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The Future of Postgraduate Training and Skills 
Development 

 

What Postgraduates Want 

The CUCD panel a t the 2014 Classic a l Assoc ia tion c onferenc e was a  round tab le 

d isc ussion about ‘The Future of Postgradua te Tra ining  and  Skills Development’  

c onvened  by Dr Genevieve Lively. As a  c urrent PhD student a t the University of 

Glasgow, I was asked  to beg in the d isc ussion by g iving  my ideas about ‘ What 

Postgradua tes Want’ .  

Of c ourse, everyone will have d ifferent bac kgrounds and  requirements, but there 

a re lots of things tha t a re ha rd  about being a  postgradua te, inc lud ing rese arc hing 

(espec ia lly in foreign languages); writing  abstrac ts; being a  teac her; being a  

member of sta ff (sort of); being supervised ; getting  involved  in the department (or 
fac ulty); organising c onferenc es and  workshops; marking essays; thinking about the 

future; doing “ enough” . These things boil down into three groups: teac hing, 

researc hing, and  CV build ing , and  I will d isc uss eac h of them in deta il.  

Teac hing c ame up  aga in and  aga in when I spoke to other postgradua tes about this 

sub jec t, and  tha t shouldn’ t be a  surprise. Teac hing is a  b rand  new thing for 

postgradua te students, something they will mostly have no experienc e of and  little 

time to p rioritise. That means tha t tra ining  and  ongoing support a re essentia l 

bec ause otherwise both postgradua tes and  unde rgradua tes suffer. While genera l 

introduc tions to teac hing p rac tic e a re useful, the most help ful teac hing advic e I 

have rec eived  has been sub jec t spec ific , even c ourse spec ific .  

Observing other peop le’s teac hing p rac tic e c an be a  quic k and  easy way to get  

new ideas and perspec tives on teac hing. Peer-observa tion c an be thought-

p rovoking for both parties without being time-c onsuming, p rovid ing  models of wha t 

to do (or not). This is something Fiona  Mc Hardy a lso rec ommended  during  her ta lk, 

whic h followed  la ter in the round tab le d isc ussion. This year (2014-15), Classic s a t the 
University of Glasgow has introduc ed  a  peer-observa tion system whereby 

postgradua tes and members of sta ff observe one another in teams. There was some 

initia l reluc tanc e among postgradua tes who were worried  about the c ritic ism they 

might rec eive but the results have a ll been positive and  c onstruc tive. Persona lly, this 

has made me think about self-p resenta tion, and  observing others has taught me 

new tec hniques for student engagement as well as how to dea l w ith inevitab ly not 

knowing everything.  

Essay marking is a lso d iffic ult for postgradua tes who have only ever been on the 

rec eiving  end  of tha t p roc ess before. Although by postgradua te level you are ab le 

to c ritic a lly assess written work, it is often d iffic ult to transla te tha t into a  mark tha t 

you a re c onfident is a  fa ir one. I think there a re a  lot of postgradua tes who would  

apprec ia te spend ing more time with experienc ed  essay markers to get a  grea ter 
sense of doing the right thing  – for the student whose essay they a re marking as well 

as for themselves. 

Another key area  is researc hing. One PhD student ema iled  me to say: “ I am in the 

fina l few weeks of my PhD and  feel I would  have rea lly ga ined  from having some 
honest advic e both before and  in the first few weeks of my PhD” . This suggests tha t 

there c ould  be more guidanc e a t the beg inning about wha t to expec t, g iving  an 

outline of p rogress or milestones tha t you c ould  reac h in order to hit tha t three year 
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dead line. PhD students a re ever more  aware tha t they a re working to a  sc hedule 

and  forma lising  this p roc ess further is not nec essarily a  bad  thing  to g ive peop le 

c onfidenc e tha t they a re “ on trac k” .  

More tra ining  would  a lso be benefic ia l in language lea rning. I am g lad tha t my 

supervisors have supported me in learning Ita lian in the Modern Languages 

department a t Glasgow and  I have benefited  from taking a  struc tured  c ourse with 

regular assessment and  feedbac k. The p rob lem is, of c ourse, tha t lea rning a  

language takes a  long time. This is a  p rob lem tha t c ould  be addressed  ea rlier by 
integra ting  modern language lea rning into Classic s (and  other sub jec ts) a t 

undergradua te level. 

The last c ha llenge is tra ining  in c a reers beyond  lec turing  and  ac ademia . As there 
aren’ t enough jobs in ac ademia there  have to be effec tive resourc es ava ilab le for 

p lanning c a reers outside ac ademia , inc lud ing app lying  for jobs, writing  CVs, doing 

interviews. At Glasgow they do p rovide tra ining  days and  workshops in eac h of 

these areas. But the other thing , of c ourse, is having the time and  opportunity to go 

off c ampus and  get the experienc e nec essary to fill in the gaps of your CV and 

make c red ib le app lic a tions. Transferab le skills a ren’ t a lways enough, I think, to get a  

job . 

Doing outreac h is a  win-

win in this respec t, as it 

c an feed  into your 

researc h as well as being 

fun. Working with sc hools, 
organising  ta lks, speaking 

to the med ia  a re a ll good 

ways for postgradua tes to 

get experienc e outside 

ac ademia  tha t might help  

in the long run. I have 

been involved  with the 

Communic a ting  Anc ient 

Greec e and  Rome p rojec t 
run by APGRD a t the 

University of Oxford  

(http :/ / www.apgrd .ox.ac .uk/ learning/ c ommunic a ting -anc ient-greec e-and-

rome/ sc hool-trips-with-the-iris-projec t) and  the tra ining  they have p rovided  in 

speaking to the med ia , writing  p itc hes to newspapers, and  working with externa l 

organisa tions has shown me tha t there a re lots of opportunities out there. 

So wha t do postgradua tes want? In my op inion: help  with teac hing, honest advic e 

about doing a  PhD, and  solid  c a reer guidanc e. Tra ining  doesn’ t have to be forma l, 

expensive or time c onsuming. Some of the best tra ining might c ome from a 

departmenta l meeting , supervision, or c ha t with the c ourse c onvener about how 

they would  grade a  pa rtic ula r essay. Lec turers and  professors have a  wea lth of 

experienc e to offer postgradua tes and  something as simp le as making time for a  

c offee every onc e in a  while c ould  make a  b ig  d ifferenc e.  

In the d isc ussion tha t followed  we ta lked about how this kind  of mentoring  c ould  

benefit postgradua tes as well as whether supervisors themselves needed  tra ining  on 
this issue. It was suggested  tha t more engagement with industry c ould  help  

postgradua tes to ga in knowledge and experienc e outside ac ademia , possib ly 

taking advantage of a lumni networks. Fina lly, we a lso thought about how to “ sell”  

Jennifer at Sacred Heart Primary School, one of The Iris Project schools in 
Glasgow. ©Martin Shields, Herald & Times 

http://www.apgrd.ox.ac.uk/learning/communicating-ancient-greece-and-rome/school-trips-with-the-iris-project
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the postgradua te experienc e to future emp loyers, before we moved  on to the next 

d isc ussion point: ‘Wha t Postgradua tes Need ’  by Dr Shushma Ma lik. 

Jennifer Hilder, University of Glasgow (https:/ / twitter.com/ JenniferHilder) 

https://twitter.com/JenniferHilder

