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Building the future
Doctoral and postgraduate
research education at
Sheffield 
These are uncertain times for higher education and for
research in the UK – we don’t yet know how a difficult
financial climate will affect us. One thing that we are
quite certain about, though, is the continuing importance
of postgraduate research education. This is true for the
University of Sheffield, as an international research
university where postgraduate research students make
major intellectual contributions. But it’s also true for the
nation and world more widely; the challenges of securing
sustainable economic growth and dealing with global
problems will only be overcome with the help of people
with the most advanced skills and knowledge. So we
need the skills postgraduate research students acquire
in their studies more than ever. 

The importance of postgraduate education was made
clear in a recent government review “One Step Beyond:
Making the most of postgraduate education”, published
in March this year. The review was led by Professor
Adrian Smith, who as Director General, Science and
Research, in the Department of Business, Innovation and
Skills, is responsible for the UK government’s research
budget, and involved our own Vice-Chancellor, Professor
Keith Burnett. The review concluded that “postgraduate
education in the UK is a great asset – it is world leading
in many areas” - and it is our intention that the University
of Sheffield maintains a leading position in postgraduate
education in the UK.

A good postgraduate research education should give
students valuable specific skills. In the words of the
Smith review “the advanced knowledge and capability of
postgraduates are highly prized by business and the
public sector. The skills of postgraduates, especially
researchers, are critical for tackling major business
challenges and driving innovation and growth.” But the
benefits should be broader than this, the report goes on
to say: “by encouraging people to question established
knowledge, postgraduate education promotes a culture
of open and intelligent debate which stimulates
innovation and new approaches to tackling difficult
challenges.” 

It is a given that, at Sheffield, we aim to give
postgraduate research students an outstanding
environment to carry out their original research, as well
as the taught training they need to make the most of
their research opportunities. But for many years we’ve
been equally concerned to make sure the experience of
our postgraduate research students goes further than
this, helping them with the transferable skills they need
to be successful in the wide range of professional
careers that research students go on to pursue, as well
as giving them the opportunity to take part in the diverse
intellectual culture of the University. Beginning in
2010/2011, we are introducing a new Doctoral
Development Programme, which will provide a
structured and personalised environment in which
postgraduate research students can get the best training
for their individual needs. 

Postgraduate research students make a huge
contribution to the University, and it’s important that
their experience here at Sheffield is as rewarding and
enriching as possible. 

Professor Richard Jones, 
Pro Vice Chancellor, 
Research and Innovation

We aim to give postgraduate
research students an
outstanding environment to
carry out their original
research as well as the
taught training they need to
make the most of their
research opportunities.

“
”

Welcometo the first
edition of the Doctoral Times, the
newsletter for doctoral and higher
research degree students at the
University of Sheffield.   The Doctoral
Times replaces PGR Link and is the
result of a project where three doctoral
students were commissioned by the
University to find out what you
wanted.  The students, Carrie Birch,
Jane Hughes and Yashar Shokouhi
conducted surveys and interviews and
you said you wanted a newsletter with
career profiles of successful doctorates,
content related to employability and
transferable skills, and information
about events for doctoral students. 
I hope you enjoy this issue of the
Doctoral Times which illustrates the
vibrant community that you are a part
of. If you enjoy reading the articles
and would like to contribute your own
experiences and ideas for inclusion in
future issues, email me at:
developmentsection@sheffield.ac.uk

Anne Beresford
Doctoral Development Assistant
& Doctoral Times Commissioning Editor

NEW! 
Doctoral.com on uSpace
As well as our new look newsletter we have
created a uSpace specifically for doctoral
students. The space will contain details of events;
news; trips; upcoming seminars; conferences;
Union events and everything else to help make
your research and time at the University more
enjoyable. You can contribute to the space, by
starting discussions, blogs, adding articles and
comments.

