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NAVIGATING ACADEMIA: 
ILLUMINATING PATHWAYS TO 

FACULTY SUCCESS

McKenzie Rabenn 
University of Wisconsin-River Falls, USA 

University of North Dakota

As we embark on our journey through academia, we often find ourselves 
navigating uncharted waters, seeking guidance, inspiration, and, above 
all, a sense of belonging in this diverse and dynamic landscape of higher 
education. It is a journey filled with opportunities and challenges, where 
the quest for success is met with myriad experiences, both enriching and 
demanding.

The experiences of first-year, tenure track faculty have been missing 
in the literature about new or junior faculty for many years (Cole et al., 
2017). I find myself in a unique position as I pen these words, just one year 
removed from the completion of my own PhD, navigating the labyrinthine 
halls of academia. It’s a journey that I continue to embark upon, with every 
day presenting new opportunities for growth and learning. This journey, 
while often viewed as idyllic from outside the academy, poses significant 
challenges, particularly for newcomers. As research has demonstrated (e.g., 
Austin et al., 2007), new faculty members are typically highly committed 
and enthusiastic about their choice of career. However, they often encoun-
ter negative emotions and obstacles early on that can temper their ideal-
ism and reduce their effectiveness (Fayne & Ortquist-Ahrens, 2006). For 
many, the entry period, lasting from one term to several years, is marked 
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by anxiety, pressure, and stress stemming from ambiguous expectations, 
a sense of isolation, and a lack of balance between personal and profes-
sional life. “Faculty Success in the Academy: Tips, Tools, and Resources for 
Success” is a beacon of wisdom and support for those who embark on this 
academic odyssey, including those, like me, who are just beginning to find 
their way.

Within the forthcoming pages, you will uncover a wealth of knowledge, 
heartfelt advice, and inspiring anecdotes shared by faculty members repre-
senting the full spectrum of higher education. It transcends the boundaries 
of public and private institutions, encompassing research-intensive univer-
sities and teaching-focused colleges, both predominantly white institutions 
(PWIs) and Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs). This book illuminates the 
journey from instructors to assistant professors and revered emeriti profes-
sors, serving as a wellspring of motivation and a trove of insights that intri-
cately weave the tapestry of higher education, catering to the needs of both 
new and seasoned faculty members.

This book embraces a diverse academic community, resonating with the 
experiences of individuals from both historically majority and marginalized 
groups. Specifically, for faculty of color, who research has shown face rac-
ism, tokenism, and hostile campus environments (Jayakumar et al., 2009; 
Stanley, 2006), this can result in negative experiences including isolation, 
questioning of qualifications from students, invalidation of research from 
colleagues, and disproportionately high expectations of service (Diggs et 
al., 2009; Stanley, 2006; Tomlin, 2023; Tuitt et al., 2009). This guide serves 
as a beacon for all who have chosen the academic path, from those early in 
their career to those who are well into their careers. It has the potential to 
help each to better navigate their journey, embrace their unique identities, 
and thrive in the diverse realm of higher education across varied settings. 

“Faculty Success in the Academy” is a testament to the power of mentor-
ship, guidance, and shared experiences. It underscores the importance of 
building bridges, forming connections, and fostering a sense of belonging 
for all who aspire to thrive in the academic sphere. It provides invaluable 
tools and resources, coupled with stories of resilience, perseverance, and 
achievements, which will inspire and empower the next generation of aca-
demics, including those like me, who are one year removed from the halls 
of academia.

This comprehensive guide offers invaluable insights, strategies, and 
personal narratives from a diverse group of faculty members, illuminating 
the path to success within the academic world. Success in the academy can 
look different for different people, but many of the elements to success are 
found within this book. The book is divided into three essential sections, 
each focusing on a critical aspect of faculty life: mentorship, navigating aca-
demia, and networking.
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SECTION 1: NETWORKING

It’s not just what you know, but who you know and are connected to
  

In this section, readers will explore the significance of networking within 
academia. Discover how individual, unique identities can be leveraged to 
navigate academic institutions that prioritize productivity. The chapters in 
this section redefine networking to include not only traditional definitions 
of productivity but also the overall well-being of individual members in the 
network. Learn from personal experiences and be inspired to re-imagine 
your own supportive academic network.

SECTION 2: MENTORSHIP

I can’t do this on my own, you can’t either
  

In this section, readers will discover the profound impact of mentorship on 
faculty members’ careers. Personal narratives provide readers with valuable 
lessons on how to navigate academia in a way that nurtures personal and 
professional growth. In this section, readers will learn how mentorship can 
help overcome challenges, gain recognition, and ultimately, contribute to 
the broader academic community.

SECTION 3: NAVIGATING ACADEMIA

Learn the system, beat the system
  

In this section, readers will navigate the essentials within the complex land-
scape of academia as faculty members share their transformative journeys. 
From early challenges to emerging recognition, these narratives delve 
into the intricate tapestry of academia, uncovering strategies for success. 
Anchored in transformational leadership theory, this section offers insights 
and guidance for those embarking on similar trajectories.

This volume is more than just a guide; it’s a call to action, reminding 
us that each of us brings a unique perspective and voice to the academy. 
It celebrates the remarkable contributions faculty members make daily to 
higher education and the broader community. It recognizes that the path 
to success is not a solitary one but a shared voyage filled with hidden oppor-
tunities for those who dare to explore.
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“Faculty Success in the Academy” is a guiding light for those seeking 
to thrive in the vibrant tapestry of academia. Whether you’re a new 
faculty member in need of guidance, a seasoned educator in search 
of new perspectives, or an academic leader dedicated to supporting 
your colleagues, this book offers valuable insights, encouragement, 
and a supportive community to help you excel in the diverse world of 
academia.

It’s a collaborative effort that provides a community of wisdom, a shared 
journey, and a call to action for all faculty members, regardless of their 
career stage. With gratitude to the authors, editors, and contributors 
who have shared their wisdom, experiences, and stories, we invite you to 
embark on this transformative journey through the pages of this book. May 
it inspire, guide, and empower you to reach new heights of success in your 
academic endeavors.

As you embark on this enriching journey through the pages of this book, 
I encourage you to immerse yourself fully in its contents. Take a moment 
to contemplate your academic positionality and note areas where growth 
and improvement are beneficial for your success. Delve into the table 
of contents and author bios, identifying chapters and contributors that 
directly resonate with your immediate needs and aspirations. Remember, 
each chapter within these pages offers a unique opportunity for growth, 
regardless of your career stage. Embrace this diversity of perspectives and 
knowledge, allowing each word to enrich your understanding and propel 
you forward on your academic path. May this book be not just a source of 
information, but a catalyst for your personal and professional development. 

More specifically, I suggest the following:
  

• Reflect on your current positionality as an academic. In what areas 
are you currently shining? In what areas do you feel you need a 
jumpstart?

• Explore the table of contents and author bios. Identify those that 
might provide an immediate need for your success.

• Read through all of the chapters, while the author might be at a 
different stage in their career, there is a space for growth through 
their experiences.

• Make a running list of ideas and strategies that you can immedi-
ately implement as well as those that you can work toward in the 
near future.
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