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Foreword

Gareth Roberts

The training of postgraduate research students within the structure of a
research degree programme is a controversial and difficult issue for many
academics and for the institutions within which they work. So it should be.
I say this because when colleagues grapple with the issue of research train-
ing, they are compelled to think about what it means to do a PhD. This can
be a thorny process. Perhaps it occurs whenever the training appears to
supervisor, research student or both as being peripheral to the research
project itself, or perhaps it occurs because of the pressures of time on the
duration of the project. These factors are not mutually exclusive; but
together they concentrate the mind on what the process of a PhD is about
rather than the content of the thesis. The product that the PhD student
creates is not the thesis — vital though it is to their subject area through the
creation of original knowledge; rather, the product of their study is the
development of themselves.

I have been instrumental in making sure that universities engage with
training researchers to meet the needs of the economy, the research envi-
ronment and the career and personal development needs of the researchers
themselves. In the Roberts report, which I completed for the Treasury in
2003, I recommended that research students should attend at least six
weeks of training — mainly in transferable skills — over the period of registra-
tion for their research. The research councils addressed this specification
and now research council funded research students bring with them a ‘purse’
of nearly a thousand pounds per year to help their institution with the
provision of these skills. Since then, institutions of all kinds have joined those
who had, in the 1990s, already created training programmes to offer a range
of sessions, courses, workshops and opportunities to researchers to raise
their skills beyond the previous threshold of research attributes.

For the research student whose thoughts only chime with the complexities
of Linear Collider Physics or Chaucerian semantics, the idea of engaging
with transferable skills training can be difficult. The exposure to the culture
of academic research — a concentrated, full-on investigation into a small
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but distinct and original area of the subject — may predispose the early
career researcher into downgrading the training experience. Training, par-
ticularly in transferable skills, may appear to be anything from quaint to
condescending to an interesting diversion or a necessary evil that has to be
undergone before the real study is completed. Perhaps it appears as a
distraction from the main event, as if the ushers who have just sat you in a
seat for the principal performance are now dragging you off to a sideshow
that you neither understand nor care about.

While this analogy clearly has its limits, it is worth pursuing a little further
in order to orientate the reader towards some of the educational conceptions
being discussed in this book. Firstly, the skills training ‘sideshow’, where
researchers may undergo the skills development listed by the research
councils such as ‘personal development’ or ‘career management’, may not
initially appear to be of interest to the individual being trained. This is
ironic, as this is the person who is doing the research, the ‘self” who at the
end of it all is awarded the research degree with much ceremony and hand-
shaking. Secondly, the reluctance of many full-fledged academics them-
selves to engage with the skills development that is required for their own
career illustrates an interesting but dangerous dynamic within the struc-
ture of higher education everywhere. It is interesting because this failure to
engage with skills development does not necessarily stop them from climb-
ing to top academic and research related positions — the need to fill these
positions with those familiar with the subject area is paramount. Yet it is
dangerous because once in these ‘gatekeeper’ positions they can under-
value the importance of skills development within early career researchers
and staff whilst perpetuating the myth that training and development are
only for those individuals who want to work outside academia. ‘I’'m going
to be an academic so I don’t require any of this skills training’, is a phrase
I have heard mentioned by students in their naivety and replayed to me by
skills practitioners who encounter this attitude all too frequently. This seri-
ously affects the sustainability of the research community as I illustrated in
SET for Success where evidence from a host of employers showed that ‘post-
graduate education does not lead them to develop the transferable skills
and knowledge required by R&D employers’ (Roberts 2002). It will be a
long haul in terms of turning around these attitudes. At the 2006 UK
GRAD Conference ‘Profiting from Postgraduate Talent’, Rosie Sotillo,
Head of Graduate Development, Barclays Global Investors, informed the
conference that they no longer sought PhD recruits from Britain with the
necessary high computational and mathematical skills but instead pre-
ferred American research graduates. This is not because UK research gradu-
ates did not have these specialist skills in abundance, but because in
Barclays’ experience similarly talented American research graduates had
greater maturity and were less likely to come with a negative attitude
towards business needs.

