	Postgraduate Research Experience Survey 2008 and 2009
report produced by Andrew Radford (Head of Department), November 2009


The overall percentage of respondents in the Department of Language and Linguistics at Essex agreeing with each statement in the 2008 and 2009 surveys is given in the tables below (with the scores for 2009 being in bold print), along with the mean scores for each category of statement (on the top line in each box). 
	Category/Statement
	2008
	2009

	Supervision 
	75%
	82%

	My supervisor/s have adequate skills & subject knowledge to support my research
	88%
	93%

	My supervisor/s make a real effort to understand any difficulties I face
	76%
	82%

	I have been given good guidance in topic selection and refinement by my supervisor/s
	71%
	86%

	I have received good guidance in my literature search from my supervisor/s
	63%
	82%

	My supervisor/s provide helpful feedback on my progress
	73%
	75%

	My supervisors are available when I need them
	78%
	75%


	Skills Development
	76%
	69%

	As a result of my experience so far, I feel confident about managing a research project
	68%
	71%

	My experience so far has improved my analytical skills
	83%
	75%

	My experience so far has helped me to develop a range of communication skills
	71%
	64%

	As a result of my experience so far, I have improved my ability to learn independently
	83%
	89%

	There are adequate opportunities for me to further develop my research skills
	n/a
	61%

	There are adequate opportunities for me to develop my transferable skills
	n/a
	54%


	Infrastructure
	55%
	57%

	I have adequate access to the equipment necessary for my research
	59%
	64%

	I have a suitable working space
	39%
	64%

	There is appropriate financial support for research activities
	44%
	54%

	There is adequate provision of computing resources and facilities
	61%
	64%

	There is adequate provision of library facilities
	80%
	57%

	I have the technical support I need
	46%
	37%


	Intellectual climate
	49%
	56%

	My department provides opportunities for social contact with other research students
	49%
	46%

	My department provides opportunities to get involved in the broader research culture
	46%
	61%

	The research ambience in my department or faculty stimulates my work
	49%
	63%

	I feel integrated into my department’s community
	41%
	50%

	My department provides a good seminar program for research students
	61%
	61%


	Goals and standards
	68%
	83%

	I understand the required standard for the thesis
	68%
	82%

	I understand the standard of work expected
	71%
	86%

	I understand the requirements of thesis examination
	66%
	79%

	I understand the requirements and deadlines for formal monitoring of my progress
	80%
	86%


As a rule of thumb, I assume that we should aspire to a score of at least 60% satisfaction on all questions (corresponding to Merit level for taught postgraduate work), and that a score of 70% or above represents a very good performance, and a score of 80% or above represents an excellent performance. Conversely, a score below 50% means we are failing to meet the aspirations of at least half our students, and so is a matter of concern. 

In relation to supervision, we performed exceptionally well (and better than last year), with a mean score of 82% and individual scores ranging from 75% to 93%. It is particularly gratifying to see a 93% score for the expert knowledge of supervisors, reflecting the excellent ranking of the Department in last year’s Research Assessment Exercise (4th best in the UK). 

In relation to skills, we perform exceptionally well (89%) on independent learning, and very well (75%) on analytic skills and (71%) on project management. We do less well than we would like on communication skills (64%), research skills (61%), and transferable skills (54%). In relation to communication skills, it should be noted that all research students are given the opportunity to present their work to a research group for discussion, and all are invited to present their work at one of our two annual student conferences – though few actually avail themselves of this opportunity, in spite of receiving frequent encouragement and reminders. Previous generations of PhD students also used to organise a Research Student Seminar at which PhD students would present their work to other PhD students. On research skills and transferable skills, I note that the Department has been developing a more extensive set of skills tutorials as part of LG595, and that research students have been organising their own training sessions as well. The Department also runs an extensive suite of Research Methods modules (in quantitative, qualitative sociolinguistic, experimental etc. methods). I also note that the University runs centrally organised skills training events for research students, and that attendance at these is poor (even though questionnaires suggest that students who do attend the events find them very useful): for example, only around half of new PhD students attended the two-day First Steps programme last year, and only 20% of second years attended the Second Steps course; moreover, only a third of PhD students attend the short courses programme (and 40% of those who said they would attend did not turn up). However, the Department has made it obligatory for all new PhD students to attend the First Steps programme, and feedback from students suggests that this is a useful programme (though perhaps drags on too long).  

