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In terms of the postgraduate experience, getting creative or critical work published is still very high on the agenda, but it has become abundantly clear that a postgraduate CV cannot simply consist of publishing credits and the implied skills that are gained during postgraduate study.  The concordant for the career development of research staff (2008) emphasises that “researchers share the responsibility for their development and should seek out and avail themselves with opportunities to develop”. This means working hard to create opportunities through initiative and an exploration of the university community. Through experiences of working collaboratively and establishing networks through entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship (improving a project that already exists) as outlined by vitae.ac.uk (formally grad.ac.uk) new skills are developed and the individual’s employability is improved. In light of needing to seek out opportunities in a collaborative environment, I want to discuss Glasgow University’s international peer-reviewed online journal, eSharp, and how it provides these essential transferable skills.

eSharp is a journal for postgraduates by postgraduates in the arts, humanities, education, business, law and social sciences. Its aim is to create a supportive environment for Masters or PhD students hoping to publish aspects of their research by providing critical advice throughout the publication process and skills development through eSharp run writing and publishing workshops. Because it is a postgraduate run journal, there is an understanding of the pressure on postgraduates to publish. Other journals may not take the time to double-blind peer-review a piece of research and present this feedback to authors even if their paper is not chosen for publication, but eSharp has the time, the resources and the sensitivity to do this, which helps to support and nurture emerging talent. 

Publishing two issues biannually since its inaugural issue ‘Magic’ in 2003, the latest issue, 14: ‘Imagination and Innovation’, will be launched at the beginning of November. There are currently over 440 peer reviewers from 5 continents in our PR database and the website receives around 10,000 visits per quarter. Priding itself on publishing cutting edge research, eSharp receives submissions from postgraduates across the globe, sixty-one for the last three issues.

As well as providing publication opportunities, eSharp is also a training vehicle for the postgraduates producing the journal. There are currently 25 board members divided into 5 teams: coordination, web and promotions, training, editorial and development. Through these roles students gain experience of a wide range of skills which not only make them desirable academically, but also employable outside of university. By looking at the six-month publication schedule of eSharp, I hope to highlight these skills, examine the extended opportunities that have arisen from eSharp and demonstrate how valuable being involved in this kind of project is. 

The sixth month publication cycle begins with a call for reviews which is written by the issue editors, a group of board members who volunteer for the position and who become the editorial team. Because there are plenty of day-to-day duties that eSharp deals with, not all board members are involved with the editing of the issue, although will be involved in either administrative, advertising or event organising roles associated with the issue. The issue editors work collectively to discuss potential themes and how to advertise the issue. Exposure to this kind of rigorous, collective discussion and planning where ideas are developed in a professional environment with an end product in mind is extremely beneficial for postgraduates. Almost immediately the production of the journal takes on a business attitude which provides those involved with experience of the other side of academia: with production, management and creating appeal; with experience of how to market theory and research.

After the call for papers goes out and the deadline has been set and then extended, the board then gathers to discuss the submissions. At this stage, the editorial team have to assess the appropriateness of the papers (whether they fit the theme adequately) and the standard of the writing. Board members critically appraise work which could be outside of their remit, but this strengthens the individual’s notion of what makes good, scintillating writing. The papers then get matched to appropriate peer reviewers from eSharp’s extensive PR database. This is done by coordinating key words between the paper and the fields of expertise of the peer reviewers which have been entered in to the database. The papers are double-blind peer-reviewed which means the entire process is anonymous. The author is unaware who the peer-reviewers are and vice versa, and each peer-reviewer is unaware of the identity of the other. eSharp provides peer-reviewing packs which include a rough guide to peer reviewing and an eSharp style guide. The board members are available to support the peer-reviewers during the process (as with all aspects of the journal, supporting postgraduates is of the highest priority). Once the two peer reviews are complete, they are compared and, if both peer-reviewers and the board agree, the paper at this stage can be rejected. This happens quite rarely however and normally the peer-reviews are sent straight to the author for their consideration and to make any alterations to the paper that the peer-reviewers have suggested. Throughout this process board members are able to practice communication and diplomacy skills, they also experience basic administration and organisational skills through managing email correspondences, ensuring authors sign copyright forms and meet deadlines, manage the peer-review database and maintain good relationships with the peer-reviewers.

Board members are then responsible for copy-editing, reference checking and formatting the reviews again developing their ability to analyse work and hone academic skills. A launch is then organised where the issue is presented and a guest speaker discusses the themes involved with the issue. The published papers and their authors are also introduced as is the new call for papers which a new editorial board has developed during the last phase of copy-editing. Members of faculty, prominent figures of the university, postgraduate students and authors are invited to the launch which allows the fostering of relationships with other academics.

The end of the publication cycle often prompts board members to change their positions and join different teams, which is an essential part of preventing the stagnation of the journal. Outside of the publication schedule, the other teams that make up the editorial board organise the maintenance and the development of the journal and work with the editorial team to ensure the smooth-running of the issue. 

The coordination team is headed by the general editor and is responsible for maintaining the standards of the journal by aiding communication at all levels between the teams and checking the quality of all output. 

