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Welcome from Angela
Dear Fellow Researchers,
Hello and welcome to our first issue of the
Women and Research newsletter for 2017!
At the moment, I am on Research Leave. It is
an interesting experience to put aside
teaching tasks and leadership activities for a
full five months.
My application for this
leave involved a detailed summary of what I
wanted to achieve. On my second day of
research leave, I printed that list and stuck it
prominently near my computer screen.
It is important to have clear cut and
measurable goals. Without that specificity it
would be too easy to get distracted by new
tasks or spend time on less-essential tasks. I
remember reading about Rod McGeoch’s
plans for winning the 2000 Olympic bid. If a
suggested task would not help them achieve
that primary goal, they did not do it. That
kind of total focus has been essential for me.
Will this task aid in the completion of this
manuscript? If the answer is no, then I need
to question why I am I doing it.
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Also aiding my focus is my involvement with
my writing group. I am a participant this
semester rather than the facilitator. At the
beginning of our semester together, I set
myself the goal of achieving a minimum of 15
writing sessions, called WriteTimes, per week.
Each session is 25 minutes.
The result? Manuscripts are getting written—
and it is a wonderful feeling!
What do you do to keep focused?

In this issue we hear from Mrs Udeni De S
Perera about her transition from full-time
PhD student to full-time academic career and
part-time study. If you are a Harry Potter fan,
you will appreciate the analogies that Mrs
Perera provides and her tips on women and
research and self-promotion are a valuable
read for us all.
Our second feature article is from Dr Tseen
Khoo, co-creator of Research Whisperer, on a
topic which has gained traction of late should you do work outside your work plan?
I’ve been to several conferences lately where
this is a hot topic. Dr Tseen’s perspective is
yes! We should do the extras and take the
alternative paths because we can, because
we can help and be of service. And because
the richness of roles and the diversity of
experiences makes us the richer for them.
Our last feature article for this issue is from
Christchurch University’s Associate Professor
Ekant Veer. Ever found yourself searching for,
interpreting,
favouring
and
recalling
information that supports or confirms a preexisting belief or hypothesis? Well, it is called
confirmation bias and it has a huge impact on
what we believe and how we act. Associate
Professor Veer tells us about the impact of
confirmation bias in the classroom.
Welcome again to our first 2017 issue and
happy reading.
Warm regards,

Angela
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The Journey Matters - From PhD to Academia
Mrs Udeni De S Perera
A PhD, by all means, is both an elating and
draining experience, and a multitude of other
feelings in between. Especially during its early
stages, a PhD Research can have many
adrenaline rushes. Yet this sense of euphoria
soon subsides as realisation sets in, often
bringing with it a quiet state of panic.
Periods of procrastination, dry spells, where
no idea seems to ‘click’; tutoring obligations,
are among the many distractions both
welcome and unwelcome, that PhD students
usually go through, during their candidacy.

Mrs Udeni De S Perera

I still recall the transition curve (see below),
that I was introduced to, during my PhD
orientation week (originally introduced by
Tim Ferriss in his post Harnessing
Entrepreneurial Manic Depression: Making
The Rollercoaster Work for You).
True to form, my motivational ups and downs
thus far do partly reflect the curve (I think I
am currently, crawling towards stage 5, after
narrowly escaping the disastrous Crash &
Burn stage!).
Having completed 2 years of full time PhD
study, I find myself in a unique position,
transitioning to an Academic career, midway
of my PhD journey. I believe that my current
state is the result of a series of both

