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Welcome
 Introducing the symposium

Why fostering an inclusive doctoral 
admissions matter?

Why adopting a Community of  Practice 
approach necessary?



The EDEPI Programme
 RE and OfS funded, one of 13 projects 

created to tackle inequalities that create 
barriers to access and participation in 
postgraduate research

 Collaboration between Nottingham Trent 
University, Sheffield Hallam University 
and Liverpool John Moores University

 Delivery partners: UKCGE, AdvanceHE, 
GRIT Breakthrough Programmes, NHS 

 Launched February 2022

WP1- Recruitment

WP2- Admission

WP3- Transition



Time for Change: Equity in Doctoral Admission
 ‘For too long, PGR recruitment has been looking in the rear-
view mirror - focusing on what’s easy to measure - 
educational track record, degree classification and degree-
awarding institution.  We shifted a long time ago towards 
using a balance of past experience and future potential in 
job recruitment and to a wider focus on the whole person; 
their competencies and aptitude to learn and grow and 
collaborate.  We need to update our recruitment practices 
into doctoral education in the same way.  Only by doing this 
can we open up research careers to historically ‘locked-out’ 
groups and ensure we really are bringing the most able 
future researchers into the system.’ 
-Rebekah Smith McGloin, EDEPI PI, 
Chair of the UK Council for Graduate Education  



Work Package 2 - Admissions



Case Study Institution Presentations

THE OPEN UNIVERSITY NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW

From Open Ethos to Inclusive 
Practice: Rethinking 
Postgraduate Admissions at 
the Open University

The challenges and 
opportunities applying the 
EDEPI Framework to EPSRC 
PGR recruitment

Adapting competency-
based admissions for 
inclusive cohort-based 
recruitment



  



   

Fo s te rin g  in c lu s ive  
d o c to ra l a d m is s io n s  

th ro u g h  a  c o m m u n ity  
o f p ra c t ic e

From Open Ethos to Inclusive 
Practice: Rethinking Postgraduate 
Admissions at the Open University

An n a  Pla s s a rt, 3 J u ly 20 25
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Th e  Op e n  Un ive rs ity : c o n te xt

• The OU’s founding
ethos: openness to 
people, places, 
methods, and ideas

• PGR student
demographics: 
unusually diverse 

• Existing inclusive 
practice, esp. for 
disabled and part-time 
students
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Th e  Open Un ive rs ity : c h a lle n g e s

Areas where inclusivity is more limited: 

 Lower numbers of international PGR students 

 Continued underrepresentation of racially minoritised applicants, especially Black 
students

 Proportion of disabled students is likely much higher, but undisclosed

Context for demographic patterns: 

 Reflects pool of applicants, with element of self-selection

 similar patterns at UG level, despite very low academic barrier to entry
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Po s tg ra d u a te a d m is s io n s  a t  th e  Op e n  Un ive rs ity

PGR Admissions process
 Largely centralised through the 

Graduate School and central 
admissions systems. 

 Fragmentation and Accessibility Gaps: 
Disjointed processes between central 
services, faculties, schools, and 
disciplines. overlap in guidance to 
applicants, inconsistencies, and areas 
falling through the cracks.

 “Bottom up” mapping of admissions 
practices reveals that implementation 
varies widely across Faculties, Schools 
and disciplines. 
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Ca s e  s tu d y 1: Ma p p in g  Pra c t ic e  fro m th e  Bo t to m  u p
Fa c u lty o f Art s  & So c ia l Sc ie n c e

  

• Dis c ip lin e s  h a ve  a d o p te d  a  wid e  ra n g e  o f in fo rm a l a p p ro a c h e s  a n d  
re s o u rc e s  to  p ro vid e  p re - a p p lic a tio n  s u p p o rt, in c lu d in g  d iffe re n t typ e s  o f 
writin g  g u id a n c e , e xa m p le s  o f s u c c e s s fu l p ro p o s a ls , d ra ft  fe e d b a c k, 
p o d c a s ts  a n d  wo rks h o p s  o n  Ad o b e  Co n n e c t

• Th e  a d va n ta g e , a c c o rd in g  to  s o m e  PGCs , is  a  m o re  ‘in d ivid u a l a n d  in vo lve d  
p ro c e s s ’ th a t is  s e n s itive  to  th e  h ig h ly d ive rs e  c a p a b ilit ie s  a n d  n e e d s  o f th e  
a p p lic a n ts

• Th e  c h a lle n g e , h o we ve r, is  th a t PGSs  m a y e n d  u p  with  a n  e xc e s s ive  wo rklo a d : 

