, University of Leeds 

JH presented her group’s work on tackling the racial diversity crisis in geoscience 

postgraduate research. Geoscience is a catch all term that includes Physical 

Geography, Geology, Environmental Sciences, Geochemistry and Geophysics. 

 

Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences amongst the worst Physical 

Sciences for BAME student participation and for retention of BAME students into 

postgraduate research. 

2018/19- retention of Physical Geography and Environmental Sciences BAME 

students into PGR worse than 2014 to 2019. 

In two of the last five years Geology and Physical Geography have seen no Black 

women starting postgraduate degrees. 

Geoscience Specific issues:  

• Rural environments less accessible to children who grow up in 

urban settings or low income households. 

• Image problem- stereotypical image of white man in challenging 

outdoor environments. 

• Poor career perceptions relative to other scientific/medical subjects. 

• Fieldwork barriers- cultural sensitivity, costs, racial harassment, 

alcohol macho culture. 

• Lack of recognition of colonial links and lack of representation at 

faculty level. 

• Hostile environments deter BAME students from applying to and 

continuing in geosciences. 



• Colonial links- roots of modern geosciences lay in expanding the 

British Empire. 

 

What can we do? 

Broaden Participation 

• Teach sustainability, decolonisation, urban geoscience. 

• Adapt fieldwork to be more inclusive. 

• Paid summer schools and internships. 

• Push professional bodies for accreditation reform. 

• Work along pipeline (including pre university) 

• Industry links and improve career perceptions. 

Remove structural inequity 

• Tackle exclusionary colonial foundations of institutions. 

• Increase faculty diversity. 

• Ringfenced funding for research. 

• Make application processes more transparent. 

• Pressure funders for greater transparency in recruitment. 

• Encourage our CDTs to remove discriminatory practises 

Many of these points would also be applicable to other discipline areas. 

It was noted that this work looked at UK students only. There is a need to raise 

awareness across the sector of the diversity crisis within geosciences. The 

number of international BAME PGR students studying geosciences makes the 

problem less visible.  

Action: 2.1 JH to share slides with the group. 

 

3. Workstreams 

i.WP PG Criteria (FW/JC) 

WP PG criteria has pretty much been defined. Now looking at how data can be 

captured, shared across institutions and analysed.  

Paul Wakeling happy to support group’s aims and provide support with analysing 

the data. 

FW has heard back from the University of Manchester legal team about the data 

sharing implications. 

A timeline for when scoping and implementation is expected to take place has 

been created. The timescale takes into account the time it may take for some 

institutions to have conversations about adding questions to application forms. 

A suggestion that the criteria could be shared with the OFS and/or HESA for 

feedback will be discussed at the subgroup’s next meeting. 

 



ii. Careers and Employability (SM) 

Looking at career life cycle of postgraduate students from under-represented 

backgrounds, including how students make the decision to study at PGT & PGR. 

Creating bank of case studies outlining interventions that benefit WP 

postgraduate students. Case studies from members of the network welcomed.  

Looking to research how WP PGT students articulate their skills. Research will be 

used to identify additional support needs for WP postgraduate students.  

Action 3.1: Members to share any relevant case studies with SM. 

 

iii. Approaches to Strategy and Implementation (LB) 

The development of a toolkit or framework had been discussed, the content of 

which would be fleshed out at the subgroup’s next meeting. The platform that 

could be used would also be discussed. 

 

iv. Research / Academic Studies (LB) 

The value of looking at research around contextual admissions in a postgraduate 

setting had been decided upon. The difficulties in identifying examples of this had 

been observed by the subgroup. 

Funding to conduct a literature review had been secured and a supervisor 

identified. There will be a student research internship over the summer to 

conduct the literature review. 

 

v. On Course Success  

Update available on the WP in PG Study area in Teams. 

Members were encouraged to explore the WP in PG Study channel on Teams if 

they had not done so already. Channel contains meeting content and outputs 

from the workstreams. 

 

Sutton Trust Report 

SL highlighted the Sutton Trust report Inequality in the highest degree? that had 

recently been released. The NEON WP in PG Working Group is included in the 

report as a case study on sharing best practice. The report makes a number of 

recommendations on fee levels, postgraduate funding, targeted interventions 

such as summer schools and use of contextual data, transparency and fairness of 

the application process. It was proposed that a more in-depth discussion on the 

report’s findings could take place at the next meeting, looking at what members 

are doing in these areas as further examples of best practice. 

