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During the summer of 2012, UBU, using funding from the then Registrar Tony Rich, commissioned 

four postgraduates to research student life. The findings ensured that we better understand the 

challenges postgraduates face in day-to-day life and make evidence-based proposals to ensure that 

student support is fit for purpose. One of the reports was commissioned by the National Union of 

Students (NUS) and they have additionally funded UBU to research the experience of funding 

support for our PGCE students. 

1. Overview 

 

We envisaged the project as a two-way process: we needed qualitative data about the 

postgraduates’ and international students’ experience at UoB and were also looking to fill the gap of 

PG involvement with UBU and UBU projects targeting PG development. We knew PGs seek 

different ways of involvement from UGs, displaying more interest in research opportunities, so we 

proposed recruiting PG students to do the research for us.  

The initiative started with the NUS project called Pound In Your Pocket, the largest national scale 

research project to date on student funding, which has now been launched 

(www.poundinyourpocket.org). To this we contributed two reports: Funding Our Future – Taught 

http://www.poundinyourpocket.org/
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Masters’ Students’ Financial Support (Natalie Jester) and PGCE Students’ Funding (Sorana Vieru). 

NUS commissioned us for these two pieces of research. We decided to look for a PG student to 

carry out the former study, and looked to expand this model by finding other areas we needed data 

on and recruiting more student researchers.  

These micro-research pieces’ recommendations included in the Pound In Your Pocket informed a 

current national campaign for PG funding initiated by the NUS. It aims to widen access to 

postgraduate study by introducing a government administered and means-tested student loan 

scheme for PGT degrees, much like the undergraduate loans but with a slightly higher interest rate. 

As with the Pound In Your Pocket project, we sought qualitative data, personal narratives or case 

studies that would enhance the quantitative data we had. The main research methods employed 

were focus groups, semi-structured and in-depth interviews. Some questionnaires/surveys were used 

but only for identifying key themes to be pursued in qualitative fashion.  

We launched a call for applicants to conduct the research via all graduate schools and faculties, and 

the response was very good. We offered each successful applicant £400 for their work and up to 

£150 for study participant incentives (in the form of Amazon vouchers). Each researcher was be 

paired with a UBU member of staff working in the area they were researching, acting as a supervisor 

for support in the process of writing the reports. We held interviews with shortlisted applicants, 

with a panel of UBU staff and Prof. Harriet Bradley and Dr. Nicola Ingram, both from the School of 

Sociology, Politics and International Studies, kindly provided their academic support too. The 

researchers also had interim meetings with their UBU supervisors to focus the research and cover 

ethical issues. Finally, the research took place between June and August 2012, and each researcher 

produced the following circa 3 000 words (excluding appendices) reports: 

- Natalie Jester (PhD Politics) ‘Funding Our Future:  Funding for Taught Masters’ 

Students at UoB’ 

- Monika Mura (PhD Politics) ‘PG Welfare and Tutoring’ 

- Theofano Mavrovounioti (previously PhD Education at UoB, now at KTH Stockholm) 

 ‘International Students’ Experience’ 

- Faye Bolderson (MA Philosophy and History of Science) ‘Postgraduate Representation’ 

- Sorana Vieru (PhD Philosophy and UBU staff) ‘PGCE Students’ Funding’ 

In February 2013 we held a workshop showcasing the findings of these reports, where the students 

presented their papers and took questions from the participants, ranging from PG students, 

academic, student services and UBU staff and sabbatical officers.   

