Questions and responses from Town Hall – 30 March 2022

28 PGRs attended including representatives of liaison group
3 submitted questions 
Staff representatives:
	Emily.Yossarian
	Senior Manager, Graduate School Communications

	Lindsay.ODell
	Graduate School Director

	Yvette.Howley
	Research Support Officer, LDS, Library Services

	Terri.Portas
	Team Assistant, Graduate School

	Robert.Wilson
	Manager Student Opportunities – Graduate School

	Judith Taylor
	STEM Training Lead/Lecturer Graduate School

	Nicola Dowson
	Senior Library Manager (Research Support), LDS, Library Services



The following questions were submitted from OU Postgraduate Researchers ahead of the Town Hall.

	Question No. 1

In a number of recent conversations with peers, it has become very clear that the excellent supervisory relationship I enjoy is not the experience for all PGRs. My work always receives timely feedback, I have regular meetings (at least monthly), and they are scheduled well in advance. It came as a shock to hear that some students wait months for feedback, do not have regular meetings with their supervisors, and have to push for meetings to be held. In terms of equity (of experience and engagement) this is hugely problematic. More worrying is that, in at least one case, the PGR feels unable to challenge or even raise this issue. I do have permission to share general details, on the condition of their anonymity. I wondered if a short survey of the PGR supervisory experience would be helpful in establishing the levels of support and engagement, and the extent to which expectations are met (or not). Although this issue does not impact me directly, as a member of a community I’m indirectly affected. It both saddens me and makes me feel guilty that I have such a positive and nourishing relationship with [supervisor 1] and [supervisor 2]. PGRs have confided in me, and I feel a huge sense of moral responsibility to speak up. (WELS PGR 1)

Response:

Feedback from the PRES Survey was that we ranked in the highest quartile for Progression, Responsibilities, Supervision and Support, and in the second quartile for Research Skills, Research Culture, Resources and Professional Development.
Many PGRs took the opportunity to praise the support their supervisors had shown them during the unprecedented period of disruption; a sample of the 65 open comments which highlighted supervisory support include: 
• “My supervisors are incredibly knowledgeable and support my development and my research. They are very responsive and always provide extensive feedback on everything I send them”
• “My supervisors have been wonderful, providing just the right level of support while allowing me to challenge myself and develop as an independent research. They are excellent at communicating and responding to queries. Not only are they great to work it is also an enjoyable experience and I have had lots of fun over the course of my studies. They have also been wonderfully supportive”
• I've had excellent support, guidance and challenge from my supervisors - above and beyond”
Some PGRs said they would prefer more informal feedback from their supervisor – not around a piece of work but more general development advice.
Some PGRs said they miss in-person supervisions.
Supervision feedback has been returned to the Faculties to inform their work with supervisors.
Please also see the PRES 21 response which lists actions we're planning to do in response to PGR open comments: PRES 2021: https://www.open.ac.uk/students/research/pres-2021-graduate-school-response 
In the Regulations there are expectations regarding the number of meetings per year and other general expectations around supervision.
We can only put support in place where we know early on that there are issues, so PGRS are encouraged to raise issues early on.  We understand that it is difficult to have conversations that challenge supervisors.  If a PGR is finding this difficult they should talk to a 3rd party monitor or a postgrad tutor or convenor, or the Director of Research degrees in their faculty.  The Graduate School can provide you with that information, if you don’t know who those people are.
Regarding surveys on supervisor relationship, there will be a number of other surveys over the next few months and we do not want to inundate PGRS. 
Lindsay also added that there is supervisory training for all supervisors.

	Question No. 2

Had a wee thought, we've been asked to perform a 'data cleanse' - wondered if we could have a group session for PGRs on the practicalities of doing this? Someone with experience, or maybe a thread/channel on Teams? Will chat to others, see if this would be helpful.
I'm a wee bit nervous about what needs to be done, getting it right, and also holding on to important info related to my research and PGR journey. (WELS PGR 1)

Response

Jude noted that there are no courses coming up soon, but we could scope it and evaluate potential to put some training on.    
Jude shared the following Data Carpentry workshop link: https://datacarpentry.org/ 
David Debenham also advised that Futurelearn has some learning material
The Library does also offer Student Hub training which looks at the top 3 data cleanse tools, but it is recorded training.  
Students to be aware that the PGR community team can be used as a channel which can be used for sharing good practice.  If you get no response, please email graduate-school-communications@open.ac.uk  for us to ping it around for a greater response.
(i) Barbara Spicer queried how long PGRS should be keeping data for.
Lindsay advised that the starting point is GDPR training.  It’s possible to keep information if required and for long as it’s required (how often you delete emails can depend upon individual need).
Information on mandatory training (including GDPR training) is here: Mandatory training for PGRs | Graduate School Network (open.ac.uk).  
The Library run data management sessions; find more information on the Library Research Support Team Training pages.
 