The reality check that greets most, if not all, research graduates is
that finding a job, being able to transfer skills and securing a position
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commensurate with subject knowledge and ability is a difficult proposition.
Research suggests that far fewer than half of all PhDs find a job in higher
education as lecturers or researchers — a goal which may have been their
aim during their studies (Shinton 2004).! Those who do become members
of an academic staff may then be surprised at the skills required in order to
thrive in such an environment where they are expected to balance teach-
ing, administration, research and perhaps have a family and a rewarding
social life. A further and perhaps related set of research students find that
during their studies the solitary experience of being responsible for the
creation of their own research is something that they are not adequately
prepared for. We have seen a percentage of non-completions significant
enough to be of serious concern, and while many of these may have per-
sonally benefited from the experience it will nevertheless be considered by
many to be a waste of time, money and resources for both the individual
and the economy. Research students have access to the generic skills train-
ing provision now implemented in virtually every higher education institu-
tion in the country, which is incidentally now being copied and replicated
furiously in many European and American institutions. Courses address the
skill needs for both career development and successful submission. They
facilitate not just good thesis writing or how to write a CV but also how to be
assertive and confident with other colleagues such as supervisors, heads of
department and vice chancellors and fellow research students themselves.

By far, the majority of research students and their supervisors appreciate
the need for wider training and what it entails.

Skills development for all early career researchers — PhD students, post-
doctoral researchers and academic staff already in position —is a duty to our
profession. We owe it to future generations of researchers to provide them
with a rich heritage of opportunity not just as custodians of our respective
subject areas but also as contributors to an economy that sustains universi-
ties, research establishments and exciting and well-rewarding careers in
every industrial sector — public and private. Invariably, this will not be
possible by producing ever more detailed discussion on the habits of the
fruit fly or the intricacies of nanoparticulate dispersions, but rather by the
development of a range of essential generic skills such as teamwork, good
communication, project and career management and personal effective-
ness itself. I notice that the Joint Skills Statement by the Research Councils
lists ‘a willingness and ability to learn and acquire knowledge’, along with
‘flexibility, open-mindedness and self-awareness’. For many researchers
habituated to the cultures of their respective departments and subject tra-
ditions these may seem to be common sense but in the extraordinarily
diverse and competitive world we now live in, a commitment to a lifelong
learning of these skills makes a significant difference — not just to the indi-
viduals concerned but to all who benefit from their talent.

I commend this book to you. It informs on the research training practices
currently to be found in a variety of our institutions and it describes good
practice, obstacles to success and lessons learnt in equal measure.
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It attempts to identify, describe and demystify the current research training
initiatives while looking to the future of the PhD, its structure and the pro-
fessional practices that sustain it. I look forward to the second edition in
order to keep track of this fast-changing and exciting area of expertise.

Professor Sir Gareth Roberts was Visiting Professor of Science Policy at the Said
Business School and President of Wolfson College, University of Oxford.

Note

1 What Do PhDs Do? was based on first destination data and does not include
later career destinations. A longitudinal survey is in the process of being
commissioned.



Preface

It was Thomas Kuhn (1962) who raised the idea of science having ‘para-
digms’. Paradigms are ideas within a subject area that appear to stand the
test of time, are held dear by the profession and are rarely questioned.
However, there are moments in time when evidence gathers to make a par-
ticular paradigm look a little less robust and as more evidence gathers, this
leads to eventual breakdown.

