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The Future of Postgraduate Training and Skills 

Development 
 
 

What Postgraduates Need 
 

Ac ademic  jobs have a lways been extremely c ompetitive. Rec ently, g rowing 

numbers of PhD and  DPhil students has c omb ined  with financ ia l unc erta inties in the 
pub lic  sec tor to make a rguab ly some of the most c ompetitive years of a ll. However, 

we must not lose heart. Exc ellent p rojec ts suc h as Professor Eleanor Dic key’s b log 

Hortensii ensure tha t the insec urity postgradua te researc hers fac e in terms of job  

p rospec ts c ontinues to a ttrac t a ttention and  be taken seriously.
1
 In add ition, there 

a re many things tha t postgradua tes themselves c an do during  their own stud ies to 

maximise their emp loyab ility, both within ac ademia  and  outside it. We must 

remember tha t doc tora l work equips us with a  wide set of skills tha t a  whole range of 

emp loyers c onsider va luab le; for some ac ademia  is the  ultima te goa l, but we should  

not assume tha t teac hing and / or researc h positions in Higher Educ a tion Institutions 
a re for everyone. Consequently, a  grea ter number of universities a re offering  their 

students a  variety of skills tra ining  opportunities tha t a llow postgradua te researc hers 

to bolster their CVs beyond  the trad itiona l ac tivities of ac ademic  researc h and 

teac hing.
2
 A c omb ina tion of estab lished  and newer tra ining  programmes c an help  

to g ive students a  range of op tions following gradua tion. However, it c an take time 

for us to dec ide whic h c areer pa th we want to follow. Therefore, I will d isc uss how to 

ac quire the spec ific  skills tha t universities demand  of potentia l c and ida tes app lying  

for their first jobs, and how those same skills c an a lso be va luab le for emp loyers 

outside of the ac ademy. All of the routes I suggest and  advic e I offer is based  on 
wha t I have seen and done; I c annot and  do not c la im to be speaking for anyone 

other than myself. I stud ied  for my PhD in Classic s a t the University of Bristol, and 

gradua ted  in July 2013. Sinc e Sep tember 2013, I have held  a  temporary lec tureship  

in Anc ient History a t the University of Manc hester. This p iec e is the produc t of my 

pa rtic ipa tion in the CUCD panel a t the 2014 Classic a l Assoc ia tion Conferenc e 

(University of Nottingham), in whic h Jennifer Hilder and  I p resented  c ompanion 

papers on postgradua te ‘wants’  and  ‘needs’ . While this a rtic le is a imed  a t (and 

addressed  to) those c urrently studying for a  PhD/ DPhil, I hope tha t it will a lso be 

useful for ac ademic s a lready in post, pa rtic ula rly c urrent supervisors of doc tora l 
students in Classic s and  Anc ient History. 

 

For those intend ing to pursue an ac ademic  c a reer, read ing the ‘Essentia l’  (let a lone  

the ‘Desirab le’ ) c riteria  in the ‘Further Partic ula rs’  of a  vac anc y post for the first time 

c an be somewhat daunting . Teac hing experienc e (often inc lud ing language 

teac hing), pub lic a tions, and  administra tive experienc e  are three fundamenta l 

aspec ts of an ac ademic  job , but how c an a  postgradua te ga in this experienc e 

ahead  of their first ac ademic  post? The answer, or a t least part of the answer, I 

suggest, is to take advantage of less obvious opportunities tha t c an provide simila r 

experienc e and  many of the relevant skills. Widening pa rtic ipa tion p rogrammes, 
p riva te tuition, and  university internships, for examp le, c an a llow a  postgradua te to 

ga in va luab le, transferab le skills tha t will help  to fill out a  CV and  c over letter for most 

                                                      
1
 https://hortensii.wordpress.com/. 

2
 Many training programmes adhere to the guidelines and principles laid out by Vitae’s Researcher 

Development Framework: https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-
researcher-development-framework. 

https://hortensii.wordpress.com/
https://hortensii.wordpress.com/
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
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types of job . Certa inly, c omp leting a  PhD/ DPhil thesis in a  timely manner is the priority 

and  ultima te goa l, but we c annot ignore the fac t tha t the ma jority of jobs in the 

‘ c urrent c lima te’  (some postdoc tora l researc h fellowships exc luded) do not just 

require a  c omp leted  thesis, but a  wider set of developed  ac ademic  skills as well. 

Simila rly, we c annot deny tha t a  first ac ademic  job  demands the ab ility to c ope with 
a  wide va riety of tasks in a  limited  amount of time. CV-build ing  beyond  the thesis 

goes some way towards p repara tion for this. 