	Question No. 3

[bookmark: _Hlk75169254](i) When planning the 2022/23 Graduate School programme I wonder whether you may consider reviewing the timing of core training? Sessions are typically held between 2 and 4pm on Tuesday afternoons, however this timing can be challenging for PGRs with caring responsibilities. For example, for those studying around school hours, training beyond 3pm requires investment in additional childcare which may present a financial barrier to participation. Furthermore, for those remote students commuting into campus, peak time travel is likely to be required which extends the journey if by car and increases the cost when using public transport. I understand that there are other PGRs who find the current timing difficult for other reasons, such as those working core hours. I appreciate that you will never be able to please us all and you must look to the majority but perhaps, as we continue to make adjustments to our ways of working in response to the pandemic, this would be a good time to review core training times and explore other options?
Response
Lindsay replied that we have just started putting together a plan for next year.  We will try to zone things, so more than one event will go on, to make it more worthwhile coming onto campus.
Jude advised that the Graduate School has made it a training day with AM and PM sessions which can also include lunch with supervisors – to facilitate this.  We can try to remove some afternoons sessions to keep afternoons free but this might be difficult as we will always want to add more training in where possible.
We are also trying not to overlap with other schools and faculties.  PGRS can access recordings as well.
You can also ask questions of the facilitators after the fact, or after watching recordings.  Unfortunately, we can’t put everything in the AM session.

(ii) As a follow on to that point, I would like to ask for greater consideration of remote PGRs when planning core events. This is specifically aimed at WELS where a compulsory in-person upgrade session has been organised for Thursday 19th May, followed by the WELS PGR conference on Saturday 21st May. I would like to attend both of these events but as they are not back to back (or well-spaced during the month) I would have to stay in Milton Keynes for two nights at considerable cost, or drive for 14 hours over three days to attend. As a result I will have to miss one of these important events. I appreciate that it can be difficult to align events with other faculties or the Grad School, however it would be good if within faculty events could be scheduled with remote students in mind. When enrolling as a remote student I fully expected to drive down to campus once per month and accepted the financial and time costs associated, but twice in one week is too much! I should add that I do understand that the conference will be hybrid but I had hoped to attend in person as I am yet to have an opportunity to present in person and I feel this is an important part of my PGR journey. As far as I am aware, there is no online alternative available for the upgrade session.
Response
WELS have responded as follows: “With respect to WELS events. We currently offer all our sessions hybrid, although as agreed, we are encouraging students to attend in person. We already had a hybrid session on upgrade in November and the May one is focused on the upgrade viva which will be in early June. The date of the PGR conference has in mind the upgrade presentation requirement.” It has been organised hybrid on a Saturday to benefit part-timers working full-time. So students do have a choice and the proximity of the days does not mean they need to miss any of these events. We can send a reminder clarifying this flexibility.

(iii) Finally (apologies for labouring this point), if core events across all faculties and the Grad school were scheduled on set days with alignment in mind (e.g., Grad School events on Tuesdays and faculty events on Wednesdays), it would make travelling to campus more affordable/worthwhile and may encourage PGRs to attend more frequently. It would also be easier for part-time workers to block out time to attend. There are many examples when scheduling prohibits attendance – for example Bake Your Research takes place on a Thursday rather than alongside core Grad school training on a Tuesday. I appreciate this is a big ask but I like to dream big! As I hope you know, despite being a part-time remote PGR I do try to get involved in as much as possible, and these changes would allow me to join in many more events in future. (WELS PGR 2)
Response
WELS response: I will be happy to coordinate training days from the next academic year if it is helpful.
The Graduate School response: Our training timetable is shared in May/June and again at the beginning of the academic year.  We do have training reviews with faculties, our timetable is made clear early to assist faculties with their own timetables.  We hope for more co-ordination over the next year

