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INTRODUCTION

This report presents the findings of a survey conducted among the postgraduate research
(PGR) community at the University of Kent. The survey aimed to gather feedback on the
experiences of PGR students to better understand their needs and identify areas for
improvementinthe university's services and support systems. By collecting insights from this
cohort, Kent Students' Union seeks to advocate effectively for enhancements that promote an
inclusive and supportive environment for all PGR students.

The survey covered three key areas:

e Exploring the structures, resources, and challenges within PGR programs.

e Understanding the diverse backgrounds of the PGR community.

e Addressing critical issues such as experiences of discrimination, the dynamics of
supervision, and the efficacy of complaints procedures.

This report will conclude by offering a series of recommendations aimed at improving the
postgraduate research experience. Drawing from the insights and findings presented
throughout the report, these suggestions willfocus on addressing the keyissues ide ntified by
respondents, including challenges related to supervision, discrimination, accessibility,
complaintsresolution and even funding. The goalis to provide actionable strategies that can
enhance support, foster a more inclusive and equitable environment, and ultimately ensure
that PGR students are able to thrive academically and personally within their research
communities.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The surveywas designedto ensure anonymity, encouraging participantstoprovide candid and
honest feedback. By completing the form, participants consented to Kent Students' Union
using their data exclusively for advocacy purposes. The data will not be shared with any
externalorganizationsbutmaybe compiled and discussedwith the University of Kentin efforts
to bring about meaningful change. This report synthesizes the collected data, highlighting key
trends and actionable insights to support the PGR community more effectively.

Researchbiasis an important considerationinthis study, particularly as itwas conducted by
a PhD student at the University of Kent. Recognizing the potential conflict of interest, multiple
measures have been taken to ensure objectivity and credibility. These include involving
additionalreviewersto examine andvalidatethefindings, cross-referencingwithexternaldata
sources where applicable, and maintaining transparency throughout the research process.
These steps aim to mitigate bias and uphold the integrity of the report’s conclusions.



METHODOLOGY

The methodology employed in this study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining
quantitative data analysis with qualitative textual examination. Quantitative data provides a
broad overview of patterns and trends related to experiences of discrimination, supervision
dynamics and complaints procedures among postgraduate research students, while the
textual analysis of open-ended responses offers deeper insights into the nuanced and
personaldimensions of these experiences. Together,these methods ensure a comprehensive
understanding of the issues at hand, integrating statistical rigor with rich, contextual
narratives.

The mixed-methodsapproachemployedinthisreportwasinformedby asurveythatwas made
available for over a month, targeting both PhD and Masters by research students. To ensure
that the findings accurately reflected broader issues within the PGR community, we
determined that a minimum of 10% of the population needed to participate. This threshold
was necessarytoensure the sample size was large enough to draw meaningful conclusions,
as a smaller sample might not have been able to appropriately represent the diverse
experiences and challenges faced by PGR students. This approach enabled us to gather both
quantitative data and qualitative insights, providing a comprehensive understanding of the
issues at hand.

The template of the questionnaire used in the survey can be found in the annexes. It includes
the full set of questions presentedto participants, organizedinto three key areas: academic
studies, demographic information, and student experiences. These questions are both
quantitative, closed answers and open-ended ones. The template reflects the structure and
wording used to ensure clarity and inclusivity while maintaining a focus on the survey's goals.
Sharing thetemplate allows transparencyintheresearch processandprovides a referencefor

understanding the scope and design of the survey.




REACH & DEMOGRAPHICS

The postgraduate research (PGR) community at the University of Kent consists of
approximately 800 students, according to data provided by the university, representing a
diverse and dynamic group engaged in advanced academic inquiry. This survey received 82
responses, equatingtoroughly 10% of the total PGR population. While not fully representative
of the entire cohort and the individual needs of each student, this response rate provides
valuable insights into the experiences and demographics of a significant subset of the PGR
community, forming a basis for meaningfulanalysis and advocacy that can be reflective of the
broader community.

The following data reaffirms the representativeness ofthe survey by showcasing the diverse
academic and demographic makeup of the PGR community at the University of Kent.
Additionally, this section will address gaps in the methodology, ensuring a transparent and
comprehensive understanding of the survey's findings and its scope.

OVERVIEW OF OUR STUDENTS

The survey received a total of 82 responses, with the following breakdown of participants'
academic qualifications: 68 respondents (82.9%) are pursuing a PhD, 12 respondents (14.6%)
are undertaking a Master by Research, and 2 respondents (2.4%) have completed their PhD
within the past year. This reflects the similar constituency of the PGR community where the
majority are PhD students (approximately 760) and a smaller amount are doing a Master by
Research (approximately 55 students).
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Figure 1: Percentage of Respondents from each Division

The majority of students were from the Arts and Humanities division (39%), followed by the
NaturalSciences(29.3%), whichrepresentthetwo largestcohorts of PGR students. Nextwere
CEMS (15.9%) and HSS (11%), both smaller than the leading two cohorts but still ranking as
the fourth and third largest groups. In contrast, KBS (2.4%) and Law (1.2%) had significantly



lower representation. While KBS has a small cohort of PGR students which can justify the
lower responserates, Law's relatively low percentage is hotable givenits larger overall cohort
size. Nevertheless, the variety of answers are positively representative of this cohort.
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Figure 2: Percentage of Respondents by Gender

The majority of respondents to this survey identified as female, comprising 54.9% of the
participants, followed by 40.2% who identified as male. Additionally, 3.7% of respondents
preferred not to disclose their genderidentity, and 1.2% identified as trans-masculine. These
demographics provide important context for understanding the diverse perspectives and
experiences reflected in the survey findings.

