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A Framework for Doctoral Training: revisiting a common approach 
 
Summary 
 
An important performance indicator at City is the improvement in the research 
student experience, and to do this across a wide range of activities.  A key issue in 
the research student journey is the provision of the research methods and skills 
training that supports the needs of their project and thereby underpins that student 
experience.  It is thus valuable to revisit the research methods and skills training 
provision as is offered and, in particular recognizing that it is ‘patchy’ across the 
Institution, to strengthen both the breadth of and access to that provision – across all 
the years that research students are at City. 
 
The aim of this document, therefore, is to revisit a proposal for a tailored Framework 
that responds to best practice in the sector, yet supports our research students to 
acquire a range of research, training, communications and enterprise skills, at the 
same time as meeting City’s, and each School’s strategic objectives. 
 
 
 
Recommended Action 
 
The Graduate School Committee is asked to: 

• Consider the consultation questions outlined in the paper, proposing further 
consultation with School Research Committees 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Publication:  Open 
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A Framework for Doctoral Training: revisiting a common approach  
 
Summary 
An important performance indicator at City is the improvement in the research student 
experience, and to do this across a wide range of activities.  A key issue in the research 
student journey is the provision of the research methods and skills training that supports the 
needs of their project and thereby underpins that student experience.  It is thus valuable to 
revisit the research methods and skills training provision as is offered and, in particular 
recognizing that it is ‘patchy’ across the Institution, to strengthen both the breadth of and 
access to that provision – across all the years that research students are at City.  The aim of 
this document, therefore, is to revisit a proposal for a tailored Framework that responds to 
best practice in the sector, yet supports our research students to acquire a range of 
research, training, communications and enterprise skills, at the same time as meeting City’s, 
and each School’s strategic objectives.  
 
Purpose 
The purpose of the Framework is to offer and help co-ordinate a range of skills training that 
will complement and align with any further provision delivered at academic discipline level.  
Thus, broadly it seeks both to align with existing provision, where it exists, and to create a 
threshold that can be applied across the Institution in each of the Schools, recognizing the 
diversity of the research degree provision and the research student profile, feedback from 
research students on the training provision and staff support needs.   
 
The proposed Framework thus aims to: 
 

• clarify the educational offer to the research degree students in each School at the 
outset and ensure that they are being recruited and then trained in accordance with 
the City’s existing admissions policy1 

• provide an enhanced research student experience and improve student satisfaction 
• drawn on best practice and teaching provision from across City to the benefit of all its 

research students 
• better equip research students for the professions post-completion in a number of 

ways through the training offered 
• improve City’s research degree rates of qualification and employment of its PhD 

graduates. 
 
The Framework is designed to: 
 

• respond to the student demand for wider and more formal training during their 
registration as a research student at City (as evidenced by PRES) and do so in a way 
that is flexible and aligns best with the needs of the student as (s)he progresses 

• strengthen the formal training of research students during their period of registration 
and make it formally required and then recognized (and possibly credit bearing where 
appropriate within a School?).  

• create a minimum level of formal training for all research students over the period 
and allow that to be extended, as required, to meet the specific needs of their 
discipline or their research project 

• provide a consistent diet of relevant research skills and methods and 
communications training, throughout the research student journey and consistent 
with best practice in the UK and more widely   

                                                 
1 The University’s research degree admissions policy is at 
http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/69159/admission_for_a_research_degree.pdf. Responsibility for the 
admission of a research student rests with academic Schools in accordance with the Framework of delegated authority. 

http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/69159/admission_for_a_research_degree.pdf
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• enhance progress monitoring of research students during their period of study  
• ensure that adequate and appropriate preparation for students who wish to teach at 

City (Graduate Teaching Assistants – GTAs) and/or in their subsequent career is 
made, to improve and enhance employment opportunities 

• make training modules offered by any particular School more widely available where 
possible, usually on a reciprocal and non-credit bearing basis, but in an equitable 
way so that no School is overloaded as a result  

• provide on-going training during the period of research study in areas such as 
research and enterprise skills and career and professional development 

• enhance the skills of research supervisors through mentoring and formal workshops 
as necessary  
 

Structure and composition of the proposed Framework for Doctoral Training 
It has been evident from discussions over several years at the City Graduate School 
Committee that a flexible portfolio approach has advantages, but mapping the Framework to 
Vitae’s own Researcher Development Framework2 illustrated in Appendix 1 is considered 
essential and that aligns well with the approach in many UK Universities.  The Vitae 
Framework has been designed to enable Universities to develop their own research skills 
programme to meet the needs of their own researcher profile, but recognizes several 
important themes which should be covered in the training, as follows:  
 

A. Knowledge and Intellectual Abilities 
B. Personal Effectiveness 
C. Research Governance and Organisation 
D. Engagement, Influence and Impact  

 
The following as proposed as the key strands of a City-wide Framework (ensuring mapping 
to the Vitae Framework): 
 

• Core Academic Learning Programme (to address A1, A2 and A3) 
o This could comprise M-level modules offered within any School (and indeed by 

agreement beyond) and other ‘special’ modules that may attract a wide audience.  
One or two modules may be offered and students could be assessed on these in 
a similar way to Masters’ students taking the same modules as part of any 
current MSc programme, for example, or in a different way, if at all  