It is important to
understand your
own transition
curve
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conscious and unconscious actions that I
made along the way, which apart from
securing my place within Academia, has also
added great value to my PhD journey thus far.
This piece is my attempt to document some
of my thoughts on my PhD journey so far, and
some of the twists and turns which led to
finding myself in this unique juncture as an
early career Academic at RMIT, in the middle
of my PhD.
The Mixed Bag of Beans that is Year 1
Being a Harry Potter fan, I always compare my
first year as a PhD student (back in 2014) to a
packet of Bertie Bott's Every Flavour Beans.
Adjusting to life in a different country, among
strangers, 8000 km away from family and
friends can be distressing at best. However,
having to adjust to all of that whilst hitting
the ground running, which is the typical
expectation from a PhD student can often be
a daunting experience.
Added to this, is the pressure that most PhD
students place on themselves, to have their
research topic all figured out within the first
semester of research. As important as it is to
have your research topic clearly defined,
there are 3 other equally important aspects
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that need to be focused on, during the first
year which I call the Divine S3 (Supervisors,
Support and Systems).
Supervisors
The relationship and rapport that you create
with your supervisors will be a major defining
factor of the quality of your PhD experience. I
do believe that it is important to commit that
time and energy specifically during the first
year, to get to know your supervisors’
research and life ideologies and to share your
story with them.
Your Supervisor will undoubtedly become one
of the most influential figures not only during
your PhD but also throughout your
subsequent career, more so, if you set your
heart on Academia. Therefore, developing
that bond from a Supervisor-Student
relationship to a Mentor-Mentee relationship
early in your PhD, is of great import.
Support
They say ‘Change is the only Constant in Life’,
and the first year of a PhD can often seem like
a sea of changes. Having left my entire
support system back home in Sri Lanka, I was
faced with the colossal task of building a
support system around me, at Monash
University.

Creating a support system of friends from
scratch within a research environment can be
a mammoth task, especially for International
students, as it can often entail overcoming
cultural and linguistic barriers. For example,
there were ample occasions where I used to
find myself in the middle of a highly
intellectual and often controversial discussion
which had absolutely nothing to do with my
research interests.
In fact, at first, it takes immeasurable tact and
wit to be able to muster up the courage to
contribute to such conversations, without
sounding stupid. Yet these discussions and
meetings (often reinforced with food and
wine) were vital for building my research
support system during the first year of my
PhD.
Systems
Master those Systems! From web enrolment,
to scholarship payroll, to milestone reviews
and specialist software you may require for
your research, it is a must to master as many
of these systems within Year 1 of your PhD.
Creating the necessary links with technical
support personnel and professional staff is
also important. Take the time to get to know
them and build those relationships, as they
too will play a pivotal part in the success of
your PhD journey.

“The way forward is clear.”
Issue 1, 2017

The Divine S3 model
to explain the first
year of the PhD
Supervisors, Support and
Systems
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Year 2 of the PhD
The risk of your research
blowing up - fight back

“You need at least a Masters to get into the deep woods.”
Year 2- Touching Rock Bottom?

Explore and Grow

Year 2 can be a bit tricky and filled with a
certain level of anxiety. I truly believe that
Year 2 of a PhD brings an exceptionally higher
probability of one’s research blowing up in
one’s face.

A
PhD
journey
provides
countless
opportunities to explore and grow your
research potential and to tap to various
sources of knowledge. Yet not all students
fully exploit these opportunities during their
PhD candidacy.

Things can begin to go exponentially wrong,
and it may seem that you’ve hit rock bottom
(i.e. the sheer drop from State 2-State 3 of
the transition curve).
Therefore, this
becomes the period when you will need to
draw from the links, rapports, and support
systems that you create during your first year.

Learn how to
approach the issues
Time for exploration and
growth

Another imminent threat that any PhD
student faces as they step in to the more
decisive and research intensive second year,
is becoming so embroiled in their own
research that they run the risk of creating a
myopic attitude towards research.
Yet,
fighting the urge to crawl back in to ones’
research ‘shell’ and taking the time to attend
research seminars, workshops and discussion
forums can add perspective to your research
experience.
Taking the time to read the profile and work
of a seminar presenter beforehand, can help
you make much better sense of what’s being
presented, even if you are a Statistician sitting
in on an Astrophysics seminar (And yes, I did
sit through one of these seminars, following
the discovery of Gravitational Waves!).
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Understanding the gaps in your knowledge
spectrum and taking necessary steps to
address these gaps, or sharing your research
outputs with other researchers in your area,
to gain feedback can be very important at this
point of your candidature.
By the end of my first year, while making
some progress in my research I had also
identified some troubling knowledge gaps
which had to be addressed. However, the
truth was that I had no idea how to approach
these issues.
The guidance and insights of my Supervisor
was particularly important for me at this
stage, to identify the best opportunities for
both bridging my knowledge gaps and
promoting my research work.
Starting from a simple poster presentation at
an Australasian regional conference to a
Summer School in Europe, and a conference
in my home country, my Supervisor guided
me to extract the best possible research
exposure within different academic settings.
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Each conference, workshop and seminar
added value to my repository of academic
experience whilst sharpening my research
instincts in addition to complimenting my
knowledge. Growing through exploration, is
key to enhancing the PhD experience.
Women and Research
Similar, to many other fields, Academia and
Research also poses a unique set of
challenges to a woman. Despite having an
exceptionally supportive partner, I still found
myself struggling to manage household
chores with my work during certain periods.
Even though, the notion that a married
woman after a certain age, must commit to
child bearing and rearing, may seem
somewhat primitive to the Western mindset,
this idea is still very much prevalent in most
Asian societies.
Thus, coming from a traditional Asian
background, I found it relatively challenging
to curb these societal pressures. To me,
having an open minded and strong personal
support system (parents & partner) was key
in controlling some of these societal
pressures.
I also found that family was that key element
that provided me with the much-needed
respite, to momentarily step off the research
carousal and to enjoy the simple joys of life.