Start following us at Doctoral.com
http://uspace.shef.ac.uk/community/doctoral
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Introducing Eva Hornung
from Dublin 
a part-time, remote location
PhD student
What led you to do a PhD?
Curiosity must be in my genes. I was one of those “why?”
children who tend to drive parents insane. Early on I
became addicted to Sesame Street, which somehow led to
a career in librarianship. A number of years ago, I came
across a problem at work and thought that it might be a
good topic to investigate further: “Hey, why not do a PhD?”
Sheffield was my first choice and I was lucky to get
accepted to read there. Eleven years ago I moved from
Germany to Dublin. I work in an educational research
centre as a solo librarian and follow the part-time, remote
location PhD route. So I pop over to Sheffield from time to
time to meet with my supervisor. Other than that we keep
in touch by email and phone. 

What is your PhD about and how long have you been
studying?
I am in the Department of Information Studies. My study
looks at one-person librarians (OPLs) in Ireland, i.e.
librarians who are the only qualified information
professional in their organisation, and their conceptions
and experiences of continuing professional development
(CPD). Professional associations and library schools often
do not recognise the specific CPD needs of OPLs. The idea
is to be able to recommend new, more targeted ways of
supporting these librarians, so that they in turn can provide
a better service to their customers. I am now in my final
year, so six years altogether. I am hoping to submit the
thesis in November and then on to the vivaB.-

Could you summarise your PhD ‘learning journey’?
Exciting, scary, funny, exhausting. You do change and
develop as a person. A PhD is always a collaborative project,
as it would not be possible without the moral support of
family and friends. 

What has helped you through the highs and 
lows of studying? 
The most helpful piece of advice I can give is to keep a good
work life balance. It is important to take time out to
recharge your batteries. In my case this means meeting
friends, going to the cinema, some sporting activity and
plenty of sleep. Oh, and good food! Absolutely crucial is also
a supervisor who understands the need to juggle different
tasks. Someone you trust and who can help you with the
trickier parts of the thesis.

Is there anything you would do differently?
For starters I would probably be much quicker! It really
takes time to get your head around all the different steps
you have to take. And I would probably work on my
handwriting, which seems to deteriorate with each passing
year. It would help greatly if I could read my own notes.

Many Doctoral students have work or other
commitments to juggle. Would you like to tell us about
life apart from your studies?
I have worked full-time throughout and do not qualify for
study/exam leave with my organisation. So time
management was and still is a bit of a struggle sometimes.
Being a naturally born procrastinator does not help. 
I tend to break into mad bouts of activity, usually on a
Sunday evening, having spent the whole weekend doing
other things. Other than that, I am a volunteer with
Special Olympics, which is a sports organisation for
people with intellectual disabilities. Our club is going from
strength to strength and it is great to see our athletes
have so much fun.

Equipping our students
for a range of professions 
The Doctoral Development Programme (DDP) is a
flexible, ongoing training plan, forming an integral part of
your doctoral studies, and is tailored to your individual
needs. The Programme commences this academic year
for all new doctoral students. 

The aim of the DDP is to provide you with a range of skills
and competency-based training opportunities orientated
both towards your specific study and towards future
employment. The DDP Equips you with transferable skills
that will make you a not only a successful researcher, but
also able to easily assimilate skills that have wider utility,
thus extending your employability to a range of career
destinations. 

The DDP is student-specific, designed to complement
your individual research project and is carried out in
agreement between you and your supervisory team. 
The training plan reflects four particular areas, enabling
you to demonstrate the following:
• generic skills to become a high-level professional
• subject-specific advanced training;
• subject-specific craft skills 
• broad scholarship and wider engagement within
the full community of scholars (e.g. networking,
dissemination of knowledge, conferences,
demonstrating impact and public value of
research). 

You take ownership of your development through various
tools including the Training Needs Analysis (TNA), the
development plan and the student e-Portfolio, which will
record evidence of your achievements and can be shown
to prospective employers.

Inherent in the DDP is an understanding that different
students will have different background and different
needs: a student who has just completed a first degree is
likely to have a more limited skill set than, for example,
one who has spent time working in industry before
starting their research degree. Your development plan is
reviewed annually so that as your skill level changes and
your research develops, you can tailor your future
training accordingly. Existing researchers will continue on
their own dedicated Research Training Programme (RTP)
until completion. 

