
Following the current times and the restrictions still in place due to the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic, the LERU Summer School could not be held at Trinity
College Dublin in Ireland and it took place online instead for the first time.
However, the organization committee formed by Dean Martine Smith, Cormac
Doran, Tom Hayes and Ewa Aldach, still managed to provide us with an
incredible experience. We were presented with a platform where we could
exchange ideas with peers from different fields and universities all across
Europe from the comfort of our home offices. Plus they also organised a
plethora of fun activities to get us to get to know each other and network but also
to introduce us to Irish culture (including dancing, traditional music and making a
proper Irish coffee). 
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The League of European Research Universities (LERU) is a network comprising
more than 20 leading European universities. The League’s main goal is to
“develop and disseminate [their] views on research, innovation and higher
education through policy papers, statements, meetings and events helping to
shape policy at the EU level”. LERU holds an annual summer school for PhD
students where current topics of interest for early career researchers and the
member universities are discussed. 

This year’s topic revolved around the role of the expert and its implications for
early career researchers. As a medical doctor pursuing a PhD in nutritional
epidemiology, I specialise in two fields that often attract the interest of the
general public, policymakers, and mass media alike: health and nutrition.
Unfortunately, when the interest in a topic is high, so is the potential for attracting
self-proclaimed experts who make statements that can be misleading, mystifying
or downright harmful. So, the idea of being able to reassess, redefine, and
strengthen the role of the bona fide scientific expert in a collaborative,
multidisciplinary and international environment is precisely why I wanted to join
this year’s LERU Summer School.

By Esther González-Padilla

Being able to bounce ideas and compare experiences with peers specialising in
fields ranging from the arts, to literature, history, physics, politics, climate
science, and health was outstanding in itself. But noticing how we all face quite
similar challenges in claiming our roles as experts in society was enlightening.
My biggest contribution was, of course, the writing of the policy paper, which is
the result of our week of discussions and lectures. While the paper is nowhere
finished I hope that we can continue the work on it. I believe that coming up with
a set of actionable recommendations to better prepare early career researchers
for their role as the experts of the future would be in the best interest of all the
member universities.

All in all, the LERU summer school was a great opportunity to challenge my own
knowledge and limitations as an expert myself and to create what I hope to be
lasting connections from likeminded scientists and experts of the future. I would
highly recommend anyone interested to participate in upcoming LERU Summer
School and events and challenge themselves to expand rather than step out
their comfort zones when thinking about science and research.
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