A respite, in my opinion, that every
Researcher should cherish.
Shameless Self-Promotion
Last but not the least, the art of Shameless
Self-Promotion (a term I came across here, at
RMIT) is the final skill that needs to be
mastered by any PhD researcher (particularly
women), who dreams of launching an
illustrious career (especially Academic)
afterwards.
Countless research has shown that women as
opposed to men, particularly find it difficult
to promote their worth, within a professional
framework. Yet self-promotion is an absolute
must, in building a successful Academic
profile.

Women and
academia
It can be challenging to resist
societal pressures, but with
an open mind and strong
support system it can be
done

Perseverance and intellect can create high
quality research but marketing is what brings
research to life, and promoting your research
is a skill that we as PhD students need to
develop as early as possible in our PhD
journey.

Mrs Udeni De S Perera
Research Officer
School of Economics, Finance and Marketing
College of Business
RMIT Univeristy
Email: udeni.desilvaperera@rmit.edu.au

Perseverance and
intellect can create
high quality
research...
but marketing is what brings
research to life

“We need to get you a wreck room.”
Issue 1, 2017
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Do it because you can by Dr Tseen Khoo
I tried to let this particular white-hot rage die
down. But it won’t.
So, hopefully, here’s a constructive post built
from the foundations of my infuriation.
I heard a researcher talking about how they
balanced their academic work life a while
ago, and it made me very angry.
Basically, they said that anything that
wasn’t clearly noted as part of their
workload, they wouldn’t bother doing.

Dr Tseen Khoo
Lecturer, Research Education
and Development team,
Graduate Research School, La
Trobe University
Co-creator of The Research
Whisperer

The implication being that anyone who did
‘extra’ or ‘unnecessary’ things were total
mugs because those things weren’t getting
them ahead in their careers – therefore, not
worth doing. They considered the idea of
communicating research (and social media as
a whole) as a fad in which only the gullible
would indulge their time.
They also seemed smug, and it’s always hard
for me to like those who seem smug.
I agree that people shouldn’t fall on their
swords and slog away at little recognised,
exploitative roles or over-the-workload-limit
tasks and responsibilities.
I’m not saying that academics must carry the
weight of all that needs to be done, because
we know that it’s always already too much.

What I am good at,
and have a passion
for:
Bringing people together and
making things happen