Although Kent Students’ Union (KSU) does not possess specific data on gender ratios within
the PGR community, the percentage of female respondents aligns with trends observed in
other surveys and research formats, where female participants typically constitute the
majority of respondents.
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Figure 3: Percentage of Respondents by Age Group

The majority of survey respondents were aged between 25 and 35 years old, accounting for
48.1% of participants, followed by those aged 18 to 25 at 25.9%. Respondents aged 35 to 45
made up 12.3%, with 8.6% aged 45 to 55 and 4.9% aged 55 to 75. Notably, there were no
respondents over the age of 75. These findings highlight the diverse age range within the PGR
community, reflecting a variety of lived experiences and perspectives.
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Figure 4: Percentage of Respondents by Ethnicity

In terms of ethnicity, the majority of respondents identified as White/Caucasian, including
those of Traveller or Romani heritage, comprising 72% of the participants. Notably, Traveller
and Romani communities should have been split from White/Caucasian for more accurate
representation. This was followed by 9% who identified as Asian, and 7.3% who reported
having a mixed or multiple ethnic background. The Arab community accounted for 2.4% of
respondents, while Black and Black African individuals each represented 1.2%.

Similarly to the previous gender data analysis, Kent Students’ Union' does not have detailed
data on the ethnic breakdown of the PGR community, the percentage of respondents
identifying as White/Caucasian appears consistentwith trends observedin other surveys and
research formats, where White participants typically represent the majority.
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Figure 5: Percentage of International vs National Students

Anotherrelevant demographic in a global education system is the distinction between home
and international students. Among the survey respondents, 59.8% identified as home
students, while 36.6% were international students holding a student visa. Additionally, 3.6%
of respondents were international students but held home status or were on a pre-settled
scheme.

T Kent Students’ Union has done a Black Students Voice Project which its report can be found
https://ksu.co.uk/student-voice/black-student-voices.



At this point, it is important to highlight that international student numbers are facing
challenges and a noticeable decline. While this trend is more pronounced within the PGT
community, it is also reflected in the PGR community. This suggests that the uncertainty
surrounding visa policies, such as the prohibition on bringing dependents - implemented for
PGT but not PGR students - is not the sole factor contributing to the decrease. A deeper
examination is required to understand the broader factors influencing this trend and to
address the underlying issues effectively.

The International Student Voices Project Report (KSU, 2025)? may offer furtherinsights into the
specific challenges faced by international students. Key issuesinclude the high costs of visa
fees in addition to tuition fees, as well as restrictive policies on employment opportunities?.
Furthermore, concerns about an unwelcoming environment, cultural shocks, and negative
word-of-mouth regardingthe university’s qualityand treatmentofinternationalstudents could
also be contributingfactors.These challenges maybe exacerbatingthedeclineininternational
student numbers and warrant careful attention to address these underlying issues.
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Figure 6: Percentage of Students with or without Disabilities

As will be explored later in this report, ableism emerges as the most prominent theme of
discrimination. Consequently, it is crucial to examine how these demographics are
distributed. Amongthe respondents, 50.6% indicated that they do not have a disability, while
the remaining 49.4% were divided as follows: 38.2% reported having a disability, 4.9% were in
the process of assessment, and 6.2% preferred not to disclose their status.

The survey further explored the various types of disabilities among respondents. Figure 7
(below) reveals that the vast majority of disabled students identify their disability as related to
mental health or neurodivergence. Additionally, a notable finding is that mental health
concerns are often present alongside other disabilities, such as neurodivergence or physical
disabilities (bothvisible and non-visible). This highlightsthe complexityandinterrelated nature
of these issues.

2 The project report can be found at https://ksu.co.uk/student-voice/international-student-voices.
3 KSU has an ongoing campaign to lobby the government for changes for international student employment
rights. For more information and to sign the petition visit https://ksu.co.uk/visa-campaign.
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Figure 7: Different Student Disabilities

Lastly, another key demographic to consider is the source of students' funding, as elitism
emerges as another significant theme of discrimination discussed in the following chapter.
Among the respondents, 47.6% indicated that they receive a scholarship, 41.5% are self-
funded, and the remaining participants rely on partial scholarships, student loans, or have
exhausted their scholarship funding.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, the survey provides a meaningful representation of the PGR community at the
University of Kent. With responses from approximately 10% of the total cohort, the insights
gathered reflect the diverse academic, demographic, and experiential profiles within this
group. Thedata highlights keyaspects of the community, including the distribution of students
across divisions, age ranges, genders, ethnicities, and funding sources, as well as the
prevalence and complexity of disabilities. While not fully representative of every PGR student,
the survey captures a significant subset of the population, offering a reliable foundation for
analysisand advocacythatalignswiththe needs and priorities ofthe broader PGR community.

Itisimportanttonotethatsexualitywas notincluded as a demographic exploredin thissurvey.
However, there were highlights in open answers about feeling more discriminated because of
sexual orientation thanfor otherprotected characteristics and transphobia emerged as one of
the five major themes of discrimination highlighted in the findings. We acknowledge this as a
significant gapin the research and recognize the need for further exploration of these issues.
This gap may be addressedthrough the forthcoming LGBTQIA+ Student Voice Project Report
(KSU, 2025)*which will hopefully provide deeperinsightsintothe experiences and challenges
faced by LGBTQIA+ students, including those within the PGR community.