 “th e  e n q u iry p ro c e s s  h a s  b e e n  e xh a u s tin g  […] Ab o ve  a ll, th e  p ro b le m  is  th a t 
s tu d e n ts  a re  d ire c te d  to  write  to  PGCs  a s kin g  q u e s tio n s  th a t s h o u ld  b e  
a n s we re d , c le a rly a n d  c o n s is te n tly, o n  a n  e a s ily fin d a b le  u n ive rs ity o r Fa c u lty 
we b s ite  […] Th e  p ro s p e c tu s  e n c o u ra g e s  a  p ie c e m e a l in q u iry p ro c e s s , to o , b u t it  
is  s im p ly c re a tin g  u n n e c e s s a ry wo rk fo r u s .’
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Ca s e  s tu d y 2: Co lla b o ra t ive  Re vis io n o f In te rvie w  Crite ria
Fa c u lty o f We llb e in g , Ed u c a t io n  a n d  La n g u a g e Stu d ie s

Integration of EDEPI Competencies in PGR Recruitment

• When: 2025 PGR recruitment (PhDs and Professional Doctorates)

• Where: Faculty of Wellbeing, Education and Languages Studies

• How: Revised interview criteria and questions aligned with EDEPI principles

Selection Criteria

• Fit with Faculty’s key research themes and targeted projects

• Academic background

• Verbal and writing skills

• Criticality and analytical skills

• Socio-emotional competencies

• Approach to delivering results
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Initial feedback about the framework

  

Easy to adapt from old criteria to framework criteria
Helpful sample questions for each criterion
Need to still keep questions specific to candidate’s proposal
Subject knowledge is key for a good start
Need to structure interview questions in a more coherent 

fashion rather than explore each criterion one by one
Should all criteria have equal weight?
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Fu tu re  wo rk

Map recruitment practices across 
Faculties

 Co-develop recommendations on 
new approaches

 OU has specific interest in 
disability



  



From Newcastle. For the world.

The challenges and 
opportunities applying the EDEPI 
Framework to EPSRC PGR recruitment
Newcastle University​

Elizabeth Gibson & Craig Hinds (ReNU+ CDT)​
Michelle Palmer (EPSRC DLA)



From Newcastle. For the world.

Introduction to the team

Elizabeth Gibson

Professor of Energy 
Materials

Newcastle ReNU+ CDT 
Director

Craig Hinds

CDT Manager

ReNU+ CDT

Michelle Palmer

Postgraduate Research 
Manager

EPSRC DLA Manager



From Newcastle. For the world.

Making positive changes
• Reduced Home applicant market requires us to 

broaden our applicant pool – increase diversity 
and attract non-traditional backgrounds.

• Our University PGR Committee agreed to pilot 
new recruitment approaches.

• We are moving away from our sole focus on 
eligibility criteria (e.g. reducing minimum 
qualifications previous HEI & experience) and 
placing more emphasis on 'potential to succeed' 
and alternative experience.

Our plan:
• Identified EDEPI competency 

framework as best example available 
– Joined network

• Agreed to pilot EDEPI framework via 
ESPRC Doctoral Landscape Award 
and ReNU+ CDT

• Report back findings & 
recommendations for wider 
institutional implementation



From Newcastle. For the world.

EPSRC Doctoral Landscape award - Previously Doctoral Training Partnership 

DTP 2024 Awards: 
• Funding allocated across 4 Schools

• Difficult to apply and manage a set 
recruitment process.

• Standard recruitment matrix and 
criteria provided to all academic 
selectors

• Still inconsistencies in recruitment 
process across Units and academic 
selectors.

• 403 applications – 91% 
international

New DLA 2025: 

• Introduced new EDEPI framework & standard process 
for all to follow:

o Held recruitment briefings with colleagues.
o Directly adapted the EDEPI framework – added to a 

excel matrix document with step-by-step 
instructions/guidance.

o Competency-assessment via personal statement 
(template – questions)

o Well received by academic colleagues and applicants 
followed procedure.

• 455 applications - 84% international



From Newcastle. For the world.

Example of DLA assessment matrix



From Newcastle. For the world.

Interview matrix



From Newcastle. For the world.

• The Renewable Energy Northeast Universities Plus (ReNU+) Centre for Doctoral Training (CDT) is an EPSRC 
funded collaboration between Northumbria, Durham, and Newcastle Universities aiming to train the next 
generation of doctoral carbon champions for Net Zero.

• The CDT was funded due to our commitment to 'innovative CDT delivery', particularly our approach to 
admissions.



From Newcastle. For the world.

