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NEON Widening Participation in Postgraduate Study Network 

 

Wednesday 27th January 2021, 1:00pm- 3:00pm 

 

Present: Stephanie Lee, University of Manchester (chair); Kath Powlesland, Cambridge; 

Alex Ferguson - University of Leeds; Jenn Coates, University of Leeds; Rebecca Boulton, 

University of Sussex; Sam Dyer, University of Exeter; Rebecca Richardson,  University of 

Cambridge; Lucy Bentley, University of York; Felicity Wicks, University of Manchester; 

Nicola Hopper, University of Sunderland; Cherryl Jones, University of Wawick; Martin 

Thompson, St Edmund's College, Cambridge; Olivia Matthewson, University of 

Cambridge; Janice Simpson, University of York; Sue Edwards, Lancaster University; 

Rachel Van Krimpen, University of Nottingham; Maria-Anna Petrou, NEON; Charmaine 

Valente, Student Loans Company; Louise Banahene, University of Leeds; Anna Toyne, 

Sheffield Hallam University; Melissa Bailey, University of Cumbria; Amy Foster, 

University of Manchester 

 

1. Minutes and actions from previous meeting (Stephanie Lee, Chair) SL 

welcomed members to the network. The minutes from the last meeting were 

agreed. 

 

All actions from previous meeting had either been completed or formed part of 

the agenda.  

 

2. Plans for running the group going forward (Stephanie Lee, Chair) 

The meeting was an opportunity for members to spend some time thinking about 

the role of the working group and the actions that the group wanted to take 

forward. Members would be asked to review the terms of reference and to 

consider where the working group wanted to get to and how best to involve those 

who wanted to help drive it forward. 

 

JC had attended a meeting of the NEON working groups and had taken away 

examples of best practice from other working groups, of which there are a variety 

working in their own way on different areas of WP. The BTEC working group had 

allocated different strands of activity with different members as strand leads. This 

approach was found to work well, enabling more collaboration and ensuring 

members were able to take a lead and make use of the expertise within the 

group. It was thought that this would be a useful model for the working group to 

use, with workstreams then being able to take forward areas of work between 

meetings. Members’ views on the use of this model were sought.  

 

3. Review of Terms of Reference 

a. Review ToR document 

Members were split into sub groups and asked to review the Terms of 

Reference. In particular members were asked to consider whether it was still 

fit for purpose, was what the group wanted to achieve, and if they were happy 

with the scope and responsibilities. 

 

b. Agreement of four workstreams - any others to be added? 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gtwzTiyScfUvdi8SI13eogBtG_llqV8X/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gp0diwYtItzoXibcmRXWAMudSVBIduD7/edit


2 
 

Members were also asked to discuss the idea of workstreams and to look at the 

proposed workstreams in the ToR document which were based on areas of focus 

identified when the group first came together. It was noted that members could 

be part of the working group without being part of a workstream.  

 

c. Allocation of members to workstreams and workstream leads 

Once workstreams agreed, members will be invited to put themselves forward 

against strands. Workstreams will present back on progress in the July 

meeting. 

 

Discussed 

 

 

● Include a comment about research in the terms of reference -the role of 

the group in understanding the latest research in this area and members 

having the opportunity to discuss and engage in academic research. 

● Is the focus solely on UK or is the focus on UK first with a view to expand 

to international? 

● Have a repository for research & PG WP data. Is there a role for the group 

in sharing this wider, such as through the NEON website? 

● Would be valuable to reference the role of colleagues in developing 

strategy. 

● Group is also a chance to showcase information and guidance relating to 

PG progression. 

● There is a need to understand whether the aim of the group is 

collaboration or independent best practice that can be shared. 

● While members were generally happy with the three workstreams the 

need for flexibility and to review areas based on developments in the 

sector was recognised. 

● There is a need to consider the way in which sub groups might mature. As 

work develops is it still a small working group or does it become 

something else? 

● The role and responsibilities of workstreams needs to be looked at. 

Guiding principles could be created to help manage the breadth and scope 

of work. 

● Model is good and would work well. WP criteria strand is a big topic that 

could take more time than the other areas, and is a strand that would be 

of interest to everyone to some degree. 

● Sub groups working on these streams should bring proposals to the main 

group for comment. 

● All themes good but wonder whether there needs to be a split between 

PGT & PGR; students returning to PG study & those progressing straight 

onto a PG course; full time and part time; students who stay in the same 

institution for PG study and those who move to a different institution. 

Unable to look at everything so group’s priorities need to be established. 

● Aims 2 and 3 in particular would benefit from being split into PGT and 

PGR.  

● Intervention (workstream 2)- raise awareness of why this work is 

important. Could include interventions on cultural change amongst staff.  

● Not just sharing good practice also share approaches to strategy and 

implementation 
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● Workstreams are a good idea allowing members to come together in 

smaller groups to collaborate. 

