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Informal feedback indicates that students, 
graduates, employers, and staff are very 
satisfied with these new initiatives. These 
initiatives are currently being formally 
evaluated for their impact on employability 
and employment outcomes. 

EXEMPLAR UNIVERSITY 
EMPLOYABILITY SUPPORTS

For further information about 
this suite of exemplar career 
development and employability 
initiatives for postgraduate research 
students, contact QUT Careers and  
Employment Service.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

For Postgraduate Students
The following recommendations are verbatim 
and paraphrased from the transcripts of 
interviewed staff and postgraduate students. 

The research participants suggest that 
postgraduate students improve their 
employability by:

Undertake industry-related  
projects when you have a choice of 
assessment modes.

Find out about internships and work 
experience that your university offers 
and do them.

Study in teams with other postgraduate 
students. Establish networks while you 
are at university for future contacts, 
connectors, and clients.

Engage in extra-curricular activities, 
particularly leading student societies 
and/or contributing to your university 
by being the postgraduate student 
representative on university committees.

Get to know your professors and make 
sure they know you for future job leads.

Attend conferences and present your 
project and/or research work.  
Particularly try to participate in 
international conferences.

Try to get published while you are  
still a student.

Go to optional workshops, particularly if 
they are skills-based.

Be as interdisciplinary as possible. 
Ensure that you obtain a broad-base of 
study and knowledge.

Differentiate yourself and understand 
where you ‘sit’ in the world of research 
and/or practice.

Be confident and proud of your discipline 
of study.

Practice telling employers about all of 
the transferable skills that you have 
gained through postgraduate studies, 
like spoken and written communication, 
analysis, and team work.

Do your research on target employers 
and positions and be able to express 
why you want that job.

An extended quote from an interviewed 
student expands upon the final point.

      ‘Some of the larger industry partners  
      came in to just explain what they are  
      looking for in a graduate and 
their number one thing was perhaps 
surprising to most graduates. It wasn’t 
how well you did at Uni or what your 
marks were or how well you knew 
things. What they were after is someone 
with passion and enthusiasm who felt 
that they understood the job enough 
to say, ‘Yes, I want to do this for the 
next few years.’ It doesn’t have to be a 
lifetime, but two or three years. So there 
is definitely a difference between what 
the university tells you to expect and 
what the industry want. If you’re getting 
those skills, perhaps from industry, take-
up networking opportunities  
with industry.’
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RECOMMENDATIONS

For Educators
Embed employability in the 
everyday postgraduate curriculum 
and assessment.
This means that employability goals should 
be aligned with and represented in the 
learning outcomes of postgraduate subjects 
and research workshops. Furthermore, 
the types and variety of assessment and 
feedback processes should be selected and 
designed to support the development of 
employability skills and attributes.

Make employability explicit to 
postgraduate students.
Postgraduate students may be involved 
in career-related learning activities, but 
be unaware that they are advancing their 
employability. Explicitly identify and discuss 
employability throughout the postgraduate 
learning experience to support postgraduate 
students to build their career identity.

Design project-based work for 
postgraduate students.
Whether postgraduate students are engaging 
in further study for purposes of broadening 
(i.e. branching into different fields, disciplines 
and/or careers) or deepening (i.e. extending 
their knowledge, skills, attributes, and identity 
in the same field, discipline, and/or career 
path), the experience of an undergraduate 
degree has developed their capacity for 
independent knowledge assimilation and 
thereby a need for further application and 
discovery. Students and staff throughout 
this research indicated that postgraduate 

students thrive and that their employability 
is heightened when supervised in project-
based activity, where they are ‘hands-on’ 
experimenting, doing, and self-discovering. 
Furthermore, these projects are said to be 
particularly beneficial when they are industry 
aligned, such as going out into the field and 
engaging in projects with/for employers, or 
when projects are designed to be authentic 
experiences of what graduates will be doing 
in their careers.

Actively engage with industry 
throughout postgraduate studies to 
facilitate practical experience.
There are multiple means of engaging 
with industry throughout postgraduate 
experiences. Some examples derived 
from the research participants in the study 
reported in this study are listed below.

Include employers on panels to advance 
accreditation, course review, and 
curriculum development for  
new programs.

Invite employers and/or employed 
alumni as guest speakers for lectures, 
workshops, and online activities.

Co-mark assessment with employers.

Observe and shadow current roles 
and responsibilities in the workplace, 
and mirror these activities in tutorials, 
seminars, and assessment.

Host whole-of-program question and 
answer panels of employers to address 
maximising employability from the 
employer perspective and advise on 
career pathways.
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Keep employer networks up-to-date 
to facilitate referrals for internships, 
project work, and graduate career 
opportunities.