The web and promotions team, headed by the web editor and the publicity coordinator, are responsible for the outward face of eSharp. This involves organising launches and inductions, creating new promotional ideas to help create greater recognition for eSharp, and organising the production of these materials. Being an online journal means the maintenance of our website is of very high priority and we ask that the web editor have experience of t4 before they volunteer for the position. The web team are involved with managing eSharp’s Google group which is where board members convene to discuss matters outside of the fortnightly general meetings. The web editor also formats articles that are to be placed on the website. The IT experience gained from working within these teams is technical, productive and demonstrates an understanding of web publishing which is an increasingly necessary attribute.

The training team is responsible for organising a variety of workshops that are already part of eSharp’s semesterly calendar. These include peer-review workshops, scholarly book review workshops and study skills workshops all aimed at postgraduates. The training team also organises internal workshops for new members and maintains new member packs. The training coordinator will be aware of what is available in terms of postgraduate training and will design, seek funding for and implement new programmes if there is a training gap, either internally or externally.

Finally the development team deals with the expansion of eSharp. This team is responsible for generating ideas for future projects in order to keep the journal fresh; they deal with the business side of eSharp which includes maintaining funding, coordinating new funding bids and providing consultancy on how best to improve the running of eSharp as well as the eSharp brand.

Each team has overlapping members, such as the treasurer, general editor and faculty editors and the teams constantly interact with one another. Most positions are held for at least six months, but normally for twelve months, at which point board members can volunteer for other positions depending on what their interests are and what they would like to experience.

At this point I’d like to compare the skills acquired with eSharp to the required skills for research students outlined in the Joint Statement of the UK Research Councils (2001). These are the essential skills that research students must gain in order to develop academically and it is these skills that an employer would be looking for in order to fill an academic post. I’d like to illustrate how eSharp enhances and develops these skills by providing roles that allow postgraduates to reflect on matters outside of their direct research interests.

Firstly, we have Research skills and techniques (which is defined as the ability to recognise and validate problems, to critically evaluate one’s work and the work of others) eSharp provides this through the initial submissions sent in response to a call for papers. Post peer-review, board members are asked to accept or reject the papers on the basis of the peer-reviews and their own critical appraisal of what makes a stimulating, well-written paper. Copy-editing demonstrates the individual’s ability to follow a house style, assessing how the paper would work best and making these changes without altering the author’s intentions. Outside of the publication process, members are also encouraged to improve the functionality of the board.

Secondly, there is Research environment (defined as the ability to gain a broad understanding of context at a national and international level) eSharp provides an opportunity to read the latest research from around the globe thanks to its entrepreneurial expansion. eSharp also provides an understanding of academic processes such as applying for funding both internally and externally, and an understanding of a student’s immediate environment through administrative interactions with departments.

Thirdly, the statement outlines Research management as an application of effective project management; this includes designing and executing systems for the acquisition and collation of information; using information technology appropriately for database management and the recording and presenting of information) eSharp provides essential IT experience through its Peer Reviewer database and its management, and the contact database and its management. There is also opportunity to use web statistics programmes, Google docs and spreadsheets, and web publishing using t4.

Personal effectiveness or the ability to demonstrate self-motivation, discipline and the ability to socialise with other postgraduates is provided by eSharp through tasks, which can be performed individually, but also with others. This includes presenting, teaching, organising events and writing documents. These aspects have to be up to standard in order to maintain the smooth and successful running of the journal. eSharp is a voluntary organisation; without the motivation of the individuals involved it would cease to be, so the board demands hard-working and dedicated members.

Communication skills is defined as the knowledge of how to write clearly for different purposes, effectively support the learning of others and produce coherent arguments for a range of audiences. eSharp provides opportunities to teach postgraduates, present at conferences, to speak publicly at issue launches, to introduce eSharp at departmental inductions and to perform the internal and external training of one’s peers.

The joint statement also highlights networking and team working, or developing and maintaining co-operative networks and working relationships as an essential skill for postgraduates. As a board member, wider postgraduate networks become available, encouraging interdisciplinary interactions. University staff relationships, inter-departmental relationships and departmental relationships are created. Board members have to learn to work together effectively in order to produce outstanding issues, increase the readership and popularity of the journal and justify the funding the journal receives.


Finally, the statement highlights career management and appreciating the need for and showing commitment to continued professional development as an essential skill for postgraduates. eSharp provides a supportive environment to launch new projects that meet postgraduate training needs. An example of this is eSharp’s sister publication, The Kelvingrove Review which is an online scholarly book review journal. TKR, as it is known, was launched in 2008 and follows behind eSharp’s latest theme reviewing books produced in the last two years (the current issue ‘Atlantic Exchanges’ which was eSharp’s issue 13 theme, was launched yesterday, revealing a new design and logo, demonstrating its readiness and potential to become an autonomous journal in its own right ). TKR also accepts non-themed reviews creating a diverse mix of contemporary scholarly thought, which is of interest to all postgraduates. I will mention briefly that through TKR, postgraduate workshops on how to write scholarly book reviews were developed and established. Externally, The Kelvingrove Review is beginning to establish itself as a site of interest for publishers to send newly released texts, and its popularity and recognition has steadily been increasing despite only being a year and a half old. The journal was developed because the board members of eSharp recognised a gap in training for postgraduates. TKR now provides a supportive environment for students to gain experience in producing reviews for publication. The board members of TKR benefit from establishing links with publishing houses, gaining access to the latest scholarly releases and honing copy-editing skills.