In relation to infrastructure, I am particularly gratified to see our workspace score rise from 39% last year to 64%: this is a tribute to the efforts made by our Graduate Research Directors (Karen Roehr and Roger Hawkins) to develop a fair and equitable space allocation model. I am also pleased to see that we have improved our scores (compared to last year) for resources/facilities, equipment and financial support. However, there are two areas in which we fared worse than last year. One is on technical support: here I would note that Linguistics is not classed as a laboratory-based subject (if it were, students would be charged the very substantially higher fees associated with lab-based subjects) and consequently we do not have a departmental technician or departmental statistician; Sonja Eisenbeiss gives up a great deal of her own time to train students on equipment, and Phil Scholfield does the same with statistical advice. Staff at the computer Help Desk are often willing to give advice on computer glitches – though it is not their job to retrieve lost data from computers owned by private individuals, whether staff or students. (On the contrary, it is the responsibility of all of us to ensure we back up everything we do.) The most puzzling score of all is dramatic drop from 80% satisfaction with Library facilities last year to 57% satisfaction this year: since much the same level of investment has gone into the Library over the past year as in previous years, this is puzzling. At a Staff-Student Liaison Committee it was suggested that noise in the main Reading Room (and the absence of any curb on this), poor heating, and overcrowded computer terminals were the main reasons for dissatisfaction, and I will convey these thoughts to the Librarian.    

In relation to intellectual climate, I am pleased to note substantial increases in our satisfaction scores for research culture (up from 46% last year to 61% this), research ambience (up from 49% last year to 63% this) and integration into a research community (up from 41% last year to 50% this year): these improved scores reflect efforts made to strengthen research groups, to introduce specialist reading groups (like the Arabic Syntax Group), to strengthen participation at student conferences, and to get more staff to give talks on their own research. I am also pleased to see that the score for our departmental research seminar remains relatively high (61%). However, I note that our score for social contact with other research students fell from a disappointing 49% last year to an even more disappointing score of 46% this year. In this respect, I would make the following comments. Firstly the Department organises a weekly seminar series for graduate students, and afterwards holds a reception in the Social Space: however, relatively few research students typically attend the seminar (There were only 8 students at a recent talk given by an eminent scholar), and even fewer attend the reception (which provides an opportunity to meet other research students). Secondly, the Department organises two annual conferences for graduate students, but once again this is poorly attended. It may be that our practice of accommodating PhD students in small offices denies students the opportunity of greater social interaction; perhaps we should follow the example of some other departments and accommodate PhD students in larger open plan offices. Finally, I would note that it seems to me that research students are responsible adults who should be expected to organise their own lives – e.g. setting up a Research Student Committee to discuss the possibility of organising research student discussion groups, self-help groups (in which students share their skills), social events and so on. At a Staff Student Liaison Committee, student representatives agreed that it was up to research students to organise their own social lives, and that there were ample societies for students to join if they wishes to make friends. 
In relation to goals and standards, I note that there have been very substantial increases in our scores on all criteria compared to last year – up from 68% to 82% on understanding the standard expected of the thesis, up from 71% to 86% on understanding the standard of work expected, up from 66% to 79% on understanding the requirements of the thesis examination, and up from 80% to 86% on understanding how progress is monitored. Credit for these increases is shared by staff who provide training courses, by individual research supervisors, and by our Graduate Research Directors (who have modified Supervisory Board report forms in such a way as to make it even clearer to students what is expected of them). 

