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Postgraduate Day, 2 April 2008

Goal: 

· What is an academic community and what does it mean to participate in one?

· How do postgraduates understand, define and contribute to their own academic community? 

Roundtable Discussion

Each of the following participants spoke for a few minutes, making the following points:

Nick Hopwood, CETL (Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning), University of Oxford
· Theories of ‘community’; shared practice, participation and identity. 

· Students belong to many different communities. 

· Some may resist communities feeling marginalized. Research communities often seem too abstract.  

· Onus is on the individual student.

Harvey Woolf SACWG (Student Assessment and Classification Working Group 

· Wenger's idea of how communities are formed around common interests and expertise.  

· May be a peripheral member of such communities. 

· At worst, the academic community can seem hierarchical, oppressive and conservative, replicating itself.  

· Mentoring is important. 

Matthew McCormick, University of Northampton

· Massive discrepancies between universities. 

· Importance of seminars and reading groups, culture of working on campus, workspaces, social spaces.  

· Research students should be encouraged to feel closer to staff; not student/staff divide. 

Helen Yallop History UK, KCL, History Lab 

· Historians are fond of carving out their own niche identities and by nature enjoy belonging to exclusive groups. Individuality is inevitable. 

· But, co-operation is necessary – especially as the new BGPs will enhance inter and intra-departmental frictions.  

· In 2008-11 Delivery Plan, AHRC has prioritized the delivery of ‘transferable’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ skills.   Reaction to this can be negative, disinterested.

· Generic training is not well attended; ‘attitude problem’ amongst postgrads regarding the administrative, educational and bureaucratic aspects of an academic career. 

Kate Bradley, History Lab Plus, University of Kent 

· Setting up networks.  

· Postgrads must be pro-active in defining their needs.  History Lab and History Lab Plus provide the opportunity to ‘just feel involved’ in the wider community.

Vicky Gunn, University of Glasgow  

· We must not forget that there are introverts with amazing research skills; there is no one ‘personality type’ in history.  

· Hence there is a psychological tension between some University educational and integration-centred initiatives and the type of people within them.  

· Nonetheless we must value GTAs and encourage dialogue between academics and postgraduates. 

Kimm Curran, History PGDocNet 

· Postgraduates are often caught between several identities, those of a student, teacher and researcher. They often do not see themselves as 'academics' as they do not yet have their PhD; sometimes, departments do not view them as such. 

· As GTAs they are often not seen as members of staff either. Therefore, participation in an academic community may seem strange as their identity is 'blurred' or 'grey' within their own institution and dept.

Breakout Session 1: PG Experience and the Local Context 

· Where do you see yourself in regard to academic communities?

· What skills do you need to participate?

· What is your experience in developing these skills?

Outcomes:

 - Perhaps they are no ‘generic’ skills applicable to all historians; rather the ‘skills’ required depend on the stage students are at in their studies. 

 - Teacher training is currently extremely heterogeneous and this is one area that could probably benefit from some formalization. 

 - First year students could benefit from some direction, like general guidelines on what the process of doing and getting a PhD formally involves. 

 - Ultimately, the acquisition of ‘skills’, which often seems a rather intangible and empty phrase, should not detract from the core exercise of getting a PhD!

 - Also, there is no reason why one should feel the need to ‘belong’ or get involved in communities if there is no desire to – it is something to be engaged with when and if the individual wants to. 

Breakout Session 2: PG Experience in the National Context 

· Where do you think postgraduates fit into the formal/national framework (such as QAA and RAE) of academic communities?

· What needs to be implemented at the departmental/institutional/ national level to allow a wider participation? 

Outcomes: 

 - Should research students automatically become members of University staff, as in Europe?  Does this inhibit freedom and experimentation in research?  

 - Doctoral students could benefit from some sense of professional identity, especially towards the end of their studies.  

 - Currently, most are unaware of how they could contribute to the RAE as doctoral students.  

 - It would be excellent if somebody had a vested interest in helping students get academic jobs, as in the US model. Instead, the UK places emphasis on getting through the system in 3-4 years; at worst this means that supervisors ‘wash their hands’ of students at the end of doctoral study.  

 - ‘De-mystifying’ the process of when doctoral students should begin publication, giving papers, networking, planning assessment would be most helpful. 

Session 3: Gill Clarke, QAA 

· How does the QAA affect the participation in wider academic communities? How can we develop or change the nature of teaching/research linkages in postgraduate communities? 
Gill elucidated the QAA Code of Practice on postgraduate research programmes. Such guidelines should be accessible to all staff and students.  She emphasized that universities should offer an environment that is ‘Enabling and Instructional – a place of learning as well as research productivity’.  

Session 4: Andrew Foster, University of Chichester

· What are graduate charters and how can these develop wider participation, support and recognition within academic communities? 
Andrew provided a copy of the Entitlement Charter for Postgraduate/ part-time staff teaching for the University of Chichester.  GTAs need social and emotional support! Also, the postdoctoral identity is a very difficult one to occupy, and the more one can do to join various local and national groups the more one is able to foster a  sense of community. 
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