A full walk through of the DDP process and existing
RTP can be found here:
http://www.shef.ac.uk/ris/development/development
_team/ddt.html

The aim of the DDP is
to provide you with a
range of skills and
competency-based
training opportunities
orientated both
towards your specific
study and towards
future employment

“
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Doctoral
Development
Programme

Student Profile

The most helpful
piece of advice I
can give is to keep
a good work life
balance. It is
important to take
time out to
recharge your
batteries 
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Develop your
communication skills
through interactive media
by Jane Hughes 
& Yashar Shokouhi
Flat, 2D presentations are over – the future is interactive! So
says Nobel Prize winner Sir Harold Kroto speaking at the
University of Sheffield recently about GEOSET, the Global
Educational Outreach programme he has set up to provide a
high quality internet-based science and engineering teaching
resource. Visitors to the website www.geokri.org can access
a range of visual presentations by experts in their fields and
use these resources in their teaching. 

The Kroto Institute at the University of Sheffield is one of
only two locations world-wide with a dedicated recording
studio and the Institute is keen to encourage postgraduate
students to have a go at recording a presentation
themselves. It could be an area of research you are
passionate about and will provide a great opportunity to
develop your presentation and communication skills. Jenna
Stevens-Smith, who completed her PhD at the University of
Sheffield, already has her presentation featured on the
website and is enthusiastic about the benefits for other
students.

“It’s an amazing opportunity to really hone your
communication skills,” she comments. Jenna recently won
the ‘2010 Kroto Family Science Education Prize’ for her
strong range of science outreach activities. 

Several presenters on the site have already used their film
clips as a very effective addition to their academic and
teaching CVs when applying for scholarships and
employment. Dr James Kingsley has also recorded a piece
for Geoset outlining his renewable energy research. 
Dr Kingsley believes that Geoset presents a great
opportunity for enhancing methods of learning and
teaching as well as providing feedback from others
interested in a subject area through the interactive
comments section. 

Drop–in sessions are available at the Institute so students
can practise and self-edit, using hand-held camcorders until
they are confident enough to be filmed. Advice and support
is on hand to help you ensure that your piece is appropriate
for whatever age and ability level you would like to present
to. Candidates can also opt to record themselves working
on their projects in their own laboratories or offices.
Additionally, features such as editing tools for videos and
also the capability of pausing the recording and zooming in
on a specific part of an experiment are available.

Develop your
communication skills 
to non-specialists
by Michaela Livingstone
Science Brainwaves is  a collection of people, covering all
fields and levels of science, medicine, maths, engineering,
and even the arts with the aim of getting science out to the
masses! We think this is important, if only to give people of
all ages and background the opportunity to better
understand the world they live in. We started out as a group
of four PhD students and post-docs wanting to put on a
Christmas Lecture on the often misunderstood subject of
vaccines. It was a great success and snowballed in to the
still-developing entity that is Science Brainwaves. Now
officially a ‘twig’ of the South Yorkshire branch of the British
Science Association, we’ve put on, and are planning, many
more events, to push the boundaries of how science is
communicated to the public. 

We love trying out new ideas, like debates in pubs on how
science is portrayed in the media, flashmobs, art-science
installations and even going to music festivals, such as
Green Man in Wales to show families how to get DNA out of
strawberries for example. We’ve also jointly been involved in
developing a DDP/RTP module for doctoral students called
the Postgraduate cafe forum which will provide an
opportunity to develop presentation and communication
skills. Basically, we do anything to inspire people to think
about science. We also host a website that contains blogs
covering all sorts of fields, a forum for the public to have
their questions answered, info on our events, reports and a
buzzing news section. 

So as a doctoral researcher, how can you get involved? Well
that’s easy. As a researcher you’ll be working on new and
original things that are interesting for people to hear about,
so why not write something for the website, or get involved
in an event? This will not only help educate and inform the
general public, but will benefit you in gaining valuable
experience in communicating to non-specialists. We’re
always looking for motivated and enthusiastic people to
help us out in a number of different ways. Check out our
website www.sciencebrainwaves.com for more info on
what we’ve been up to, and also to get involved. There’s
plenty of opportunity to get involved as much, or as little, as
you like. 