Free text comments from postgraduate research students
In addition to filling in the questionnaire, PhD students were given the opportunity of making free text comments on aspects of their experience at Essex. Relatively few comments were made, and these are summarised below:

i) need for economic support to present papers in seminars/congresses all over the world

ii) need for more opportunities to present papers and publish articles
iii) need to be able to attend training courses outside the University
iv) the need for economic support to test hypotheses in different environments

v) the need for improved facilities (e.g. better office facilities and a better resource room)
vi) the need for more opportunities to mix with other research students

vii) the need for research students to have more teaching opportunities

viii) need for more up-to-date syntax and morphology journals in the Library

ix) need for more facilities for students who study off campus
x) prohibitive visa charges treat research students as cash cows

An obvious point to make (before I comment on them individually) is that each of the above points was made by a single individual, and we should be wary of assuming that the views of one person are representative of those of more than 100 other research students. 

On (i), I note that both the University and the Department set aside funds to support students who present high quality papers at conferences: however, this funding must be selective, since we need to ensure that only work of the highest standard is presented in the name of the University of Essex.  

On (ii), I would again underline the fact that students can present papers to research groups, and at either or both of the student conferences which the Department organises each year: successful papers can then be published in the conference proceedings. Of course, any student can also submit a paper to conferences outside Essex (and to professional journals), and their work will then be subject to normal professional reviewing processes. Moreover, there is no reason why PhD students should not set up their own Research Student Seminar (as previous generations of research students did).

On (iii), my view would be that the University and Department between them run a wide range of training courses (often poorly attended, as noted above): if (in the view of the Supervisory Board) it is essential for a student to receive additional training, the Department will consider how best this can be provided. 

On (iv), I would suggest that the appropriate point in their career for researchers to test research hypotheses that stem from PhD research in a broader context (e.g. in other regions or countries) is through postdoctoral research (funded by an independent research grant) after they have completed their PhD. 

On (v), I note that it currently costs us more than £1,000 a year per student to provide office accommodation for students, and yet a recent room audit showed that most PhD offices were either almost or completely empty. On the need for a better ‘resource room’, I have to say that I can’t see what function the current resource room serves: the University’s policy is to provide resources centrally and not departmentally, and it has plenty of well equipped labs (with access to high quality printing facilities). 

On (vi), I refer you to the discussion of social opportunities above:  suffice it to note that I think it is for students (not staff) to organise social activities for students.

On (vii), I note that all research students can apply to become Graduate Teaching Assistants. However, I also have to say that feedback from students being taught by GTAs has often been very negative in the past (with complaints about research students not covering the syllabus, not explaining lecture material well, presenting work which is far too technical, or having poor English language skills etc.), so we have to be very selective in making sure that we appoint only the students who are going to make the very best teachers. For this reason we have strict interviewing and monitoring procedures (e.g. GTAs who teach are monitored by staff and a formal report is written on their teaching which is sent to the Head of Department to sign and comment on). 

On (viii), I would say (as a syntactician) that the Library holds all the major syntax journals anyone could reasonably expect to find. I also consulted Andrew Spencer, who said that the Library holds a wide range of journals publishing work on Morphology. We cannot, however, subscribe to journals dedicated to specific languages which are not taught at Essex and hence for which there is little demand at Essex. 

On (ix), I note that (leaving aside the minuscule number of distance-learning students we have), the University is designed to provide on-campus training for students, and expects students to be available to attend training courses and use facilities on campus. Students who live a long way from (and don’t travel regularly to) the campus are therefore putting themselves at a disadvantage, but this is their own choice and I cannot that see we can do much about this. Having said that, much PhD supervision takes the form of supervisors emailing detailed comments on draft PhD chapters to students, and this is not of course affected by whether students live on campus or not.

On (x), I can only say that the University as a whole deplores the huge increase in visa charges – but they are out of our control.