It is worth noting that claims to knowledge raised by the reports are limited due to the small 

samples but the results are telling and sometimes corroborating each other since samples were 

representative. Despite the micro-scale of the studies, the opinions gathered constitute a step 

forward in developing evidence-based policy and voicing the concerns of the underrepresented 

segments of the student population within UBU – PGs and International students.  
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2. The findings 

 

2.1.   Taught Masters students’ experience of financial support – Natalie 

Jester 

 

University figures showed that the number of PGT home students largely stayed the same, while 

overseas student numbers were on the rise in several faculties (Arts, Engineering, SSL) for the 

2011/2012 academic year. The key themes the research piece looked at were: academic choices, 

part-time work, stress and attitudes to debt. Natalie conducted small focus groups and interviews, 

with a sample of ten students: one studied a STEM subject, the others a range of Arts & SSL 

subjects; seven women and three men, three part-time and six self-identified as White, a range of 

ages was represented and most participants (nine out of ten) self-identified as middle-class.  

Fees and funding:  

Opinion was divided regarding whether students would pay more for their degrees. However, 

concern was expressed that the fee rise would lead to a student body only able to study for a 

Masters because their parents will pay for it, and that ‘it could ultimately deter people from doing a 

PhD if they can’t afford to do the Masters’. Subjects also noted the rise of the perception of students 

as ‘customers who are welcome as long as they can pay for it’.  

Academic choices:  

Decisions on where to study were largely affected by the price of the course, although the 

reputation of the universities was also taken into account. 

Participants weighed the degrees and their prices, along with prestige of the university when 

deciding which course to pursue: cost was not the most important factor, but for similar courses, 

the cheaper option was chosen. 

Some students chose living at home during taught PG degrees in order to reduce costs. Subjects 

noted that students from lower income backgrounds might be put off choosing a university further 

away since maintenance costs would be high during a very intense degree such as most PGTs. 

One participant mentioned other EU countries offered same level types of degrees at a fraction of 

the price compared to the UK. 

Term-time work:  

Over half of the sample was undertaking paid work alongside their studies; it was seen as a thorny 

issue as although all agreed that taking on a lot of work would affect marks, but would make you 

more employable. 

Difficulty in finding a (part-time) job was highlighted by one participant while others provided 

anecdotal evidence from friends. Some were aware of the Careers Service, but didn’t realise that it 

can be utilised while studying, and not only after graduating.  
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All respondents, particularly part-time ones, emphasised the stress cumulated from studying and 

working at the same time - ‘you just don’t stop, basically, you don’t get a day off. It’s horrendous’. 

Money worries:  

Nine out of ten subjects were worried, being nostalgic about the carefree undergraduate days. Since 

graduating financial insecurity was seen as a future worry that has already set in, due to the unstable 

current job market. 

Fear of debt:  

None of the participants were concerned about their undergraduate debt due to the sense that this 

was a ‘normal’ situation ‘everyone’ was in. Student loans were contrasted with commercial loans, 

the latter seen as ‘bad debt’ – a loan from parents also perceived as a way to avoid this type of debt. 

The current job market could also deter people from taking out career development loans since 

‘you just have to pay back once you finish studying and you don’t know whether you’re going to 

have a job at the end of it’. 

Student perceptions and awareness of help and services available:  

There was a perceived lack of fairness with respect to funding allocation for Masters’ degrees within 

UoB and nationally, with Arts and SSL students asserting that those studying STEM subjects received 

more financial support. Two participants also talked about science students getting better value for 

their money as they use more equipment and resources, in addition to having more funding available. 

Masters students were seen as marginalised in terms of funding compared to research students 

(‘You’re not going to be seen unless you do a PhD’). 

Information on bursaries and scholarships was reported as difficult to find. Three participants applied 

for the Access to Learning Fund, and one student mentioned she found it intrusive and ill-thought as 

some income was hard to prove. She applied at the start of the year and was told she ‘had too little 

money to be eligible for help... there is a [financial] threshold, and if you’re not over the threshold 

then you shouldn’t be doing a Masters’. This reinforces the perception that only people who can 

afford postgraduate studies do it.  

The lack of awareness about financial assistance may also result from a lack of student engagement. 

Three participants reported not checking emails or attending introductory talks, and would 

therefore be unaware of help.  