Martin Turner, Final year doctoral student and Brainwaves
committee member, feels involvement has been a valuable
experience. “Science Brainwaves has filled in the gaps of
experience that my PhD hasn't been able to cover, such as
meetings with senior managers, team leadership,
accounting, dealing with journalists and writing for general
publications. These are skills that you need in business but
you don't necessarily gain in a research environment. I've
also had to become a lot more organised to deal with the
quantity and variety of tasks that I do. I'd say it's been the
next best thing to actual work experience.” 

Michaela Livingstoneis a Bio PhD student and co-founder of
Science Brainwaves.

For more information see the website:
www.sciencebrainwaves.com

Transferable
Skills Training

Green Man festival with
stall showing festival
goers how to do a variety
of scientific experiments
using things commonly
found in the kitchen.

Science Brainwaves
has filled in the gaps of
experience that my
PhD has not been able
to cover

“
”
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Postgrad Events

Sheffield University
GRAD School (SUGS)
For many years the UK Research Councils have
recommended that their doctoral students attend a
GRAD School in their second or third year to help them
gain an insight into their personal effectiveness and help
them develop interpersonal skills for the world of work.
As GRAD schools used to be offered nationally by training
providers, there always used to be more students than
places and some people missed out.  

The University was concerned that international, self-
funded and others with difficult circumstances also may
not be getting the benefit of such a course.

During 2010  the University Careers Service and Research
and Innovation Services worked together to design a
brand new, up-to-the-minute GRAD School that would be
available to all the University’s postgraduate research
students.  During May and July, two Sheffield University
GRAD Schools (SUGS) events were held, catering for
around 90 doctoral students.  These were opened by the
Vice Chancellor and the Academic Secretary respectively.
Already, 120 have registered for the two SUGS events
planned for 2011. 

The focus of SUGS is employability skills and personal
effectiveness. It provides an opportunity to work in a safe
and supportive environment while at the same time
enhancing personal skills such as teamwork,
communicating with others and developing self-
awareness. 

Doctoral students prepared themselves for a challenging
yet fun few days with a huge variety of tasks. These
included having to be a council of an imaginary town and
manage a budget, make regeneration bids and negotiate
which services to deliver and which to cut. Time deadlines
were strict with financial penalties imposed on those
teams who failed to organise themselves. ‘Protesters’
arrived unannounced during the sessions to stage
demonstrations and attempt to distract the teams.
Doctoral students had to call on a whole range of
strategies to complete the task including teamwork,
facilitation, persuasion and negotiation, planning and time-
management as well as staying calm under pressure.
Teams also had to present their final budget and answer
some pretty tough questions from the panel.

Doctoral students attending the event represented a wide
range of disciplines. James Clarke, 3rd year PhD in
mechanical engineering said, “I am nearing the end of my
studies and am thinking about my career and the future.
This will help me develop skills like how to explain and
present my work.” Adam Smith, also in his 3rd year
commented, “This helps me test all the skills you can’t
develop in the lab – and I can have a go and make mistakes
here without worrying”.

Throughout the course Doctoral students heard from a
range of experts including Dr Esther Wilkinson from the
Economic and Social Research Council. She emphasized
the importance of acquiring and developing a range of
skills from leadership through to negotiation and
presentation, time and project management. “These are
all valuable and necessary for successful completion of a
PhD but are also generic and transferable skills when
considering career or further academic life”, she
commented.

Undertaking the course gives Doctoral students the
opportunity to evaluate for example, what their role is
within a group. Are they a natural leader, facilitator,
negotiator and are they able to communicate ideas and
opinions effectively? Commenting on the group activities,
Xiolin Yang, 3rd year PhD said, “I can assess what skills
others have and then work out which areas I need to
develop in my own practice”.

I am nearing the end of
my studies and am
thinking about my
career and the future.
This will help me
develop skills like how
to explain and present
my work.

“
”

Reflections from Edgar
Tembo 
Doctoral Student studying
Politics
Edgar had heard positive things about the GRAD school
and felt that as he was approaching the end of his PhD, 
he needed to start considering employment and career-
related skills. “I really enjoyed the course – it was
definitely worthwhile for me. I really like the way in which
the exercises got us to think about how our PhD skills
translate into transferable skills for employment. Every
day was different - it was tiring but fun, I would really
recommend it to other PhD students”.
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International 
Women’s Club 
The postgraduate population of the University of
Sheffield includes many international students.
Coming to study at the University presents a
challenge not only to international postgraduate
students and staff but also to their partners and
families. All kinds of problems arise when you
settle in a new and strange city. Some problems
are related to practical information about
everyday matters. The need to make friends and
mix with others can be demanding. 