• Research Skills and Methods Programme (to address B1, B2, C1 and C2) 
o While some teaching in this area does happen, specific modules are offered 

elsewhere at City and these could be used as a template for a School-specific 
module (or agreement reached to use the current provision elsewhere)  

• Teaching Development Programme (to address D3 and D2) 
o Considerable work was done in this area, in response to student feedback, in the 

last 12 months between the City Graduate School and LEaD.  The current 
Learning, Teaching and Assessment Module to qualify for Graduate Teaching 
Assistant (GTA) and be eligible for a contract at City has been developed and 
refined in the last year with LEaD and requires 30 hrs of study – for which GTAs 
are paid by the School.  This will also support enhancing communications skills 
and creating impact from communicating the students’ work, but the LEaD 
programme could usefully be supplemented by lectures on dissemination of 
research outputs and teamworking, for example 

• Entrepreneurial Learning Programme (to address B3 and C3) 

                                                 
2 See http://www.vitae.ac.uk/CMS/files/upload/Vitae-Researcher-Development-Framework.pdf 

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/CMS/files/upload/Vitae-Researcher-Development-Framework.pdf
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o A number of activities are offered across City and these could be brought into the 
Framework (or specific activities developed in association with relevant parts of 
City) 

• Career Development (to address B3) 
o Considerable progress has been made in the last few years to create dedicated 

access to staff to support research students to develop their career aspirations 
and be supported as the move forward in the process of gaining employment.  
This can be expanded and developed. 

 
Several points thus emerge from this approach: 
 

• The different elements of the Framework should impact on the research student at 
different stages of study including the recruitment, pre–start, Year 1 and Years 2 and 
3 (and subsequently).  While the greatest intensity of training will be during the first 
12 month, there should be training beyond this and into the third and fourth years, if 
required.   

• The above should be reviewed and student-specific elements of the Training agreed 
and recorded at a meeting held soon after the student’s registration and recorded on 
the student’s Research and Progress (RaP) file  

• The above Framework is targeted at students entering with a Bachelors’ degree; 
research students with a relevant M-level qualification (such as an MSc or MPhil or 
MRes) may be exempt from the requirement to take M-level modules in their first 
year of study if appropriate.   

• Not all teaching need be done by academic members of staff: colleagues in 
Professional Services can provide input to the training regime which, subject to any 
resource requirements, could be provided as part of the proposed Framework.  
Additionally, the adoption of a Framework for Doctoral Training in the School should 
recognize the centrality of subject-specific training within the academic School in 
which a research student is registered. Inclusion of a core academic programme is, 
therefore, integral to the development of the City Framework and complements the 
other skills in the Framework.  

• The above Framework could be the basis of MPhil – PhD transfer.  The process is 
well-defined but the implementation is variable across City.  Thus, the student’s 
fitness to progress to PhD could be judged through assessment of the elements of 
the Framework taken by an agreed point e.g. after 12 months of registration, 
supplemented by a report and/or presentation of research objectives and 
discussion/interview with a small Panel of assessors.  The advantage is that there 
would be clear evidence by the 12-month point and students who are deemed not 
suitable to progress could leave with only one year or registration (and if suitable 
directed to a MPhil programme). 

• Assessment of the work done under the Framework (including ‘light touch’ 
assessment) would be compulsory but tailored to the material being taught and the 
needs of the student. The M-level ‘academic modules’ would be chosen from a 
suitable Masters’ level programme running within the School and assessed in a way 
suited to the student’s needs and at the same time as Masters’ students. 

 
Supporting the above is helping supervisors to support, mentor and supervise to success the 
diverse group of students that now come to City.  Thus, a programme of seminars, 
information and Workshops to support supervisors will be needed.  This is beyond the scope 
of this current paper, but a key complementary element in enhancing the research student 
experience, in promoting supervisors’ understanding of contemporary training issues and in 
their supporting it as an important part of the research student journey.   
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Consultation 
It is proposed that following discussion at the City Graduate School Committee, the Draft 
Framework be circulated to the appropriate committees in Schools e.g. their Research 
Committee for discussion.  Key questions that could inform that discussion include: 
 

• Do you support a City-wide minimum Framework for the Training of our research 
students, of the type outlined for doctoral study? 

• Do you support the approach suggested in the paper - the Vitae Framework and the 
implementation as a portfolio suggested? 

• Are there areas that need to be included/changed/developed? 
• How should the various elements of the programme be assessed?  Is formal 

assessment needed? 
• How can the programme be best resourced? 
• How can research students be engaged to lead on some of the initiatives, and, if 

research students do lead on these initiatives, should students be assessed? 
• Should there be exceptions and if so how would they be identified/managed? 
• How may provision be shared across Schools to maximize efficiency? 
• How can buy-in from supervisors be best achieved? 

 
 
Professor Ken Grattan,  
Dean, City Graduate School 
February 2019 
 



Item 9, Paper F 
Graduate School Committee, 22.02.2019 

 

5 
 

 
 
Appendix 1 

 


	Item 9, Paper F Cover Sheet
	Item 9, Paper F Framework for Doctoral Studies 

