


PhD student or programme recruitment pack

Recruiting a new PGR student for an individual project or selecting a cohort for a programme is an opportunity to bring enthusiastic, dedicated students into the college. Ensuring a fair and transparent recruitment process to help identify and recruit students suited to the project and supervisor lab can be a challenging process. 

The documents in this resource pack are there to support academics and programme management teams. It is likely that some of the information may be more relevant for Programmes with yearly student intakes than supervisors recruiting to an individual PGR position. Therefore, this document is not a set of rules that need to be followed and may not be relevant for all projects/programmes but is based on experience and good practice from across the College.

The pack contains information gathered from across several PhD programmes within the College of Medical Veterinary Life Sciences at the University of Glasgow and grew out of discussion between management team members, colleagues, and INTERCHANGE who led the Wellcome Trust Strategic Project Emerging Research Cultures project. 



Advert

Ensure the PGR advert provides relevant information which may include:
· Specifics of the project and/or programme
· What is provided and for what period of time: stipend, fees, consumables (also what is not included – be specific if certain costs will not be covered)
· What is expected: Qualifications, expertise, experience
· Who can apply – home/international students; and if international what is covered 

Consider the wording used e.g. removing words that would attract or discourage a group of students, especially based on protected characteristics. 

Consider communications that make it easier for applicants to understand expectations, e.g. via a video or online meeting that explains the aims of the programme/project and expectations for the application form.

Plan the timing of the advert considering your requirements and the applicants, e.g. ensuring applicants have plenty of time to seek guidance and feedback on their applications and arrange for references to be shared.

Note, many PGR programmes, have application deadline in Dec-Jan and hold interviews in late winter/early spring for students.

Most PhD adverts are posted on FindAPhD.com, also consider your own networks and social media.




Application form

Summary
PGR studentships train individuals. Studentships are usually not jobs and the application process should be distinct from that used to identify the best applicant for a specific role.  Ideally, studentships are positions for those with the highest levels of potential to use their post-graduate degree to advance their career, be that in, or beyond, academia.

The application form is likely to provide information that helps identify individuals with the required levels of education and motivation, and experiences. It is more difficult to use the application form to measure potential.

Formats
The type of information that be gained from an Application form are:
· Qualifications
· Knowledge 
· Interests
· Relevant experiences including employment
· Expectations for the PhD
· Career plans

Consider including a guidance document and/or checklist to guide applicants through the application form and explain expectations. These may be particularly useful for applicants with English as a second language, neurodivergent individuals, and/or those with limited access to feedback from people familiar with academic processes.  

Consider including the scoring criteria used for shortlisting to increase transparency. 

If asking for a personal statement, make it clear what you expect the applicant to cover. This will help in shortlisting as well as helping the applicant plan their text.

Consider using an anonymous application form to reduce bias e.g. do not ask for name, gender, country of origin, awarding university, or name of previous employers. This can be matched with the University PhD application form number after shortlisting.

Consider including an opportunity for applicants to explain any mitigating circumstances – e.g. socio-economic background, caring responsibilities, overcoming challenges. This could be via specific boxes to tick and/or a free text box to include specific information.

An example application is included in the pack and below is text used in a recent UKRI survey to ask about the backgrounds of the parents/ main care givers of individuals applying for grants, this may be useful in identifying applicants from non-traditional academic backgrounds: 

· Modern professional & traditional professional occupations such as teacher, nurse, physiotherapist, social worker, musician, police officer (sergeant or above), software designer, accountant, solicitor, medical practitioner, scientist, civil/ mechanical engineer

· Senior, middle, or junior managers or administrators such as finance manager, chief executive, large business owner, office manager, retail manager, bank manager, restaurant manager, warehouse manager

· Clerical and intermediate occupations such as secretary, personal assistant, call centre agent, clerical worker, nursery nurse. Technical and craft occupations such as: motor mechanic, plumber, printer, electrician, gardener, train driver

· Routine, semi-routine manual and service occupations such as postal worker, machine operative, security guard, caretaker, farm worker, catering assistant, sales assistant, HGV driver, cleaner, porter, packer, labourer, waiter/ waitress, bar staff

· Long-term unemployed (claimed Jobseeker's Allowance or earlier unemployment benefit for more than a year)

· Small business owners who employed less than 25 people such as corner shop owner, owner of a small plumbing
· company, retail shop owner, single restaurant or cafe owner, taxi owner, garage owner

· ﻿﻿Prefer not to say

· Other, such as retired, this question does not apply to me, I don't know.




