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Gradline

The UK Grad programme is an initiative run by CRAC
(Careers Resource Advisory Service) which aims to
‘support students, supervisors, universities, and
employers to realise the value of postgraduate talent’.
One of UK Grad’s major activities is the organization of
3-, 4- and 5-day residential courses (GRADschools)
throughout the year at venues around the country. The
courses offer postgrads time out of the lab and the
opportunity to assess existing (transferable) skills and
develop new ones. The 5- and 4-day courses place
emphasis on team building and career management.
The 3-day course focuses on career development.
Research Council and final year Wellcome Trust funded
students are eligible for free places on the courses.

The vast majority of students attending these courses
are enthusiastic in their praise and for some the
courses are really life-changing.

In May, in the interests of career development (mine
and SGM postgrad members’), I attended the first 
ever careers-focused 3-day GRADschool as a course
mentor. I was already familiar with GRADschools,
having attended (and benefited hugely from) the
traditional 5-day course as a postgrad in the dim and
distant past. Mentoring proved to be a new challenge.

Mentors arrived the evening before the course and
had a preliminary session before the students arrived.
We had come from a variety of backgrounds (including
science administration, publishing and civil service)
and each of us had experience and skills that would
prove useful during the week. We were all allocated to
a tutor group and our role was to play an active part
supporting the tutor and facilitating the students’
progress during the course.

The course was very intensive and exhilarating.
Without going into too much detail, I can tell you that 
on the first day none of us knew anything (or, in many
cases, cared much) about career development
strategy. However, by the end of the course all the
students in my group had started to think beyond the
end of their projects and the majority had a clearer idea
of their career aspirations. Most importantly, they all
knew how to plan their next career move. Generally,
the course lifted the spirits of the researchers who
were ground down by the prospect of writing up and
refreshed the sufferers of mid-project blues.

The course was also enlightening for me. As a provider
of careers information for
the SGM it was
interesting to discover
another side to careers
advisory work and 
it also helped me to plan
some new activities for
our members.

I asked Claire Cotterill,
PhD student at the
University of Edinburgh
and a student in my group,
her thoughts on the GRAD
school. She went on the
course with four other
students from her lab.

Q How did you find out
about GRADschools?

I found out about the
GRADschool courses by
word of mouth. When I
was in my first year one of
the final year students in
my department had just
returned from a course
and was fervently urging
everyone else to make the
effort to attend during
their final year.

Q Why did you decide to
attend the GRADschool
and the careers course in
particular?

Half way through my final
year it dawned on me that
I had done little in the way
of planning my career or
for life after my PhD. It’s easy to be obsessed about
your progress with your research and put off making
any plans until you’ve done the next set of
experiments/ finished in the lab/finished your thesis.
Going on the GRADschool careers course seemed
like a minimal effort approach to a guilt free life! There
were a variety of courses on offer, lasting from 3 to 5
days, and they seemed to be hosted in plush
surroundings. The deciding factor for us was a hydro
spa and swimming pool complex! We were frequently
asked what possessed us to travel to Gatwick from
Edinburgh when there were several GRADschool
courses scheduled in the North of England!

We chose the careers course because it incorporated
lots of elements of the other GRADschool courses,
such as practice at public speaking and some
teamwork, but it also focused on raising awareness of
the skills you have and improving your employability.

Q Did you have any expectations of the course?

Initially I was looking forward to having a break from
my research and then the emails about pre-course
preparation started to come and it began to feel more
and more like a hassle. I was asked to read through
some of the material before arrival, prepare a CV and
fill in a mock application form for CV and interview
workshops. Although I remember feeling disgruntled
by the prospect of more work, when I was on the
course I really appreciated the need for preparation.

I also remember a moment of apprehension as I
scanned through the course programme and noticed
the phrase ‘ice breaker’. I had visions of being forced to
do embarrassing role-plays and make animal sounds.
‘Hi, my name’s Claire and I’m going to impersonate an
aardvark! ’ Fortunately, there was no such humiliation
and ridiculous role-playing was reserved for when we
all knew each other. After several hours of lectures and
discussion groups going outside to play paper,
scissors and stone as a large group of wizards, giants
and dwarves was a welcome break.

If you have any
stories or news for
publication in
Gradline, or if you
would like to see any
topics featured,
contact Gradline
Editor Jane Westwell
(j.westwell@sgm.
ac.uk).

BELOW:
Students enjoying a game of
‘wizards and dwarves’.
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TOP RIGHT
From left to right: Claire 
Cotterill, Katie Matthews, 
Clive McKimmie and Clem Hindley.
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LOWER RIGHT:
A GRADschool tutor group.
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GRADschools – All they’re CRACked up to be!
� Jane Westwell
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Q How did it go?

The actual course 
passed in a flash. The
programme was really
well organized and our
own preparation meant
the workshops could
cover everything from
what should go in an
application letter to how
to interview and be a
successful interviewee.

