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City Graduate School – Report on Activity, March 2017 
  
The City Graduate School was founded in November 2012, and the key elements of its Terms of 
Reference on which it has focused are: 
 

• to advise the Dean of the Graduate School (who reports to Senate) 
• to monitor and advise on all aspects of academic quality standards for research 

degrees and research degree provision 
• to make responses on behalf of the University to sector wide initiatives, 

consultations and other national and international developments concerning 
research student activity and provision 

• in particular to:  
• improve the student experience,  
• Improve completion rates,  
• improve student employability,  
• improve training,  
• improve student publications  

 
Since its founding, the School has reported regularly to Senate through the Dean and Senate has 
conducted the review of the School following its first 3 years of activity.  It has established itself as a 
virtual school, with no building, minimal staff (all of whom have additional roles across the 
University) yet a definable stream of activity and influence.  It is responsible, jointly with the other 
schools of the university, for about 535 FTEs active research students.  The School is also responsible 
for supporting the objectives of the Strategic Plan by providing a focus for research degree provision. 
 
The City Graduate School can claim some modest successes in improving systems, clarifying 
regulations, improving student support and creating more effective links with the Students Union.  
This report reflects on developments and achievements during the period since the last Senate 
review. 
  
Current Priorities 
 
The City Graduate School continues to focus on its original objectives in the following areas: 
 

1. the research student experience 
2. completion rates 
3. employability of research students 
4. training of research students 
5. communication of research student work through publication 

 
and following the Graduate School Review by Senate it was agreed that the Graduate School might 
additionally focus (within its resources) on: 
 

1. financial support for research students 
2. ongoing work to enhance training provision (to include opportunities for cross-School 

collaboration and training to support self-awareness, employability and personal skills) 
3. consistency in data collection and reporting. Including linking research degree qualification 

rate data and analysis was linked to School action planning and reporting (Senate 6 May 
2015) 

4. appropriateness of KPIs for the recruitment of doctoral students 
5. exploring the often conflicting priorities of doctoral students; to teach, to complete research 

publications and to complete their studies on time. 
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Comment follows below on a number of key areas of the City Graduate School’s activities: 
  
Annual summary of completion rate data and action planning 
 
The attention to research degree completion rates remains an important objective within City’s 
Strategic Plan 2012-16 (KPI 2.7).  The City Graduate School Committee has regularly discussed 
completion rates and completion rate data has been reported to Senate periodically. Most recently, 
in 2016 the City Graduate School commissioned a detailed research degree qualification cohort 
analysis which was reported to Senate in July 2016.  
 
While activities undertaken in recent years have led to real improvements in the research student 
experience, the University is yet to achieve a significant and sustained improvement in institution-
wide completion rates. A new approach to support progress in this area started in 2015 when the 
City Graduate School developed a Research Degrees Good Practice Guide.  This was designed to 
drive and support the development of policy-informed good practice in Schools’ management of 
research degree students. The Guide is broad in focus, taking account of the different needs and 
requirements of Schools and the research student community.  Schools have since begun a process 
of action planning to drive enhancements that should deliver further improvements to the research 
student experience and consequently in completion rates.  
 
The overall action plan for the Graduate School has been updated to reflect developments and 
progress that has been managed within Schools and is included as Appendix A.  Mechanisms for 
more regular research degree data and analysis will be undertaken and streamlined action planning 
and reporting processes will be developed to support Schools and to provide the Graduate School 
with stronger oversight of provision. 
 
Postgraduate Research Student Survey 2017  
 
The biennial Postgraduate Research Student Survey (PRES) was last undertaken in 2015, achieving 
the highest ever level of response across the University and highlighted strong levels of student 
satisfaction with supervision and the City Graduate Library Centre in particular.  
  