This book chronicles the early stages of a paradigm change in the PhD from
a ‘traditional’ purely research model to one including research and personal
and professional training and development. The evidence which suggests
the necessity of this change is broad, but it has four key strands:

e The academic role is very different now from what it was 10 or 20 years
ago, with more significant demands in all areas of teaching and learn-
ing, research and administration. If the academic role has changed,
then the ‘training’ for the role of being a research student must change
to reflect this.

e The Roberts report (Roberts 2002) summarizes that ‘skills acquired by
PhD graduates do not serve their long-term needs. Currently, PhDs do
not prepare people adequately for careers in business or academia’.

e Data on the careers paths of PhD graduates (Shinton 2004) show that
around half leave research altogether and only a quarter pursue an aca-
demic career. Therefore, the notion that the PhD experience is training
for academia does not hold.

e Finally, given the changes in the academic role, itis clear that new skills,
attributes, techniques and behaviours need to be nurtured in the next
generation of academics to meet the challenges to academia in the
twenty-first century.

This book covers these issues in three sections. Part 1 considers the poli-
tics and cultural changes behind the paradigm shift, probes what employ-
ers are looking for and closely examines issues in the PhD qualification
itself.
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Part 2 considers how the skills training and development agenda has
been implemented in practice across the UK’s higher education institu-
tions. The section raises a host of practical issues and illustrates how three
specific institutions have addressed the issues in their own context.

Finally, Part 3 looks to the future and what the PhD might look like. This
section covers the changing role of the supervisor, how the PhD might look
in the future and the influence of Europe.

This is an exciting time of change in doctoral study. For the first time,
this book brings together the views and experience of many of the key
figures in skills training and development in the UK to provide a resource
for a broad range of people involved in the skills training and development
agenda across the higher education sector.
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Politics






Can Generic Skills Training Change
Academic Culture?

Richard Hinchcliffe

Introduction

Postgraduate research training in generic skills still creates divisions
amongst university lecturing staff even though provision of such training
has been growing steadily in all kinds of universities and across different
subject areas for at least a decade. Such formal training takes place outside
the traditional supervisor/apprentice relationship and is often part of a
programme of skills training that many, perhaps the majority of, research
students now undergo. Regardless of whether this training is either com-
pulsory or voluntary, outright opposition or plain glum indifference to it is
encountered by all transferable skills practitioners within academia. Many
of the other contributors in this book, such as Imelda Race, Julie Reeves
and Simon Beecroft, all comment on the prevalence of opposition amongst
what may sometimes be a significant minority of colleagues. Anecdotal evi-
dence as to the make-up of this opposition, however, suggests that it is the
ability to shout loudest that makes the difference, as those who protest may
frequently be senior academics or those who have served their time work-
ing with colleagues who distrust change. In turn, this may well indicate that
more recent generations of academics are less likely to be anti-generic skills
training and that those who have experienced generic research skills train-
ing as research students may be even more favourably inclined. In this chap-
ter, I suggest that the generic skills or transferable skills initiative within
doctoral training confronts current academic culture and, whether intention-
ally or not, is set to change it by subtly altering the character make-up of
those who enter the profession. I conclude that such changes, if managed
correctly, should strengthen the role of academics in society by making
them more responsive to the external markets for knowledge professionals.
In this regard, I agree with Barnett (2000: 411) who states that ‘[n]ew, even
more challenging roles are opening up for [universities], roles that still
enable us to see continuities with its earlier selfunderstandings built
around personal growth, societal enlightenment and the promotion of
critical forms of understanding.’
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A supervisor’s antipathy towards skills training should be no surprise
given the structural changes occurring within higher education (HE).
Generic skills training is seen by some as symptomatic of the erosion of the
authority of the academic in a world of ever proliferating knowledge — part
of a ‘dumbing down’ process that many see as inevitable now that universi-
ties have been given the task of educating over 75 per cent more students
since 1988/1989 (HEFCE 2001). Research student numbers have also risen
as graduates attempt to raise their profile and institutions seek extra man-
power. In order to assist and further develop the skills agenda for
researchers, supervisors are required to embrace new practices, inform
their research students of the breadth and depth of skills opportunities and
offer the hand of partnership to groups of skills practitioners whom they
may distrust as having no experience of supervision, having never met
them and knowing nothing about their syllabus. Thus, bridge-building
between trainers and supervisors will go a long way towards embedding
generic skills in research degree programmes.

