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The Project

* London South Bank University and the Open University are developing a modern
understanding of neurodivergent students' access to, participation and success
in doctoral level study (including barriers and enablers)

* The projectis considering, through an intersectional lens, successful
participation from pre-entry to post-exit

* The project team
 Lindsay O’Dell, Grainne O’Connor, Inma Alvarez, Helen Bowes-Catton,
Melanie Rimmer, Nicoleta Tipi (OU)

* Nicola Martin, Danny Clegg and Joanna Krupa (LSBU)



Background

* Numbers of neurodivergent doctoral candidates are increasing

e Staff working with autistic Postgraduate Researchers (PGR) to negotiate
reasonable adjustments are often unfamiliar with PGR study requirements

e Staff involved in supervising and examining are often unfamiliar with
neurodivergence and legislative requirements to facilitate access (The Equality

Act (2010) is relevant in the UK)



Original research: Chown et al 2016

The LSBU / OU project builds on research originally conducted in 2016 and
widely informing the doctoral viva experience of UK-based autistic
candidates

‘This paper has for many years been the national standard for inclusive
practice and reasonable adjustments for autistic PGR students.’ (O’Dell
(2025) OU)

Chown, N., Beardon, L., Martin, N. and Ellis, S. (2016) Examining intellectual
prowess, not social difference: Removing barriers from the doctoral viva for
autistic candidates. Journal of Inclusive Practice in Further and Higher
Education, 6(1), pp.22-38



The LSBU/OU study

Examines the whole doctoral journey from pre-entry to post-exit

Aims to create guidance useful beyond neurodivergent doctoral candidates and
beyond the UK

OU study: Focus on access to and participation in doctoral study
LSBU study: Focus on examination and outcomes

Emphasis on straightforward planning based on principles of Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) informed by The REAL approach



The REAL approach

Reliability of people and systems

Empathising with the candidate

Anticipating potential problems in order to head them off at the pass

Logical, clear, unambiguous communication

UDL and REAL are closely linked, and these ways of working have the
potential to benefit everyone
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Anticipate: circumvent stressors (e.g. rush hour travel)

Logical: communication is necessary throughout the
process




The OU study: Focus on access to and
participation in doctoral study

* Lack of knowledge about how to support ND PGRs
* who are considering applying for doctoral study
* during the application process
e during their studies (training, supervision, assessment, examination)

* Also important to include people who
* decided not to apply
e applied but weren’t successful/didn’t begin study
» started a PhD but didn’t continue

* Survey (N=273) of ND people who have done/considered PhD study

e 20 follow-up interviews covering all groups



Focus on access to and participation in
doctoral study

* To understand barriers and enablers- why do people decide not to
apply/continue?

* Areinterviews the best way to assess preparedness for doctoral study?

* How to design inclusive doctoral training programmes

* What does an inclusive sense of belonging and community look like?



The LSBU study: Focus on examination and
outcome

* Survey (with OU) questions focussing on PGR viva
experiences

* Survey of the viva experiences of staff examining ND
PGRs

e Staff survey is currently live: please complete and
share!




The LSBU study: Focus on examination and
outcome

* Are you a university staff member who can tell
us about your experiences with neurodivergent
doctoral candidates who are approaching or
have recently been through the viva process,
either as a supervisor, examiner, viva chair or
professional services staff? We’re researching
how doctoral study works (or doesn’t) for
neurodivergent people. Take our 30min survey
and help make academia more inclusive.

* Questions? Email nicola.martin@lsbu.ac.uk,
cleggd@lsbu.ac.uk or krupaj2@lsbu.ac.uk
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Collaboration

* The project emphasises collaboration between everyone involved in doctoral
success and that there are different forms of doctorate (Professional doctorates,

e.g. EdAD, PhD by publication /prior publication etc) and varying practices across the
sector



Collaborator: National
Association of Disability
Practitioners (NADP)

* NADP

Martin (2020). Practical Scholarship: .