Areas identified for enhancement included clarification of the role of the second supervisor, 
enhanced student inductions, increased networking opportunities (especially for part-time 
students), improved working environment (access to space, computing facilities etc.) and better 
signposting to advice and support when things go wrong.  These areas were discussed soon after the 
completion of the survey by the City Graduate School Committee and Academic Schools were 
encouraged to take action on the points raised.  Schools have addressed PRES outcomes through 
actions in their Annual Programme Evaluations and also within School plans to improve completion 
rates. 
 
The PRES 2017 will commence in March 2017.  School and SU Representatives on the City Graduate 
School Committee will be encouraged to work with their student cohort to inform them of the work 
done on the issues raised since PRES 2015, to encourage them to complete the survey and to aim to 
increase the participation rate at City.  
 
Institutional Level Objectives 
 
Set out below is a summary of the many achievements of the City Graduate School in addressing its 
institutional level objectives. The sections of the summary align with sections of the Research 
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Degrees Good Practice guide to ensure that reporting is structured in the same way as School action 
plans.  
 
1. Student recruitment, selection and admission 
 
The University has recognised that as well as operating processes that ensure research student 
quality, there is a need to focus on ensuring the ‘fit’ of a doctoral student and the interests and 
expertise of the supervisor(s) to a specific doctoral programme. Additionally, these processes must 
support the recruitment and retention or underrepresented student groups.  Activities include: 
 

• The City Graduate School welcome events/inductions (typically in November and February) 
continue to provide a strong starting point for doctoral students, especially when combined 
with the tailored induction events that are delivered by Schools and/or Departments.  

• The City Graduate School has championed work to improve the visibility of doctoral projects 
available in Schools; liaising with Schools and Marketing and Communications. Schools have 
considered how to support this work as part of their action plans to improve completion 
rates.  Several relevant pages have been updated.  

 
Progress monitoring and registration 
 
The proactive management of doctoral students has been a priority of the City Graduate School. 
Effective systems and accurate record keeping enable the University to support the progress of 
students, identify potential issues at an early stage and also provide the data required to support 
action planning, audit and funding requirements. Research and Progress (RaP) has been the prime 
tool through which the University has sought to manage progress monitoring. It is also now the 
system through which the University oversees international students on Tier 4 visas in order to meet 
government requirements.  Activities include: 
 

• Training and development within RaP has continued, albeit hampered by some issues of 
engagement with the team at Manchester. Developments have included the updating of the 
off-campus study form to ensure that requirements for maintaining contact with students 
during these periods are clear and understood. Supervisors have been briefed on 
expectations. More recently the City Graduate School has considered the outcomes of a 
review of Tier 4 requirements. 

• As set out earlier in the report, the Dean of the Graduate School has undertaken work with 
Academic Operations and Strategy and Planning to plan for improvements in the data in 
research degree completion rates, including cohort analysis and differentiation between 
part-time and full-time students within reports. A full report was made to Senate in July 
2016. 

• Measures to strengthen and clarify Academic Regulations for Doctoral Programmes and 
Masters Degrees by Research were developed and approved by Senate in July 2016; these 
have now been implemented and the related forms and guidance have been updated. 
Changes designed to help students and support improved completion rates included: revised 
minimum and maximum periods of candidature for full and part time MPhil and PhD 
students, clarification that the maximum period means the date by which a candidate must 
submit the thesis for first examination and clearer outcomes available to examiners around 
the time available to make minor/major amendments. This work additionally ensured that 
City Regulations were in alignment with ESRC definitions that students should conclude their 
studies within 4 years (rather than simply submit within 4 years).  

• Project proposal on doctoral supervision teams (see below) 
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• Building on progress in the presentation of data on research degree completion rates, work 

will continue to explore an appropriate mechanism to streamline School data analysis, 
reflection and action planning to improve completion rates. 

