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Welcome to Manchester! I have been asked to share with you today what I wish someone had told me as I started my PhD. 
My journey to a PhD was far from typical – I did it as a member of academic staff while working full time, and when my children were teenagers – and when there were very few women in senior leadership positions in the university. 
Everyone’s journey is quite unique – because each one of you is unique, and each one of you will be creating and contributing knowledge to your field and to the world – in a way that only you can do. I wish someone had told me just this one thing before I started – that my journey and contribution is and was unique to me – and that I didn’t need to compare myself to others who were spending 3-4 years focusing primarily on their research.
I also wish someone had told me:
· That doing doctoral level work is all about discovering my academic voice - and learning to use it, become comfortable using it, and perhaps most importantly, for it to become my own authentic voice. And, that this takes time, and it’s ok for it to take time. It has taken me quite a long time to be comfortable about being a researcher. I had spent so many years teaching, working in clinics and hospitals fitting hearing aids, doing international development work, networking – doing what I used to call ‘real work’!
The third thing I wish someone had told me is:
· That I am NOT the only person in the university who has ever felt inadequate, not good enough - in my case, my inner voice – my brain - was telling me that I was stupid, not good enough to be a PhD student, and an academic – and I listened to it. While doing quite a good job of pretending that I knew what I was doing. 
What I want to do today is share with you some of the ways I have learned to notice, but not listen to, those automatic thoughts and feelings of inadequacy that my brain was generating, and still generates, now less often – that come from the past. 
I also want to share with you how I have learned that who I am is not my thoughts – but that I can create the future with language – with the words I use. 
Giving up telling myself ‘You are so stupid’ on a regular basis, and instead practising saying ‘I am a powerful woman leader in the university of Manchester’ made a big difference – though it took time. I started relatively late in life. You could start now – creating your futures as PGRs and beyond.
Over the years of discovering my academic voice, I have found the words of Marianne Williamson really helpful. Her words have sometimes wrongly been accredited to Nelson Mandela. Marianne’s words are pinned up on the wall of my office in the university, and I have selected some sections that I have found particularly helpful to share with you:
Our Deepest Fear
By Marianne Williamson
Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.
Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.
It is our light, not our darkness
That most frightens us.
We ask ourselves
Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous?
Actually, who are you not to be?
You are a child of God.
Your playing small
Does not serve the world.
There's nothing enlightened about shrinking
So that other people won't feel insecure around you.
We are all meant to shine,
As children do.
We were born to make manifest
The glory of God that is within us.
It's not just in some of us;
It's in everyone.
And as we let our own light shine,
We unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.
As we're liberated from our own fear,
Our presence automatically liberates others.

Marianne Williamson's book A Return to Love. 

In the last couple of months, I have co-created and co-led two presentation skills workshops for PGRs - we have called the workshops, ‘Discovering your academic voice’. My co-leaders are two PGRs in the Manchester Institute of Education, Ellie and Richard, who have just completed their first year, and who have both shared with me their feelings of inadequacy as presenters of their own academic work. Together we have created a space for PGRs to practice telling their story – simply telling an audience, usually of one other person, who they are and what their PhD is about. 
Ellie and Richard have given me some advice for you today about what they wish they had known before they began their PhD journey. They say they wish they had been bolder about connecting with others – including those who have different research interests to them. They said they have had to come out of their comfort zone – and co-leading these workshops with me has helped them enormously.
So, Ellie, Richard and I urge you to grab the opportunities that come your way.
Ellie sent me a poem last week that she wrote about the difficulties she faced in adjusting to this new way of life – as a PGR - of studying alone, of reading lots of books about research, about being afraid to speak in seminars..... She is one of those students the university describe as ‘untypical’ – she is the first in her family to go to university.
A Stranger to the Page 
Here I am, a stranger to the page 
A big cloud of mist — I'm struggling to engage 
Unfamiliar words, and languages too 
I'm yet to master English — I’ve not got a clue 
Too many big words, too much I don’t understand 
But I’m English and white — I should know this off hand 
Just read this, and remember to read that 
It’s just as easy as pulling a rabbit from a hat 
Be critical — and make sure you embed a theory 
But how, if these writings are all beyond me? 
I don’t know these ‘ologies’ or these ‘isms’ 
I feel like I’m here, sat building my own prison 
I must think harder, I must comprehend 
I’m a PGR now — I can’t just pretend 
I’ve tried and tried, read again and again 
Now I’m more confused — with a shaking pen 
What does this mean? 
What are they trying to say? 
Why can’t I hear it? 
Why does academic writing have to be this way? 
But what is missing beneath this academic sky 
Is I met Galileo through Queen’s rhapsody cry 
Aristotle introduced by Russell Crowe’s screen 
Now the list of greats appears endless — I just want to scream 
Most tales first reached me through screen and song 
And all I do now is question if I belong 
No one else is doing the same authors as me 
No connections, no echoes — just silence and solitary 
No lectures or seminars on these golden heads 
So do I continue — or just put it all to bed? 
For some years I have been co-leading a course called Being a Leader - the emphasis is on who we are being as leaders rather than what we know about leadership, or about our subject. 
Leadership is defined in the course as ‘creating a future that was not going to happen anyway’. Each one of you is creating a future as a post graduate researcher, as a scholar, as a specialist in your subject, as a future leader in the world – maybe some of you already are?
Some of the key features of the Being a Leader course are Integrity – being your word, Authenticity – being yourself - and responsibility. The final reading I want to share with you today is also pinned on my wall – it is written by one of the authors of the Being a Leader course, Werner Erhard, and it’s called Responsibility:
Responsibility 
Responsibility starts with saying you are cause in the matter. 
Responsibility is not burden, fault, praise, blame, credit, shame or guilt. 
In responsibility, there is no evaluation of good or bad, right or wrong. 
There is simply what’s so, and your stand. 
Being responsible starts with the willingness to deal with a situation from the point of view that you are the generator of what you do, what you have and what you are. That is not the truth. It is a place to stand.
No one can make you responsible, nor can you impose responsibility on another.
It is a grace you give yourself – an empowering context that leaves you with a say in the matter of life.
Werner Erhard
It is both a privilege and a responsibility being a post-graduate researcher. By the way, it is also a privilege and a responsibility being a supervisor!
If you ever feel lonely or overwhelmed, as I was, and Ellie was, remember you are not alone. And that responsibility need not be a burden, but it can be an empowering context that leaves you with a say in the matter of life.
Over the last 20 years of supervising PGRs, I have noticed that those who do well are those who create a strong buddy group around them – they support each other and often stay in touch for years after graduation. Ellie and Richard have formed a strong partnership – despite not reading the same books or having the same supervisors. They have created a space for others to join them every Friday to share how their research is going – and to listen to each other present. I now know that Ellie writes poetry to document her journey. Keeping a research diary in which you critically reflect on the process can be very therapeutic, while also providing useful data for your final thesis.
I look to forward to your questions and to hearing what futures you are creating.