As commentators have noted since the 1960s, managerialism has slowly
asserted itself within HE as the role of the university changes and becomes
more complex so as to best meet the needs of the national and world
economy. Managerialist procedures seek to impose change rather than
seek consensus through informal or, in the case of academia, collegiate
structures. They do this in order that the institution or the sector as a whole
can make rapid changes in the face of market pressure. The Roberts report
SET for Success (2002), and the consequent increase in the supply
of generic skills training to research students, is a classic example of this
market pressure. Collegiate processes where a consensus of ‘common
room’ practices used to patrol the boundaries and corridors of HE have
now been dispersed to the margins. What is slowly replacing that structure
is a more market-orientated response. This implies that universities can
no longer assume that they are part of an establishment that industry and
government will always heed and respect as the highest instrument of
learning practice and pedagogic expertise. Their authority, like every
structural entity within the postmodern realm, must be subject to change.
Peter Jarvis comments that ‘Higher Education is ... part of the superstruc-
ture and it matters not how hard academics argue for their independence,
they will be forced to respond to the infrastructural social pressures that
shape the world as a whole’ (Jarvis 2000: 45). Ownership of knowledge has
proliferated amongst a wide variety of individuals and groups and has
become disaggregated to the point where universities are now competing
with everything from the Internet to the corporation ‘university’ to the net-
worked knowledge base of professionals (Barnett 2000). These developments
threaten to further decouple HE from the position it previously enjoyed as
being the sole trainer of highly educated individuals in order to restock an
elite workforce within the civil service, large corporations, law and, of course,
academia itself. As student numbers in the UK have grown from 8 to
10 per cent of school leavers in the 1960s to close to 50 per cent today, that
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clientele has also broadened. These changes have fundamentally affected
both the way institutions service their students and the relationship
between supervisor and early career researcher. The current skills initiative
within research degree programmes is therefore a part of HE’s response to
these global changes. It appears as a greater threat to the traditionalists
who are perhaps more at home with the collegiate tradition because it is
directed precisely at those who will renew the profession — young doctoral
researchers. ‘Younger academics have not yet been tainted by the old ways.
We should support and encourage them’, notes an unattributed academic
manager in Will Archer’s report on the crisis within human resources in
HE (Archer 2005: 19).

Even though there may be many more colleagues in favour of what
might be loosely termed the ‘Roberts initiative’ as there are ranged against
it, the divide over training for research students in generic skills goes to the
heart of what it means to do a research degree and, given that a PhD is a
passport to an academic career, to what it means to be an academic in the
twenty-first century. It is possible for colleagues to reposition their episte-
mological stance towards research skills and maintain their stance on what
it means to be an academic in the traditional sense of a university, but the
wider considerations of the social, economic and political market for knowl-
edge and expertise must be taken into account. Postdoctoral workers from
all disciplines should repay the world for giving them the potential for higher
earning; but we need them also to have all the skills at their disposal to help
solve the urgent problems that beset the world today.

Academic culture: what is it?

If you work in HE, it is reasonable to assume that you know of numerous
anecdotes, reportage, stories, myths and legends regarding either individual
academics or academic character types. As in any profession or calling, these
stories give us insight into what it means to be a part of such a subset of
society and also what it may look like from the outside. One example of
research looking at how academic culture might perceive itself is the work
of Blaxter et al. (1998), who have analysed three forms of account: aca-
demic novels; the professional media, such as the Times Higher Education
Supplement; and ‘How to Guides’, the practical texts that explain to novice
academics what to expect and how to cope with the core activities of aca-
demic life. Blaxter et al. have an interesting comment on this latter mate-
rial, which they claim is mainly concerned with teaching. This interest in
teaching, they say, ‘is not surprising’ as it is a ‘core academic task’. However,
they comment that this is ‘somewhat in contradiction, [as] it is also a task in
which novice and experienced academics may have little interest or motiva-
tion’ (Blaxter et al. 1998: 308-9). For most people, and I suggest this is also
true of those in the profession, the notion that there is little interest in
teaching is surely paradoxical for a profession in which teaching is a core
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activity. However, the authors go on to indicate that a further element
of reflexive scrutiny is lacking as ‘[fJor many academics an interest in
researching higher education would either be seen as navel gazing or
simply bizarre’ (Blaxter et al. 1998: 313).