Overall, participants felt there should me more financial help for Masters’ students. They felt the 

responsibility for this should be shared between universities and organisations seeking to advance 

particular fields. In both cases, there was a sense that information was incredibly difficult to find, and 

these organisations should make themselves more ‘available’. A few mentioned that information is 

absorbed better when sent with the welcome packs before they arrive at Bristol and more advice on 

finding jobs was welcome. Therefore, raising awareness of the Careers Service and about the fact 

that postgraduates can use it during their studies is essential. The preferred solution to funding 

issues would be some form of government administered student loans or grants for masters, much 

like the undergraduate ones – there was a real sense of unfairness and this was seen as the solution.  
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2.2.  PGCE Funding – Sorana Vieru 

 

Sorana carried out semi-structured in-depth interviews with a total of seven participants; six were 

studying different PGCE subjects and one was studying for a Master’s of Education. The report 

sought to measure: 

 the impact of funding provision on subject choice 

 awareness of financial sources of help 

 concern for future employment and student debt 

As these three key themes co-occurred in the students’ narratives, with attitudes towards student 

loans and teacher training bursaries always related to subject choice, the report will discuss these 

together. 

None of the participants were worried about taking out another student loan for this qualification; 

these loans were seen as a special kind of loan ‘everyone has’ and contrasted to bank loans or 

career development loans. 

All agreed they would take out a bigger loan if fees increased; however, it was felt that low income 

background applicants might be deterred from choosing non-shortage subjects. 

The 9k fees were seen as potentially discouraging fresh graduates with no savings and no teaching 

bursary. 

PGCE students seemed grateful for the support received from the government in the form of 6k to 

9k bursaries in addition to the means-tested student loan, as ‘other postgrads don’t benefit from 

this’.  Bursary provision for their degree subject highly influenced some participants’ decisions to do 

a PGCE straight after graduating, while for others obtaining a bursary was essential so they chose a 

different subject to their degree which was funded. 

The new system1 of allocating bursaries was deemed unfair, since excellence in research does not 

relate to teaching abilities. Hence they thought there is no reason why candidates with Firsts should 

receive more money, and they were worried this will make the system elitist. Moreover, retention 

rates could drop since the course might attract more people just trying out teaching, especially 

candidates with Firsts or 2:1’s in shortage subjects who are worried about finding a job after 

graduating. 

Teaching was seen as a more stable career, hence worth acquiring more ‘student’ debt. 

                                                   
1 Starting with the 2012/13 academic year, the amounts for bursaries that PGCE students receive vary 
according to the classification mark of their degree and subject chosen for teacher training. Shortage subjects 

(Physics, Chemistry Maths, MFL and then primary Maths specialist and other priority secondary and primary 
subjects) have the biggest bursaries respectively, with amounts decreasing the lower the classification mark. 
Before this, the classification mark was not taken into account and there was only a shortage/non-shortage 

divide. More information in the full report or at http://www.education.gov.uk/get-into-
teaching/funding/postgraduate-funding 

http://www.education.gov.uk/get-into-teaching/funding/postgraduate-funding
http://www.education.gov.uk/get-into-teaching/funding/postgraduate-funding
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The PGCE was confirmed to be a very intense course. There is no time to socialise, and thus less 
money spent on socialising activities, but all goes on transport to placements. 

All respondents talked about the moderate to high cost of transport to placements, and the 
necessity, not luxury of having a car. 

All opposed the idea of reducing the workload of the course by introducing part-time PGCEs, as it 

was not a solution, and does not mirror the real-life world of teaching. 

_________________________________________________________ 

These two reports fed into macro-research done by the NUS: the recommendations and 

experiences reported in the PGCE study, along with concerns raised by the PGTs with regard to 

government help for Masters’ students have been incorporated into the Pound In Your Pocket 

initiative. This in turn contributed to a national campaign to introduce a student loan scheme for 

PGs.  

Details on the campaign can be found here: 

http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/news/article/postgraduate/Postgraduate-Funding-Lobby-of-MPs-19-

April/ and to download the NUS report follow: http://www.nus.org.uk/Global/Campaigns/1595-

PGTFundingReport_v2-PAGES.pdf. 