4 The project report can be found at https://ksu.co.uk/student-voice/lgbtgia-student-voices.



EXPERIENCE

The student experience encompassesthe multifacetedjourneyofacademic andsocial growth
thatdefinesastudent'stimein education. Thisexperienceis shapednotonly by the challenges
and opportunities encountered in the research and learning environments, but also by the
support systems and institutional processes designed to guide and safeguard students along
the way. For postgraduate research students, key aspects such as the quality of supervision,
the conduct of people around them, and the availability of effective complaints procedures
are criticalin fostering a positive and equitable academic environment. This chapter explores
thesedimensions, delvingintohow theyintersecttoinfluencethe broaderstudentexperience,
outlining the quality of the mechanisms in place to address challenges faced during this
journey and providing suggestions to improve the student experience.

DESCRIMINATION

Discrimination - the unjust or prejudicial treatment of individuals based on characteristics
such as ethnicity, age, sex, or disability - remains a significant concernin the realm of higher
education. For postgraduate research (PGR) students, the impact of discrimination can be
particularly profound due to the limited interaction with the broader community and the thin
line between student and staff roles, affecting both their academic progression and overall
well-being. This surveyrevealsthat22% of respondents have experiencedorfelt discriminated
against during their studies. This subsection examines the manifestations of discrimination
within the PGR context, its consequences on student experiences, and the importance of
fostering inclusive and supportive academic environments to combat these inequities.

® Yes
® No

Prefer not to say

Figure 8: Discrimination Percentages from the Survey.

An analysis of postgraduate research students who reported experiencing or feeling
discriminated against reveals signhificant demographic and contextual patterns. Among these
individuals, 61.1% identify as female, while 22.2% are male. Smaller but notable groups
include those who prefer not to disclose their gender (11.2%) and transmasculine students




(5.6%). These gender-based dynamics underscore the prevalence of discrimination across
diverse identities and point to the need for gender-sensitive approaches in addressing
inequity.

Academic disciplines also play a role, with 61.1% of those feeling discriminated against
belonging to Arts and Humanities, suggesting sector-specific challengesin fostering inclusive
environments. Other disciplines include Natural Sciences (22.2%), with smaller
representationsfromLaw(5.6%), Computing, Engineeringand MathematicalSciences (CEMS,
5.6%), and Human and Social Sciences (HSS, 5.6%). This disciplinary variation highlights how
discrimination manifests differently across academic fields.

While it is true that the majority of reported experiences of discrimination come from female
postgraduate students andthose inthe Arts and Humanities, this correlation cannot solely be
attributed to the demographic composition of respondents. The data also reflects deeper,
systemic issues within academia. Sexism remains a pervasive challenge, influencing how
female and gender-diverse individuals navigate academic spaces, often facing
microaggressions,implicitbias, and unequal opportunities. Moreover, the specific challenges
faced by Arts and Humanities students, particularly at institutions like the University of Kent,
underscore how structuralfactors exacerbatefeelings of marginalization. The reducedvalue
placed on these disciplines - evident in funding cuts, diminished institutional support, and
societal undervaluation - further compounds the sense of inequity and discrimination.
Addressing these issues requires both acknowledging long-standinginequalities and critically
evaluating the policies and practices that perpetuate them.

Socioeconomic and funding status appeartointersectwith these experiences. However, both
non-funded and funded students bring different problems to the discussion. A majority
(61.1%) of affected students hold scholarships, while 38.9% are self-funded. This statistic
suggeststhataccessto financial support alone may not shield students from discriminatory
experiences. Furthermore, racialand culturalidentity significantlyinfluencesthe PGRjourney,
with 72.2% of respondents identifying as white or from a travelling background, 11.1% as
Asian, 5.6% as mixed race, and 11.1% preferring not to disclose their ethnicity.

Disability status is another critical factor, with 61.1% of students identifying as having a
disability, 11.1% undergoing ongoing assessments, and 27.8% reporting no disability. When
combined with other factors, such as gender, funding status, or academic division, these
characteristics create complex intersections of identity. For instance, an international,
neurodivergent, from an ethnic minority, female student in a particular division might face
compounded challenges tied to cultural, cognitive, and gendered biases.

Other demographic data further enrich the understanding of this group. A majority (61.1%) are
home students, while 38.9% are international, underscoring the additional hurdles
international students may encounter, such as cultural adjustment or language barriers. In
terms of age, most discriminated students fallintothe 25-35 age bracket (61.1%), followed by



smaller groups aged 18-25 (11.1%), 45-55 (11.1%), and 35-55 (16.7%). These diverse age
groups suggest that discrimination affects students at varying stages of life and career.

The interplay of these characteristics—such as gender, disability, academic discipline, and
international status—demonstrates the layered and multifaceted nature of discriminationin
PGR experiences, as mentioned prior. Understanding these interactions is essential to
developing targeted interventions that address not just single axes of inequity, but the
compounded realities faced by many students.

A further textual analysis of the qualitative responses submitted by participants reveals five
predominant themes: ableism, elitism, racism, ageism, and transphobia. Additionally,
respondents highlighted concerns related to a lack of institutional support, experiences of
bullying, and breaches of confidentiality. These findings underscore the diverse and
intersecting challenges faced by postgraduate research students, reflecting systemic and
interpersonal issues that demand targeted attention and remediation.

To further illustrate the lived experiences of discrimination among postgraduate research
students, we will look at quotes, given by the respondents, that provide personalinsightsinto
the challenges they have faced. These accounts reveal not only the prevalence of
discriminatory practices but also their profound emotionaland professionalimpact. Through
thesevoices, the realities of ableism, elitism, racism, ageism, transphobia, and other forms of
marginalization are brought into sharper focus, emphasizing the urgent need for systemic
change and enhanced support mechanisms.

Anindividualanalysis of these five majorthemes of discrimination mayprovide furtherinsights
into the specific challenges faced by the PGR community. By examining each theme
separately, we can better understand the nuanced experiences of students and identify
targeted strategies to address these systemic issues effectively.