Scoring /shortlisting

The aim of shortlisting is to remove applicants who do not meet the required criteria and, if required, reduce the number of people who are interviewed for the position/s to ensure staff members and applicants use their time effectively.

Interviews are likely to run over several days for programmes and 0.5-2 days for an individual PGR project. The expectation is that at least 3 applicants are interviewed per available position, but applicants who do not meet the expectations should not be interviewed to make up numbers.

Before advertising any positions, plan how applicants will be scored to ensure the application form captures the information needed to score. Adjust the application form and guidance as required. 

When setting the scoring criteria consider what is important to the particular project or the programme and broader goals for PhD recruitment including diversity and inclusion. 

Plan who will do the scoring and make sure these individuals understand any scoring system. It will be helpful to have a meeting to agree on the criteria and definitions, and the timescale to return scores.

If expecting a large number of applications, consider teams of 2-3 individuals to perform the scoring. If this is required, a clear scoring criteria is essential and it is important to consider the impact of ‘noise’ and plan to normalise scores. 

Problems that have been encountered previously include: 
· Individuals have provided different scores on the same application even for quantitative answers such as degree classification. 
· Some scorers will use the whole scale while others will avoid the lowest and/or highest scores. 

To counter these problems:
· Consider asking 1-2 individuals to score the top ranked individuals for all scoring groups to increases consistency between groups.
· And/or identify any applications with a substantially different score from the individuals within a group, consider re-scoring, a discussion between scorers, or that an additional person reads and scores these applications.
· Use a ranking system rather than overall score to compare between scoring groups.
· Use a method to normalise scores, e.g. consider dividing each score by the average from the individual scorer/scoring group. 


Note some areas have prompted discussion from those involved in scoring PhD applications:
· Award of points for Masters Degrees. Completing a Masters programme usually involves a financial commitment from the student and/or their families. Not all individuals will have access to the resources to enter Masters training and giving ‘extra’ points for a Masters may bias against students from lower economic backgrounds. Consider only giving applicants who obtain a Master-Distinction additional points but be aware applicants may have little work graded at the time of the application.
· Award of points for jobs may bias against younger individuals who have had fewer opportunities to gain work. Consider whether it is possible to normalise by year’s post-Undergraduate award.
· Award of points for lab experience, e.g. summer projects, may bias against individuals who have limited access to opportunities, e.g. because of caring responsibilities, or requirement to work in the holidays at a higher paying job. Consider inclusion of points for ‘mitigating circumstances’.
· Award of points for authorship on scientific publications may bias against younger individuals who have had fewer opportunities to be involved in projects and/or the research they have been involved in is less likely to have reached publication stage. Consider whether it is possible to normalise by number of years post-Undergraduate award.
· Encourage scorers to be think about the evidence for their scores and to score the content rather than the style of the application.





Interview 

Summary

It is essential to interview PhD applicants and it is best practice to interview Masters by Research applicants. This provides some reassurance that the written application is a good representation of the applicant’s experience and abilities, and extends the range and type of topics that can be covered to feed into the decision.

Interviews are stressful for most people, this can be especially true for individuals of have had limited experience of interviews, especially in an academic setting.

To help mitigate these variations, ensure that as much information as possible is shared with the applicants before the interview, that their first interaction with the interview committee is friendly and reassuring, and that the format of the interview is covered at the start.