Recruitment process
Information sessions for staff and applicants:
• Pre-application workshops (career prospects, demystifying PhD study, signposting DSA support).
• Mandatory assessor training and unconscious bias training.
Competency assessment:
5 questions adapted from EDEPI project's competency framework. Focus on analytical and problem solving skills. Scoring template 
provided, including guidance on how to assess competencies.
Selection Process:
1) Academics scored anonymised competency assessments. Scores returned to PS staff.
2) Academics provided with named application documents. Scored using same template. Scores returned to PS staff.
3) Scores combined to create ranked list weighted 40% competency assessment, 60% application documents. Split into 
home/international and revealed to academics.
4) Interviews. Competency questions revealed in advance to applicants. Additional technical question for discussion in interview. 
Panel includes CDT management team member for consistency.
5) Preferred candidates reported to Institute Director.



From Newcastle. For the world.

Feedback from academic colleagues

EPSRC DLA RENU+ CDT
“The EDEPI framework gave us confidence in our prioritisation 
process for post-graduate recruitment by standardising our 
evaluation of the full range of skills and experiences of our 
applicants across our multi-disciplinary centre. At the end of the 
process (although we had to make difficult decisions on the final 
awards) we felt assured that the selected candidates would be 
strongly positioned for success in their post-graduate research 
degrees and would make the most of the opportunities that will 
be available to them in our doctoral training programme.” Prof 
Elizabeth Gibson, ReNU+ CDT Institute Director

Feedback requested when assessment matrix 
returned. Still collating responses but example below.

Q. Overall, do you find the competency-based 
assessment process a good recruitment approach? 
Please explain why

“We felt it was good to clearly factor in transferable 
skills and evidence-based examples. The competency-
based approach potentially provides a more holistic 
consideration of the candidates, but it does make the 
applications cumbersome to review and could be 
considered to deemphasize scientific ability, which is 
really important to assess.”



From Newcastle. For the world.

Reflections
Benefits:
• Competency based assessment structured 

candidates' applications.

• Competency framework provided clear 
guidelines and consistency for assessors.

• Competency framework provided insight into 
important skills not obvious from a traditional 
CV, such as problem solving and teamwork.

• The structured narrative gave applicants the 
opportunity to explain how their experience 
fitted the project if their degree subject was 
not an obvious "fit".

Challenges:
• Much more time consuming than expected at 

every step of ReNU+ recruitment process, in 
terms of anonymisation and scoring. Delays 
waiting for full scores before moving to next 
step. High volume of applications focused on 
certain projects.

• At interview, panels found it difficult to balance 
competencies with technical requirements. H&S 
and training considerations for those who fall 
short or required technical skills.

• Concerns over candidates' different levels of 
confidence, experience, and communication 
skills in completing narrative assessments.



From Newcastle. For the world.

What next?
• Need to better understand candidate experience – set up feedback form for all applicants 

(interview and awardees target group).
• Find a balance between academic CV (scientific experience) and competency-based 

assessment (potential to succeed/remove barriers).
o Adapt framework to suit scientific areas – joint effort between DLA & Renu+
o Learn from others in EDEPI network

• Be clear to academic colleagues what is mandatory and what is flexible within recruitment 
process (reflect different subject needs).

• How do we elevate the opportunities to undertake a PhD and our search for a wider 
demographic of doctoral researcher via the competency-based approach? (Marketing, 
communication, messaging, representatives and role models, style of advert?)



Adapting competency-
based admissions for 
inclusive cohort-based 
recruitment
The DiveIn approach to the EDEPI framework
Ross Forgan



• EPSRC Centre for Doctoral Training in Diversity-Led, Mission-Driven Research 

• Aims to foster interdisciplinary and diverse teams to create impactful and 
innovative research

• Justice, Equity, Diversity, Inclusion embedded across governance, management, 
and recruitment

• Recruiting students across all STEM subjects in UKRI mission priority areas

• Cohort-based learning where the cohort is primary unit of training:

• We do not recruit for individual projects; projects are co-created after entry

• Selection implication: not just individuals but future teams

• Peer leadership, collaborative problem solving, mentoring, interdisciplinary teamwork, 
shared ownership of research culture

• Admissions focus on both individual excellence and collective cohort potential

What is DiveIn?

Directors & 
Management

Prof Qammer Abbasi 
School of Engineering

Prof Ross Forgan 
School of Chemistry

Prof Caroline 
Gauchotte-Lindsay 
School of Engineering

Dr Caroline Müllenbroich 
School of Physics & Astronomy

Sandra Dopico
CDT Coordinator

Andy Todman
External Engagement 

Manager

Pascale Watkins
CDT Administrator



Recruitment 
foundations: EDEPI 
framework
For competency-based admissions



DiveIn recruitment process

• Adoption of EDEPI competency-based admissions framework
• Eliminating reliance on degree classification and institutional prestige

• DiveIn recruitment is a three-stage process:
1. Triage

• Pseudo-anonymous review based on eligibility criteria and degree in relevant discipline
2. Application

• Structured narrative questions and a technical exercise that are assessed independently 
from each other

• Application statement assesses baseline PhD readiness using EDEPI criteria
3. Online interviews

• Structured narrative questions, presentations on favourite scientific subject and PhD 
ambitions

• Assessment of fit to DiveIn mission, interdisciplinarity, cohort dynamics



Application stage questions

• The 5 questions probe the EDEPI dimensions of:
• Q1: Motivation (What is exciting about the prospect of doing a 

doctorate?)
• Q2: Resilience (Describe a challenge you faced and say how you 

overcame it)
• Q3: Curiosity (Discuss your favourite scientific topic, your own 

engagement and experience with it and what you think are the next 
big questions to investigate.)