Ableism

Ableism is a form of discrimination or prejudice againstindividuals with disabilities, rootedin
the belief that able-bodied individuals are inherently superior. It manifests in various ways,
including systemic barriers, exclusion, and stereotypes that limit opportunities for disabled
individuals. In academia, ableism can take the form of inadequate accommodations,
inaccessible resources, and biases that perpetuate inequityin educationaland professional
settings. Belowyou canfind some of the comments our students have made in regardto their
experience.

‘After program directors violated my ILP | asked for reasonable adjustments to be made, but they
doubled down and denied my reasonable adjustments. Then | had to ask my disability advisor to step
in, Disability Servicesadvocated for my ILP with the program director, and myreasonable adjustments
were granted —reluctantly. The program director never approached or advised me directly about them

respecting my ILP needs, but | was made aware they agreed to it via Disability Services.’




‘My primary issue is with building access. There are still huge amounts of the campus that are not
properly wheelchair accessible.’

‘The lift being out of use for an extended periodinCornwallis means I’ve not accessed any training
there for 2 years. The posts about it said ‘can arrange meetings elsewhere, if we have to’ which is not
aninclusive attitude’

‘l feel as a neurodivergent student, the academic staff is not prepared to deal with it and the
reasonable adjustments put in place in my ILP (which does not really work for anything for a PhD
student) have not been appropriate delt with, not adapting the expectation for my situation.’

A further comment also notes issues with disrespect for privacy, emphasizing how negative
conversations about individual students happen freely between academic staff and how they
might be prejudicial:

‘violated my privacy by sharing details from a supervisory review with other members of staff who
latertried to discussit publicly with me and then by announcing it to the entire cohort duringWelcome
Week introductions, and spoke negatively about my mentalhealth history (something brought a bad
reaction to medication) in front of other PGR students who then spread that as gospel.’

Elitism

Elitism is a form of discrimination that favours individuals from privileged socioeconomic or
educationalbackgrounds, often marginalizingthose from less advantaged circumstances. It
is rooted in the belief that certain institutions, credentials, or social statuses are superior. In
academia, elitism can manifest through biases in funding opportunities, networking access,
and assumptions about a student’s capabilities based on their background, creating barriers
for equitable participation and success.

‘l have also felt that my research was not relevant due to dealing with a less visible topic in an
"irrelevant” country and that my publications and participations in conferences there were seen as,
again, irrelevant, because it was not in the UK.’

‘I'vebeenin group situations as PhD student wherethere is an assumptionthateveryoneis middle
class, which as a working class studentisreally awkward - peopletalk about me like I'm not there, and
theytalk abouttheworking class as an abstract conceptratherthanpeople who mightbe in the room.
| heard somereally absurd and offensive statementsaboutthe expectedlevelof educationand beliefs
of the working class.’

‘Supervisoryteam chairsbroughtin to be supportive treated me differently after learning | was self
funded.’

‘Discriminationinthe sense that we don't get allthe same opportunities or same funding. Alsoin my
divisioniif IT support liked you you got the equipment if not you didn't.’




Racism, Ageism and Transphobia

Racism, ageism, and transphobia, while less prevalent in the textual analysis compared to
other themes like ableism, remain significant issues. The lower frequency of these themes
may be attributedto the smaller proportion of respondents who identify with these minority
groups. Forinstance, ifonly a few respondents are aged 55+, itis understandable that ageism
might not be as frequently mentioned as ableism, where 50% of respondents reported having
a disability. However, the impact of these forms of discrimination on the individuals affected
is no less profound. Itis crucialto acknowledge and addresstheseissues, asthey highlightthe
unique challenges faced by minority groups within the PGR community, ensuring that their
voices are not overlooked.

Racismis discriminationorprejudice againstindividualsbased ontheirrace or ethnicity, often
perpetuating systemic inequities and exclusion. Ageism refers to biases or discriminatory
practices againstindividuals based on their age, often marginalizing both older and younger
members of a community, but in our case particularly affecting the older students.
Transphobia is the discrimination, prejudice, or fear directed toward transgender or gender
non-conforming individuals, often resulting in exclusion, harassment, and systemic barriers.
Each of these forms of discrimination creates significant challenges for those affected,
hindering their ability to thrive and fully participate in academic and social environments.

Here are some of the comments made by our students:

‘I think the instances of discrimination are very subtle. There is an inherent bias against people of
colour. Itis not that someone is actively tryingto be racist but the way you are approached, spokento,
or perceived in generalis coloured by prejudices.’

‘inmy previousexperience at MA there was a class on a film with a trans character that quickly fell
into transphobiaand ignorance. | was also often tokenised in class. There are a lot of eventswhich are
passively discriminatory.’

‘Agism when | first arrived.’

This survey highlights the multifaceted challenges PGR students face, including personaland
academic pressures, socialintegration, and the adequacy of institutional support. Centralto
these challengesis the pervasive issue of discrimination, which takes forms such as ableism,
elitism, racism, ageism, and transphobia. These experiences, often compounded by
intersecting identities, affect students’ well-being, academic progression, and sense of
belonging within their institutions.

Discrimination impacts students in diverse and significant ways, from inadequate
accommodations for disabilities to biases based on socioeconomic or cultural backgrounds.
These issues reveal systemic failures in providing equitable support and opportunities.

Moreover, the survey underscores how institutional practices, such as breaches of




confidentiality and unequalaccesstoresources, exacerbate the difficultiesfaced by students
from marginalized groups.