The Sheffield University International Women’s
Club was established over 35 years ago. It
provides a way to help the newly arrived female
partners of international postgraduate students
and staff to make friends. 

The Club meets once a week and has a range of
spin-off groups on offer to women and children,
and some of these run through the vacations.
These include craft, cookery, film activities, and
reading groups. Occasionally there are coach
trips to places of interest. Rosie Boucher, who
has been involved with the group as a helper for
nearly ten years, spoke of how the International
Women’s Club can make a difference to the lives
of women who attend, whether as helper or
international newcomer. She said: “the Club can
transform the lives of newcomers, helping them
to make friends and to pursue interests. 

Find out more visit the website:
http://www.internationalwomensclub.gro
up.shef.ac.uk/index.html

Introducing Dr Neil Lowrie
Doctoral Training Centre
Manager, E-futures, 
University of Sheffield
What was your career aspiration before you did a PhD?
As an undergraduate (Mechanical & Materials Engineering), I
wanted to have some involvement with science or engineering, but
had no firm ideas about location or the type of industry. I decided
soon after my first job to be more involved with R&D, so I thought a
PhD in a relevant area would be a good move. 

What was your PhD about and when did you get it?
I did my PhD in Loughborough University, investigating precipitation
in high temperature power plant steels. I spent some of my time
working in E.ONs (then Powergen) laboratories in Ratcliffe-on-Soar.
I completed my PhD in 2003. 

Tell us the best thing about your job and why you love it
This is my third job after finishing my PhD (my last role was also at
the University of Sheffield) and the best thing about it is the
diversity of issues I have to deal with- liaising with industry to raise
money and to formulate research project ideas; putting together
timetables and lectures for the course, organising site visits and
conferences; dealing with postgraduate students; and spending
grant money! There's certainly no time to be bored! I'm fortunate
to work with colleagues from across campus who have diverse
research interests, so I learn something new every day.

How does the PhD help you in your job?
In this particular job, having an awareness of what research is
about, the opportunities, limitations and timescales. In a previous
job where I provided metallurgical advice to companies, I wouldn't
have had the technical skills to do the job at all without the PhD. 

Which were the most useful transferable skills you acquired
doing your PhD and how have you used them?
The PhD taught me to become quite organised. It also gave me the
ability to pick up key points about a new subject before
communicating relevant information in an appropriate way. I
probably learned just as much about being able to write in a
concise and precise manner as I did about the technical subject I
was pursuing. 

Is there anything you would do differently? 
This isn't to promote the Doctoral Training Centre PhD model, but
I'd have opted for a 4 year rather than a 3 year PhD given the
option. Otherwise, I don't think I'd change anything

Find out more visit the website: 
http://e-futures.group.shef.ac.uk/page/staff/profile/neil-lowrie/ 

Holiday support 
for International Students
A collaboration between the University of Sheffield and Sheffield
Hallam University will see the launch of a range of events focussing
on supporting international students who may have to spend the
festive season away from family and friends. The aim of the project
is to encourage and foster a sense of community over the winter
holiday period. As well as producing a comprehensive guide filled
with events, opening times and information for students, there are
also plans to launch a website and a Facebook group.

Asha Rogers, project co-ordinator, is enthusiastic about what the
collaboration will be able to offer. “We have had the opportunity to
really plan ahead and come up with a good mix of opportunities for
students to build up links and contacts before the festive season
starts.” As well as planning events to included students with families
and children in Sheffield, there will be links with volunteering
organisations and a host of other activities. Look out for a launch
event in December. 

For more details check the SSID website .
http://www.shef.ac.uk/ssid/

Social
Activities

Dr Neil Lowrie, 
Doctoral Training Centre
Manager (E-Futures), 
University of Sheffield 

I’m fortunate to
work with
colleagues from
across campus who
have diverse
research interests,
so I learn
something new
every day
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