 
Supervision and supervisor development 
 
The University is committed to providing students with the highest standards of supervision; this 
underpins both student success and the institutional reputation for the quality of the student 
experience. Recent PRES surveys have highlighted the confidence that students have in the quality 
and engagement of their supervisors as being a strength of the City approach and developments 
have sought to build on this foundation through the sharing of good practice and the 
implementation of measures to ensure greater consistency in approach.  Activities include: 

• A recent review of the implementation of the Policy on the Approval of Doctoral Degree 
Supervisors demonstrated a good level of compliance with the policy and only a few number 
of supervisors being appointed through the exceptions process. The University’s ability to 
appoint the highest quality supervisory team is essential in supporting doctoral students to 
successful completion.  The review highlighted careful planning in areas where it is not 
possible to appoint Category A supervisors who meet all of the requirements of the policy 
(notably for professional doctorates, such as the Professional Doctorate in Counselling 
Psychology).   The City Graduate School has handled requests for ‘exceptions’ (as allowed for 
under the policy) liaising with the President.   

 
Targets/priority areas/next steps: 
 

• The City Graduate School will continue to work with Schools to explore best practice 
supervisory models to ensure that the City approach is effective. 

• Plans to implement a workload allocation model to take into account of supervision load 
remain a priority. 

 
Research environment 
 
It is recognized that it is of prime importance to create a culture that embraces, supports and 
challenges doctoral students. Student success is dependent on student well-being and integration in 
a supportive and stimulating research culture. This environment must be established within 
departments and Schools, but the Graduate School has an important role in promoting best practice 
and facilitating a complimentary culture at an institutional-level. As such, the City Graduate School 
coordinates a range of formal and informal opportunities for research training, development and 
career planning and networking.  Activities include: 
 

• The development of high quality and appropriate training provision for doctoral students 
was a significant focus of City Gradate School activity in 2016/17. The Spring Graduate 
School event demonstrated a variety of innovative and timely ways for researchers to 
engage in development opportunities. In addition to the coordination of a portfolio of 
annual training events, the City Graduate School has also worked with Research and 
Enterprise to discuss enhanced provision for doctoral students in areas such as: ethics, 
funding, insurance, IPR and enterprise. Research skills training modules continue to be 
hosted via Moodle. 

• Plans are ongoing to optimize opportunities for doctoral students to engage with research 
methods/skills training available across Schools. In support of this objective, the City 
Graduate School has collated relevant information and undertaken work to improve the 
visibility of training provision on the Graduate School website. A Moodle module has been 
developed to share information on training opportunities.  
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• LEaD progressed a recommendation that the academic CV should be developed for use by 

for research students. This work was concluded in 2016 and guidance has also been 
produced to support students in recording their skills training for employability and other 
purposes.  

• The City Graduate School Committee received the outcome of a report on compliance with 
the policy guiding the University approach to research Students who teach. Work to address 
the outcomes of this report are ongoing, but the Graduate School welcomed the proactive 
and constructive student-led review into this important area of practice.  

• Responding to one outcome of the above report, the City Graduate School Committee 
considered a report on student satisfaction and the effectiveness of the Learning, Teaching 
and Assessment module of the MA Academic Practice; the essential prerequisite training for 
research students who teach. It was noted that outcomes were generally good, but that 
support was needed to secure the resources to facilitate sufficient places on the module and 
at the right times. The City Graduate School would support LEaD in taking forward any 
relevant actions with ExCo in 2016/17. Additionally, following discussion at the Graduate 
School Committee, it was recommended that research student should be permitted to 
complete the Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice two years to limit impact on 
doctoral studies. 

• The City Graduate School is leading on work to develop a mechanism to publish research 
student profiles on the University website.  

• A number of awards were made from the Graduate School Conference Attendance Fund. 
• REF2021: it is recognized that research student publications co-authored with supervisors 

who are full time academic staff and submitted to the REF have played, and will continue to 
play a key part in the submitted research strengths of City across many areas of the 
University – emphasizing the value of research student publications not just to student 
success but more widely to Institutional success.   

