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Background and 
context



National Context

Increasing sector wide debates and interest in PGT addressing:

• Diversity and multiple purposes of PGT study
• Funding and introduction of PGT loans
• Lack of national datasets and evidence base for PGT
• Anticipation of possible PGT TEF
• OfS pilot PGT Surveys 2019 and 2022 and prospect of full 

PGT census
• Coming back from a Global Pandemic



Office for Students Pilot Postgraduate Survey, April-May 2022

Motivation(s) 
Information 
Course design and content
Course organisation and management
Teaching and learning 
Assessment and feedback 
Dissertation or major project 
19. What stage have you reached with your dissertation or major project?

20. How well has the supervision or your dissertation or major project met your needs?

Learning resources
Academic support 
Student voice
Summative questions



PTES 2022



PGT at UoN



PGT at UoN: Context

• Institutional PGT review in 2014-15 - Finance and Fee Structure, Recruitment, 
portfolio, baseline provision

• Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey (PTES) results
• Overall UoN in 3rd quartile compared to all benchmarks
• Institutional performance masks differences by subject, question and 

demographic factors



PGT at UoN: COVID Surveys 2020 & 2021

PGT students reported a 
higher disruption to their 
home life, health, 
finances and caring 
responsibilities more so 
than UG students.



PGT Review 2018-19: main findings

• PGT population large & diverse, with significant international numbers
• No institutional or local strategies for PGT
• Recent surveys were bleak and student focus groups identified major gaps
• Key pressure points:

• Pre-arrival, welcome, induction disjointed: PGTs as a footnote
• Little evidence of added value for careers and employability (where not professionally 

accredited)
• Poor student experience for masters project/dissertation



PGT at the University of Nottingham (UNUK): Size and Shape

• C. 8000 PGT students in 2021/2022
• 30% in Education; 20% in Business School
• 17 divisions > 100 students; 4 divisions < 50 students
• Overseas students: 44%
• Home students 56%
• Distance Learning: c. 900
• Research Masters: > 100 students
• Integrated Masters: c. 5,000 students (1,250 p/a at level 4)



The PGT student journey

Milestones:

• Recruitment and admission
• Induction
• Continuation
• Taught elements
• Dissertation/project
• Outcome and graduation
• Career destinations/ further study



Masters dissertations 
The placement project



Approach
Student Concerns

University’s Module Structure
Benchmark Offering
Recommendations



Project Scope

Analyse the 
University of 
Nottingham’s 

60-credit 
module 

provision

1. Student •To identify students’ concerns around support for 
dissertation planning

2. University •To analyse the specifications of the 60-credit module 
across the university

3. Benchmark •To benchmark against other universities’ masters 
dissertation provision

To conduct a preliminary analysis of the PGT 60-credit module across
the University

STUDY 
OBJECTIVE



Internal and external sources of information

1. Student 2. University 3. Benchmark

Internal
• Information shared by 
Students’ Union

• Student evaluation 
responses related to 
dissertation (2018, 2019) 

External
• Postgraduate Taught 
Experience Survey (PTES) 
2018 – open comments 
(excel spreadsheet)

• Postgraduate Taught 
Experience Survey (PTES) 
2016 – open comments 
(Tableau)

Internal
• Student Services database 
(PGT 60-credit module 
specifications)
‒ All 2018/19 and 2019/2020 

modules
‒ Period of teaching
‒ Assessment deadlines
‒ Assessment type
‒ Aims
‒ Learning outcomes

External
• Postgraduate Taught 
Experience Survey (PTES) 
2018 – Comparison with 
benchmark universities 

• University websites

• University policy for 60-credit 
module
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PTES 2018 Results



UoN PTES 2022 Results for ‘Dissertation / Major Project’ Questions 

Definitely agree
32%

mostly agree
26%

neither agree nor disagree
12%

Mostly disagree
5%

definitely disagree
3%

Too soon to say
8%

Blank
14%

I AM HAPPY WITH THE SUPPORT I RECEIVE FOR PLANNING MY 
DISSERTATION / MAJOR PROJECT

Data from 721 
respondents



Themes: Support, Variations, Workload

There has been no information given about the dissertation, except for an email telling 

us when to submit the proposal. 

A bit more information on project organisation. This is hard to do, as 

everyone is doing different things and different supervisors have different 

approaches.