 

2.3 .  PG Welfare and Tutoring Experience – Monika Mura 

 

Seven participants were recruited for one focus group, and two of these participated in later in-

depth interviews. The breakdown of the sample was as follows: three PGT and four PGR; one part-

time, six full-time; two overseas. The participants’ age group fell within the range of 23 to 68 years 

old.  What needs to emphasised is the very small sample and differences across departments that 

has not been conveyed through the findings of this report.  

The subjects reported the following factors affected their wellbeing and studies: family/couple 

circumstances, care of dependants, financial difficulties, social exclusion and bullying, the quality of 

the degree and supervisory arrangements.  

Supervisory arrangements and pastoral support: 

PGRs noted that when reporting financial difficulties to their supervisors, their reactions were 

indifferent rather than empathic, without any advice on how to obtain help. The pre-requisite of 

having the financial means to support oneself while studying before commencing the degree was also 

discussed, leading to the postgraduate student body being formed mostly of people who can afford 

it. 

The quality of supervisory arrangements was questioned by one participant, who got the impression 

that his main supervisor was not paying too much attention to his research.  

The general feeling expressed was that of not being listened to and being ignored when in difficulty, 

with progress monitoring procedures not reflecting personal circumstances affecting one’s studies.  

http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/news/article/postgraduate/Postgraduate-Funding-Lobby-of-MPs-19-April/
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/news/article/postgraduate/Postgraduate-Funding-Lobby-of-MPs-19-April/
http://www.nus.org.uk/Global/Campaigns/1595-PGTFundingReport_v2-PAGES.pdf
http://www.nus.org.uk/Global/Campaigns/1595-PGTFundingReport_v2-PAGES.pdf
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Suggestions for improvement: 

Respondents expressed the desire to be involved in more (paid) teaching and research activities in 

their departments.  

PGRs suggested enhancing financial support during hardship by the provision of more teaching and 

other types of employment within the university.  

They also demanded more detailed information about degrees, especially taught Masters, since 

students reported anecdotal evidence of expectations not being met after paying over 5k for a 

degree.  

PGs again perceived themselves as customers and demanded better pastoral care and attention to 

personal development (a respondent made comparisons with the US system). There was the 

suggestion that academic staff should receive more training and signpost services better.  

 

2.4.   International Students’ Experience – Theofano Mavrovunioti 

 

This piece looked at academic and social experience. Thirteen international students, both UG (5) 

and PG (8), completed a questionnaire and then took part in a semi-structured interview. Home 

countries of participants were: Korea (2), Chile (3), China (2), India (2), Thailand, USA, Japan and 

Taiwan. All faculties were represented with the exception of Medical and Veterinary Sciences, and 

Medicine and Dentistry.  

Experience of academic support and facilities: 

Subjects mentioned having higher expectations of academic facilities and support before coming to 

study at Bristol. On the other hand, once their courses started, they were happy with the academic 

support received from their tutors. There was a tendency in PGs to see the student support 

services as aimed at UGs only. PGs have also reflected on the isolated nature of their degrees, saying 

that academic facilities and opportunities for PG communities to interact are lacking (library and 

study spaces, as well as communal areas for socialising). 

The pre-sessional courses were found helpful by those who attended these sessions. 

However, the language courses offered were criticised and deemed unhelpful. The students also 

raised the issue of the lack of cultural induction courses and said they would find these very useful.  

Experience of student services and social life: 

There was a sense of participants’ lack of understanding of what UBU does, as one respondent 

mentioned that ‘UBU should be present in each department’. 

The accommodation office was criticised, with UoB-managed accommodation faulted for lack of 

facilities and not being value for money. They complained about the lack of information regarding the 

council tax that first years need to pay when coming earlier for the pre-sessional courses.  
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The participants made positive comments about the Multifaith Chaplaincy, Careers Service, Student 

Health, and the Counseling Service. They also showed interest in having more social events, more 

interaction, more active representatives and better language support. 