	Question No. 4
[bookmark: _Hlk99636188]I have been on the Student Hub introduction to reference manager training, looked at the software, chatted with my fellow PGR people, and although I have tried them all. I have also looked at youtube for information on how to use each reference manager, and have plenty of links to look at, as well as having looked at the reference manager page on the library website.
From all that research, I think Endnote would be what would work best for me at the moment, but I was hoping to talk through it with someone who knows and then get some very basic training on how to use it in a small group or on a 1:1 level. I understand it is all personal preference, but as they all seem to be similar, I had hoped someone could go through the basics with me at my pace so I could just get started. 
I am really surprised the OU does not have any training in referencing software, especially for PGRs. I would appreciate it if you could pass on my surprise to those who are in control of training sessions as I know I am not the only mature PGR who has no clue about this new referencing technology and needs a bit more time and support. The amount of time I have spent looking for support could have been better directed at my studies. The chats I have had with my PGR community have been really helpful, but no one has time to sit and support me learn how to use referencing software - especially when they also thought it would be something provided by the OU. 
Response
Emily responded – we only received this question one day prior to the meeting and we haven’t had an opportunity to get a complete response yet.  Let us know if you’re not getting a response to your questions within the PGR Community and we will circulate it more widely.
Yvette replied that The Open University Library is aware of the various reference management tools out there for researchers to use, and the challenges this may present to those wanting to choose the right product for them and to learn how to use it. As this is a personal choice based on a number of different factors (discipline, citation style, researcher knowledge & skills etc.) the OU does not endorse or provide ongoing support for any particular product. We do have a dedicated webpage on the Bibliographic management page that includes a list of the most popular tools along with links through to the software providers help and support pages, and some YouTube videos. That page also links through to some helpful guides and activities to help you choose the right management system for you, and we also have a page to help those who use EndNote learn how to import references. The Library runs the Introduction to reference management tools training session, too (see our Training and Events page – next session is on 13th April, it is a live session, with a recording available). https://www.open.ac.uk/library/training-and-events 
There is also a section on referencing on the RESEARCH-SKILLS site under ‘Referencing the literature’ that may be helpful.
We understand the challenges and frustrations some PGRs face when it comes to reference management, and we know it may come as a disappointment that we are unable to facilitate 1-2-1 or small group sessions. What we will endeavour to do is to provide PGRs with some further support in a different way. We are already looking into the ways we can provide worked examples of the most commonly faced challenges, and we will think about how we can provide our support in an engaging way.
If you have any comments, questions or suggestions for us, please contact library-research-support@open.ac.uk 
[bookmark: _Hlk99636211]Yvette shared the following link which takes you to the Library’s list of the main reference management tools: https://www.open.ac.uk/library/referencing-and-plagiarism/bibliographic-management   

Rob also thought that this may be something that OUSA volunteers can help with, as undergraduate and taught postgraduate students also use reference software – Rob will look into it.  
Update: Rob asked the Association and its Library Volunteer service is mainly for helping with finding references (so using Library Search). The OU discourages undergrads from using referencing software

	Question No. 5
Is it also possible to raise the lack of in person IT support as an issue? Just the fact that still there is still no IT person on campus at all? We are an international university and our IT department still work from home, I don’t think that is good enough if everyone else is expected to be in and working. We can end up spending hours on the phone to them when most of the time it is faster to solve stuff when they come out.
Response
In the PRES Survey, PGRs reported the following issues:
· Difficult to access and navigate support for IT issues.
· Support for IT issues limited and slow.
· Helpdesk for undergraduate/taught postgraduate students easier to find than that for PGRs.
· Accessing suitable software was difficult.

Various stakeholders around the OU, including IT, Graduate School and Student Support, are meeting to address particular issues that PGRs experience with IT, and are planning to incorporate PGR needs into IT systems from earlier in the requirement process.  An initial meeting was held in February 2022; work to be complete by October 2022.
The Graduate School may potentially pilot a GS support desk in the Library.
Update: Graduate School staff are hosting a support desk in the Library. These are happening on Tuesday and Wednesday lunchtimes (12:30–14:00), flagged in the Training Digest and tweeted on the day.






	Lindsay thanked everyone for attending. 
ACTION: PGRS to please use their PGRS Reps as a route to feed back to the Graduate School and to ask questions.   
A link to the Liaison Group is available here: https://www.open.ac.uk/students/research/ou/opportunities/get-involved/pgrs-gs-liaison-group   
Or please email Graduate-School-Communications@open.ac.uk with any questions.

Further Town Hall meetings will take place later in the year – dates to be advised. 
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