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You and your development: 
skills for research
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Welcome

    This resource has been developed for postgraduate 
taught students to support thinking about development of 
your research skills

    Maybe you’re coming towards the end of your Masters 
degree and are thinking, ‘What’s next?’ Or perhaps have 
you secured a new job, for which your employer will fund 
you to do a part-time PhD?

    This resource will guide you through a series of 
activities to prompt thinking about the skills you already 
have that will be further enhanced through doctoral study, 
and some skills that you may wish to develop further. 
When prompted to please pause to complete the 
activity in the accompanying handbook. 
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There are many reasons to do a doctorate, and consider a 
career in research, from career-advancement reasons, 
other professional development reasons, financial reasons 
and other life circumstances.

    You possibly have a lot of questions as to how, and why, 
you should take on a doctorate. Luckily, at Vitae, we have 
the resources and guides to help you.

    Vitae is a non-profit programme that is a part of the 
Careers and Research Advisory Centre. Vitae has over 50 
years of experience in enhancing the skills of researchers.

    Explore our webpages to develop your understanding of 
what a doctorate is, what it involves, and for more 
information on fees and funding.

https://vitae.ac.uk/resource/careers-in-research/should-i-do-a-doctorate/
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The Transitions and Transformations Framework (TandT) at the University of Essex was 
developed in partnership with Vitae, specifically for the University of Essex students and 

aspiring researchers.
The Framework supports you to reflect upon the skills you will develop at various career 

stages – from, undergraduate, postgraduate taught, through to postgraduate/doctoral 
research stage.

The framework helps you to identify the skills you already have, and those that you might 
develop further to support a potential transition to doctoral research.

Such frameworks are useful in providing a common language to describe your skills, 
knowledge and experience.

University of Essex Transitions and 
Transformations Framework

https://www.essex.ac.uk/student/get-experience/black-researchers-hub
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ACTIVITY ONE

Take a minute to find the accompanying 
handbook and make a quick note of:

The skills you think are important for 
research
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The Transitions and Transformations Framework (TandT) 
highlights skills which you are beginning to develop at a 
postgraduate taught/masters level which are important for 
developing as a researcher

How many of these did you identify?

University of Essex Transitions and 
Transformations Framework
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You may not have used the same terms, 
but you are likely to have identified some 
of these areas.

   Many of the skills you are beginning to 
develop at masters stage, are important 
for higher level research, and all these 
skills will deepen at doctoral level.

   Access the TandT framework here: Black 
Researchers' Hub | University of Essex

University of Essex Transitions and 
Transformations Framework

https://www.essex.ac.uk/student/get-experience/black-researchers-hub
https://www.essex.ac.uk/student/get-experience/black-researchers-hub
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   The framework identifies some new skills for doctoral level 
research that you may not yet have developed. For example:

• Influence and leadership
• Publication
• Public Engagement
   Perhaps you can think of examples where you are already 

engaged in activities related to these areas?
  For example, you may have leadership experience already in 

your career, or through a student leadership role; or you may 
also have some experience of sharing your work in different 
media platforms or through public events?

  Building your competence in your existing skills and finding 
opportunities to develop some of these new ones, could help 
with your PhD applications and prepare you for making a good 
start in a doctorate. 

Higher Level Research Skills
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How might professional development 
planning help you?

   Professional Development planning is a structured 
process for reflecting upon your own learning and 
achievements, to help in planning for your personal, 
educational and career development, a process we are 
starting through this resource.

It can help you to:
• Understand your strengths, and recognise and celebrate 

your successes
• Identify areas for development and make informed 

choices about opportunities and refine your personal and 
professional goals.

• Help you stand out – any additional skills and 
development you have, the more of an advantage you 
have to secure and maintain the roles you want.

• Develop valuable self-reflection skills, and evidence your 
learning in focused and efficient ways
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How might professional development 
planning help you?

Life can get so busy that we’re often focused on the next 
piece of work, project or goal....

but in the rush forward, we might overlook the valuable 
experience and expertise we’ve already built through 
work, study, and life; and this is where taking some time 
for professional development planning can help.