Subjects wanted ways to feel more comfortable with the culture, language and local community; 

there was a proposal for a set of talks about life in Bristol, British culture as they’d find it useful to 

find out about history, culture and safety issues.  

International students are seen as an active segment of student population, responding well to 

initiatives and keen to get involved. 

 

2.5.    PG Representation – Faye Bolderson 

 

Faye launched an online survey for non-student representatives (31 respondents) and carried out 

semi-structured interviews with reps and a staff member (Prof. Sally Heslop). Her interviewee 

sample consisted of two Senate Reps and twelve course reps, with all faculties represented except 

for Medicine and Dentistry. The report discusses postgraduate representation arrangements in each 

faculty/graduate school, except Medicine and Dentistry (for which UBU has no data) for PGT, and 

Arts & Humanities and Engineering for PGR.  

The lack of student engagement:  

Representatives reported that they rarely received responses via email to the messages they sent 

out and when students replied, the issues brought up tended to be general (regarding the library or 

the gym) and not related to their course or department. 

When asked what they thought would encourage more students to become postgraduate 

representatives, the main factors for both PGR and PGT students were a ‘greater awareness of the 

role’ and ‘greater evidence of changes made’ due to student representation. It is also pertinent to 

note that the driving factor behind the majority of the current postgraduate representatives taking 

on the role was ‘CV enhancement.’ 

 

PG status:  

Postgraduates, especially PGRs, perceive themselves as more independent and are more likely to 

take issues up directly with members of staff in their departments rather than contact a colleague. 

Research students also see themselves more as professionals rather than students, so they are less 

like to become involved.  

PG course structure:  

 

Respondents complained about their lack of time while studying for PGT degrees as they are short 

and intense. Additionally, some of them, both PGT and PGR, undertake paid work in order to make 

ends meet, which places more strain on their commitments. According to the survey, the ‘short-

term relationship with the university’ and the ‘unlikelihood of changes being made’ were other 

prominent factors effecting PGT students reporting issues to student representatives. 
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Student Staff Liaison Meetings were seen as focusing on undergraduates. These happen once a 

term and were deemed as not focused enough, as PG issues tend to be discussed last and rushed 

through. 

 

Student to representative ratios:  

 

Reps felt that the more students they represent, the less interaction there is. They observed that 

students tend to discuss problems with their peers, not with someone they don’t know, so keeping 

the number of students reps represent low would enhance communication. 

 

Worries about anonymity:  

 

Students reporting issues to reps have expressed apprehension about being singled out, and were 

concerned about their relationship with staff deteriorating. 

 

Lack of Awareness of Postgraduate Student Representatives:  

 

Less than half of the PGT and PGR survey respondents were aware of a student representative on 

their specific programme. The ‘lack of awareness of the role and the individuals who take the role’ 

was an affecting factor for over a third of the students asked.  

 
Areas for improvement:  

 

 Restructuring SSLC meetings: it was suggested that PGT meeting should be separate from 

UG ones, with the possibility of inviting PGT reps along to the PGR meetings 

 

 Raising the profile of reps: introducing reps in lectures so that students can to put a face to 

the emails they receive at the beginning of the year informing them of the name of their rep 

 

 Setting up Facebook groups for courses and suggestion boxes in PG communal areas 

 

 Professionalising the representative role: developing a more holistic training for making reps 

good sign-posters for their peers as well as making the rep role count towards the Bristol 

Plus Award 

 

 Circulating information about the role in advance: forms to stand should be sent with 

welcome packs before students arrive to increase awareness 

  

 Increasing the visibility of the PGR senate rep roles 
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3. The future of the project 

 

Assessing the scheme and the researchers’ experience was a priority for us once we gathered the 

final reports. The workshop in February brought closure to the initiative, showcasing and celebrating 

the researchers’ achievements and results. The discussion which emerged looked at how UoB and 

UBU can respond to the findings, which is the greatest challenge posed by the project to be 

discussed in section 4, as well as seeking to develop and improve similar initiatives. 