 

Teaching 

Teac hing experienc e a t university level c an be d iffic ult to ac quire, partic ularly 

experienc e of teac hing  groups la rger than c a .15 students. Seminar teac hing is 
extremely va luab le, but it a lso helps if you c an demonstra te the c apac ity to lec ture 

to a  ha ll full of first or sec ond  year undergradua tes. Here, widening pa rtic ipa tion and 

outreac h p rogrammes c an help . Giving ta lks in these programmes a llows you to 

lec ture to a  la rge group  of students in a  university environment on b road  top ic s in 

Classic s and  Anc ient History (i.e. not just your own researc h spec ia lism). Your 

students a re likely to be in the p roc ess of c omp leting  their A-Levels (16-18 years old ), 

and  a re therefore fa irly c lose in age to first year undergraduates. Cruc ia lly, in 

add ition to looking good  on your CV, p reparing for these lec tures will help  to 

develop  skills in p itc hing your ma teria l a t the right level. After years of intense 

researc h, widening partic ipa tion teac hing forc es postgradua tes to take a  step  bac k 
and  work on c ommunic a ting  c lassic a l sub jec ts to  non-spec ia list aud ienc es. To get 

involved  in widening pa rtic ipa tion, c ontac t your departmenta l Admissions Offic er 

and  put yourself forward . It is a  fun and  worthwhile way to bolster the ‘ teac hing ’  

sec tion of a  CV. Persona lly, as a  PhD student and  as a  lec turer, I have grea tly 

enjoyed  going into sc hools and  ta lking  to students about Roman history. Many of 

these students had  not stud ied  the anc ient world  before but were very keen to ask 

questions and  pa rtic ipa te in d isc ussions. Inc reasing awareness of our d isc ip line 

amongst students in this way is, I think, extremely reward ing work. 

 
Also familia r from job  desc rip tions is the line: ‘ the c and ida te will be ab le to teac h 

anc ient languages’ . Classic s and  Anc ient History departments c an have la rge 

c ohorts of ab  initio  La tin and / or Greek students, and  often need  their new sta ff (both 

tempora ry and  permanent) to c ontribute to language teac hing . At the same time, 

however, this c an be extremely d iffic ult experienc e to ga in as a  postgradua te, 

pa rtic ula rly if you only sta rted  lea rning these languages yourself a t undergradua te 

level. A solution tha t helps you to ga in some anc ient language teac hing 

experienc e, and  will help  your own language skills c onsiderab ly, is persona l tutoring .
3
 

A growing number of sc hools in the UK a re offering  GCSE and  A-Level Greek and 
La tin to their students, not to mention fellow postgradua te students in rela ted 

d isc ip les (e.g . History) for whom knowledge of an anc ient language might p rove 

useful. By provid ing  priva te tuition on a  one-to-one basis, you c an learn how to 

a rtic ula te c omp lic a ted  rules of g rammar and  syntax effec tively to another person 

(not an easy task to beg in with). While studying for my own PhD in Bristol, I was luc ky 

enough to have two tutees over two and  a  ha lf yea rs: one teenager a lso studying 

La tin and  Greek a t sc hool, and  one postdoc tora l fellow only studying Greek with 

me. Apart from g iving  me language teac hing experienc e to add  to my CV and 

d isc uss in an interview, it a lso required  me to build  up  a  bank of teac hing materia ls 
for two d ifferent types of student. These materia ls have p roved  very useful in my first 

ac ademic  job . 
                                                      
3
 There are many tutoring companies across the UK that need teachers for a range of subjects, and can 

organise either home visits or online tutorial sessions. One example is 3A Tutors Limited, based in Bristol: 
http://www.3at.org.uk/www.3at.org.uk/info.php?p=9. 

http://www.3at.org.uk/www.3at.org.uk/info.php?p=9
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Conferences and Publishing 

In an idea l world , a ll postgradua tes would  be in the position to inc lude a t least one 

substantia l pub lic a tion on their CV by the time they app ly for their first ac ademic  

job . However, this is not a lways an easy goa l to ac hieve  for a  number of reasons. For 

some, a  lac k of time is to b lame, for others, a  lac k of opportunity, and  for a  third  

group , anxiety about 

c ommitting  words to 

p rint so ea rly in a  

researc h c a reer. All of 

these prob lems, I think, 
c an be helped  by ac tive 

pa rtic ipa tion in 

ac ademic  c onferenc es.  

 

It goes without saying 

tha t partic ipa tion in 

c onferenc es throughout 

postgradua te study is 

immeasurab ly useful in 

getting  your researc h 
out into the wider world  

and  for ob ta ining 

feedbac k from experts in 

your field . However, we 

must not underestimate 

the broader 

opportunities tha t c an 

a rise from having our 

researc h heard  by 
others a t sma ll spec ia list 

c olloquia  and  la rge 

annua l meetings. Presenting  a  paper c ould  lead  to an invita tion from an ac ademic  

or postgradua te to present your researc h a t a  future c onferenc e or seminar series, 

whic h a llows your work to benefit from the suggestions and  c omments of an 

add itiona l aud ienc e. Moreover, it c ould  provide the (gentle) enc ouragement you 

need  to pub lish your first c hap ter or a rtic le. Organisers of spec ia list c onferenc es 

often pub lish a  volume of c onferenc e proc eed ings, for whic h you c ould  revise and 

submit your paper. Alterna tively, c omments you rec eive from your aud ienc e c ould  
g ive you the c onfidenc e required  to revise your paper and  send  it to a  journa l. I 

pub lished  my first a rtic le in a  supp lementary volume of a  peer-reviewed  journa l 

ded ic a ted  to the p roc eed ings of a  c onferenc e I a ttended  in Pretoria , South Afric a  in 

the third  year of my PhD. It was reassuring to know tha t my paper had  a lready 

undergone sc rutiny by the c onferenc e partic ipants before the written-up  artic le 

went to peer reviewers. Ultima tely, p resenting  researc h papers has a  multitude of 

positive outc omes that go beyond  the c onferenc e itself, and  c an lead  to some 

impressive add itions to your CV.  