Reflecting on what you already know and can do is the 
first step in recognising and making the most of your own 
strengths.
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ACTIVITY TWO: Reflecting on your recent work

Find activity two in the handbook
Choose a recent study activity, like writing an 

essay or report, presenting some work, or 
perhaps planning a project or event, or 
something similar.

Think about the process: What did you do? 
Try to break it down into steps.

Reflect: are you surprised by how many skills 
were involved in this activity? What aspects or 
skills did you particularly enjoy? Are there 
areas for you could develop further?
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ACTIVITY Three: Recognising your achievements 
The next activity will provide you with some practice in thinking more deeply about the full range of 

skills and expertise that you are currently developing.
1. Using the first column, list the activities you have undertaken through your masters in the last 1-

2 months, such as literature searching/reviews, essays/ report writing, presentations and talks, group 
work activities etc. These are just examples, you will have more. You can also think more broadly, to 
skills you have developed outside of your course, from jobs and volunteer roles.

2. Complete the second column. Start by reflecting on the activity, which broader skills and expertise 
were developed or practised? Then try to analyse these using the TNT - which areas did you 
demonstrate? 

It is likely that you were able to evidence skills in both the postgraduate taught and some in the 
postgraduate research areas.

Leave the third column empty for the moment, it is greyed out for this purpose
Achievements so far: List all your 
achievements so far, big and small

Areas of the TNT covered. List areas of 
the TNT which are covered by your 
achievements

Evidence to collect 
List the evidence you have generated 
from your achievement
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ACTIVITY Three: Recognising your achievements so far

Achievements so far: List 
all your achievements so 
far, big and small

Areas of the TNT 
covered. List areas of the 
TNT which are covered by 
your achievements

Evidence to collect 
List the evidence you have 
generated from your 
achievement

Reflect:
� Look back at your list
� Where do you have strengths?
� Are there areas you would like to develop more skills, and gain more experience?
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Backing up with claims with evidence
   Whether in research, academia, or daily life, we 

are often expected to support our statements 
with solid evidence. From “evidence-based 
policy” to the common question, “Where’s the 
evidence for that?” we all know how important it 
is to back up our claims.

   Think about situations like job interviews—these 
often test how well you can present clear, 
convincing examples of your skills and 
experience. Yet, we’ve all struggled at times to 
quickly recall specific achievements that back 
up our expertise. 

   Gathering evidence can help us to have more 
accuracy in our skills assessment and increase 
self-confidence and motivation.



ACTIVITY Four: Evidence

Let’s build on your skills profile from the previous activity, where you analysed your skills and experience. Let’s think now 
about the third ‘evidence to collect’ column

It’s helpful to think of concrete and specific evidence that showcases your skills. This might include a variety of formats- try 
to think creatively.

Some ideas for evidence you may have, and could collect:
• Reports
• Presentations slides or materials
• Field work trips
• Event programmes you have attended or contributed to
• Blog posts, articles, online forums you have created
• Podcasts you have contributed to
• Social media channels you have contributed to in a student or professional role
• Certificates of courses or workshops you have attended
• A mentorship partnership – your role as either a mentor or mentee

These are just some examples, your evidence will be as unique as you are and reflect your educationally and work 
journey. 
Have a think and jot down some initial ideas in the evidence column against your achievements so far
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Using your evidence
One helpful method for thinking about structuring and articulating 

evidence of your skills and experience is the STARR method: 
Situation, Task, Action, Result, Reflect. This can help you to 
communicate your expertise succinctly and clearly, and the TNT 
framework can help you with the language to describe your skills, 
attributes and experiences.

The STARR Method
Situation: Set the scene (Who did you work with? Why? Where?..)
Task: What specifically needed to be achieved? (Goals, outcomes, 

deadlines, costs?)
Action: What did you actually do? (What was your specific 

contribution?)
Result: What outcomes results from what you did? The actions you 

took?
Reflect: How would you tackle the situation next time? Would you do 

anything differently?