After the workshop we asked the researchers to provide feedback on their projects and suggestions 

for improvement were we to do this again in the future. They all highlighted the useful experience 

this has been in honing their research skills and increasing their involvement with UBU, one of them 

currently working for UBU. In the student researchers’ words: 

 

 

 

 

 

The full reports can be read here: 

 

www.ubu.org.uk/justask/pgresearch 

‘The experience I got from this project is valuable 

for me. I got to work with a topic I liked and learn 

more about it, I got to use my knowledge in 

research and practice and I had the chance to work 

with cooperative and hardworking people at the 

union. [...] I had a great cooperation with them 

[UBU staff] and I would encourage them to keep 

trying to have a stronger profile at the university 

and a strong say in the decisions made by the 

university.’ 

‘Before this project, I was not 

involved at all with the union. Now, 

having met some of the staff, I have 

huge confidence in them, and would 

definitely encourage any student to 

go to them if they needed support.’ 
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The main challenge they have reported was recruiting participants, as the call for participants was 

launched at the end of the summer term, beginning of summer holidays. Timing the projects earlier 

in the year could lead to larger samples; however, the other side of the coin is the intense term-time 

coursework, which can prevent postgraduates from applying for research positions.  

One mentioned the co-operation between UBU and UoB departments and services could be 

improved, as asking to forward emails to students was a daunting task. Therefore raising the profile 

of the project before the research happened so that other UoB departments were aware of the 

initiative would have been useful.   

All found the feedback on their drafts very useful and a couple highlighted the helpfulness of UBU 

staff and great communication (especially with Sorana Vieru who coordinated the project). One 

researcher would have liked more support in the earlier stages as she had less experience of 

qualitative research methods. All have found the workshop interesting and providing good 

discussion: 

 

 

 

 

 

● ● ● 

It was a positive experience since I myself 

have to practice more my presentation 

skills. (sic) 

● ● ● 

 

● ● ● 

This was a great day - I really enjoyed hearing all about 

what other people had found. I also thought that this 

was really well attended (surprisingly so) and that those 

who attended were suitably engaged that conversation 

was very interesting. (sic) 

● ● ● 

 

 

Firstly, it was really enjoyable. The 

union staff – particularly Sorana – 

were so much fun to work with. 

Secondly, it was great experience for 

someone who wants to be a university 

lecturer! Eventually, I will have to do 

research a lot and it is always better to 

start early. 

 

All feedback was clear. I received detailed 

comments on what could be done in 

another way, what I should change and 

what was a great idea as it was. It was 

encouraging that I received both negative 

and positive feedback. 
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Among the reasons why the students became involved in the initiative were:  

  

 

If we were to develop this scheme by receiving further funding, we have found the need for evidence 

from qualitative research in the following areas: student campaigning, both UG and PG, the PGR 

experience of funding and how pastoral support structures work at UoB as compared to other 

universities and whether they are fit for PG needs. 

4. Implementing the recommendations and findings 

 

The importance of student unions doing research is developing evidence-based policies responding 

to the actual needs of the students they represent. Qualitative research also has the advantage of 

highlighting different aspects of student opinion and concerns that are not revealed by the 

quantitative data obtained from surveys. The results of such qualitative research confer a unifying 

narrative to student experiences that still retain their authenticity and individuality, proving to be 

useful sources of information on how our and UoB services are delivering on their aims. This section 

looks at ways forward and responses to the findings of the PG Research Initiative, in addition to the 

suggestions made by the study subjects and researchers in the summaries of the individual reports 

above. 

