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Research Skills for Arts and Humanities PhDs

About the Skills List

The following list of essential skills for arts and humanities PhDs is intended to encourage graduate students to identify the skills that will help with the day-to-day work of research, writing, and academic professional development.

The decision to create this list sprang from an awareness that many of the accessible lists of transferable skills for graduates are not useful for arts and humanities research students, because they are just too general. They may fail to address the specific activities that arts and humanities graduates actually carry out in their day-to-day work. 

The University of Cambridge policy on Transferable Skills for undergraduate students states that, through their Cambridge degree, all students will develop intellectual, communication, organisational, and interpersonal skills. Graduates will of course develop these skills to a much greater degree, and will develop additional specialist skills that are specific to their disciplines. Individual Department and Faculty websites may offer more detailed “skills maps” of how courses develop specific skills relevant to graduates.

This list centres on skills that are relevant to the research process and to thesis writing, but it is also useful as a basic guide to the skills that are necessary to achieve successful research dissemination via writing, publishing, and giving conference or other presentations. The skills list does not focus on teaching and learning in higher education, as there are other specialist resources available for that specific purpose. 

It is based on a list of graduate skills development needs developed originally at Anglia Polytechnic University, with alterations to reflect the aspects of skills training that are most relevant to graduates at a research-intensive university.
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How to Use this List

The list can be used as a self-appraisal tool, as a memory jog, as a way to assess your personal training needs, or as a way to remind yourself of the professional skills that you already possess! Finally, there is a short list of links to useful resources, including information on current training opportunities at Cambridge.

The list focuses on four key areas:

1. Information Retrieval Skills

2. Information Management and IT Skills

3. Expert (Discipline-Specific) Knowledge

4. Communication Skills
Background to the Skills and Graduate Training Agenda

Increasingly, institutions of higher education are required by the UK Government to provide research students with formal programmes of training and professional development. The appearance of the transferable skills agenda in HE is thus, in part, due to the HE sector’s need to respond to these external requirements. At the same time, it reflects the fact that there is an increasing professionalisation of research training, flowing from universities’ realisation that they have a responsibility to provide graduates with skills that will stand them in good stead for their future careers—inside or outside academia.

1. Information Retrieval Skills

Libraries

How to use libraries, how to access library subject specialists, ability to identify and use a range of appropriate resources provided by your main library

Archives

How to use archives, locating relevant archives (esp. non-academic or foreign), accessing relevant manuscripts. Palaeography skills. Tracking down visual material and other extra-textual sources. How to use computer archives (digitised collections). How to cite archival documents/sources. Dealing with copyright and reproduction issues.
Electronic and ICT Information Resources

Knowledge of a range of tools and techniques for search/retrieval. Electronic databases (where are they? Which ones to use?), information gateways, electronic bibliographies, bibliographic databases. Effective search skills and understanding of database design: Boolean operators, SQL (structured query language), use of advanced search options

Use of the Internet for Research Purposes

Search techniques. Sifting information. Establishing appropriate levels of trust in internet-based sources. How to cite internet-based sources

2. Information Management and IT Skills

Bibliographies and Literature Searches

How to do a literature review, how to prepare a bibliography, how to know that you’ve covered the major sources in your field, how to find the most recent theses/published studies in your field, how to find out whether you’ve found all the relevant work by author X on a particular topic, knowledge of “systematic review” principles (where relevant)

Presentation and Referencing

Referencing and citation, how to put together a footnote, use of footnotes versus MLA style, consistency in reference style, correct use of style book (MLA, MHRA, Chicago etc.)

Writing and note-taking skills

How to take notes. Moving from shorter pieces to a longer dissertation: style issues, managing the writing process. Ability to write for different audiences and for different purposes. How to write an abstract. How to write a conference proposal. How to revise a thesis for publication.

Storing and Saving Information

Using index-cards, filing systems, touch-typing. Knowledge of and ability to select appropriate specialist software:  email, creating databases, managing footnotes and references, Web browsing and web-based research, concept maps, word processing, presentations, graphics and imaging, writing web pages.

3. Expert (Discipline-Specific) Knowledge
Orientation within Professional Field

Theory of the text, literary and linguistic styles, historical overview of discipline, knowledge of how discipline relates to other established research areas and to Higher Education—nationally, internationally?

Analytical and Research Skills

How to evaluate and select appropriate approach to topic. Identifying key features of topic. Conceptualising the problem. Planning and managing the research project (including defining key stages or interim tasks). Ability to deal with different (esp. conflicting) methodologies and theories. Recording, analysing and interpreting large amounts of information. Striking a balance between primary and secondary sources. Critical and creative use of information resources. Linking theory to practical tasks/interpretation.
Knowledge of Source Texts / Key Texts

History, forgery, corruption, choice and status of editions (esp. scholarly editions), use of works in translation, copyright issues

Current Awareness

Knowledge of disciplinary trends and issues. Which are the most important authors in your field? The most-cited journals? Which universities enjoy a reputation or research concentration in your area?

4. Communication Skills

Interview skills

Research interviews, esp. for work with living authors /filmmakers /artists; also, job interview skills (academic/non-academic)

Conferences and Seminars

Delivering appropriate presentations (length, amount of material covered, voice tone and pacing etc.). Choice of presentation style. Choice of delivery method. Use of visual or other aids (if any). Ability to seek and receive appropriate feedback.

Addressing Different Audiences

Supervisors, examiners, academics, librarians and archivists, funding bodies, conference organisers, publishers…
Foreign Languages

Training and support in modern foreign languages for research purposes (eg. reading knowledge, using archives abroad)

Postgraduate Training: Information and Support

University of Cambridge 

BOGS Information for Graduate Students:

http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/offices/gradstud/current/
Careers Service Skills Guide: What Has Cambridge Done for Me?:

http://www.careers.cam.ac.uk/students/work/cambskills.asp#Cambridge
Staff Development Graduate Development Programme:

http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/offices/personnel/staffdev/graduates/
Computing Service Training:

http://www.cam.ac.uk/cs/courses/
CU Language Centre:

http://www.langcen.cam.ac.uk/
MML CHUCOL Course (Certificate in Humanities Computing for Languages):

http://www.mml.cam.ac.uk/call/cert/
UK Based

AHRC (Arts and Humanities Research Council) Research Training Framework:

http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/ahrb/website/university_staff/postgrad/research_training_framework.asp
ESRC Postgraduate Training Guidelines:

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/esrccontent/postgradfunding/POSTGRADUATE_TRAINING_GUIDELINES_2001.asp
International

MLA: Modern Language Association of America:

http://www.mla.org/
Next Wave (nominally for scientists, but an outstanding site with much information for researchers from all disciplines):

http://nextwave.sciencemag.org/
Stereotypes of PhDs in the Humanities and How to Combat Them (University of California at Berkeley):

http://career.berkeley.edu/Phds/PhDstereo.stm#Assume%20Ignorance%20not
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