ACTIVITY Five: The STARR Method

Find activity 5 in your handbook
• Choose a specific activity or piece of 

evidence that you noted in the previous 
activity

• Use the STARR technique outlined above to 
write a short paragraph about the activity or 
evidence

• To practice for interviews, you may want to 
record yourself explaining this example and 
listen back to it to identify areas for 
improvement

STARR technique Evidence example:
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Collecting and organising evidence

Once you start being systematic about collecting 
evidence of your experience and expertise, you will 
need to decide where and how to store it.

Your university may offer specific software for helping 
with this. Otherwise, you might want to create your 
own system, either through organised folders in your 
documents, or by using different tools or platforms. 
You might organise this by date, by type of activity, or 
using the TNT framework.

Setting up (and using) a system for collecting and 
organising your evidence will make it easier for you 
to see your progress and for you to find examples for 
job applications, interviews, and future opportunities.



ACTIVITY Six: Prioritising and 
setting goals for development

Looking back at the TNT and the skills profile you 
have developed through the last activities, reflect 
on the following:

• Are there some skills listed in the TNT which are 
completely new to you?

• Are there areas in your skills profile that you 
would like to strengthen or expand?

• Were there some areas you found it difficult to 
think of evidence examples, are these priority 
areas for you?

Make a note of 2-3 areas you wish to prioritise to 
develop further

If you found it hard to prioritise it can be helpful to 
list out the work and study related activities, you 
have coming up in a timeframe that is comfortable 
for you (e.g. next month, next term, whatever feels 
most practical), and as practiced above think 
through the broad skills you will need to complete 
these. 
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Bringing it all together
With your development goals in mind, the next step is to explore suitable development opportunities to 

support your growth. Development activities generally fall into formal and informal learning 
opportunities.

Think back to your evidence, what types of opportunities have been most supportive in the past in 
supporting development of your skills? What might help again?

To help you in completing this activity, below are some development resources and opportunities on 
the Black Researchers Hub.

• The Transitions and Transformations Framework (T&T)
• Academic sponsorship
• eCareersGrad – Graduate Careers Assistance - Register here!
• Scholarships and job opportunities
• Events and Workshops

Register on grad intelligence here to access development activities on the Black Researchers Hub.
In addition, Informal opportunities might include gaining advice from tutors, mentors or supervisors, 

focused discussions with fellow students and peers, abundant online videos/virtual events/resources, 
observation or work shadowing, you can likely think of many more.