What UBU has done: 

During the summer of 2012 we have run an activities and events programme for international 

students on the pre-sessional courses. It included weekly film nights, a tea party, a trip to Weston-

super-Mare, UBU Active sport afternoons and a graduation party at The Lanes, a bowling alley in the 

city centre. The programme was designed to increase awareness amongst international students of 

what a union is and what UBU can offer/how those students can get involved. Furthermore it aimed 

to establish links with the international student community early on, leading to further involvement 

● ● ● 

‘being involved in a project which aimed at improving the services of the university for 

postgraduates, gaining knowledge about the experiences of other postgraduates, gaining 

experience of social research.’ 

● ● ● 

 

● ● ● 

Firstly I found the initiative a very good idea that would help the union and its services to 

become stronger and more efficient. I was interested myself in the topic as well. As I was 

a research student I thought that this is a very good idea to practice and learn more 

about the specific topic of the research. 

● ● ● 

 



 

PG Research Initiative Report 

                                  

                  University of Bristol Students’ Union Education & Representation Office (Just Ask) • April 2013  13 

and integration. The events were well attended, with the Graduation Party attracting over 340 

students. Students gave positive feedback, 97% of them being satisfied with the programme overall.  
 

At the beginning of the 2012-13 academic year, UBU organised a reception/welcome event for PG 

students at the M-Shed which was well attended (over 400 students) and a Butcombe Brewery tour. 

We are planning on a bigger welcome event for postgraduates for the next academic year.  

In the spring term, as part of the Look After Your Mate campaign, VP Welfare and Equality, 

Alessandra Berti, and Sorana Vieru, along with a team of student volunteers, delivered an interactive 

workshop for PGs covering mental health issues and how to support your peers. We received an 

overwhelmingly good response compared to the UG workshops, many PGs saying they were very 

interested. The attendants found the information in the session useful and advised that similar 

initiatives should be developed in the future.  

UBU launched a call for participants for a new small-scale research project called ‘Two Weeks in 

The Life of a University of Bristol Taught Postgraduate’ which asks PG Taught students to keep a 

diary for two weeks. The main aim of this project is to better understand how taught postgrads 

manage their studies around commitments in their everyday lives via in-depth qualitative data.  The 

project is due to report by October 2013. 

 

What UBU is doing: 

Nested under our JustAsk section of the website, there is a PG Hub page which is under 

construction. We hope to re-brand and build up this page as the one place to go to for PG-relevant 

information, much like the Student Support Services new website. Currently, information for PGs is 

scattered around different sections of www.bris.ac.uk, so we aim to bring it all under one umbrella 

and also include external links and support avenues. It needs to be constantly maintained but will be 

a good pointer for the students to do further research. Selecting what is relevant for inclusion on 

the page will be informed by the results of this initiative and future ones such as the PG Diary 

Project. 

We are making steps towards supporting the NUS PG Funding campaign, which incorporates 

recommendations from the Taught Masters and PGCE funding reports of this initiative, as 

mentioned at the end of section 2.2. The campaign is demanding the introduction of a government 

administered student loan scheme for PGT degrees. 

UBU is also working alongside the university, disseminating the PRES and supplementing it with 

these findings and the upcoming results of the PG Diary Project, since the PTES was not 

implemented this year. 

Our Student Representation and Engagement Coordinator, Jeanette Monaco, is currently gauging 

interest in creating a PGT online community or forum, as a similar website will be launched for 

PGRs in September through the proposed case for the ‘Bristol Doctoral College’. 

http://www.bris.ac.uk/
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The JustAsk Representation team is continuously working on raising the profile of student reps and 

their roles among PGs, this being a fundamental part of our business plan for 2013/2014. 

We are looking into developing a democracy campaign explaining the democratic structures in place 

at UBU, thus aiming to attract more PG engagement by making the democratic mechanisms explicit 

and showing how student voices can be heard. 