What made me so angry was that this
researcher wasn’t talking about solidarity
with colleagues in the face of workload
adversity.
They were totally focused on what would be
worthwhile doing for their own career and
promotion prospects; everything else was
secondary, if not worthless.
It went against everything I believed in,
within the academic sector and beyond. As I
wrote in my earlier post on “What makes a
good colleague“:
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“There is a whole raft of intangible, essential,
labour-intensive work that goes into a healthy
research ecosystem”.
Nothing makes me see red more than people
who are willing to take advantage of a strong,
collegial research environment but don’t
contribute to the necessary and intangible
work that makes that environment possible.
They’ll take every research opportunity, but
aren’t willing to work alongside various
colleagues
to
create
those
same
opportunities for others.
Either they fail to recognise that they are
enjoying a context created by the work of
others, or they think that the work done by
those colleagues is beneath them.
Either way, white-hot rage!
I’ve realised over the years that what I’m
good at – and really have a passion for – is
bringing people together and making things
happen.
The biggest face of this is the research
network that I helped create and have run for
over a decade now. At its core,
the
AASRN
creates
an
intellectual
community under the broad sociopolitical
umbrella of Asian Australian Studies.
Through the network, members have helped
each other out with research questions,
worked on major projects, assisted with
recruitment for a wide range of projects,
collaborated on and attended one another’s
events, shared references and papers, and
got to hang out and befriend like-minded
colleagues.
Many of the collegial relationships made in
the first few years of AASRN’s existence
remain intact, and are often stronger, today.
In the various positions I’ve occupied
(salaried or not), I’ve recommended various
researchers for academic roles, written letters
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of support, been a referee, and widely shared
news about positions and new fellowships/
scholarships.
I’ve introduced researchers to one another
when I thought they’d enjoy meeting
and have cool things to talk about and plans
to hatch. Through Research Whisperer with
Jonathan, we’ve made a space for researchers
to connect about academic identities and
cultures, and offer insight into the funding
games and academe more broadly. I still wear
way too many hats.
Many colleagues comment that it’s a lot to
do, they don’t know how I do it, and they say
they’re really glad I do.
Occasionally, someone will ask why I’d bother
doing some of the things I do, because those
things don’t result in an immediate (or even
horizon) career pay-off.
My answer is that I do it because I can. I know
that sounds a bit Pollyanna-ish, and those
who know me will likely LOL because I’m
anything but Pollyanna-ish, but it’s true: I do
it because I can.
For example, my scholarly output has been
affected by the fact that I have often edited
Issue 1, 2017

books or special journal issues.
I’ve chosen to edit these publications because
they’re an opportunity to showcase emerging
researchers’ work, and add more depth to a
field I’ve helped create.
I’ve written about how I think “there is no
better way to fast-track your grasp of
academic productivity and evaluation than
becoming a journal editor” (Becoming a
journal editor).
I’ve also written and published my own
papers, of course, but there’s no doubt
there’d be a lot more of them if I didn’t edit a
thing.
I think about that at times, when I do that
terrible comparison that we do with others
within our broader career cohort. I think
about whether those authored papers
might’ve tipped my track-record over into
being more competitive for the major
fellowships I’ve previously applied for in vain.
What if I’d written those papers instead of
editing those journal issues? What if I’d never
convened those conferences or symposiums?
If I’d never help start that postgrad group, or
served on that academic association

Do it because you
can
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Take the
opportunities, do
the different roles
My academic and
professional life is all the
richer for them

committee? If I’d ignored requests for advice
about starting professional networks, or
planning research programs? Some of them
now look good on my CV and have become
part of my career narrative but I didn’t do
them for that.
My academic and professional life is all the
richer for taking on diverse roles, and I gain a
lot satisfaction from knowing that I’ve made
things happen for a field and its next
generation of researchers. I recognise that all
the things I’m able to do today comes from
the work of those who’ve come before me,
especially given that I’m in the area of critical
race studies and often focused on

racialisation and discrimination. Where would
I be without my intellectual, activist
predecessors?
For things large and small, then, I help and do
good things when I can. Because, really, why
wouldn’t you? Why would you want to be
part of a community that always did
otherwise?
This article was originally published in The
Research Whisperer and is shared here under
the Creative Commons “Attribution-non
commercial-sharealike” license.

Confirmation Biases and its impact in the Classroom
by Associate Professor Ekant Veer

Confirmation bias:
Tendency to search for,
interpret, favour and recall
information that supports or
confirms a pre-existing belief
or hypothesis