Addressingthese challengesis neither superficialnor optional. Even if one student feels the
impact of discrimination, it reflects a failure of higher education institutions to fulfil theirrole.
Universities, increasingly running like businesses, must recognize that each student is a
valued individual with unique and complex needs. Whether viewed as centres of innovation
and knowledge or as service providers, institutions must rise to the challenge of fostering
inclusive environments and meeting diverse needs with care, sensitivity, and a commitment
to equity.

Failure to comply with these obligations may fragilize the institution by breaching various laws
and regulations in the UK, such as the Equality Act 2010, the Education Act 1994, and
standardsrelatedtoconsumerrightsand qualityassurance.Suchbreaches couldleadto legal
liabilities, damage to the institution's reputation, and erosion of trust among stakeholders,
including students, staff, and the wider community.

The further subsections may offer more clarity on the intersectionality of these issues.

SUPERVISION

The relationship between postgraduate research (PGR) students and their supervisors®is a
cornerstone oftheiracademic success,yetitremains fraughtwithchallengesthatsignificantly
impactthe PGR experience. Recent survey findings shed light on the complexities within this
dynamic, highlighting issues such asinconsistent communication, unclear expectations, and
power imbalances. These challenges not only hinder academic progress but also affect the
mentalwell-being and professionaldevelopment of PGR students. Thischapterdelvesintothe
survey's key insights, examining the root causes of these issues and exploring their
implications for the broader academic community, with an emphasis on fostering equitable
and supportive supervisory relationships.

Figure 9 (below) illustrates that while 68.3% of students reported no issues with their
supervision, a significant portion - over a quarter (26.8%) - indicated they do face challenges,
with an additional 4.9% preferring not to disclose their experiences. Although the proportion
of students encountering difficulties might seem small at first glance, the supervisory
relationship, as mentionedin the previous paragraph, is criticalto a PGR student’s academic
journey, mental well-being, and professional growth. These findings underscore deeper
systemic issues in how the University of Kent supports its PGR community, highlighting the
need for institutionalreflection and reformto ensure that every student receivesthe guidance
and support necessary for success.

5 UK Council for Graduate Education has provided a report with the views from supervisors’ perspectives,
available at https://ukcge.ac.uk/resources/resource-library/ukrss2024.
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Figure 9: Supervision Problems

Through textual analysis of the open-ended survey responses, several key themes emerged
regarding supervision challenges faced by PGR students. These included the instability of the
university, characterized by frequent changes in supervisory arrangements, which disrupted
continuity and progress. Many students highlighted alack of appropriate supervision, not only
regarding mismatches between theirresearch needs and their supervisors' expertise, but also
just difficulty in reaching out and secure appropriate feedback. Concerns were also raised
about inadequate training for supervisors, resulting in inconsistent or ineffective guidance.
Additionally, a recurring theme was a perceived lack of care from supervisors towards
students and theirresearch projects, leaving studentsfeeling unsupported, including feelings
of discrimination. Finally, unclear expectations regarding academic progress further
exacerbated the difficulties, compounding frustration and uncertainty in the supervisory
relationship.

Following are some of the comments left by respondents:

‘Due to the constant restructuring, | have lost two supervisors. This has hindered my research
progress as | have to adjust to the new supervisors’ expectations aftera period of not knowing what is
happening. My current supervision team is good for my research, but | do not feel as secure or
understood as | once did. This seems minor compared to other PhD stories, but for me it has forever
soured my experience at Kent.’

‘In three whole years (so far, of a part-time PhD) I've never had a meeting with my secondary
supervisor. He never answered emails to arrange meetings, was on research leave for several terms
overthis time, and frequently was either alwaysjust leaving the office or not there when | tried tovisitin
person.’

‘No supervision provided. No worthwhile feedback given on any work I've submitted. Supervisor
rarely responded to my emails, not evenmyrequesttogo part-time. When he did choose to respond, it
took overa monthfor himto doso. I have received lessthan half my supervisionsand have only had the
opportunity to discuss my work on six occasions in the three years | have studied at Kent, as my
supervisor preferred to discuss himself when we did have meetings. | recorded all my missed
supervisions on Kent Vision, but my supervisor simply cancelled the reports.’

‘l am angry because the university knew that there was a problem with my supervisor long before |

arrived, buttookmy money regardless. lviewthe university aslittle more thana thief now. | have had to




spend the majority of my studiesjust fighting for the basic supervision| have paid for ratherthan being
able to focus on my thesis. This has been very dispiriting, as | am self-funding. | have struggled with
motivation, considered leaving on several occasions and have fallen behind with my work as aresult.’

‘supervisors who had inappropriate relationships with me and abuses of power, supervisors who
were not engaged in my work or providing me with meaningful supervision, supervisors who were
discriminatory’

‘Conflict / differences of opinion amongst supervisory team that require middle-managing by
myself.’

‘I had a change of supervisor when mine left for another university. | was told the new supervisor
was suggested by my previous one, which i then found out was a lie. | asked to change my supervisor
and was told i need to ask himfor that to be approved whichput mein a very uncomfortable and unfair
position.’

‘I lost my first supervisortwo/threeyearsin, and while my new team isgood and tries, butthey didn’t
really believe in my thesis for 9 months, and they nevertook the timeto review myacademic CV so the
pasttwelve months has been one part helpful, one partcondescendingassumptions, one part having
to inform them of my academic experience.’

‘Unclear expectations. Feeljudged for having to work from home due to engineering works on the
train.’

‘My supervisor is more concerned with himself and hasn’t been invested in my work or in me as a
student.’

‘Supervision for first 18 months was of a poor standard. Supervisor manipulative and controlling.’

