
The story of the first research proposal 
by Ros Brennan 
 
I was quite a new academic, an older person but a real novice when it came to full 
time work in the Faculty of Education. I was employed as a Lecturer A, a status that 
really confirmed my inexperience, and I was very conscious of both my newness and 
my limited researching skills. I had worked on a number of research projects but 
always under the direction of a more experienced person and now I was on my own. 
 
I was very interested in online learning in VET and when NCVER called for proposals 
to evaluate the literature in this field my senior colleague suggested that I should 
apply. This was a very daunting proposition that was made seriously worse when I 
downloaded the application form. There were categories of information required 
that I had absolutely no idea how to populate with vaguely sensible information. 
What was I going to put under “background information”? How could I construct 
research questions that would guide my evaluation of the literature? How could I 
construct a budget and what were these strange things called ‘milestones’ that 
determined (I later learnt) the progress of the project? Who would constitute the 
“Reference Panel” and what was their role? Where would I begin and even more 
importantly, where would I end? A million questions strode through my brain and 
left me feeling incompetent and quite overwhelmed. 
 
I spent many hours collecting and reading the literature in this field and quite frankly 
it was extremely engaging but it did nothing to contribute to my sense of confidence. 
I talked to colleagues who were very encouraging and the deadline for submissions 
loomed closer each day. One night in tears and no closer to filling in anything in the 
application I rang my senior colleague who offered to help in this process.  We met 
and he ever so patiently took me through the sections in the application and 
delineated the expectations of each of these. This helped a great deal but now I had 
to do the work and I was still not all confident that I had got it right. I completed 
draft after draft. He commented, directed steered, and handed me Kleenex tissues 
whenever it all got too much. A couple of times I nearly gave up but a bloody minded 
persistence had taught me that if you stick at something nine times out of ten it 
comes right -and it did. 
 
An awful overlay to this process was the fact that the template in which I had to 
submit the proposal was particularly unfriendly and my work kept crashing and 
being lost. A deep incompatibility between Macs and PC’s was one of my most 
harrowing experiences. In the end I learnt to email myself the work I had done at 
home to my PC at work and then drop it into the template. The budget format 
persistently fell out and the reference list went haywire to put it mildly. The strange 
mixture of intellectual and technical work was a strong cocktail that left me 
exhausted at the end of the process. 
 
Well, the proposal went in with only a few hours to spare and the hard copies were 
couriered to NCVER. It had taken days and days of my time, endless hours of collegial 



support, tens of drafts and a prodigious amount of reading. I crafted my research 
questions based on a mixture of passion, interest and information from the 
literature. The budget was developed, the reference panel members identified and 
contacted and the background information was based on the reading I had done. I 
was exhausted and exhilarated. 
 
The successful proposals were announced and there was mine with a BIG TICK and I 
am unsure if I felt elation or just abject horror. I hugged my senior colleague and I 
thought about how fortunate I was to have such a generous person to guide and 
support me. 
 
When the euphoria had passed I realised with a sudden wave of nausea that 
I actually had to do this work now. But that is another story for another day! 
 