I recently completed a study looking at how
different voters responded to marketing
‘mishaps’ by political parties. We are still
finishing the analysis, but the early results
suggest a tautological (and, as a result,
probably unpublishable) result: that voters
that have an opinion won’t be swayed by
something that attacks their preferred world
view but will gleefully relish the disasters they
observe from other political parties. If my
party stuffs up, we forgive them for making a
mistake, but if the opposition party stuffs up,
it’s because they’re useless.
Basically, the findings support a confirmation
bias and ad hominem fallacy. Confirmation
bias is when we purposefully go out to find or
interpret evidence, events or actions that
bolster our existing beliefs (Nickerson, 1998).
So, if I feel an opposition political party are
inept, then I will purposefully look for
evidence to support this, rather than seek
evidence, a priori, to alter my existing beliefs.
Confirmation biases occur in many, many
everyday situations, like looking for positive
reviews of a movie you loved just to prove to
other people that they should see it, too (side
note, check out Lion, it’s amazing!).
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The ad hominem fallacy is when people
discount what a person has said/done not
because their argument/evidence is weak but
because they mistrust the person delivering
the argument/evidence (Walton, 1998).
If you ever hate yourself enough to watch
Westminster Parliamentary debates, it seems
to be the main weapon many politicians use
to rebut the opposition. People are attacked
with stances such as “Can you really trust a
person who once did XYZ to do ABC now?”.
As I write this, in New Zealand’s Parliament
the Leader of the New Zealand First Party, the
Right Honourable Winston Peters, defended a
question from David Seymour by saying “Not
only is that statement utterly false, but, worse
still, we are not going to take it from a
cuckolded puppet!”.
It is the purposeful attack on the person, not
the actions, words or arguments that the
person is making to discredit their position.
The fallacy states that we respond differently
to a set of actions, behaviours and practices
depending on the source.
Even when the actual behaviour is identical,
the source of the behaviour affects our
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impression of its intent, impact and
motivation. We hate the speaker, so nothing
they say has any relevance.
This ad hominem fallacy is something that
affects us not just when we evaluate political
parties but also how our students treat us as
their lecturers.
Through no purposeful action on my part I
was born male. I am proud to be a man, a
father, a husband. I am also acutely aware of
the privilege that I live with, especially in the
classroom.
It is rare to see overt prejudice against
women in the workplace, but there is no
denying that unconscious biases can and do
still exist.

and children. This caused a little confusion
and consternation on the part of my
colleague because “Gender shouldn’t be the
defining factor in picking the best people for
the job”.
My simple reply was that “when the people
making the judgements as to what is best are
male, there is a possibility that there would
be a bias towards men.
Even if there was no bias at all, having an allmale team does not necessarily send a
message of equality to those you are looking
to lead”.
I took a polarising stance. Some might see
this as a foolish position while others would
see it as laudable to turn down an
opportunity because equality is important.

A recent study into the gender wage gap
study in New Zealand found that over 80% of
the discrepancy between men’s and women’s
wages can’t be accounted for by anything
other than unconscious bias (Pacheo, Li, and
Cochrane, 2017).

The reality is, as much of as feminist as I think
I am I know I’m biased. It’s not a bad thing –
it’s not something I should be ashamed of but
it IS something I work on fixing.

A now famous study by Ottonboni, Boring,
and Stark (2016) reported that student
evaluations of female teachers were
significantly lower than that of their male
counterparts
even
when
instructor
effectiveness was controlled for in the study.

Some years back I did an Implicit Association
Test (IAT) on Gender and Career. IATs are a
time-based test to determine whether people
are unconsciously/implicitly biased towards a
certain combination of words. Although it
seems like a bit of a ‘buzzfeedy’ type of
survey the science behind IATs are quite
robust (Greenwald et al., 1998).

They found no correlation between a student
rating a teaching higher and students
succeeding better in final tests, but students
still depreciated their scores against female
instructors versus male instructors.
The longer we ignore that we may actually
hold unconscious biases ourselves the longer
we may be supporting a system that
undeservingly denigrates members of society
simply because of the genes they inherited
from their parents.
I recently had a discussion with a colleague of
mine about picking the ‘right’ team for quite
an important task. When I saw the make-up
of the team, I politely declined the offer as
the entire team was male even though the
impact of the team would affect men, women
Issue 1, 2017

In my case, it showed I had a significant
association between Female with Family and
Male with Career. Implicitly I saw those
combinations as being strong.
This was not a result I wanted to hear; in fact,
the Project Implicit website specifically says “I
am aware of the possibility of encountering
interpretations of my IAT test performance
with which I may not agree.
Knowing this, I wish to proceed”. As much as I
wasn’t happy with the result, I was happy I
knew. The unconscious bias I had held was
now conscious and it drives me to consider
gender/career/home options far more
equitably.