A deeper breakdown of the data reveals further insights into the distribution of supervision
issues across academic divisions. Among students who reported experiencing supervision
issues, 50% are from the Arts and Humanities division, followed by 22.7% from Natural
Sciences, 13.6% from Computing, Engineering, and Mathematical Sciences (CEMS), 9.1%
from the Human and Social Sciences (HSS), and 4.5% from Law.

This patternaligns with the broader trend identified in the previous section, wherethe Artsand
Humanities division represented the largest proportion of respondents who have faced
discrimination. These findings can also be relatedto higher respondent representation from
certain divisions, but still provides a valuable starting point for exploring potential systemic
factors within each division, including low staff morale in subjects that are less valued.

Among respondents who reported supervisionissues, 50% indicated that they had not faced
any forms of discrimination. However, 45.5% of these students reported experiencing
discrimination, highlightingthe intersection of supervision challenges and broader inequities.
Additionally, 4.5% of those who reported supervision issues chose not to disclose whether
they had faced discrimination. These figures underscore the importance of considering how
supervisionexperiences maybe influenced by or contributetodiscriminatorydynamicswithin

the academic environment.




Similarly to the previous section, the majority of students who reported facing issues with
supervision are female, comprising 77.3% of the respondents in this category. This is followed
by male students,who represent18.2%,while 4.5% of respondentschose notto disclose their
gender. These figures suggest that supervision issues may disproportionately affect female
students, warranting furtherinvestigation into potential gender-based disparitiesin academic
support and guidance.

Further demographic analysis reveals that the majority of students reporting supervision
issues were home students and identified as White/Caucasian (including those of Traveller
heritage). In terms of age, the spread of responses was fairly consistent across most age
groups, with no reports from students aged 55 and above. When considering funding sources,
the breakdown was also similar, with 54.5% of respondents being self-funded and 45.5%
receiving scholarships. This data provides a clearer picture of the demographic context of the
students experiencing supervision issues within the PGR community and reflects broader
issues that target, in some cases, specific demographics, but also a broader issue with
supervision practises.

The intersection of discrimination issues with challenges in supervision highlights a critical
concern, as supervisionis the cornerstone ofthe postgraduate research student experience.
The impact on students'academic progression, well-being, and sense of belonging becomes,
again, even more profound. Addressing these intertwined issues is not just important - it is
essential. Institutions must recognize the pivotal role of supervision in shaping the PGR
journey and take decisive action to eliminate systemic inequities.

COMPLAINTS’ PROCEDURE

An effective complaints procedure is essentialfor addressing grievances and fostering trust
within the PGR community. However, the survey results reveal significant gaps in students'
understanding and confidence in these mechanisms. Many students expressed uncertainty
about how to navigate the complaints process or doubted its fairness and efficacy. This
section explores the PGR community's perceptions of the complaints’ procedures at the
University of Kent, examining the barriers to their use and the implications for student well-
being and institutional accountability. By analysing these insights, this section aims to shed
light on the needfor greater transparency, accessibility, and trustin the university's grievance
resolution systems.

Figure 10 (below) shows that while 55.6% of students reported feeling confident in their
understanding of the complaints process, a notable 27.2% indicated that they do not, and a
further 17.3% preferred not to say. These figures highlight a significant proportion of the PGR
community who may lack the clarity or confidence needed to access and utilize these
mechanisms effectively, raising concerns about the inclusivity and communication of such
procedures.



® Yes
® No

Not sure

Figure 10: Students understanding of Complaints Procedures

Even among students who indicated an awareness of the complaints’ procedures, many
described their experiences with the process in highly critical terms. Respondents
characterized it as "poor", a "horrible experience and never resolved," or noted that "it was
stressful, time-consuming, and felt pointless in the end."

Further analysis of the open-ended responses reinforces these sentiments, highlighting
recurring concerns about the time-intensive and ineffective nature of the process.
Additionally, students expressed apprehension about potential repercussions for raising
complaints, particularly when using formal channels, as well as the inability to do so
anonymously, which further discouraged engagement with the procedure.

‘Took 2 years to have an answer’

‘Idid as an undergrad when a lecturer wasracist and sexist. They told me unless | was willing to put
my nameonthe complaint there was nothingthey could do. Being as| was still on that lecturers module
Ididn'tfeell could pursueitwithout harming my chances of passing, and given theresponse | got tomy
initialemaill didn'tthinktheteam responsible for handlingthe complaintwould do anything meaningful
anyway.’

‘| raised a formal complaint with Kent Union regarding the behaviour of another PGR student. the
response of both KU and the Uni (when it was passed to Student Conductand C), whilst everyone was
kind and said caring things, was woefully slow, and frankly achieved nothing practical. Nothing has
changed. My voice (and everyone else who backed that complaint up) was basically ignored, no action
was taken, and the one small change | asked for was refused. | am still worried every day by having to
work near the person | complained about. | have zero faith in the complaints’ procedures by both
institutions.’

‘| raised a complaint once about someone at the university but outside my department - the
complaintwas acknowledged as received, butlhave not heard anything else aboutit since | submitted

itin2021.”

‘Informal complaintson multiple occasions, no resolution - | was always told that they couldn'tdo

anything if | didn't make a formal complaint - which | was hesitant to do as it would put me in a
vulnerable and risky position and interfere with my ability to continue my studies.’




‘I have, bothformally and informally. | have never actually experienced aresolution. Imeanthey said
the head of the division had words with them, but the behaviour only worsened afterwards. | do not
think the former program directorsrespected their division leadership nortook seriously the reports of
discriminatory behaviour.’

