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Becoming and being a researcher

Academics describe what led to their becoming active researchers, and/or their experience of being a researcher. These extracts come from the Researchers Project, which is available as an NVivo database on the companion website for this book.

Shane – senior lecturer in humanities

Shane:
I decided fairly early on, I suppose, in my career as an undergraduate that I wanted to pursue history, I guess because other people told me I was good at it. And so when you get told that sort of thing and it gets reinforced a few times, then you decide you may as well pursue it. So that’s how I got into history.

Pat:
Can you pinpoint a time when research became a particular interest to you, or was it just something that always seems to have been there?

Shane: 
Yes I can, with precision. Second year at Greenfield, which was the first time I was encouraged to consider working with primary sources. In that Australian history subject I was doing then, we were told we had to develop essay topics for a major essay, which was not a huge piece of work, 3000 words or so, and we were encouraged to use primary sources if we could and I decided to. I decided to use the [city daily] as the main one and I also used some government papers, and so I started doing that sort of work in second year which I guess a lot of students would never do as undergraduates but would come to in fourth year – in their honours year. And I enjoyed that a lot. I enjoyed the sensuous feel of century-old newsprint. I think, in those days, in the early seventies, we didn’t suffer under the huge disabilities we do today, having to use microfilm instead of the real thing. Maybe I wouldn’t have been so keen on it today, because there is this sensual quality to using aged papers. It’s not nearly as much fun with microfilm. It’s a lot harder too, hard on the eyes and also harder to scan. It’s much easier to scan the real thing. Microfilm has its limitations. If you’re trying to read a paper like the [city daily] for a year, it’s quite a big task, even scanning it, let alone if you’re trying to do a long period, and on a microfilm you have to go through each page. So it would be at that point I think.

Pat:
And so it was something about dealing with primary sources?

Shane: 
Dealing with primary sources is what I enjoyed, and doing something original; and the feedback I received from my lecturers was very favourable. ‘This is marvellous work that you’re doing Shane, keep it up’ was the response and so –

Pat:
You mentioned before that was one of the things that led you into studying history, that positive reinforcement and encouragement –

Shane: 
And I enjoyed doing it. It was interesting, you’re looking at the lives of people and it’s pleasant to read this sort of material. So you can have, you can lead the life of peering into the past and understanding people’s lives.

Pat:
And trying to make sense of what’s happening.

Shane: 
Trying to make sense of, you’ve got the benefit of hindsight. You’ve got the benefit also of other people writing about it as well. So it exists in some kind of intellectual context. So that’s good. And it’s always good to look at new areas. My PhD area had hardly been looked at before and certainly not in English to any significant extent at all. So that was exciting even in those dark moments when you think, ‘Oh my God, how am I going to manage all that?’ when you come home.

Pat:
It must be a problem to organise all the material.

Shane: 
Yes, well it’s all in there, I can show you this, I use cards, I can show you what they look like. [Lifts a box of cards down from top shelf in his office.] Once you get past doing all those notes, putting it all together, once you’ve written it, you see in the visual side of things you can start doing visual research, if you’re looking at publication. Nowadays most books are illustrated, so then you start doing the visual research, and look for the visual sources; and I love doing that.

Pat:
Scouring old papers and things, for all those photographs.

Shane: 
Yes, although in those days newspapers didn’t publish photographs. You don’t have photographs in newspapers really until the thirties, but it’s looking at albums and private collections. And that’s lovely work, it’s intellectually demanding, looking at pictures...

Elizabeth – early career researcher in psychology
Elizabeth:
Research has sort of been, I have grown up in this sort of very academic background, research has been just one of things that people do as long as I remember, and it was always presented as something that was interesting and exciting because you actually found out new things and people passed through our home who had discovered new things, which we talked about over the dinner tables so – And my first job, I did mathematics, not with a view to doing research, it was just my best subject at school, I did a maths degree and I did a little bit of psychology so I could understand my parents [both professors of psychology]. Then I found that because I had not done anything useful like statistics or computing along with my maths, there was not really a lot I could do with that so I got a job in the public service as a clerk and went back and did the rest of my psychology part-time and then I got a job in crime research and that gave me a whole new focus on research because here people were doing research that really affected people’s lives and legislation and working on things like bail reform and discovered that, whereas white people in Central Australia basically places like Alice and the Northern Territory, $1 was their bail amount for being drunk, Aborigines were charged $10 which of course meant that they could not pay it, they stayed in jail, the white people got out. We did a whole range of things, looked at homosexual offences as they were then, John Smith did a project with us, back in the mid-seventies I guess. That was good in what was a sense that research really can change people’s lives through legislation. Then I went off and had children and became a depressed housewife, and my friend said why don’t you get a part-time job Elizabeth, lots of women feel better with a part-time job. Places like [town] and [regional centre] have the highest unemployment in Australia, don’t be silly, there aren’t any jobs, and certainly none that would be any less boring than being at home with the kids. But nevertheless to prove the point I had to buy Saturday’s paper and sure enough there was a job for a research assistant, with experience in research, preferably an honours degree, not necessarily, make your own hours and the topic was disability and I had a child that was disabled, so there I was experienced with disability as well, I mean talk about made to measure job. That was at [health college], which was doable, especially with your own hours approach. So that was good, I got back into that and my boss was very encouraging and the other women I worked with were encouraging and I was back at uni within a year with a view to doing honours and PhD on account I wanted to be a researcher instead of a research assistant. So I guess for me it has always been there…

Lynn: 
When there are so many conflicting priorities, it must be so easy to say well OK I am getting paid to teach, so I have to do that, and I am a mum, so I have to do that, we will just let the research slide because – how do you keep it up there in your priorities?