One way round the impasse of trying to get academics to look at them-
selves is to fictionalize the lives of lecturers and allow them a voyeuristic
experience of seeing stereotypical characters engaging with stereotypical
institutional structures and forces. Thus, in novels such as Malcolm
Bradbury’s (1975) The History Man and David Lodge’s (1989) Nice Work,
characters that supposedly typify the average British university are seen to
be lacking in a range of skills, attributes and behaviours that have come to
typify the common view of the academic. These colleagues are typically
identified as distant, disengaged or so concentrated on their work as to
make normal social intercourse either difficult and anxiety inducing, or
to be so disconnected as to create a range of misunderstandings resulting
in tragicomic circumstances for all involved. At one level, Nice Work centres
on the antipathies that a female arts academic and a male manager of a
heavy engineering works have for each other’s professions. The lecturer has
deep misgivings about the dirty masculine commercial world while the
manager suspects the academic world of English literature to be a waste of
time. Asked as part of the university’s ‘outreach’ work to shadow each
other’s job, they learn mutual respect and readers sense the possibilities
and potential to be gained from interactions between previously perceived
disparate subject areas.

Blaxter et al. note that the preoccupation of the campus novel is with
‘class, gender and race’ and that ‘[t]hese concerns should not be surpris-
ing, of course, given the centrality of hierarchy and status to academic
life, and its function in enablement of individual betterment’ (Blaxter et al.
1998: 302-3). Oxford and Cambridge are quoted as being the setting for
71 per cent of 204 campus novels between 1945 and 1988, indicating the
dominance of those institutions in setting the cultural perception of
academics. On this basis, elitism and class consciousness would appear to
dominate the view of academic culture from the outside. Lecturers
themselves, however, may also be persuaded by their continual interac-
tion and maintenance of the examination system that an elitist outlook
is a reasonable approach to make in terms of judging oneself and those
around you. Course marking and degree classifications allow
individuals, employers and other educationalists to make decisions
relating to roles and capabilities. The dominant use of Oxford and
Cambridge in the campus novel is clearly a reflection on how ingrained this
elitism is.

Both Bradbury’s and Lodge’s novels rely on the premise that typical
academic mannerisms produce communication difficulties either
because the academic character does not have the skill to communicate
properly or because those of their colleagues who do are seen to be at a dis-
tinct advantage over those who do not. The character of Henry Beamish in
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Bradbury’s The History Man, for instance, is seen to be bumptious and acci-
dent prone not just physically but also in terms of how he is easily manipu-
lated by Howard Kirk, the radical ‘History Man’ sociologist, whose
rhetorical skills enable him to outflank all the other characters and indeed
the University of ‘Watermouth’ itself (Bradbury 1975). It is arguable
whether the instance of poor communication skills is a burden that acade-
mia has to bear above any other professional grouping — medical doctors,
for instance, are also subject to this stereotyping; however, research gradu-
ates are expected to have a number of communication attributes. The Joint
Skills Statement (JSS) of the Research Councils (RCUK 2001a) points out
the need for the ability to write clearly, construct coherent arguments,
defend research outcomes, contribute to the public understanding of one’s
research field and support the learning of others. Listening skills, interest-
ingly, are contained within the section on networking and teamworking as
if they are considered tools for career advancement rather than aids to
communication. There is no mention within the JSS, however, of the level
of skill to be attained — just that individuals should have them. One of the
most damning reports concerning the communication skills of academics
was contained in a report by the Institute of Employment Studies to the
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) on
‘Employers’ Views of Postgraduate Physicists’. According to the report non-
academic employers of physicists took it as a given that technical or physics
skills were associated with postgraduate level qualifications. What they used
to distinguish between candidates, however, were the soft skills, of which
‘communications skills were mentioned the most often as being important’.
However, when the same questions were asked of academic employers,
‘some quite striking divergences from the pattern of important skills
amongst commercial organisations could be seen.” The report concludes
that ‘[i]n many ways, the skills that are considered important [problem
solving, motivation and enthusiasm, proactivity] are a critique of the culture
within academic departments ... It is also revealing that the two important
areas where employers complain that postgraduates are inadequate
(‘communication’ and ‘team working’) do not feature on the academics’
agenda’ (Jagger et al. 2001). Given our best conclusions derived from this
admittedly partial evidence, these examples seem to suggest that there is
a distinct lack of interest amongst a significant minority of academics in
communication skills and teaching.