Frequently during the
course the tutors referred
to ‘the process’, in an
attempt to persuade us
that there really was
method in their madness.
By the end of the course I
understood what they
were talking about; I had

an idea of what sort of career I would really enjoy and
be suited to, and how to go about getting it. Having
always chosen academia (or studying) as opposed to
other types of career I have never had to face
assessment centres or comprehend the job
descriptions typical in business and commerce. I
suddenly realized that I have developed a lot of
desirable (and frequently requested) job skills during
my PhD. At the end of the 3 days I was exhausted by
the sheer tour de force nature of the course, but it had
enabled me to discover a lot about myself and my
future career direction.

Q Has it made a difference to your career plans?

I would say yes, a big difference. I came away with a
more positive attitude to career planning. Talking with
tutors and mentors brought suggestions of a few
careers I hadn’t previously thought of, reinforcing the
idea that I have more than one option in terms of a
career. The course also convinced me that networking
and asking for help are good ways of speeding up the
process of finding a job and ultimately a career I’m
happy with.

Q Would you recommend the GRADschool to other
PhD students?

I would recommend the course to final year students in
particular, because above all else it will end up giving
them respite from the pressures of generating data.
They’ll also get great support from the many students
they’ll meet in the same (and sometimes worse) position!
Apart from having several days away in a nice hotel, the
course is a great boost to get you thinking about, and
doing something about your next career move.

� More information about GRADschools (including
venues and dates) is available from the UK GRAD
website www.grad.ac.uk

At the Education & Training
Group session at the SGM
meeting in Edinburgh last
Apri, GRADschool funding
came up for discussion. In
response, SGM Council has
decided to launch a new
grant scheme to support
GRADschool attendance
by Postgraduate Student
Members who are not able
to obtain sponsorship from
their funding bodies. If you
are not the BBSRC, MRC,
EPSRC or the Wellcome
Trust you will be eligible to
apply for a grant of £300
towards the cost of course
fees. Grants will be available
for courses in 2004 and
application forms are
available from www.
sgm.ac.uk/grants

SGM Career
Development
Workshop in 2004
We will be running an
evening workshop, PhD
and Beyond, at the Spring 
2004 meeting in Bath. A
talk on presentation skills
will be followed by a session
on CV writing and career
planning with Sara Shinton
(the Career Doctor from
Science’s Nextwave). 
Sara is a freelance careers
consultant and worked 
with UK Grad to develop
the careers course. 

A buffet and drinks will
close the workshop, giving
you the opportunity to
practise networking skills
and chat informally to the
speakers and other 
careers specialists.

During the afternoon
preceding the workshop 
we will be running a CV
clinic. We will review and
give feedback on a first
come first served basis.

For further information,
contact Jane Westwell
(j.westwell@sgm.ac.uk).

The UMIST meeting saw the first finals of the SGM’s new
science communication contest. Eight keen postgrads
and postdocs, who had been selected as finalists by the
Special Interest Groups and Irish Branch on the basis of
their offered presentations (either oral or poster) at recent
SGM meetings, gave 10-minute talks on their research.
Five minutes were allowed for questions to each speaker.
The standard was amazingly high and the judges,
provided from the Group committees and chaired by Jo
Verran, Convener of the Education & Training Group, had
a very difficult job. The winners were announced at the
Society dinner later that evening. The first prize of £500
went to Stephen Griffin of Leeds University for his
presentation The hepatitis C virus ion channel protein p7:
characterization of a novel anti-viral drug target. The
second prize of £200 was won by Paraic Cuiv (Dublin 
City University) and third prize of £100 went to Heather
Thompson (University of Ulster). The other finalists
received £25 in recognition of their efforts and everyone
will get free membership of the Society in 2004.

Further details of the competition and an entry form 
are available on the meetings page of the SGM website.
Why not enter by submitting an offered poster or oral
presentation at the spring meeting in Bath next year? 
The closing date for abstracts is 28 November.

Postgraduate Student Membership
Postgraduate Student Membership of SGM is available 
to postgraduate students worldwide who have no taxable
income. For an annual subscription of only £20 (US$35)
Student Members can take advantage of benefits such 
as special registration fees at Society meetings and the
purchase of SGM publications at greatly discounted
prices. In addition, eligible Postgraduate Student Members
may apply for awards from the President’s Fund and
Postgraduate Conference grants (see p. 177 for details)
which provide for attendance at scientific meetings.

Undergraduate Membership
Undergraduate Membership is open to students resident
and registered for a first degree in the UK or Republic of
Ireland. For £10 Undergraduate Members receive
Microbiology Todayand may attend SGM meetings
without payment of a registration fee. Careers advice is
also freely available. However, Undergraduate Members
are not eligible for travel or conference grants.

Life Science Careers 2003
� 1 November 2003 King’s College, London
� 15 November 2003 UMIST
� 29 November 2003 University of Wales Cardiff

These all day conferences are for life science
undergraduate (graduating in 2004 or 2005) and
postgraduate students. Each conference includes a talks
on career choices and further training, an exhibition and a
CV clinic. Don’t miss the nearest event to your institution
– further information and a booking form are at
www.bsf.ac.uk/careers

SGM supports
GRADschools

Young Microbiologist of the Year
Competition