• Doctoral Training Centres:  the City Graduate School has, and continues to work with the 
Research & Enterprise Office in providing underpinning information on research student 
training in support of bids for Doctoral Training provision.  City is an active member of the 
South East Network for Social Sciences (SeNSS) and information on the wider training 
opportunities from that Centre are regularly circulated to all students. 

• City Graduate Library Centre:  the renovation work at City has seen the loss of this Centre 
and the City Graduate School continues to work with the Students Union on alternative 
facilities for the research student body.  
 

On-going actions: 
 

• The Graduate School will continue to explore with the Research and Enterprise Office 
opportunities for funding for research skills training for students alongside staff. 

 
City Graduate School Committee  
The Committee meets regularly – typically 5 times per year and comprises representatives from the 
Students Union, of each School and of key Professional Services and considers a variety of matters 
raised by each of the above, supporting communication with Schools and with Senate through the 
Dean.  The support from the members of the Committee is greatly appreciated and acknowledged in 
this report. 
 
Administration of Research Degrees across the University 
The City Graduate School supports the variety of ‘routine’ administrative activities that underpin the 
submission, examination of and communication with research students including:  
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- Award Letters for PhDs 
- External Examiner forms (RDF5) 
- External Examiners payments 
- External Examiners’ & Supervisors’ approvals on RaP 
- DSc from submission to Award 
- Preparation for Induction Day - twice a year (October & March) 
- Papers for the City Graduate School Committee (on an ad hoc basis) 
- City Graduate School Spring Week: planning, preparation and delivery 
- City Graduate School Conference Attendance Fund administration 
 
Summary Highlights 
 

• The Spring Graduate School Week continues to be a networking event for the School and for 
the City research community. The 2016 event provided doctoral students with a rich variety 
of whole and half day activities to facilitate opportunities for: the development of 
transferable skills, critical feedback in a supportive environment and networking with other 
researchers. The spring event includes the popular Postgraduate Researchers Symposium, 
the Three Minute Thesis (3MT®) competition, Entrepreneurship Starter-thon and a Careers 
in Academic Panel event. The response from students who participated in these events was 
extremely positive; feedback was captured via video and published on the Graduate School 
web pages: http://www.city.ac.uk/city-graduate-school/researcher-skills-
development/201516-spring-graduate-school 
 

• The development of a Research Degrees Good Practice Guide that has helped to shape 
action planning and reporting to deliver an enhanced doctoral student experience. This 
structured review process has facilitated critical reflection on sector best practice and 
consequently in many School specific actions for enhancement. 
 

• City Graduate School Conference Attendance Fund:  this has supported dozens of students 
since it was established, supplementing funding from Academic Schools and allowing more 
students to attend important events in the UK and abroad and represent City at major peer 
group events, as well as fostering student publication to underpin their thesis presentation. 
In 2015/16, £9,750 was awarded to students from the City Graduate School fund. 
 

The above report will be presented to Senate at its March meeting. 
 
February 2017  

http://www.city.ac.uk/city-graduate-school/researcher-skills-development/201516-spring-graduate-school
http://www.city.ac.uk/city-graduate-school/researcher-skills-development/201516-spring-graduate-school
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APPENDIX A – CURRENT SCHOOL FOCUS AND ACTIVITIES  
 
This presents an update on the Action Plan submitted to Senate as part of the completion of the 3-
year review and will continue to be developed as it incorporates updated actions from Schools. The 
Research APEs are not yet available, but this information should be available to finalise this paper for 
Senate in March. 
 
The following are important issues for the committee for 2016/17: 
 

1. Focus on completion rates. The cohort analysis that took a lot of time and effort to 
undertake – and was only completed recently - has been very revealing – pinpointing 
which schools and which cohorts have been challenged. Schools have been asked to 
review the situation and put forward views to the graduate school. It seems that the 
graduate school has a joint governance role in this matter, which is mainly to collect 
data and ask questions, but it includes making policy suggestions for Senate.  
 

