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Changing Academic Practice: 

Implications for future Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences Academics

This document results from a joint event (University of Oxford and GEES Subject Centre) in which doctoral students and academics from nine institutions met to discuss how aspiring academics might better prepare themselves for a rapidly changing academic workplace. We hope you find this useful in thinking about your own learning and experiences. The diagram shows the five main ‘modes’ of learning and developing that were discussed, and underneath are examples of things you might do in each category.
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	Experience is everything!


One of the best ways of learning is by doing. Here are some of the things you could be doing during your doctoral studies in addition to your research:

· Teaching: think about different types of teaching as well as how it links to your research

· Refereeing: write to editors and offer them your critical eye

· Editing: is there a student journal in your institution? If not, create one and serve on the editorial board

· Outreach: talk to non-academics about your work (Researchers in Residence is a scheme which supports work in schools; you could get on the radio, in the local press)

· Committee work: represent other students, learn how universities work, and influence policy from the inside

· Organisation: ask to run a seminar series, or organise a student conference

· Presentation and publication: don’t be scared to get your work out there

	Informal conversations


Just chatting to people can give you valuable insights, and open windows of opportunity:

· Other students: ask how they arranged their teaching, the self-help support group

· Staff: make the most of seminars and other events to get talking – don’t forget the postdocs!

	Formal training & courses


Structured courses and workshops can be a great way to meet people, secure relevant experiences, expand your expertise, and accumulate things for your CV:

· Graduate Teaching Assistant (GTA) or teaching development courses are run in many universities – ask about your institution and get involved; many of these can lead to accreditation with the Higher Education Academy (at Associate Fellow level or beyond)

· The GEES subject centre runs workshops and residential courses, advertised on their website, and are a particularly good venue for meeting people from other institutions

· Find out what your university or department does with its Roberts money – these are funds given to institutions to help doctoral students develop a wide range of skills 

	Developing networks


Avoid going up to someone with just a mission to ‘network’. Try to create or find a context when you can actually get involved in doing things with people and develop relationships that way:

· Helping to organise conferences offers a sustained interaction over a defined time

· If you go to a conference, go to the dinner – you have shared experience of the presentations

· Don’t be scared to email people after you’ve met them -  a brief follow-up can turn a one-off encounter into a more lasting contact

	Reading & other resources


The classic academic learning style – hit the books! There are lots of things out there to help you learn and think about various parts of academic work:

· The Journal of Geography in Higher Education has papers from around the world exploring a range of issues, many to do with teaching and learning

· The GEES website has a long list of resources on a range of issues

· The literature on higher education offers many examples of general issues in academic life (e.g. playing the research game, research-teaching links, researching pedagogy)

Here are some things students said they’d like to help them develop as academics… lobby your department and institution to get things moving!
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And finally… a list of ten things you can be asked to do as an academic but probably never thought about: how do you feel about these?
	1. Be a salesperson, put student bums on seats, PR

2. Be a tour operator, organising and leading fieldwork trips

3. Engage in outreach and widening participation work

4. Be responsible for health and safety, first aid, get good at bandages

5. Offer careers advice

6. Sort out placements for students outside university

7. Organise conferences, making sure the food, wine and housing are up to scratch

8. Support student societies, make an appearance at parties and events

9. Counsel, advise, listen, be an agony aunt, help with personal development planning

10. Manage research budgets and learn to be an accountant

(Chalkley 2007 pers comm.)
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Placements in different departments or universities during the doctorate





Presentations from postdocs about how they got to where they are





Free lunch with postdocs or other staff





Interdisciplinary workshops – discuss similar research areas





Mentoring to help adjust to or learn about different institutions





Courses on how to link different aspects of academic work





Staff posts dedicated to supporting students becoming academics





Opportunity to present research in non-intimidating setting





Student positions on important committees





More formalised opportunities to teach and support for teaching
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