More detailed research would be required to link this apparent blind
spot regarding communication to academic culture. However, it is interest-
ing to speculate whether the inherently parochial collegiate process may
reinforce certain communication practices and disapprove of others. In my
experience as a student and as a lecturer in four different institutions, the
same issue often reoccurred of how students were apparently unable to
‘read what it says on the notice/message/handbook’. These complaints —
that students do not or cannot read their messages — often elicit the
response that students need to study things harder and closely examine
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the world around them. There is hardly ever any consideration given to
the poor instruction, quality or wording of the original message. Thus the
student adjusts to academic life — and not vice versa — and those who com-
prehend and thrive amidst its arcane practices and self-policed authority
structures tend to do well. In the worst case, this results in a positive feed-
back loop where research students become clones of their supervisors, right
down to their opposition to skills training and any external demand to
respond to social, political and economic pressures.

Objections to generic skills

There are three main issues that make generic skills training a contested
area for some academics:

1 Time pressure: The belief that there is already not enough time to edu-
cate a research student in the methods, techniques and subject knowl-
edge in order to graduate within the required time frame - to add
generic skills training is simply a waste of time.

2 Intellectual engagement and a distrust of the generic skills vocabulary:
Research students (and their supervisors) may sometimes see the lan-
guage of generic skills as ‘business-speak’ and distrust it believing it to
be either intellectually, politically or morally unsound or unprincipled.
This is to be expected if colleagues feel excluded from the formal
generic skills training process.

3 ‘It’s not our job’: Another ground for objection often encountered is
that it is the role of industry to train research graduates and not that of
the university. This is based on the principle that academia inherently
equips its research students in the skills required to be a lecturer or
researcher. This objection is therefore political in nature in that it goes
to the heart of what it means to provide an education.

Time pressure

The first of these issues is that research students are caught precisely in the
crossfire of research versus teaching — a nexus of academic contention in
the wake of the research assessment exercise (RAE) and debates around
teaching versus research. Within this crucible, the supervisor has a collegial
duty to educate, train and develop the researcher whilst ensuring a safe
completion of the thesis and the research project itself. The stress of
achieving these aims in a limited time frame inevitably causes tensions as
supervisors feel the need, rightly or wrongly, to protect their students from
the pressures of the research environment. In the current round of the
RAE, both the numbers of PhDs and their completions are part of the met-
rics governing a department’s performance and therefore its income. This
places further time pressure on issues surrounding training for personal
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development. Not surprisingly, then generic skills training can be seen as a
‘waste of time’ by supervisors who either will not or cannot conceive that it
will make young researchers any more effective and efficient. The Roberts’
requirement of six weeks skills training over three years coupled with other
quality of work dispensations such as six weeks holiday a year (stipulated as
the recommended time by some research councils) gives rise to the idea
that a research degree can no longer be a rigorously thoughtful meander
to completion or an exciting if often frustrating or even boring repetition
of numerous laboratory experiments and testing. The planned march to a
projected conclusion for those supervisors empathizing with the more
relaxed approach to completion rates of the 1980s and before may well
seem potentially devoid of the more interesting deviations en route.
Although research students used to have time to complete at their leisure,
that is no longer the case. As such, successful submission — within at least
four years — causes some supervisors to look at the training portion of a
research degree programme as potential slack that they feel should be cut
out of the schedule. Inevitably this view becomes shared by their research
students which can create further polarisation in terms of how generic
skills training is valued.