https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/page/7?_b=eJyFzKsOwjAUBuBXaY7BbFRhJgkCjSWI0_VAG0bXnEsyQvbuFAMS.1..8wuUFoUB9jjenc7ugJLCjByhA.OpNT6XSMu2puqpeFGLVLSFollN81z6.P2s3Q.cPuKJhJDHRCwbd7TwR308.6upMfmKN_K7Ng8oBIOy0Xp5A_Y7PSU-
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/page/7?_b=eJyFzKsOwjAUBuBXaY7BbFRhJgkCjSWI0_VAG0bXnEsyQvbuFAMS.1..8wuUFoUB9jjenc7ugJLCjByhA.OpNT6XSMu2puqpeFGLVLSFollN81z6.P2s3Q.cPuKJhJDHRCwbd7TwR308.6upMfmKN_K7Ng8oBIOy0Xp5A_Y7PSU-
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/page/7?_b=eJyFzKsOwjAUBuBXaY7BbFRhJgkCjSWI0_VAG0bXnEsyQvbuFAMS.1..8wuUFoUB9jjenc7ugJLCjByhA.OpNT6XSMu2puqpeFGLVLSFollN81z6.P2s3Q.cPuKJhJDHRCwbd7TwR308.6upMfmKN_K7Ng8oBIOy0Xp5A_Y7PSU-
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/page/7?_b=eJyFzKsOwjAUBuBXaY7BbFRhJgkCjSWI0_VAG0bXnEsyQvbuFAMS.1..8wuUFoUB9jjenc7ugJLCjByhA.OpNT6XSMu2puqpeFGLVLSFollN81z6.P2s3Q.cPuKJhJDHRCwbd7TwR308.6upMfmKN_K7Ng8oBIOy0Xp5A_Y7PSU-
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/page/7?_b=eJyFzKsOwjAUBuBXaY7BbFRhJgkCjSWI0_VAG0bXnEsyQvbuFAMS.1..8wuUFoUB9jjenc7ugJLCjByhA.OpNT6XSMu2puqpeFGLVLSFollN81z6.P2s3Q.cPuKJhJDHRCwbd7TwR308.6upMfmKN_K7Ng8oBIOy0Xp5A_Y7PSU-
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/page/7?_b=eJyFzKsOwjAUBuBXaY7BbFRhJgkCjSWI0_VAG0bXnEsyQvbuFAMS.1..8wuUFoUB9jjenc7ugJLCjByhA.OpNT6XSMu2puqpeFGLVLSFollN81z6.P2s3Q.cPuKJhJDHRCwbd7TwR308.6upMfmKN_K7Ng8oBIOy0Xp5A_Y7PSU-
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/page/7?_b=eJyFzKsOwjAUBuBXaY7BbFRhJgkCjSWI0_VAG0bXnEsyQvbuFAMS.1..8wuUFoUB9jjenc7ugJLCjByhA.OpNT6XSMu2puqpeFGLVLSFollN81z6.P2s3Q.cPuKJhJDHRCwbd7TwR308.6upMfmKN_K7Ng8oBIOy0Xp5A_Y7PSU-
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/my-coach
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/my-coach
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/my-coach
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/activities/view?id=2701&_b=eJzVkVmvm1YURv.KZSm3L7kY7DA4UlQxGGwwgxmM7aqyGA6z4QDngCHKf8.NErV5ido.9nV_.1t7S.uPz0sEnmj5cSkEUblAzUIK.ixsgi5evl_irnpLVnkdgycBM7gC9apHOAY1ehv2KEcY5U39Gv_V.fL.b2D1jWiDHgRdlIGu_22xx.E_UB_Ta4IR7sAKBilY0W_rYdCD5UfUYfAT3M3Awn1xF3yE8iFH08JqOpQ0Vd78twPb3._hJ6BO8qz15ljwnoCFS3BlhVC2MzUtxcLxD.T9zCtkeKl3_XQaQizzukNQBMGN2JMbT9gWBagjFqfqUSyEKeMJExouc3F0vIa4hUBWjuejIzdVZXDUzBDWut.ciMjCmpqp0t4WxzBm3dHekBzBYKgnD824a6yRco1wMCfyAmn.fmUtx3t9.Z_9.yuBUt5HzQC6f60r.G46B_0q_tH97m4.lx4a0pL3soTTrv5uI7aZTWo2PB2wlveFdIWtokvSVEqqeyvDHRyIbYysfYsf03pjYSKijRnrnUsoN.5hAJHRC_u520heqXlyIScqqs8XmXpqk_7hXPOafcs0.6hdq8Jpyayxs9rwjIdqzcbAOtuU8xTycJUzOfDHQ5FE9UFOWn1r0BzftIx4GEdHS4meFvm6fLJ2zglD5Dr7GlVPs_Cz9fQoJD_Ic4GyS0bh5Ibt.c1OK0hne.zbaqZi80o3MeufTKa2OzW6HVhp7OFaK2cxKSrLf6xVTiBjQB4unnwKcAgnw1DAiT06SqD2t670odmOaRCySNhQ7bRfn7BCPCbKn0tGS6HLnBklRV5xD8iT7z8h1G9kWG7bnY5wmESVbafTIH3gjhyVajespp0rQyhzlixKgz_Slzah5ju7NYHkmiOcSY97ffnhcHInCPp3tEC.o6VPFLP88udXgF.IWg--