It is hard to balance the workload of the 

project with other modules. The project 

should be worth more credits to reflect 

the higher workload.
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Module Titles – Arts/Soc vs STEM

Source: Student services database

0 10 20 30 40 50

Dissertation

Project

Research Project

Research Dissertation

No classification

Applied Project

Business Plan

Company Based Project

Dissertation and Research Methods

Dissertation Project

Dissertation/Portfolio Presentation

Special Project

Types by Module Title (Arts/Soc)

0 5 10 15 20 25

Research Project

Dissertation

Project

Dissertation Project

No classification

Research & Dissertation

Applied Research Project

Portfolio Project

Major Project with Industry

Practice

Professional Practice

Project & Dissertation

Research

Research Portfolio

Research Project Planning

Research Training

Systematic Review Project

Thesis Portfolio

Thesis Research

Work Based Research Project

Types by Module Title (STEM)

Total modules: 72 Total modules: 81



Categories of Assessments and credit weightings

Source: Student services database

Faculty of Arts

CLAR4000 Assessment Weight 

1 Final Written Component 
(12,000-15,000 words)

100

Faculty of Science

Faculty of Social Sciences

COMP4026 Assessment Weight 

1 Research Plan 10

2 Final Written Component 
(20,000 words max)

80

3 Oral (Presentation) 10

EDUC4132 Assessment Weight 

1 Research Proposal (4,000 words) 30

2 Final Written Component 
(9,000 words max)

50

3 Oral (Presentation) 20

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences

NURS4140 Assessment Weight 

1 Systematic Review Protocol (3,000 
words)

20

2 Systematic Review (9,000-12,000 
words)

80

3 Final Written Component 
(12,000-15,000 words)

100

Faculty of Engineering

CHEE4013 Assessment Weight 

1 Design Evaluation Report (750 words) 20

2 Group Design Report (6,000 words) 30

3 Oral (Poster + Viva) 5

4 Final Written Component 
(6,000 words)

45

Faculty of Engineering

CHEE4003 Assessment Weight 

1 Final Written Component 
(10,000-15,000 words)

100

CIVE 4009 Assessment Weight 

1 Final Written Component 
(10,000-20,000 words)

100



Taught Session and Assessed Period of the 60-Credit Modules

21 51 15 38 28Total 
modules

Source: Student services database
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Open comments related to late start of dissertation/project work 

“I am lost, it is still not clear what I am going to 

do or when and how, I don't know how to 

collect participant or how to design the tests, 

also I need to choose something related to 

education while there are no schools during 

summer.”

“I am not sure if it is normal that is almost May and I 

haven't defined the topic of my project and everything 

around it seems unclear and undefined. And I was 

expecting that a list of possible projects was provided, but 

until now the only thing that I know is that there are certain 

areas where I could develop my project, and we have had 

very few meetings to talk about it, so I feel a little bit lost.”



Approach
Student Concerns

University’s Module Structure
Benchmark Offering
Recommendations



Standardisation at a University / School Level



Approach
Student Concerns
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Recommendations



Some starting points

A PhD makes an original contribution to a field, an undergraduate dissertation 

is expected to be an independent piece of work, but a Masters dissertation is 

hard to ‘pin down’. This is partly due to the difficulty in defining the term 

‘dissertation’. (Pilcher, 2011)

‘Dissertations’ have been compared with ‘projects’; ‘projects’ being based on 

primary data (Williams and Horobin, 1992) but ‘dissertations’ on secondary 

data (Parsons and Knight, 1998).



Next steps

• Launch further work consulting with staff and students
• Link masters project topics more closely to staff research projects and expertise
• Co-design masters research projects in partnership with businesses
• Diversify assessment components so as to test wider range of transferable skills: 

presentation, poster design, business pitch etc., as well as academic writing skills
• Connect masters dissertation outputs more explicitly to outputs and products in careers 

destinations, while retaining preparation for PhD as one of its aims
• Share best practice and explore enhanced models of design, delivery and support for PGT 

Dissertation/ Project
• Ensure Dissertation/Project learning outcomes complement masters programme learning 

outcomes and are a suitable transition both to research and to employment
• Articulate Added Value of PGT



Business School and Geography 60-credit projects with external partners



Vitae Researcher Development Framework



One possible professional competency: Independent Research



Questions and discussion

• What is the masters dissertation/project for?
• Why is there so much resistance to rethinking its role in 

the PGT curriculum?
• What innovative approaches are out there in the sector?
• How easily can they be applied across different 

disciplines?



Contacts

Mark.Bradley@nottingham.ac.uk

Hannah.Sherwood@nottingham.ac.uk

mailto:Mark.bradley@nottingham.ac.uk
mailto:Hannah.Sherwood@nottingham.ac.uk
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