 

 

 

https://www.suttontrust.com/our-research/inequality-in-the-highest-degree-postgraduate-access/


5. Presentation + Q&A 

Dr Anna Hogg, University of Leeds. SENSE guidelines for PhD recruitment in line 

with EDI best practice: practical action and challenges 

PhD Recruitment- EDI Best Practice 

• PhD project design – request diverse supervisory teams. Collaborate with 

industry partners on PhD projects – visibility of career opportunities beyond 

academia. Use inclusive language in PhD project description. Clear statement of 

eligibility- encourages applications from underrepresented groups. 

• Advertising- advertise beyond findaphd.com. Advertise PhD project 

opportunities to ethnically diverse universities. Create fact sheets, run short 

webinars and set up discussion groups to freely and openly communicate advice. 

Social media campaigns discussing why PhDs are great. 

• Interview Selection- unconscious bias training. Anonymise all application 

documents. Academics asked to write gender neutral references. Grade all 

applications quantitatively on pre-defined criteria. Guarantee interviews for 

appointable applicants from underrepresented groups. 

• Interviews- invitations to interview sent with sufficient notice. In-person or 

virtual interview has no bearing on outcome. Check interview questions with an 

EDI committee. No single-sex interview panels. Quantitively grade interviewee 

responses on pre-defined criteria. Some interview questions are a practical test. 

Ongoing Challenges 

• Good gender balance in student and supervisory teams, and no under 

representation in terms of disability, but cohorts still lack ethnic diversity. 

• Ring fenced interview places positive step, but didn’t dramatically change 

appointments- people did not fill in the option form. 

• Setting up summer internship programme for Leeds, through SENSE and SHY. 

Plan to expand this across Yorkshire universities and invite businesses to fund 

intern positions. 

• No mechanism for university verifying applicants from non-traditional university 

backgrounds- these candidates are currently missed. 

• Advertising beyond findaphd.com remains important. 

Action 5.1 - AH to share slides with the group. 

 

6. Actions from last meeting (SL) 

All actions from the previous meeting have been completed or are in progress. 

7. Matters Arising from last meeting 

JC provided an update on the surveys that had been created in collaboration with 

SLC to investigate PGT students’ experiences of finance and funding. Only the 

University of Manchester and University of Leeds had participated in the exercise. A 



set of questions had been agreed with SLC and surveys had been designed at 

institution level. 46 responses had been received. 

Key points from the surveys: 

Most applicants getting finance and funding information from university websites. 

Applicants going to each institutions’ funding pages, so it is important that the 

information is clear and accessible. 

Students who have scholarships and loans still having to access other sources of 

income. Students working part time may not be eligible for universities’ hardship 

funding. 

54.2% of students who completed the survey stated that they had been unable to 

pay for books, study materials or fieldwork. 

45.8% of students who responded to the survey had been unable to participate in 

extracurricular activities due to funding.  

As scholarship amounts on the whole remain the same, should the programme that a 

student is going onto study be taken into account, as some courses are much more 

expensive? 

PG loan repayments information not clear enough- when does it have to be 

repaid/how much? 

JC looking to create a fact sheet with the SLC that will incorporate the survey’s 

findings. 

SLC looking at whether a survey could be sent out more generally across sector to 

get a wider range of responses.   

Action 7.1 - JC to share survey observations document  

BR shared details of 2021/22 PG loan application service. Service will open on 

Monday 28th June. 

Action 7.2 - BR to share slides with the group. 

8. PGR 101 (JC) 

JC said there had been quite a lot of interest in attending a demystifying PGR 

session. The session is likely to take place at the end of July. JC thanked network 

members who had offered to present at the session. 

9. Summary of year (FW) 

FW shared an infographic of the Widening Participation in Postgraduate Study 

Working Group 2020-21 

There had been 63 attendees across 4 meetings, representing 32 institutions and 5 

professional bodies. 

There are 5 workstreams 

• WP PG criteria 



• Careers and employability 

• Approaches to strategy and implementation 

• Research / academic studies 

• On-course success 

Action 9.1 - FW to share infographic with the group. 

10. AOB 

SL informed members that she would be handing over the chairship fully to LB 

next academic year as she will be leaving her post at the University of 

Manchester. SL thanked FW and JC for their organisation of the meetings and 

members for their contributions. 

LB thanked SL for her co-chairship of the meetings and for her work and 

contributions to the group. 

Will be in touch with meeting dates for next academic year.   

 

Summary of Actions: 

Action 2.1 JH to share slide with the group. 

Action 3.1 - Members to share any relevant case studies with SM. 

Action 5.1 - AH to share slides with the group. 

Action 7.1 - JC to share survey observations document. 

Action 7.2 - BR to share slides with the group. 

Action 9.1 - FW to share infographic with the group. 

 

 

 

 
 