• Q4&Q5: Fit for CDT & DiveIn (What inspirations do you draw from 
our Catalogue of Possibilities, particularly in terms of working within 
a team to carry out mission-driven, interdisciplinary and 
collaborative research? How do you see your participation in a 
Centre for Doctoral Training such as DiveIn helping to fill your skills 
gaps?)

• Planning & organization, communication, independence (integral 
to the application process)



• Probes EDEPI dimension of analytical and 
problem solving

• Q6: The dataset provided contains 
measurements from three species of penguins: 
Adélie, Gentoo, and Chinstrap. 
For each penguin, the following features were 
recorded: culmen length, culmen depth, flipper 
length, body mass, and sex. The data also 
includes the island where each penguin was 
observed.

• Instructions:
1. Visualising Culmen Length Across Species
2. Correlation Analysis Across Species
3. Figure Placement and Annotations

Application exercise- 
analysing the penguin dataset



DiveIn adaptation for 
cohort-based 
recruitment
Expanding the EDEPI framework



Interview questions

• Deeper assessment of interdisciplinarity, advocacy, and cohort contributions 

• Interview should confirm applicant is suitable for DiveIn  PhD competent with appetite 
for CDT

• Questions:
1. Presentation on favourite scientific subject
2. “Defense” of penguin analysis
3. Embracing learning opportunities
4. Values alignment with DiveIn
5. Embracing cohort opportunities
6. Appetite and experience in interdisciplinary work

• EDEPI dimensions probed: communication, analytical & problem solving, working 
with others

• DiveIn expansion of EDEPI framework with emphasis on suitability for project co-
creation, team formation, appetite for interdisciplinary research, communication across 
disciplines and advocacy



DiveIn competency framework 



Impact and reflections



First cohort- mark distribution?



First cohort - gender

Female
32%

Male
52%

Other
12%

Prefer not to say
4%

Shortlisted for interview

Female
40%

Male
40%

Other
20%

Offer holders

Female
35%

Male
51%

Other
11%

Prefer not to say
3%

All applicants

• No noticeable bias across our application stages

• Includes subject specificity as well as limited demographic data



Reflections

• EDEPI:
• Framework that enables inclusive, evidence-based selection
• Modular and flexible which allowed us to easily adapt and 

expand
• Providing confidence in equitable, transparent selection
• Can help find gaps in assessment for recruitment

• DiveIn:
• Moving from solely individual excellence to collective cohort 

potential
• First cohort recruitment completed with 100% offer 

acceptance rate



@DiveIn_CDT

@diveincdt.bsky.social

/divein-cdt

@DiveIn_CDT

Visit divein.org.uk for more information  

Email: divein-cdt@glasgow.ac.uk

Contact

Dr Caroline Müllenbroich 
Caroline.muellenbroich@glasgow.ac.uk

https://twitter.com/DiveIn_CDT
https://bsky.app/profile/diveincdt.bsky.social
https://www.linkedin.com/company/divein-cdt/
https://www.youtube.com/@DiveIn_CDT
https://www.divein.org.uk/
mailto:divein-cdt@glasgow.ac.uk


Break 5 mins
Next: breakout room discussion



Breakout Sessions
• 20-mins small group discussions on challenges, experiences, and insights in applying 

competency-based recruitment. 
• Padlet for feedback and interaction Competency-Based Framework Webinar Discussion 

Board. 

https://padlet.com/edepi/competency-based-framework-webinar-l0vpkbtxqv2f686m
https://padlet.com/edepi/competency-based-framework-webinar-l0vpkbtxqv2f686m


Questions for Discussion:
 How do you see the value of considering competencies in fostering inclusive doctoral 

admissions?
 How could you apply the framework in your own institution to assist PGR 

recruitment?
 Do you have any feedback on the framework regarding its scope and strength? 

*Use this interactive Padlet for (a)synchronous discussion Padlet for 
feedback and in

https://padlet.com/edepi/competency-based-framework-webinar-l0vpkbtxqv2f686m


Q/A and Closing Remarks
If you want to know more about using 
the EDEPI competency-based admissions 
framework, please contact the team for 
support: EDEPI@ntu.ac.uk



@EDEPI_
EDEPI@ntu.ac.uk

Connect with us… 
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