 

What UoB departments can do: 

Relating to the PGs’ wish for more employment opportunities within UoB, perhaps RED (Research 

and Enterprise Development) internships could be advertised better, as well as other employment 

opportunities at UoB and UBU. The Careers Service’s JobShop advertises these but it is unclear 

whether postgraduates are aware of the services provided, despite receiving regular emails. It was 

suggested that the Careers Service could include more information in the welcome packs sent out 

before students come to Bristol. It was also mentioned that sometimes they need to emphasise the 

obvious: the fact that the Careers Service support and the JobShop are for both UGs and PGs, 

available during studying for a degree as well as for a period after graduation. 

The welfare and tutoring report revealed that more information on mitigating and extenuating 

circumstances should be available in an accessible way, as handbooks are not always student-friendly, 

especially for international students. 

On a related note, it was felt that the progress monitoring forms students fill in at their meetings 

with personal tutors constitute a formality rather than a tracking and ‘troubleshooting’ tool. They do 

not offer the opportunity to raise welfare issues or include details about factors possibly affecting 

academic progress and it was felt some departments make better use of them than others. Thus, the 

students interviewed asked that these forms be reviewed, their format and use made consistent 

across faculties so that they are actually a useful tool in monitoring progress rather than mere 

paperwork.  

Students living in university managed accommodation have senior residents, so perhaps looking at 

developing a similar scheme for PGs in non-university housing can help students find their feet while 

studying. There is a mentoring scheme put in place by UBU, but it is underused and not tailored to 

PG students’ needs.  

International students asked that the Accommodation Office raised awareness about the council tax 

to be paid if students arrive earlier in Bristol and about the special circumstances when some 

research or non-full-time students might be liable to pay it. 

We propose that the findings of these reports inform and influence the induction sessions at the 

beginning of the academic year, so that certain areas are stressed when students are in an 

information-absorbing phase. The need to set up cultural induction sessions for international 

students who were not part of the pre-sessional programme was brought up too. However there is 

the limitation highlighted by the Taught Masters Funding report, that students don’t always attend 

these, so using multiple dissemination avenues is essential. 
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The thorny issue of making postgraduate voices heard requires finding ways to engage postgraduates 

in the representative and democratic structures of UBU. It looks like there is a need to raise 

awareness of the Annual Members Meeting, student council and student representatives within the 

PG community so that more people get involved and postgraduates feel they are listened to. We are 

currently sending out information about these via email newsletters, and specifically about student 

council to the representatives, yet many choose not take up these opportunities. Moreover, PGs 

who have attended student council mentioned it is too long and does not address their needs. 

Hence, we need to devise more effective ways of getting PGs involved, together with their academic 

departments.  

In conclusion, the PG Research Initiative constituted a start in gaining qualitative data of PG 

experiences and evidence on the PGs’ use and perception of different UoB departments and 

services. It also proved to be an effective way of engaging postgraduates who are seeking to develop 

their skills while being involved with the students’ union. Moreover, projects also employing 

qualitative research methods elicit a greater response from students who are currently 

overwhelmed by a multitude of surveys as they are given the opportunity to raise concerns in a 

more meaningful manner.  

We hope to extend this model of a three-way process between UBU, UoB and the PG 

community. In turn, this further embeds a partnership approach to improving the student 

experience. Future funding is critical for being able to build on this work, as well as developing new 

research initiatives which could be about any aspect of university life. It is clear that such enterprises 

are necessary in order to guarantee that our services are fit for purpose. Our partnership means a 

stronger educational and social community, and investing in the huge potential of our postgraduate 

students is a driver for research excellence with impact beyond the academia. 
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5.  Contact details 

 

Project coordinated and report compiled by: 

Sorana Vieru 

Postgraduate Development Assistant 

Sorana.Vieru@bristol.ac.uk 

 

Wider contacts and project members:

 

Ryan Bird 

Education and Representation Manager 

Ryan.Bird@bristol.ac.uk 

 

 

Jeanette Monaco 

Student Representation and Engagement 

Coordinator 

Jeanette.Monaco@bristol.ac.uk 

 

JustAsk, 4th Floor, The Richmond Building, Queens Road, Bristol BS8 1LN 

www.ubu.org.uk 
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