Work closely with the University 
Career Development Centre to ensure 
that postgraduate needs (i.e. suitable 
employers and vacancies) are met 
through career fairs and other  
such events.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

For University Leaders
Explicitly identify postgraduate 
students in the context of 
employability within university-wide 
policy and strategic plans.
In order for postgraduate employability to 
be improved, the recommendations made 
on the previous page should be undertaken 
by academics at every level and within 
every faculty and program of the university. 
Academics require executive leadership, 
direction, and support in order to put these 
recommendations into place and sustain 
them over time.

Design a formal academic 
development program for 
postgraduate students with 
academic career ambitions.
Consistent with published research 
(Sutherland & Gilbert, 2013) the largest 
proportion of PhD students within the 
research reported in this document aspire 
towards academic careers. As described 
on the previous pages, nearly all of them 
felt that these career ambitions went largely 
unsupported by their institutions. This is 
peculiar given that the focus of training and 
development and the prospective employer 
are one and the same. Furthermore, a large 
proportion of these PhD students were 
previously working as sessional/adjunct 
academics for the same universities where 
they are now studying their PhDs. 

Many articulated the goal of study as an 
attempt to accelerate/improve their careers 
and/or positioning – ‘PhD and publish OR 
perish.’ The most concrete aim of PhD 
completion was to be re-classified from a 
sessional/adjunct (with short-term contracts) 
to the professorial stream in a full-time 
continuing position, with better working 
conditions and rates of pay afforded to  
such positions. 

A number of universities represented in this 
and published research (e.g. Hamilton, Fox, 
& McEwan, 2013) articulated strategies and 
supports for sessional/adjunct academics 
once contracted by the institution (i.e. 
typically identified as early career academic 
supports), but few seemed to have formal 
programs in place if the postgraduate 
students were not yet hired. 

This is further complicated (and creates 
an imperative for a formal development 
program) in that a question with conflicting 
outcomes is whether people who take 
sessional/adjunct contracts are less 
likely to ever achieve full-time continuing 
professorial-track positions – ‘always a 
bridesmaid, never a bride’ (Dolan, Hall, 
Karlsson, & Martinak, 2013; Liftig, 2014; 
Mann & Hochenedel, 2003). 

It was recommended multiple times 
throughout the research that universities 
develop graduate development programs  
or postgraduate students with academic 
career ambitions. Such programs could be 
modelled after those designed by  
multi-national corporations (MNCs) as 
described by Kinash et al. (2015b). 
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The fit between the MNC’s formal graduate 
development programs and university 
formal academic development programs 
is appropriate in that in the former, people 
are accepted into the program without 
guarantee of employment. 

The elements of formal programs that 
emerged in this research are:

Career advice and formal  
mentoring (e.g. when and which 
contracts to consider)

Teaching development (teaching 
theory, strategy ,and pedagogy)

Research skills and navigation 
(including how to plan research for 
strong metrics and impact)

Networking and introduction to future 
employers and opportunities

Notably, it is important to personalise 
employability and career supports for 
postgraduate students who do not wish 
to pursue academic careers. The profiles 
and ambitions of the current cohort need 
to be carefully considered so that, for 
example, not all assessment is designed 
as academic papers.
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For further information & resources:

    http://PostgraduateStudentExperience.com/ 

THANK YOU TO:

The many postgraduate students and staff (366 from 26 Australian universities)  
who so generously volunteered their time and energy to contributing to this student  
experience research.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

The following discussion questions derived from the conversations with the 366 participants 
in the research described in this document. The research team did not commence the inquiry 
into career development and employability of postgraduate students with these questions in 
mind and therefore did not specifically ask or probe these questions. The questions emerged 
out of the research and thus serve as recommendations for further research. They can 
also be used to lead discussions, focus groups, and task-forces to further investigate and 
determine strategic action improvements to career development and employability supports 
for postgraduate students in university contexts.

What national data collection and metrics can be used to analytically track the career 
development and employability of postgraduate students and employment outcomes of 
graduates? What mechanisms can be put into place to close-the-loop on this data to use 
an evidence-based approach to improving the overall postgraduate student experience?

Does today’s employment / unemployment context necessitate postgraduate degrees? 
Specifically, is today’s postgraduate degree equivalent in employment qualifications to 
yesterday’s undergraduate degree? If this is the case, are graduates from postgraduate 
degrees obtaining what they need to be employable through these degrees?

Given that universities typically have a much higher proportion (and thus derived 
business income) from undergraduate students, how can these universities be 
persuaded to dedicate budget and other resources to improving services and supports 
for postgraduate employability?

How do employability needs, resources, services, and supports differ between 
undergraduates and postgraduates in readers’ contexts?

What are the particular skills that are required by postgraduates in the readers’ 
disciplines/contexts for heightened employability, and how can skills development be 
balanced with theory and forward-thinking for an overall quality of student experience 
and outcomes?

How can programmes and educators address the complexity of improving postgraduate 
student employability in disciplines/degrees which are generalist in nature and/or do not 
have defined career paths and outcomes for other reasons? For example, if industry 
experts are brought into the classroom, which ones are invited given that graduates will 
move on to a wide variety of careers?