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/activities/view?id=2701&_b=eJzVkVmvm1YURv.KZSm3L7kY7DA4UlQxGGwwgxmM7aqyGA6z4QDngCHKf8.NErV5ido.9nV_.1t7S.uPz0sEnmj5cSkEUblAzUIK.ixsgi5evl_irnpLVnkdgycBM7gC9apHOAY1ehv2KEcY5U39Gv_V.fL.b2D1jWiDHgRdlIGu_22xx.E_UB_Ta4IR7sAKBilY0W_rYdCD5UfUYfAT3M3Awn1xF3yE8iFH08JqOpQ0Vd78twPb3._hJ6BO8qz15ljwnoCFS3BlhVC2MzUtxcLxD.T9zCtkeKl3_XQaQizzukNQBMGN2JMbT9gWBagjFqfqUSyEKeMJExouc3F0vIa4hUBWjuejIzdVZXDUzBDWut.ciMjCmpqp0t4WxzBm3dHekBzBYKgnD824a6yRco1wMCfyAmn.fmUtx3t9.Z_9.yuBUt5HzQC6f60r.G46B_0q_tH97m4.lx4a0pL3soTTrv5uI7aZTWo2PB2wlveFdIWtokvSVEqqeyvDHRyIbYysfYsf03pjYSKijRnrnUsoN.5hAJHRC_u520heqXlyIScqqs8XmXpqk_7hXPOafcs0.6hdq8Jpyayxs9rwjIdqzcbAOtuU8xTycJUzOfDHQ5FE9UFOWn1r0BzftIx4GEdHS4meFvm6fLJ2zglD5Dr7GlVPs_Cz9fQoJD_Ic4GyS0bh5Ibt.c1OK0hne.zbaqZi80o3MeufTKa2OzW6HVhp7OFaK2cxKSrLf6xVTiBjQB4unnwKcAgnw1DAiT06SqD2t670odmOaRCySNhQ7bRfn7BCPCbKn0tGS6HLnBklRV5xD8iT7z8h1G9kWG7bnY5wmESVbafTIH3gjhyVajespp0rQyhzlixKgz_Slzah5ju7NYHkmiOcSY97ffnhcHInCPp3tEC.o6VPFLP88udXgF.IWg--
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/activities/view?id=2701&_b=eJzVkVmvm1YURv.KZSm3L7kY7DA4UlQxGGwwgxmM7aqyGA6z4QDngCHKf8.NErV5ido.9nV_.1t7S.uPz0sEnmj5cSkEUblAzUIK.ixsgi5evl_irnpLVnkdgycBM7gC9apHOAY1ehv2KEcY5U39Gv_V.fL.b2D1jWiDHgRdlIGu_22xx.E_UB_Ta4IR7sAKBilY0W_rYdCD5UfUYfAT3M3Awn1xF3yE8iFH08JqOpQ0Vd78twPb3._hJ6BO8qz15ljwnoCFS3BlhVC2MzUtxcLxD.T9zCtkeKl3_XQaQizzukNQBMGN2JMbT9gWBagjFqfqUSyEKeMJExouc3F0vIa4hUBWjuejIzdVZXDUzBDWut.ciMjCmpqp0t4WxzBm3dHekBzBYKgnD824a6yRco1wMCfyAmn.fmUtx3t9.Z_9.yuBUt5HzQC6f60r.G46B_0q_tH97m4.lx4a0pL3soTTrv5uI7aZTWo2PB2wlveFdIWtokvSVEqqeyvDHRyIbYysfYsf03pjYSKijRnrnUsoN.5hAJHRC_u520heqXlyIScqqs8XmXpqk_7hXPOafcs0.6hdq8Jpyayxs9rwjIdqzcbAOtuU8xTycJUzOfDHQ5FE9UFOWn1r0BzftIx4GEdHS4meFvm6fLJ2zglD5Dr7GlVPs_Cz9fQoJD_Ic4GyS0bh5Ibt.c1OK0hne.zbaqZi80o3MeufTKa2OzW6HVhp7OFaK2cxKSrLf6xVTiBjQB4unnwKcAgnw1DAiT06SqD2t670odmOaRCySNhQ7bRfn7BCPCbKn0tGS6HLnBklRV5xD8iT7z8h1G9kWG7bnY5wmESVbafTIH3gjhyVajespp0rQyhzlixKgz_Slzah5ju7NYHkmiOcSY97ffnhcHInCPp3tEC.o6VPFLP88udXgF.IWg--
https://gradintel.com/index.php/en/student/my-future/activities/view?id=2701&_b=eJzVkVmvm1YURv.KZSm3L7kY7DA4UlQxGGwwgxmM7aqyGA6z4QDngCHKf8.NErV5ido.9nV_.1t7S.uPz0sEnmj5cSkEUblAzUIK.ixsgi5evl_irnpLVnkdgycBM7gC9apHOAY1ehv2KEcY5U39Gv_V.fL.b2D1jWiDHgRdlIGu_22xx.E_UB_Ta4IR7sAKBilY0W_rYdCD5UfUYfAT3M3Awn1xF3yE8iFH08JqOpQ0Vd78twPb3._hJ6BO8qz15ljwnoCFS3BlhVC2MzUtxcLxD.T9zCtkeKl3_XQaQizzukNQBMGN2JMbT9gWBagjFqfqUSyEKeMJExouc3F0vIa4hUBWjuejIzdVZXDUzBDWut.ciMjCmpqp0t4WxzBm3dHekBzBYKgnD824a6yRco1wMCfyAmn.fmUtx3t9.Z_9.yuBUt5HzQC6f60r.G46B_0q_tH97m4.lx4a0pL3soTTrv5uI7aZTWo2PB2wlveFdIWtokvSVEqqeyvDHRyIbYysfYsf03pjYSKijRnrnUsoN.5hAJHRC_u520heqXlyIScqqs8XmXpqk_7hXPOafcs0.6hdq8Jpyayxs9rwjIdqzcbAOtuU8xTycJUzOfDHQ5FE9UFOWn1r0BzftIx4GEdHS4meFvm6fLJ2zglD5Dr7GlVPs_Cz9fQoJD_Ic4GyS0bh5Ibt.c1OK0hne.zbaqZi80o3MeufTKa2OzW6HVhp7OFaK2cxKSrLf6xVTiBjQB4unnwKcAgnw1DAiT06SqD2t670odmOaRCySNhQ7bRfn7BCPCbKn0tGS6HLnBklRV5xD8iT7z8h1G9kWG7bnY5wmESVbafTIH3gjhyVajespp0rQyhzlixKgz_Slzah5ju7NYHkmiOcSY97ffnhcHInCPp3tEC.o6VPFLP88udXgF.IWg--
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FINAL ACTIVITY SEVEN 
This final activity helps with developing a 