Optimising Beneficial Research

Collaborations Between Autistic ‘
SRy

Scholars, Professional Services Staff

and ‘Typical Academics’ in UK NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF DISABILITY PRACTITIONERS
Universities. in: Chown, N. (ed.)

Neurodiversity: A New Critical

Paradigm. Routledge
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Collaborator: Participatory
Autism Research Collective
(PARC)

e Milton, D., Moore, A., & Martin, N.
(2025). From humble beginnings:
Reflections on 10 years of the
Participatory Autism Research
Collective. Autism, 29(4), 827-

828. https://doi.org/10.1177/136236

13251319887
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Disabled Student
Commitment

* LSBU is using the Disabled Student Commitment to make
the step change that is required to create a more inclusive
environment under 5 key precepts:-

Requests to share information.

Choosing a course of study.

Transition into the higher education community.
On-course experience.

Moving forward.

* HEls are required to publish their statement of position
against the 43 recommendations.



https://advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/disabled-student-commitment?_ga=2.76927509.1034918908.1696937695-1243912132.1681901474

Equality Act 2010

* Advice note for the higher education sector from the
legal case of University of Bristol vs Abrahart | EHRC

* Published: 10 July 2024:
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Focus on the viva

* Ensure that processes /systems are clear to the candidate and relevant staff.
Do not assume that they will make sense

* Work with the candidate on:
* choice of examiners and about who will be present

* thetiming of the viva, the layout of the room (build in choice and
familiarisation, consider sensory issues)

* information sharing with the examiners



Focus on the viva: Attention to detail

* Opportunities for breaks and snacks

* The viva process (e.g. questions in advance,
clarification of convoluted questions, duration,
what happens next)

* The viva is usually the penultimate stage —
manage expectations

* Reasonable adjustments, including if
necessary, arrangements for candidates who
communicate without using speech.

e Whatelse?




Preparation

What to do before going into the room

What to wear. What to take into the room

Where will people sit? Who will be
present? Eye contact

Arriving and leaving / introductions /endings




Practice

Presentation

* Asking for clarification

* Prepared statements

Note taking, recording, technology, support (inc. assistance animals)

* Emphasise that itis not possible to know exactly what the examiners will ask
Arrangements for candidates who communicate without using speech

* Whatelse?



After the viva ‘

* Verbal feedback should be specific and succinct and
someone (agreed in advance) needs to be taking notes
(image of notetaking)

* The candidate needs to know when they will receive the
written report and how long they will have to respond

* The examiner report will be explicit about what needs to
be done. Be clear with the candidate that they are not
expected to do anything more than this

* Manage the emotional tone of the post-viva stage. The
candidate may not agree with the examiner’s required
amendments. The fact is that these have to be done in
order to be awarded the doctorate

e Whatelse?




Staff and examiners

* Everyone involved needs to understand all relevant processes. Disability
practitioners need to know how a doctorate works, and doctoral supervisors
and examiners need to understand how reasonable adjustments work

* Reasonable adjustments may be required by the examiner / other staff
members too —who addresses this?

* Information sharing needs to be negotiated with the candidate



Post-viva support

* Atemplate for the post-viva report which emphasises exactly what needs to
be doneisideal: e.g. p54 Immediately after you introduce the concept of
intersectionality add in an explanation of no more than 100 words which
references Crenshaw and explains what the term intersectionality means.

* Clear arrangements for post-viva support
* Whatelse? What next...?!



Discussion questions

* Applications
 What are the main issues with supporting ND applicants for PGR study?

* During the PhD
* What kinds of support are most helpful to ND PGRs during their studies?
* What kinds of guidance/CPD would be useful for staff supporting ND PGRs?
* Who should be involved in the co-production of guidance and how should this
work?
* Viva
 Have you used the Chown et al guidance on vivas for ND PGRs? Was it useful?



Get involved:

* Please contact Jo Krupa
(krupaj2@lsbu.ac.uk) if you would
like to be involved in a focus group or
a survey as ND PGR or as a staff
member supporting ND PGRs

* Please suggest networks for the
circulation of the LSBU survey on
staff experiences of examining ND
PGRs
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