 

Administration 

Proving tha t you have relevant administra tive experienc e for an ac ademic  job  c an 

often be the ha rdest pa rt of a  job  app lic a tion to write. Convening (organising  and 

running) an entire c ourse by yourself, or ac ting  as an offic er within a  department are 

tasks tha t postgradua tes c annot usua lly perform. Here, as with teac hing, the key is to 

 
Group photo from the Eleventh UNISA Classics Colloquium: Integrity and 
Corruption in Antiquity at the University of South Africa in Pretoria, October 2010. 
Pictured here are academics at all career stages: postgraduate researchers, 
recently graduated postdocs, established 'in post' staff and distinguished 
professors. I am in the third row up, the second person in from the right. 
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show tha t you know wha t it takes (and  have experienc e in aspec ts of wha t it takes) 

to be trusted  with ac ademic  administra tion from the sta rt. For me, tha t meant a  

pa rt-time (pa id ) university internship . 

 

I c annot stress enough the benefits of working part-time within your own department 
or institution instead of for an externa l c ompany. Universities understand  the 

timetab les and  p ressures p lac ed  on students and  often offer flexib le c ontrac ts 

where hours c an be c hanged  ac c ord ing to ind ividua l needs. During  the fina l yea r of 

my PhD, I worked  in my university’ s Researc h Offic e for 15 hours per week (on whic h 

days those 15 hours of work were done was entirely up to me) as the intern on a  

p rojec t foc used  on develop ing postgraduate skills tra ining . I quic kly bec ame very 

familia r with organising , a ttend ing , and  presenting a t high-level meetings in an 

administra tive instead of an ac ademic  c ontext – tasks tha t departmenta l offic ers 

often undertake. Even aspec ts of the job  as mundane as send ing and  answering 
la rge numbers of ema ils p roved  relevant for c onvening/ organising  a  c ourse unit 

where a  la rge number of students a re often in frequent c ontac t. Moreover, it p roves 

tha t you have taken time to ac quire as many of the skills you c an to meet 

ac ademic  job  c riteria  and  g ives you c onvinc ing evidenc e for your interview panel. 

To find  out wha t opportunities your institution offers, c hec k regula rly your Careers 

Servic e website for jobs a imed  spec ific a lly a t postgradua tes. 

 

Beyond the Academy 

Perhaps the most important aspec t of the suggestions I have just made is tha t a ll of 

them equip  postgradua te students with skills tha t a re a lso app lic ab le outside of 

ac ademia . When I was working in the university Researc h Offic e, a ll of my 

c olleagues had  doc tora tes. In fac t, a  PhD/ DPhil was an essentia l c riterion for their 

posts. There a re a  va riety of emp loyers in the p riva te and  pub lic  sec tors tha t va lue 

the a ttributes of postgradua te researc hers. By p resenting a t c onferenc es and / or 

teac hing, c and ida tes with doc tora tes c an prove their experienc e of, and  c omfort 

with, p resenting  ideas c oherently in front of g roups. The ab ility not only to lea rn 
languages but to help  others learn them too is impressive on any CV. In add ition, the 

independenc e, foc us and  d rive required  to undertake and  c omp lete a  signific ant 

researc h p rojec t a re extremely va luab le transferab le skills. Whether app lying  for an 

ac ademic  job  or not, passion and  enthusiasm about past, p resent and  future 

p rojec ts and  opportunities a re appea ling  and c ontag ious. 

 

I rea lise tha t a ll of the CV-boosting  ac tivities I have outlined  here require time away 

from a  doc tora l thesis. However, the rea lity of the job  market in whic h we a re 

c ompeting  is suc h tha t a  PhD/ DPhil a lone is no longer enough to ga in most types of 
ac ademic  emp loyment. Simila rly, other p rofessiona l emp loyers va lue skills tra ining 

beyond  spec ia lised  researc h. As it is highly likely tha t, in your first job , you will have to 

jugg le a  la rge number of unfamilia r tasks, pushing yourself as a  doc tora l student to 

find  time for widening pa rtic ipa tion lec tures, language tutoring  and  possib ly some 

administra tive work is a  skill well worth ac quiring  in and  of itself. 

 

Shushma Malik, University of Manchester 

http:/ / www.manchester.ac.uk/ research/ shushma.malik/   

http://www.manchester.ac.uk/research/shushma.malik/