commitment to a clear and actionable forward 
plan, which may guide your development journey 
going forward. There are many action planning 
tools available, a simple GROW framework asks 
you to consider:

   GOAL – What exactly do you want to achieve? 
Where do you want to get to? What goal did you 
identify above?
REALITY – What is your currently reality? Where 
are you now?
OPTIONS – What could you do? What possible 
options are open to you? Think about that range of 
development opportunities, formal and informal? 
What resources do you need?
WILL – What will you do? When will you do it? 
What are your practical next steps? Make a 
commitment to your development



Congratulations!
If you have completed these activities, you now have begun to 

develop a portfolio of evidence of your skills and to create a 
development plan that reflects your current goals.

In the process of working through these activities you have 
generated a good deal of evidence for several of the 
descriptors in several areas of the TandT:

Stage 2/3: Self Reflection
Stage 2/3: Preparation and prioritisation
Stage 2/3: Career Management 
Stage 2/3: Responsiveness to opportunities
Stage 3: Continuing professional development

Don’t forget to add these to your portfolio when you next 
review your development plans. 

Building in time to regularly review your plans will help to 
keep your development on track and make space to 
celebrate your achievements and acknowledge the steps 
you have already successfully achieved. 

Finally, remember to reward yourself for your accomplishments, 
no matter how small!
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