
MAKING THE LEAP: FROM 
UNDERGRADUATE/MASTERS 
TO PGR
Sarah Jane Aiston 

Professor of Higher Education and Public Policy, Director of Graduate School 



A network of five North-East 
universities – Durham, Teesside, 
Sunderland, Northumbria, Newcastle 
– to widen access and participation 
for racially minoritised ethnic students 
to postgraduate research. 



Statistical Analysis of the PGR “Pipeline” 

Methods: 

• National admissions data analysed. 
• Compared with admissions data from the 

five North East universities. 

ADMISSION 
STRAND 

Potential to attract more Black, 
Asian, and Mixed/Other ethnicity 
home applicants. 

Potential to attract more Asian 
home applicants. 

Need to improve acceptance rates for 
racially minoritised applicants. 

DURHAM 
UNIVERSITY

TEESSIDE & 
SUNDERLAND 
UNIVERSITIES

ALL FIVE NE 
UNIVERSITIES



KEY INSIGHTS
Our analysis of PGR application materials submitted in 
previous years to the five universities of the North East 
indicated that unsuccessful applicants were much less likely 
than successful applicants to have provided a strong research 
proposal and/or personal statement that clearly identified a 
suitable supervisor and demonstrated a good knowledge of 
and fit with the academic department they were applying to 
join. 



FINDINGS FROM 
TEESSIDE UNIVERSITY

In multiple cases possible contribution 
to knowledge was not clearly stated

Notably lack of evidence of 
contact with proposed supervisor – 
even though application form asks 
for this to be indicated



https://www.pronortheast.org.uk/phd-application-video-guide/

PHD APPLICATION VIDEO GUIDE



https://www.tees.ac.uk/sections/research/postgraduate_research.cfm https://www.tees.ac.uk/sections/research/how_apply.cfm

TEESSIDE 
UNIVERSITY
At Teesside University written materials to support prospective students to write their 
research proposal and personal statement 

https://www.tees.ac.uk/sections/research/postgraduate_research.cfm https://www.tees.ac.uk/sections/research/how_apply.cfm

https://www.tees.ac.uk/sections/research/postgraduate_research.cfm
https://www.tees.ac.uk/sections/research/how_apply.cfm


Students don’t feel 
comfortable contacting a 
supervisor

NUMBER OF SCENARIOS
Need to provide information about the importance of engaging with a 
prospective supervisor to develop a PGR application and guidance on what 
makes for a strong research proposal and/or personal statement. 

But this process can be fraught 

Student contacts potential supervisor and 
supervisor engages with student and can take the 
student on 

Student contacts potential supervisor and they 
have no capacity/interest in the area of study 

Student contacts potential supervisor and they 
don’t reply

Students don’t feel comfortable contacting a 
supervisor

SUPERVISOR

?



SUNDERLAND UNIVERSITY – 
‘COLD CALL’ TO THEIR GRADUATE SCHOOL 
Dear X
 
Thank you for you email. I’m delighted that you are interested in completing a doctorate with us.
 
Initially, I would recommend that you look at the resources on our website that can support you with looking towards a doctorate. 
Firstly, take a look at the course page on our website; this will give you information on entry requirements, fees & funding and a 
snapshot of the way the programme works: PhD Doctor of Philosophy | The University of Sunderland.
 
I would also recommend that you look at this page: How to write a research proposal | The University of Sunderland. It gives you 
detailed advice and guidance on what we would be looking for in terms of a viable and robust research proposal, so that you can 
ensure your potential proposal fits our institutional requirements.
 
Finally, I would encourage you to look through the staff profiles in the School of X, for those who are research active and taking on 
doctoral students. You might like to reach out to one or two staff members who you think might be a good fit for your proposed 
topic of research to see if they might be interested in supervising you. 
 
The faculty research co-ordinator in the School of X is X- you might like to reach out to them if you wish to be further guided on 

potential suitable supervisors for your project.

 
I hope that is helpful to you and many thanks, again, for your interest in our programmes.

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fstudy%2Fpostgraduate-research%2Fdoctor-philosophy-phd%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976827523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nUaBHsuipuw40kRhHGojMqXztjT%2Bb%2BhCbDGDDWDuvJY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sunderland.ac.uk%2Fmore%2Fresearch%2Fgraduate-school%2Fhow-to-write-research-proposal%2F&data=05%7C02%7CS.Aiston%40tees.ac.uk%7Caf283eb3a91744ea900408de8058128a%7C43d2115ba55e46b69df7b03388ecfc60%7C0%7C0%7C639089312976869497%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E2hHEwuIptZUoFFnIIB76lp23csPKMTmud1hlplXC4w%3D&reserved=0


A MOVE TO CONTEXTUAL 
ADMISSIONS 
Briefing paper from Newcastle University 

Ensure that data on race/ethnicity and socio-
economic status are provided to selectors Current 
standard practice is that diversity data are not 
visible to selectors, on the assumption that this 
will reduce bias. However, evidence now suggests 
that blinding has no impact in reducing bias. 
Where applications from students in under-
represented groups are flagged, this allows 
selectors to take contextual information into 
account.



Encourage applicants to highlight other relevant information 
about their experience, skills and mitigating circumstances. 
Variously known as competency-based assessment, strengths-
based criteria, or holistic review, this means including a wider 
range of cognitive and non-cognitive skills alongside academic 
qualifications in assessment. 

Evidence shows that holistic review increases PGR racial/ethnic 
diversity. In the UK it is a common approach in private sector 
recruitment, and often used in professional doctorate recruitment 
to emphasise potential for scholar development. 

In the UK, the UK Council of Graduate Education recently 
published a Competency-Based Framework with useful examples. 
Discipline-specific measures can be developed. Applicants would 
be asked to incorporate further information in a longer personal 
statement.



Provide clear guidance to selectors on how to 
take race and ethnicity/socioeconomic 
background into account. A guidance document 
will instruct selectors on taking students’ social 
background into account – clear instruction on 
balancing academic qualifications, references, 
relevant work and other experience, and 
contextual factors that may have affected 
performance in other criteria. 



IMPORTANCE OF DATA 

Insert PowerBi screenshots 



IMPORTANCE OF DATA 

Insert PowerBi screenshots 



• Introduce clear and standardised pre-application guidance for prospective PGR students, 

explaining supervisor contact routes, expectations, and which demystify application processes. 

This guidance and information to be easily accessible on institutions’ external-facing webpages

• Introduce structured, clear supervisor enquiry and matching systems, replacing informal enquiry 

routes. 

• Implement required inclusive admissions training for all staff involved in PGR recruitment, 

supported by clear and easily accessible information on institutions’ central intranet and external-

facing webpages (for example, as hosted by institutions’ Graduate/Doctoral Schools, serving as a 

single point of contact). 

• Conduct annual admissions equity reviews using recruitment data, with regular reporting to 

strategic decision-making committees within each institution, to inform institutional action plans. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 



THANK 
YOU
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