Intellectual engagement

The second issue follows on from this perception that dedicated training is
superfluous to the research itself. This is the familiar béte noir of the
academic, that dealing with the disparate elements peripheral to their own
research activity — evaluation processes, attendance at briefings and super-
visor ‘good practice’ workshops, notions of compliance in general, engage-
ment with official university policy, form filling and bureaucracy of all
kinds — gets in the way of what they believe to be the true vocation of
research, something which, perhaps at its most idealistic, is considered as a
sacred duty to their subject area and knowledge in general. The imposition
of all this extraneous activity is likened to a ‘dead hand’ or a ‘handbrake’
on the speed and efficiency with which papers are published and grant pro-
posals are submitted before deadlines. Grants, research and papers are, after
all, their area of expertise, their ‘creativity’ and within the pressurized envi-
ronment created by the RAE, this produces incentives to resist and deni-
grate anything that is not research productive. As the handling of this stress
is intimately related to the academic’s own skills of time and project man-
agement, the line of least resistance can be to instruct the PhD student to
ignore the training and to get on with the ‘real’ work. This link between the
‘real’ work and the individual’s own sense of personal autonomy is very real —
their work is connected to them intellectually and emotionally, it is their rai-
son d’étre and to threaten this autonomy can be perceived and felt as an
attack on the self. Such deep personal involvement in research can pro-
duce a hostile reaction to requests from outside an academic’s office to
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service the needs of a larger group such as the university or the govern-
ment — unless, of course, it happens to be connected to the individual’s
research goals. Many research skills practitioners now focus on making the
connections here in order to embed their practice within the less insular
perspectives of supervisors, but it is not easy and the explanation required
to justify taking away the research student for a skills workshop can be a
challenging and, on occasions, very stressful experience for all concerned
if not carefully handled.

Also, the ‘real’ work is invariably related to money, and research intensive
institutions inevitably feel insecure in dealing with colleagues who do
not give research top priority. The modern university is in a market for
resources and this pressure bears down upon the academic as a ‘knowledge
worker’ whose own productivity then becomes a very real value both in terms
of their RAE ‘score’ and in terms of the money they bring in to the institu-
tion. This can be a large amount of money, and some colleagues talk of it as
if it is their own. They have control over how it is spent and with the power
that such money confers on the individual, it is possible that this affects the
rigour with which heads of departments assert the need for accountability.
The most powerful academics carry with them the monetary influence of
their research agenda and this makes control and delegation a tricky area
of responsibility for heads of departments and deans. As a result, some
do not bother at all. As William Archer’s report for the Higher Education
Policy Institute has noted, ‘Itis hard to think of another sector where man-
agers would need to be reminded that people management is a part of
their responsibility. But the feedback from interviews is that this is a major
issue in higher education today: many staff either fail to see HR issues as
their responsibility, or are inadequately trained to handle them’ (Archer
2005: 6-7). In this sort of environment, it is not surprising that the develop-
ment needs of both research student and supervisor may quietly slip from
the agenda lest either of them or both become offended by the thought
that they need ‘training’. As William Archer discovered, ‘the rich heritage
of our universities of all ages sometimes translated into a robust resistance
to change’ (Archer 2005: 5).