‘No. Nothing changed and no one can answer my queries on student support. There ist adequate
academic supportinhouse at Kent. The externalspeakersused are out of touch and despite havingto
complain about racism and derogatory remarks on mental health from some speakers they are still
used’

Further inquiry with the PGR administrative teams from each division has provided deeper
insightintothe systemicissuescontributingtochallengesfacedbystudents. Ithashighlighted
a lack of proper written and standardized guidance regarding complaints procedures and
supervision change requests. This absence of clear protocols can leave students uncertain
about their rights and the processes available to them, potentially exacerbating their
difficulties and limiting their ability to seek effective resolutions. Furthermore, it leaves space
for misconduct to happen.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, the data gathered from this survey highlights key areas of concern, for PGR
students at the University of Kent, around discrimination, supervisionissues, and complaints
procedures. Discrimination, inits various forms, emerged as a significantissue, with ableism
being one of the most prevalentthemes. Althoughissueslike racism, ageism, andtransphobia
wereless commonly reported, theyremainimportantfor the minority students affected. These
findings underscore the need for a more inclusive and supportive environment for all PGR
students, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds, and emphasize the importance
of ongoing efforts to tackle these forms of discrimination.

The survey also revealed that supervision issues are a major concern, with many students
feeling unsupported in their academic journey. The lack of standardized procedures and
inconsistent treatment across different divisions, particularly in terms of supervision and
resources, is a clear areaforimprovement. Furthermore, the complaints procedureremainsa
significant barrier for students seeking resolutionto theirissues, with a lack of clear guidance
and a feeling of instability when it comes to staff changes. Addressing these issues requires
comprehensive action from both the Graduate and Research College (GRC) and Kent
Students'Union, but also seniorleadership, toensurethatstudentsfeelsupported, heard, and
equipped to resolve any issues they may face.

One particularly concerning trend that emerged from the data was the apparent mistreatment
of women in research, and the issues in Arts and Humanities division. This issue warrants
further investigation to understand its causes and develop targeted solutions to support
women in these fields. The intersection of gender and discipline-specific challenges may be
contributing to a lack of adequate support for female researchers, which requires attention

from both the university and broader academic community.




Graduate and Research College and Kent
Students’ Union

The final section of the survey focused on the awareness and understanding of the roles and
responsibilities of two key entities supporting postgraduate research students at the
University of Kent: Kent Students' Union (KSU) and the Graduate and Researcher College
(GRC). These organizations play crucialroles in advocating for students, providing resources,
and fostering a supportive academic environment. The last two survey questions explored the
extent to which respondents were familiar with these bodies and their functions, offering
insights into potential gaps in communication and engagement with the PGR community.

KENT STUDENTS’ UNION

Kent Students'Union (KSU) is a charitydedicatedto advocatingforthe interests ofall students
at the University of Kent. Its mission encompasses ensuring students' voices are heard and
providing resources, services, and opportunities that enhance their university experience.
Despite this broad remit, there appears to be a lack of awareness among postgraduate
research (PGR) students about the specific ways in which KSU supports them.

When respondents were asked about their knowledge of KSU's work for PGR students, the
majority (42%) stated they did not know what KSU does for this group. A smaller proportion
(24.5%) indicated they were aware, while 18.5% acknowledged they had some knowledge but
onlyvaguely. Notably, 14.8% of respondents did not provide an answertothis question, further
highlighting potential gaps in communication or engagement.

A textualanalysis of student comments suggests thatmany perceive KSU as primarily serving
undergraduate or postgraduate taught (PGT) students. However, those who responded
positivelyabout KSU's work for PGR studentsfrequentlyciteditssocieties, advice service, and
therole ofthe Vice Presidentfor Postgraduatesaskeyareasofsupport. Thesefindingsindicate
that while some PGR students recognize and appreciate KSU’s efforts, there is significant
room for improvement in ensuring the visibility and accessibility of its services for this
community.

GRADUATE RESEARCH COLLEGE

The Graduate and Researcher College (GRC) is a key institution at the University of Kent,
committed to providing comprehensive support forresearch students and staff. Its mission is
to enhance the research experience by offering training, workshops, and events that
contributetothe academic and professionaldevelopment of the postgraduateresearch (PGR)



community. However, survey responses indicate a mixed understanding among students
about the full scope of the GRC’s functions and accessibility.

When respondents were asked about their knowledge of the GRC, 56.1% believed they
understood what the GRC does, while 17.1% indicated they knew vaguely. A smaller group,
13.4%, stated they did not know about the GRC’s work, and another 13.4% chose not to
answer the question. These figures highlight that while the majority of students are aware of
the GRC, there are gapsin understandingits broader role and how to engage with its services
effectively.

Atextualanalysis of commentsfurtherilluminatestheseperceptions. The majorityof students
associated the GRC with training opportunities and events for the PGR community. While
theseinitiatives are well-recognized, somerespondentsexpressedconcerns aboutthe quality
of the training and workshops, suggesting a need for improvement to better meet students’
needs. Additionally, a recurringtheme inthe comments was the limited visibility of the GRC’s
support beyondtraining. Severalstudents mentioned theywere unsure howto accessthe GRC
for help when facing issues, perceivingthe GRC as primarily a provider of training rather than
a broader support hub.

These findings suggest an opportunity for the GRC to strengthen its communication and
outreach efforts, ensuring that students are aware of the full range of services it provides. By
addressing the feedback on training quality and increasing visibility as a source of
comprehensive support, the GRC can better fulfilits mission to serve the research community

at the University of Kent.




Beyond the Data: Testimonials and
Recommendations

In the previous sections, thisreport explored the demographics of the postgraduate research
communityat the University of Kent and examinedthereachandvalidity of this study. It delved
into key issues such as discrimination, supervision challenges, and the lack of standardized
complaints procedures, highlighting significant areas where improvements are needed to
better support PGR students. These analyses have underscored the necessity of rethinking
and enhancing the structures and policies that shape the PGR experience at the university.