● Membership and balance of the workstreams needs to be considered, as 

more members might want to be involved in a particular strand. Some 

work is quite new and some members new to this area of work and as 

such will have less activity developed to evaluate. 

● There was support for the suggestion that the group could deliver a 

symposium or summit to share the work being undertaken. The idea could 

be looked at again after the July meeting once workstreams have reported 

back on progress. Have it in mind as a long term aim.  

Action 3.1 FW and JC to summarise workstreams, and email the group with 

expressions of interest to be part of (and / or Chair) each workstream, with a view to 

presenting initial findings in the July meeting. 

 

4. Presentation: research on progression to PG of first generation students  

(Sue Edwards)Presentation from Sue 

 

Action 4.1 Slides from SE’s presentation to be circulated. 

 

SE shared a summary of her MA Dissertation study: Decision-making in first-

generation undergraduates in relation to progressing directly into postgraduate 

study. 

 

● Consensus of opinion in the literature is that there is a correlation between lower 

levels of parent education and lower levels of progression on to PGS. Two key 

ways parent education levels could potentially influence progression into PG 

student: socio-economic, social-psychological.  

● Early reports from OfS suggest that the PG loan has been successful in enabling 

more students from previously underrepresented backgrounds in PGS to 

participate. However, HESA (2018) data for the corresponding period shows lower 

progression rates for FG students in comparison to SG students. 

● First Generation is defined as students whose parents/carers/guidance do not 

hold a HE qualification. Not just that the student is first in their family to attend 

university. 

● SE’s research focussed solely on final year undergraduate students. Integrated 

Master’s and international students not included 

● Decision triangle is a visual representation of three key considerations when 

making a decision and used by SE to structure interviews-  

o Individual- your instinct, personal perspective and individual 

circumstances. 

o Influences- other people including friends, family, social media wider 

media and opinion.  

o Information- facts and figures. 

● Different parts of triangle can point towards different conclusions. Some elements 

of triangle ‘bigger’ than others. 

● Individual factors biggest triangle from most interviews.  

o The key theme of becoming an adult & being independent was more 

prominent in those participants who were planning to enter graduate 

employment or undecided.  
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o Perceptions of affordability- not simply underlying financial resources, but 

attitudes relating to perceived value for money were a barrier to exploring 

PG study as an option. 

o Personal values and interests- for those who had made a firm decision to 

progress into PG student for them passion and values were frequently 

mentioned, more so than those looking to enter graduate employment. 

o Career planning and confidence to complete- those intending to progress 

to PG student had made very clear career plans- but also expressed that 

their undergraduate degree along wasn’t enough. Not confident enough to 

complete in graduate job market without a Master’s qualification.  

● Influences- deemed by nearly all to have a less of an impact on their decision 

making than individual factors. Parents were mentioned a little bit but influence of 

peers was almost non-existent. Contrary to literature review.  

o However expectations from parents came through. Parental expectation 

that undergraduate degree would lead onto graduate job. 

o Academic staff highly influential- particularly personal encounters.  

o Careers activity most highly rated source of support. 

● Information- almost all explored online information.  

o Information gap- more opportunities to find out about graduate 

employment than PG courses. 

● Standout factors influencing decision 

o Knowledge gap  

o Adulthood and independence 

o Perceived affordability 

o Long standing narrative of graduate employment after undergraduate. 

● Conclusion  

o Being a FGS seemed to have an impact on participants decision making 

related to graduate employment of PG study 

o Not fully aware of the influence of others on their decision making 

o FGS is a relevant and useful characteristic to target in quest to widening 

participant and access to PGS 

● Recommendations 

o Raise profile of PGS early in undergraduate journey or earlier 

o Provide opportunities for vicarious experiences 

o Increase encounters with other HEIs 

o Raise awareness of PGS as a financially viable option 

o Career guidance to increase awareness of influences on decisions 

 

Discussed 

It was noted that the findings of SE’s study reinforced many of the findings of the 

OfS Barriers to Student Success project on progression to and success in 

postgraduate study. 

There was a question around how the Student Loans Company communicates 

information about the PG loan. CV offered to create factsheet. 

Action 4.2 FW & JC to pick up offer from CV outside of meeting and look at how it 

could be taken forward.  

 

5.Workstream update: WP criteria (Felicity Wicks, Jenn Coates) 
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a. Review criteria  

A sub group comprising members from Russell group and post 1992 

institutions had met to discuss the WP criteria list, which had been compiled 

at the previous network meeting. The sub group put the suggested criteria 

into a format that would be easier for the group to consider and try to 

rationalise.  

 

b. Agree essential / desirable criteria and availability of data across institutions 

Members were split into sub groups and asked to consider the feasibility of 

collecting this data and whether the criteria could be applied equally to PGR. 

 

Discussed  

● One sub group felt that the WP criteria would apply to both PGT and PGR. 

