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Workshop Aims
• Understand the importance of inclusive research culture 

for part-time (PT) and at-a-distance (AAD) PGR students.
• Share and reflect on opportunities and challenges when 

supporting an inclusive research culture.
• Explore the University of Portsmouth’s approach and 

lessons learned in developing an inclusive research 
culture for PT and AAD PGR students.

• Consider how to evidence inclusive research culture 
support for REF 2029.



PGR students sign up for PT or AAD courses for many reasons. 
• They usually have other commitments (time, work, family) that have led 

to them choosing to not take on an on-campus or FT degree.
• They are also more likely to:

• be working alongside their studies
• be mature students
• have other commitments on their time (e.g. caring responsibilities)
• have financial pressures 
• be less flexible when they can attend or work on their studies.

Also, most university support systems are set up to deal with 
undergraduates, which means they are usually only fully available during 
term time, Monday to Friday and within normal office working hours.

What’s the problem with PT and AAD PGRs?



What has this got to do with Research Culture?
• Good research culture means to have an inclusive and supported 

community of researchers.

• The REF 2029 PCE Pilot Exercise specifically asks institutions to consider 
how they tackle inequities in the research system and to demonstrate how 
equality, diversity and inclusion are addressed across all research 
activities.

• PGRs are absolutely part of the community of researchers, and our PT and 
AAD students are arguably more likely to have unequal treatment 
(compared to on-campus students), and are some of the most diverse and 
difficult to include researchers we have.

https://2029.ref.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/PCE-Pilot-Exercise-Assessment-framework.pdf



Activity 1: Is there really a problem?

Is it just us, or only our PT and AAD students?

1. Split into small groups to see if we can highlight the 
main issues that affect these students and how we 
serve them.

1. At the end of the activity, we’ll ask you to report 
back the most important issues you’ve identified



Activity 1 - Is there a problem?

What are the key challenges faced by your 
PT and AAD students during their studies?



Activity 1 - Is there a problem?

What are the key challenges faced by your 
university in providing support for PT and 
AAD students?



Activity 1 - Feedback

What did you find?

• Report back the most important or the most interesting 2 to 3 
points from your group discussion.



End of Activity 1

Thank you!

We plan to sum up the issues and challenges 
identified from this activity and will send you all a 
link.



Part Two - Developing an inclusive community 

• Prior to March 2020 all of our research culture activity 
took place in-person.

• The Covid pandemic required us to develop new ways to 
build and support our PGR community.

• In April 2022 our first part-time distance learning PhD 
students started; in October 2024 we launched a full-time 
distance learning PhD.

• Through co-creation with our PGR students we are 
working to develop inclusive research culture initiatives.



University of Portsmouth PT and AAD students

• The UoP Doctoral College supports a community of over 1,000 PGR students.
• 58% are PT or AAD compared to 24.5% of all UK PGRs registered PT (HESA, 

2024).

• In 2019 our PRES scores for overall satisfaction with your research degree 
were: 
• 77% for part-time students (81% sector).
• For research culture (PT) = 58%  (61% sector).

• In 2024 they were: 
• 86% for part-time students (83% sector).
• For research culture (PT) = 62% (60% sector).



Highlights of how we added support for PT and 
AAD PGR research communities since Covid
In April 2020, following feedback from a PGR student we started 
running weekly online ‘stay-in-touch’ sessions, plus:

• Post-induction ‘Welcome Sessions’ for new PGRs 
introduced in October 2020.

• PGR networking and presentations seminar series 
launched in 2021.

• We worked with Professor Jane Creaton to setup and 
launch our Professional and Distance Learning Online 
Community (PaDLOC) in October 2022.



PaDLOC - Student Impact

“As a distance learning, part-time student, PaDLOC has been an absolutely central part of 
my experience at Portsmouth. Not only is it incredibly helpful in terms of the training 
offered - both formal and informal - but it is a very important way for me to feel connected 
to the university and to other PGR students”.
(Jane, PTDL PhD, School of Area Studies, Sociology, History, Politics and Literature)

“[Staff] running the sessions are so understanding of our circumstances because the reality 
of doing a PhD at this phase of life is that the children do occasionally appear in my office or 
I'm dialling into the meeting with a biscuit and a coffee in hand having missed dinner, and 
this is always seen as a sign of our commitment to attending rather than a lack of 
dedication”.
(Sarah, PT PhD, School of Law).



Activity 2 - Developing support for an inclusive 
research community

1. Consider the research culture initiatives being undertaken at the 
University of Portsmouth - Research Culture handout.

2. Consider what else you might be doing that seems to work well that you 
can share with your group and with us.

Please pick a spokesperson from your group to feedback at the end of the 
activity.



Activity 2 - Developing support for an inclusive 
research community

Review the Doctoral College’s 
Research Culture Structure and Plan 

for PT and AAD PGR students. 



Activity 2 - What are you doing?

What are you doing that is working well?

If you can, please share any great ideas, 
reflections or feedback comments.



Activity 2 - Feedback

What did you find?

• Report back the most important or the most interesting 2 to 3 
points from your group discussion.



End of Activity 2

Thank you!

We plan to sum up the feedback, ideas and 
current practice identified from this activity and 
will send you all a link.



Lessons Learned in Providing an Inclusive 
Research Culture

• Initiatives can take time to gather momentum.
• Not everything will work! Be prepared to make changes.
• Design with PT and AAD first, not as an afterthought. 
• Develop an understanding of the diversity of your PGRs.
• Co-create - get PGR students involved in different ways.

• PGR students need to be invested
• The Portsmouth mindset: 

• Be brave and keep trying!



PT and AAD students, Research Culture and 
REF PCE
• Building effective communities of researchers at all stages is an important 

element of modern research culture.

• PT and AAD PGR students are a classic example of a group of researchers who are 
diverse and have problems with being included and gaining equal treatment.

• The PCE section of REF 2029 PCE will require you evidence the policies you have 
in the area, the support you've provided and indicators of any improvements. 

• Having sessions dedicated to serving such students, can help provide specific 
qualitative and quantitative data about their effectiveness.  The PRES sections on 
Research Culture, Support and Community, broken down by PT and AAD 
categories can also be very useful (especially if you run it every year). 



Limitations and Closing Remarks
• We’ve treated PT and AAD students as a homogenous 

whole, but there are many intersections that may require 
more or less support.

• The REF PCE description is likely to require both data and 
a narrative statement that describes what you have done.  
Having PT and AAD support that is tailored to work at 
both University and discipline level will be very 
important.

• The support we provide to PT and AAD students in our 
university is not perfect, but realising this having a 
philosophy and process for making ongoing 
improvements has been very important.



What’s next? 

Thank you!
• We’ll summarise this session as a blog post and link 

to the resources we’ve mentioned.
• We’ll send you a link to the key pages on our website 

which describe our dedicated support for PT and AAD 
students.

• We’re always looking to improve our support our PT 
and AAD students, so let us know if you have a great 
ideas, or if you’d like to work together.

doctoral-college@port.ac.uk
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Thank you for attending 
this workshop
Dr Darren Van Laar & Emma Cripps,
The Doctoral College, University of Portsmouth

doctoral-college@port.ac.uk
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