Associate Professor
Ekant Veer
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Conscious
appreciation for an
implication
associate is the key
to fixing
confirmation biases

I re-did the test before writing this piece. The
results showed that “[My] data suggest little
to no difference in automatic associations of
career and MALE with family and FEMALE.”

teacher (that is, evaluate the effectiveness of
a teacher not just on the student self-reports
of the experience but on how much they have
learnt as they exit the class).

This is a good result because a conscious
appreciation for an implicit association CAN
affect unconscious biases. This, for me, is the
key to fixing confirmation biases.

But equally remember that knowing you carry
a bias doesn’t remove it, there needs to be
conscious action. I encourage everyone to do
a few IATs at Harvard’s ‘Project Implicit’ site:
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
takeatest.html

So, in returning to the issue of confirmation
biases in the classroom: what can and should
be done? The first thing that all persons need
to accept is that biases and ad hominem
fallacies exist.
Not only do we project these on to our
students but they will be biased against us –
it’s human nature, and it’s difficult to be
upset about something that is unconscious,
but that doesn’t mean it should be ignored.
Most importantly, managers need to realise
that these biases exist when evaluating staff
performance. If we know that female faculty
are actively disadvantaged in student surveys,
then other means of teaching evaluation
should be incorporated into the evaluation.
This could be through peer engagement (you
know, actually watch someone teach to see if
they’re a good teacher!) or combining
student success rates and their liking of the

Managers need to
realise that these
biases exist
There’s one right there! Now
we’ve identified it, we can do
something about it
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Critical thinking is key in a world where
confirmation biases are so prevalent.
Teaching critical thinking in class is one step
to confirmation bias mitigation.
That is, rather than focus on learning ‘stuff’
students should be driven to critique
knowledge, critique its source and the basis
on which it is received as this is a means to
truly understand whether their judgements
are based on evidence or biases.
Do they like the teacher because he is an
excellent teacher or because he represents
some bias that they have associated with
effective teaching?
Doing experiments and exercises in class on
criticality and its effects on knowledge would
not only make students better students
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overall, but could go some way to breaking
any biases that are being carried.
Finally, one means to mitigate confirmation
biases in class that has been suggested is to
dehumanise the experience completely.
Go online and remove the chance for biases
to exist. Have classes taught in a manner
where it is impossible to feel the lecturer is
good or bad because you are being judged by
a username, not a person.
Let me tell you that this is unlikely to help the
student experience and, as a result, unlikely
to improve a person’s teaching scores.

Remove the chance
for biases to exist
Work towards this common
goal

Providing online resources is something I am
passionate about and will continue to do in
my teaching, but I do this because it aids in a
flexible learning environment for the
students.
The dehumanisation of a course is unlikely to
be something that will benefit the lecturer,
and that is what we need to start doing.
Rather than avoiding situations which may
lead us to be the victim of bias we should be
looking to break biases.
Using online learning environments will
definitely help in engaging students who may
not want or may not be able to be physically
present in class.
However, much of the evidence points to
these environments lacking the student
experience that an in-class format provides.
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Editors Note: We would be very interested to
hear your experiences with confirmation bias.
We would also be interested to hear your
strategies for dealing with this type of bias.
What strategies for the classroom, online
learning or overall teaching have you
developed and would like to share with our
readers? Thank you.

So, make a commitment to being part of the
solution and look to make unconscious biases
something we consciously mitigate.

Associate Professor Angela Dobele is an academic research professional with a passion for word of mouth (wom) marketing, from traditional face-toface through to social media and electronic wom. Her research interests extend to marketing education and education issues including academic
workload and student performance.
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understanding of the key drivers of positive wom and the organisational strategies that facilitate it. She is currently developing a framework to assist
commercial marketers improve the effectiveness of blogs and micro-blogs: building on co-creation and collaboration to communicate with loyal and
passionate community members.
In the field of education, Angela is currently working with Griffith University’s Professor Sharyn Rundle-Thiele to develop an understanding of the full
impact of ERA and the differences in academic workload and performance on promotion.
Angela has developed strong links with industry with a commitment to bridging the relationship between practitioners and academia. Her current
industry projects involve research into tourism, life insurance and blood donation.