● Another group thought that criteria would be applicable to PGT and PGR 

but would need to be checked with institutions. 

● It was suggested that RG/ non RG be changed to research intensive/ non-

research intensive. FW noted that the RG / non RG definition had come 

from Paul Wakeling’s research. 

● Consider including whether student already has a PG qualification.  

● Look at what information is already collected, such as through HESA. 

● Consider what would need to be collected on application form or 

registration form. 

● Decide the point at which the data is collected. 

● Have a clear timescale for collection and reporting. PG students tend to 

have a rolling intake.  

● One sub group stated that while they were happy with the criteria the 

relevance of some data such as FSM and postcode was dependent on the 

age of the student and that an agreement on how to approach this would 

be needed. 

● There are GDPR considerations, particularly around protected 

characteristics and privacy statements. Could this impede on work going 

forward? 

● It would be good to collect data from the admissions pool but would need 

to check how long data on unsuccessful applicants is held. 

● Consider students from military families/background.  

● Group needs to consider what it wants to do with the data and how to 

analyse it. Is it about access or non-continuation?  

● Useful to specify whether it is for home rather than home and international 

students. 

● Members’ work aligns more to home students. It would be a bigger 

exercise to include international plus some of the criteria is not applicable 

to that group of students. Institutions could still gather information on 

international students in addition to the group’s work. 

Action 5.1: Members to talk within their own institutions about the WP criteria and how 

data could be collected. Look to get agreement at the next meeting from members 

wanting to opt into the venture. FW / JC to send email clarifying next steps here. 

Action 5.2: All to review whether they currently have a measure of non-

continuation/retention at PGT level within their institution (if yes, how/when this is 

measured), and report back to the group in April for discussion  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1R2ln9oHra1zehuoEIa2ws5ErviXZG9J4ODtJmTvVvOU/edit
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6. Comms platforms (Jenn Coates) 

a. Move to Teams / NEON website to replace Google drive 

The Neon working groups meeting attended by JC had also talked about comms and how 

the NEON website is a good place to share work externally, including information for 

people who might want to join the group.  

NEON has set up a Teams space for the different working groups which enables better 

storage of information and is a useful place to communicate between meetings. In 

having all the working groups in one place there is the potential to see developments 

from different groups and the possibility of crossover. 

There was support from members to move away from Google drive and make use of the 

Teams area. Members can register for the Teams area regardless of whether their 

institution has NEON membership 

It was agreed that the group would try using Teams by initially adding a few documents 

to the group’s area. Will look to make greater use of the area if members are able to 

access it, but alternatives will be looked at if access is a challenge for members. 

Action 6.1: JC to add main WG documents to the NEON WG Teams Space, for members 

to start using this space as a place to communicate and collaborate outside of meetings  

Members can sign up to the Teams area here: 

https://www.educationopportunities.co.uk/neon-working-group-teams/ 

Action 6.2: JC / FW to send prompt. 

7 .Items for next agenda (Stephanie Lee) 

WP PG definition workstream will report back on progress. 

Discussion about non-continuation dates and whether institutions are currently 

measuring non continuation at PGT level, how they are doing so and whether there 

needs to be consistent measures applied at a sector level.  

If members have anything they would like to present at the next meeting or suggestions 

for presenters, they should let FW and JC know.  

 

8. Dates of next meetings (Stephanie Lee) 

Next meeting will be Wednesday 21st April. Members can register for the meeting here: 

https://www.educationopportunities.co.uk/events/widening-participation-in-post-

graduate-study-meeting/ 

 

9. AOB (Stephanie Lee) There was no other business 

 

 

 

 

https://www.educationopportunities.co.uk/neon-working-group-teams/
https://www.educationopportunities.co.uk/events/widening-participation-in-post-graduate-study-meeting/
https://www.educationopportunities.co.uk/events/widening-participation-in-post-graduate-study-meeting/
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Summary of Actions: 

Action 3.1 FW and JC to summarise workstreams, and email the group with expressions 

of interest to be part of (and / or Chair) each workstream, with a view to presenting 

initial findings in the July meeting. 

Action 4.1 Slides from SE’s presentation to be circulated. 

Action 4.2 FW & JC to pick up offer from CV outside of meeting and look at how it could 

be taken forward.  

Action 5.1: Members to talk within their own institutions about the WP criteria and how 

data could be collected. Look to get agreement at the next meeting from members 

wanting to opt into the venture. FW / JC to send email clarifying next steps here. 

Action 5.2: All to review whether they currently have a measure of non-

continuation/retention at PGT level within their institution (if yes, how/when this is 

measured), and report back to the group in April for discussion  

Action 6.1: JC to add main WG documents to the NEON WG Teams Space, for members 

to start using this space as a place to communicate and collaborate outside of meetings  

Action 6.2: JC / FW to send prompt for members to sign up to Teams area 