Do take into account that despite these types of mitigation, interviews are likely to bias towards individuals with higher self-confidence, which is often influenced by an individual’s background and experiences rather than their scientific potential. Consider combining scores from the written applications and interviews to account for this.

Before the interview
Information on the format of the interview and the expectations of the applicant should ideally be shared at least 10 working days prior to the interview. If including a pre-interview task, consider providing information about this in an initial email and then follow up with the details of the task just before the interview to control the amount of time applicants can seek help with the activity.

Consider online interviews to ensure consistency between applicants who can/cannot travel to Glasgow.

Discuss expectations of answers with the interview panel. If interviewing more than 5-6 students, plan a scoring system to ensure the panel can keep track of applicants and their answers. It may also be helpful to have someone timing interviews and agree when that person will intervene if the interviewee goes over time. 

Interviewers
Consider who will do the interviews and if there will be multiple interviews, how you will ensure consistency between them. This may include having 1-2 people present at all the interviews and/or normalising scores from each interviewer. 

Consider a balance of career stages, genders, and areas of expertise as relevant. This could include postdocs, or technicians, for example if they will be working with the student.

Interview format
Consider areas that could not be tested in the Application form and avoid duplication with the Application form.

Presentation
It can be helpful to ask students to present a short talk, for example on a previous project, the key questions in the field relevant to the project, and/or on their previous experiences and future plans. Starting with a presentation can help nervous student settle in as they know what they will say at the start of the interview. Additionally, it will help assess applicants’ organisational skills and can help assess their ability to communicate complex information and describe scientific results. 

However, scientific talks may bias towards applicants from traditional academic backgrounds and those who have recently graduated and had access to strong academic support. It is critical that any scoring is focussed on the applicant’s knowledge and abilities rather than assessing the project goals or results which are often more dependent on the applicant’s supervisors/line managers than the applicant’s skills and potential.

Task
An interview task can take several different formats. First, the task can be shared prior to the interview or only at the interview. If the latter, consider providing students with an example before the interview so they understand the task and can concentrate on it in the interview rather than understanding the expectations.

Examples include:
· Applicants are sent a paper/s prior to the interview and then asked specific questions on the paper. This may be relevant to a ‘project’ PhD/Masters or for a programme with an overarching theme. 
· Applicants are asked to identify a paper that they want to talk about at the interview, highlighting the positives/negatives of the paper.
· Applicants are shown data during the interview and asked to explain what the data mean.

It is important to plan what these tasks are testing and, if required, a scoring criteria. For example, the aim may be to test an applicant’s knowledge and understanding of a particular project and/or field. A pre-interview task may also help test whether applicants have invested time in interview preparation. The tasks may also help test the applicant’s ability to communicate about science, interpret data and/or think creatively about scientific projects (see pack for examples).

It is important to be aware that tasks can bias towards individuals whose formal training has included reading scientific articles and discussing data and bias against those from less academic backgrounds. Interview tasks may also bias against neurodivergent applicants who may process information/data in different ways. It may be possible to mitigate against these concerns by providing clear information and examples prior to the interview.


Interview Questions
Aim to start with an easy question to help applicants manage initial nerves.

Ensure the questions cover a range of areas/topics to gain information for the decision.

It is important to let all applicants know at the start that the same questions will be asked to each person and that there may be some overlap in their answers to some questions. Encourage them to use this overlap to expand on their answer and/or give some examples.  

Ensure any scoring criteria matches the questions and all those involved in the interview understand the scoring.

Example questions are included in the pack.






At the end of the interview

Make sure to provide time at the end for applicants to ask questions.

Provide information about the next steps and the likely timeline.

Plan for a discussion for the panel as near the end of the interviews as possible. 

If a formal scoring system has been used, collate results, consider a form of normalisation (e.g. ranking, divide each score by each scorer’s mean score), and identify any applicants with very variable scores and discuss. 

Identify top applicants(s) and offer them position(s), ensure there are 1-3 reserves so that subsequent offers can be made as quickly as possible as required and that if offering positions to international candidates this is allowed by the funding.  




9