Such attitudes towards career management and personal development
tend to be found amongst paternalistic organizations and employers where
the emphasis is on the strength of the personal relationship a sharing of
certain common goals, but coupled with a distrust of external influences
unless they can be handled at arms length. The line manager or employer
may fear that a broad ranging apprenticeship that developed adaptability
and key skills could result in them developing their staff so that others
could poach them. When supervisors are trying to build teams of researchers
for their laboratory and for the continuation of their research, it would be
strange for these fears not to manifest themselves in some as a distrust of
the resources that might make their research students more employable
and therefore more likely to leave.
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It’s not our job’: the politics of research
training in generic skills

Published opposition to generic research skills training is hard to find but
Fellow of Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford, Fiona Spensley published a paper
on the Internet (now removed) describing her deep reservations about the
JSS of the Research Councils and questions whether generic skills should
be part of a research degree programme at all. ‘As far as the skills provision
is outward looking toward employment’ she says that this ‘is best provided
outside the universities (perhaps funded by the employers) and targeted to
individual careers ambitions’ (Spensley 2002). Is this symptomatic of a pol-
itics attached to opposing generic research skills training? If so what form
does it take? As a type of politics it does not have an official constituency to
represent nor does it have a generic name that we can readily identify or nec-
essarily identify with. There are no organizations campaigning against the
combined weight of the Treasury, the Office of Science and Technology
and the Research Councils or asking for the Roberts’ initiative to be rolled
back. But there is a contest taking place within HE. It is variously described
as between an old guard set on preserving what it holds sacred to the spirit
of the doctorate and a new generation of academics who are used to quality
assessment exercises as well as students and funding bodies that demand
extra value from degrees. It is across disciplines, both humanities and sci-
ences, and it could be contested from the holistic outlook of lifelong learn-
ing or the focussed scrutiny of the subject specific scholar. Wherever the
struggle takes place, a sort of politics will be practised. This political dimen-
sion and the contest itself is a good and healthy thing for the HE establish-
ment to both recognize and undertake; indeed, it should be a part of a
postgraduate’s training and development programme itself. It concen-
trates the mind of the individual on what education is for and how it relates
to the world outside the university. When this political debate is not taking
place, the role of the university is being either bypassed or usurped and
such debates should be an important part of every student’s education.

Even so, if we consider how much the culture of academia steeps the
mind of the student after perhaps three years of a BSc, perhaps an MRes
and then a further three years of concentrated research for the PhD, it
would not be surprising if they felt that HE had a claim on them. The stu-
dent is so inculcated in academia after such a long time within the institu-
tion that it often appears to them that the only thing they are trained for is
to become a lecturer, and it is possible to say that sometimes the institution
attempts quite blatantly to create doctors in its own image.

Another political aspect to the debate over postgraduate training is that
universities perhaps try too hard to avoid the political. There appears to be
areluctance to try and influence the wider world; thus, heads stay down as
the university both retreats from being a service for industry and fails as a
guide or a repository of wisdom. Such ‘academic citizenship’, as McFarlane
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comments, has ‘been “hollowed out” by a range of forces affecting univer-
sity faculty in parallel with the civic disengagement of wider society’
(McFarlane 2005: 300). Yet by inculcating in postgraduates the need for a
critical mind, awareness of transferable skills, a good sense of general
knowledge, and the means to develop their career and be aware of their
own potential, universities can and do make a considerable difference to
the world of work. Because this is in the interest of the student, it is also in
the interest of the university, as the student has the potential to repay the
institution with international contacts, future research projects and possi-
bly, for the wealthier alumni, some kind of donation.

The challenge

The idea that it is ‘not our job’ to train the research student in generic
skills is to arrogantly assume, like the academic employers of physics
postgraduates, that such skills have no place within HE. I suspect, though
I could never prove, that there is, deep within the cultural psyche of the
academic institution, a kind of hegemonic possessiveness that helps to
inculcate the worst excesses of academic culture. The culprit, as Archer
reports, is ‘the rich heritage of our universities of all ages’ and is born,
perhaps, out of academia’s religious origins and the progressive reasons
for the establishment of the red brick universities in the latter half of the
nineteenth century. Inevitably, academia wants to make its best scholars in
its own image and personal development in generic research skills is clearly
an outside influence. However, Lyotard noted that:

The transmission of knowledge is no longer designed to train an elite
capable of guiding a nation toward its emancipation, but to supply the
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