Elizabeth: 
Well I have certain days of the week just for research days and it is amazing just how many things that just don’t have to be done. So two days a week are teaching days. and those two days tended to drive me a bit crazy but it meant that I usually only needed to come in one other day of the week and sometimes not even that so it gave me really two days free to work on research and writing and you have to be ruthless about it, that is just, as far as I am concerned it is my job description to do that. You have to scribble them out in your diary, make appointments with yourself, it started well because when I got the job I had done the first draft of my PhD but it was not, but I knew that I had to get it in. so it meant that I really had to be quite ruthless and luckily the guy that had left the job left me all the stuff, left me all the lecture notes and things like that. There are times to be innovative and there are time be grateful so I just used the material that he had left for me and then worked the two other days of the week on getting my thesis in, so having started with that pattern it is easier to continue, and I enjoy the research, it is not like it is a chore to do, I find the writing hard, some words don’t come easily to me, I guess it is getting a bit easier, although it tends to be that once I have worked on something for a long time, the sixth rewrite, I think, I am getting better at this, then I start on the next thing and seems like I am starting back at the beginning again, but I am not, I am getting better. At least there is something to show for it at the end, with the writing, it was a lot of the other aspects of the research, you can spend a long long time on and there is still nothing to show for it, so.

Frank – professor of economics
Pat:
Where have you come from in research terms?

Frank:
 My PhD was both a theoretical and empirical piece of work, I was using techniques which were novel at the time. (Interruption by secretary.) I was using novel mathematical dynamic techniques and theory and also I was testing these models out econometrically on cross country data. I think it was a strong PhD, I had a strong supervisor, he was regarded as – it is fair to say he would have been in the top five in his area, say, in the world.

Pat:
So having that strong supervisor would have been important?

Frank: 
That strong supervisor was very important, so I then teamed up quite soon with another ‘young turk’, if you like. He had in fact finished his PhD from a different university, just the way the cookie crumbled, we both ended up new lecturers in a different university in Britain, and we hit it off and both of us were interested in making some sort of an impact, so basically we were young and single and just really went for it. We ended up in a space of – after our first year we would have had about 10 papers on the go, after two to three years.

Pat:
On that same area?

Frank:
 Yes. We enjoyed it, we ended up getting invited – our two names became synonymous with this certain approach, and we went around Britain and into Europe giving research papers and getting ourselves published.

Pat:
So you’ve got a reputation.

Frank: 
Yes, it wasn’t a – you’ve got to keep that going for basically 10 years before you build up a reputation. Those in the know in the area knew that we were up and coming and we knew that they knew that we were up and coming, because they’d start writing to us and asking us. We basically knew that it was us carving out a niche for ourselves in the research part of the profession and that was our key to success so we kept at it. Eventually we both went apart and our research paths have diverged.

Pat:
Was that because you moved geographically or you’d done as much as you could as partners?

Frank:
 Yes, we got tired in that area and wanted to diversify – so we both ended up, we still wrote papers together but increasingly did research with other people and diversified, etc., now we’re totally diverged. Basically good PhD, get stuck in, the lesson is seek out somebody that you can work with I think, and, I’m not saying that just from a personal point of view. You stimulate each other, you keep each other back in the office, when you go out in the pub you are talking research, when you go to bed at night you are thinking it. You motivate each other, you.

Pat:
You did say this was when you were single?

Frank: 
That’s right, yes. So it was pretty intensive, but very enjoyable. For people who are married and have families, I fully concur you can’t do that. Nowadays, I’m married and I’ve got a family, so I can’t do it, but nevertheless I’ve got the research culture in me, so I still find myself, maybe early in the morning maybe, if my kids wake me up at six to seven or sometimes I wake up before them or I go and have a read or, late at night I’ll go home and I’m not sleepy, I’ll go and read something. You get that research culture into you and it’s quite exciting now. That’s one of the things about it, I find it’s exciting when you are abreast of new ideas. It’s fulfilling too when people ring you up and ask you to go and speak. That appeals to a rather Neanderthal emotion. There’s lots of different aspects of research that can provide the motivation to keep going. There’s always the basic one, if you want to be an academic in today’s world, you have to do research.

Stuart – professor of psychology
Christine: Going even further back, what made you decide you wanted to do research?

Stuart:
 I did my degree as an evening student because I didn’t have any money so I was working towards the end of it, and when I finished my fourth year I spoke to my then supervisor. And he said to me, ‘You know you’re good at this and academia needs talented people and you know, you owe it to yourself not to go out into business and make money but to hang around’ and I kind of bought that argument. I’ve always liked the freedom of academia. I like teaching too, you know, it’s wonderful to get people, particularly in the area I work in, which is pretty hard, it’s getting hard, particularly for someone like me who has no maths and no physics and no you know, no real science background. It’s lovely to teach students and watch their eyes light up, you know, that’s fun too, but research is I think most rewarding because you’re tackling a problem that you yourself have invented. I still draw my own graphs and stuff, like I massage my own data – I like doing all that kind of stuff. I guess it’s just thrilling. And also it’s, in the years when I’ve had postgraduate students, there’s just nothing nicer than a lab full of eager students you know and you banter and you joke and you send each other up but all the time you’re also working towards this research goal. It’s terrific.