2. To continue to improve and enhance the student experience – in particular the situation 
for students who teach. The students union and student representatives have been 
(rightly) vocal that the policies and the implementation of policies about student’s 
teaching have not always been clear or even fair. And this is an area that the committee 
has already started work. Ken Grattan will be updating the committee on the situation 
and putting forward proposals. 

 
3. To improve the clarity and wording of the key regulations. To date the committee has 

spent a lot of time improving all sorts of regulations that were unclear, inconsistent and 
out of date. Recently, the Senate regulations were updated – but this updating revealed 
that more work has to be done. In particular, with the arrival of TEF, we need to check 
that the regulations are fitting in with the new requirements. And we also need to sort 
out various other minor issues. Student and Academic Services will review these areas 
and put forward any necessary proposals during the year. 

 
4. Research and Progress (RAP).  Whilst many faculty dislike the RAP system – the visa 

requirements for non-EU students force us to have a monitoring system. During the 
year, the committee will be discussing the effectiveness of RAP, and what may be done 
to improve the system. Student and Academic Services will be organizing a review during 
the year. 

 
5. Improve the Training of Research Students. (Separate from the issue of training of 

students who teach.) The original remit of the Graduate School was to improve training 
for research students. It has become clear that:  

 
a. The academic part of the training has to be done by schools within schools – and in 

this respect the small level of support given by the university centrally is 
disappearing. The committee’s role is to continue to encourage schools to organize 
this training to the highest standard – a real challenge for many schools whose 
resources are limited.  

b. It is clear that there is a non-academic element of research student training, in 
particular things like – how to write a CV, how to make a presentation at a 
conference, how to publicize research. Here, there is a real opportunity for the 
graduate school to make connections across the university and to encourage 
provision. At present there does not seem to be a clear plan.  This is a matter that 
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could be usefully discussed by the committee, and that there are opportunities for 
inputs from careers and from student representatives. 

c. Funding for Students. The university has a policy that there will not be central 
funding for students. Some schools such as Cass provide many student scholarships 
from their own funds. Some schools such as Engineering raise money to support 
students via research grants. Compared to other universities, City is poor at raising 
money for students. Our recent success in joining a Doctoral Training Centre is only 
the start. It is clear that the committee cannot apply for money – this has to be done 
within and across schools by relevant academics.  

d. The Dean will report to the committee on his plan to stimulate applications for 
Doctoral Training Centre Funding – and the City Graduate School Committee will be 
asked to comment and report. 
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Research Student Induction Day 

Schedule of Events 
Tuesday 07 March 2017 

Northampton Suite, Room C 
 
Induction  
Induction is open to all research students across the University and to those studying for a 
research degree at one of our validated institutions. It is the first institutional event of the 
academic year designed to help strengthen the City’s research student community. You are 
invited to register at the Student Centre and collect your ID cards prior to Induction 
commencing.  
 
10.00 Tea and Coffee 
 
10.15 Introduction from Professor Ken Grattan, Dean of Graduate School 
 
10:20 Welcome from Professor Sir Paul Curran 
 President, City, University of London 
 
10.30 Presentations: 
10.30 Department for Learning Enhancement and Development (LEAD) – Speaker tbc 
10.40 Library - Diane Bell, Research Librarian  
10.50 Information Services - Saidu Sesay, Information Compliance Officer 
11.00 Research and Progress (RaP) – Professor Martin Caraher  
11.10 Careers – Gemma Kenyon, Head of Careers Service 
11.20 Research Ethics – Professor Ron Douglas,  
 
11.45 Breakout Sessions and Feedback 
 The aim of these sessions is to help you to get to know each other and to encourage 

you to think about your expectations in being a doctoral candidate at City. You will 
have the opportunity to ask questions of each other and of representatives of the 
University, including questions on your roles and responsibilities and those of your 
supervisory team and your School.  
 

12.30   Students’ Union 
 Andy Riley Research, Student Representative 
 

12.40 Closing questions and answers 
 
13.00 Finish 

Professor Ken Grattan 
 

13.05 Lunch 
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