The Association for Postgraduate Journals was also devised by eSharp board members in whose experience with postgraduate journals led them, in 2008, to set up an organisation providing support for other postgraduate journals and to arrange a conference where new ideas and research could be presented and examined. Members of this organisation have used eSharp as a template for their own online journals. These journals include Forum, Edinburgh University’s journal of Culture and Arts; Quest, Queen’s University Belfast’s arts, humanities and social science postgraduate journal, and various others. eSharp also publishes special issues and eBooks arising from conferences. eSharp provides guidance and a venue for the conference proceedings, passing on our knowledge of online publication. Board members have the potential to help expand the eSharp brand, highlight gaps in postgraduate training needs and organise workshops to meet these needs. Board members are also able to highlight the gaps in their own professional CVs and seek out opportunities to gain these skills – this can be as simple as volunteering for a new position on a different board team. 

Working for an online journal such as eSharp not only enhances postgraduate study and development skills, I believe it also makes an individual far more employable. I’d like to draw attention to what past board members have gone on to do to demonstrate the kinds of opportunities eSharp helps to create.  Many students involved with eSharp have continued their career in academia by becoming research assistants, lecturers and post-doctoral students. These kinds of academic positions are becoming increasingly competitive meaning the need for postgraduates to demonstrate their involvement with innovative projects, to acquire extra and non-subject related teaching experience and the ability to design, administer and evaluate learning through workshops is essential. Monica Germana, a founding member of eSharp, is now a lecturer in English Literature, Cultural Studies and Creative Writing at the University of Westminster. Sebastiaan Verweij is now a research associate at the University of Cambridge. Alaric Hall is a lecturer for the School of English at the University of Leeds. All three note their experience with eSharp as an important part of their academic development.

Just as importantly, eSharp also prepares postgraduates for work outside of academia and there are also many examples of former board members gaining administrative positions in higher education institutions. Karla Benske is now the Widening Participation Project Co-ordinator at the University of Glasgow. Amy Cartwright is the UK GRAD Programme for Scotland and Northern Ireland Hub Manager. Stephanie McKendry is the Special Needs Admin Co-ordinator at the University of Paisley. The IT experience I have gained from working with the journal almost certainly contributed to my success in gaining a position as a content editor with Learning and Teaching Scotland, an online educational resource. 

Outside of education, eSharp provides direct experience of product marketing, business development, web management, public relations and event organisation, which are skills that employers are looking for.  Prospects.ac.uk, the website for graduates, states that “common employer concerns about candidates with postgraduate degrees include specialisation and narrowness of interest, difficulties with integrating into business environments and unrealistic salary expectations”. Employers do not want institutionalised workers who cannot relate their experiences to situations outside of their own specific research interests. The interdisciplinary nature of eSharp allows board members to gain insights into research that is occurring outside of their own fields and also to recognise the overlaps of interest with different subjects. With experience of budgetary demands, deadlines and team working, the business environment is not so alien. But crucially eSharp provides social opportunities. The postgraduate experience, particularly for the PhD student, is lonely. Extended periods of time spent reading, researching and writing with only the unnatural glow of a computer screen to keep you company is going to have an effect on your interpersonal skills. It’s inevitable and something that is often ignored when departments construct their postgraduate training programmes. Because the intellectual experience of contributing to existing knowledge takes precedent, some of the more essential qualities that make a person more employable are forced into the background. This is completely understandable. But it is also rectifiable. eSharp provides a way of meeting and interacting with other postgraduates to allow the forging of friendships and business relationships. Not only are board members asked to work constructively within a team, to maintain good working practices when dealing with other members to allow for fruitful and enjoyable projects, members establish networking skills and connections through the various launches and events that occur throughout the academic year. This interaction with colleagues also provides a greater knowledge and understanding of the surrounding institution. This understanding ranges from how the administrative side of a university is run and how funding is sought successfully, to internal and external politics, the knowledge of which may prove to be invaluable.
To conclude, I would like to point out that this isn’t simply an advert for eSharp to help boost our readership, but to examine what employers are looking for and how to achieve this. eSharp is an example of how a group of postgraduates created opportunities for themselves, which is utterly essential to the academic and non-academic CV. But these projects are also time-consuming. Many of the members of eSharp have been part-time postgraduates, which allowed them to dedicate more time to the project. And it is a very alluring form of procrastination. But, once again, the value of the postgraduate-run project is revealed through how it provides organisational and time management skills. Postgraduate study has become about fighting hard. Fighting hard for publication, for teaching experience and for opportunities. It is essential that postgraduates do this, and perhaps the “unrealistic salary expectations”, will become less unrealistic.
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