While data-driveninsights formthe backbone of this report, we recognize that understanding
the experiences of PGR students requires more than numbers. To capture the nuances of
these experiences, this conclusion will also present direct testimonials from students. These
personal accounts provide valuable context, illuminating the challenges faced by the PGR
community and emphasizing the importance of addressing these issues with empathy and
urgency.

Building on these findings and testimonials, the report will conclude by recommending
actionable steps to address the needs identified. These recommendations aim to foster a
more inclusive, supportive, and equitable environment for PGR students at the University of
Kent, ensuring that their academic journeys are as enriching and empowering as possible.

FURTHER COMMENTS AND TESTIMONIALS

While data and quantitative analysis are essential for understanding the broader trends within
the PGR community, we recognize that the student experience extends beyond numbers. As
highlighted in the previous sections, the challenges faced by PGR students are deeply
impactfulon an individuallevel. In this subsection, we will present additional comments from
students and share a selection of testimonials. These personalinsights will provide a more
nuancedunderstandingoftheissuesraisedinthe survey,emphasizinghowthesetopics affect
students on a personal and emotional scale.

In addition to the issues of discrimination, supervision challenges, and the lack of support for
filing complaints, manystudents have expressedconcernsabouttheinstabilitytheyfeelat the
university, particularly due to the frequentturnover of staff and course closures. Thisconstant
change has had a significantimpact on their experience, creating a sense of uncertaintyand
disruptionthat affects theiracademic journey, the continuity of their studies, and their overall
well-being.

‘| believe that given the high turnover of the admin amd support team makes the process flawed,
with people not nowing what to properly do.’



‘My supervisors and my research itself have been the only positive experience of my PhD. My
department was closed within 6 months of my starting my phd, and took me completely unaware. If
| had known this would be the situation at Kent | would have looked into a different institution. | was
not given that knowledge. But my Visa is through Kent, and that is not an option. At this point |
honestly feel like the University of Kent is trying to pull a bait and switch scheme on me, especially
with the gaslighted and withholding of information.

| have a great relationship with my supervisors and can't say enough nice things about them but
the university more broadly doesn't seem to support me, and | feel isolated from other PGRs in my
division as | don't feel like | fit in.’

‘| do not feel welcome at Kent, not since my department was shut down part way through my first
year with out any advance notice so | was not given the option to go somewhere else. This is no
longer an option as my VISA is tied to Kent. | have been gaslit about the importance of my
supervisors, have had to change my supervisory team once already, and have been told that my
team is only guaranteed for one year. My PhD still has 2 years in it (including this year). | am less
than happy with the way this has been handled, my concerns have only been well recieved by my
supervisors and | am in process of figuring out how to make official complaints because | do not feel
like the program that | am recieving is the one that | signed up for and am paying for.’

‘I love being here. | love Kent. Itis a hard place to be sometimes, with the challenge the institution
faces. We have wonderful staff and students. | love my studies and my job roles.
But when a problem comes up | have zero faith that it will be dealt with promptly and efficiently. That
is a sad thing to say, but my experience was not a good one. | cannot rely on either Kent Union or
the Uni complaints procedure. This makes me very worried for all the others who have problems.’

‘Bring back my department!’

‘As a student of one of the withdrawn subjects | am very concerned of what will be the lack of
subject support and community for the next two years due to redundancy and teach out. Questions
over this have never been satisfactorily answered in the Kent 2030 forums and Q&A sessions, and |
feel there will be no real extra opportunities available, with my subject being phased out.’

Additional PGR students have also highlighted a lack of resources and opportunities, ranging
from job and funding availability to community-building initiatives and even basic facilities like
parking spaces or better training. Furthermore, thisissue compounds with the increased cost
of living andrising tuition fees, further exacerbating the challenges studentsface in accessing
resources and opportunities.

‘As a practice as research candidate there is little divisional or support via the GRC for non
traditional research. Training courses are focused on the traditional thesis, not practice as research.
I have looked elsewhere for this support and feel unsupported by the university in this area.’

‘Fees are so high and not enough job opportunities to cover living expenses’
‘More promotion for improve the research’

‘| think there are opportunities for us as a natural sciences to create more of a community.
Departmental tea breaks or lunch breaks that are at no cost to the University (maybe tea bags/coffee
could be provided). Many universities have a 10am or 11am tea break in a common room where
people can sit/chat etc. It's an easy way to get to know people and doesn't take additional time
outside of your workday.’

‘Please creat more opportunities to build PGR community. Mres and PhDs can be lonely but a
good school culture and community can fix that. That means providing more support, creating social
opportunities specifically for post grads espically as many PhDs sit between student and staff.’




‘The induction process for pgr is pretty poor’
‘Pink Zone for PhD students. Especially those of us who car share.’

‘Please work on building more community. | would love to get to know PhDs outside my
department but there is no community of PhDs here everyone is seperate.’

Another key issue raised by PGR students is the sense of being in a limbo between staff
and student roles. Many have expressed frustration over the unequal opportunities to teach
across different divisions. For instance, some divisions still offer Graduate Teaching
Assistant (GTA) contracts, while others provide no such opportunities at all. This disparity
is also closely connected to the earlier point about the lack of resources and opportunities,
highlighting the uneven access to professional development and financial support across
the university. Another interesting fact is that when a student does have the chance to work
as an Hourly Paid Lecturer (HPL), the pay is lower than a student working at Band D rate as
a student ambassador.

In addition, there are significant disparities in the access and support provided to PGR
students across different divisions. For example, some PGR students have 24/7 access to
their buildings, while others do not, limiting the