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Praise for Women Thriving in Academia

“This is a book every early career woman in
academia needs to read. The higher education
landscape has been reformed in the last few
decades; however, there are still hostilities,
subtle and not so subtle, that need to be
understood to navigate a career in this field.
The book uses personal reflective narratives
of women in academia to provide an account
of intersecting roles of race, gender, and class.
The journey to the top is full of obstacles
and needs strategies such as those that are
provided in the book. This book underscores
the value and the importance of networks
and support structures that women need to
succeed in their academic careers.”

–Professor Teboho Moja, New York
University, USA

“This little book is a veritable treasure chest,
complete with a compelling foreword written
by Dr Jane den Hollander, AO. The
contributors show that there is no academic
fairy tale for women (spoiler alert!). Instead
they draw on their collective wealth of
knowledge and experience to offer relatable
accounts of what flourishing in academia
entails and how to transform some of the
gritty realities of academic life into success.
Read it and learn how to navigate the snakes
and ladders of academic life with nous.”

–Dr Sarah Healy, The University of
Melbourne, Australia



“An empowering book that deeply reflects on
gender challenges and opportunities in the
contemporary academy around the world.
The international, real-life examples were
fascinating and serve as an inspiring read.”

–Dr Maryam Aldossari, University of
Edinburgh, UK



CONTENTS

About the Contributors ix

Preface xiii

Acknowledgments xvii

Part 1 Personal Reflections on Women Thriving
in Academia

1. Women Thriving in Academia: Exploring the
Terrain 3
Marian Mahat

2. Making Work Count: The Journey Toward
Meaning in Academia 15
Chin Ee Loh

3. Legitimacy and Collegial Relationships for a
Woman of Color in the Academy 33
Zukiswa Mthimunye-Kekana

4. Women Leading in Academia: Voices from within
the Ivory Tower 51
Marian Mahat, Rita Hardiman, Kate Howell and
Iderlina Mateo-Babiano

5. Learning to Lead by Saying Yes 71
A. Lin Goodwin

vi i



Part 2 Support Structures for Women in Academia

6. The Power of Networks in the Gendered
Academy 89
Emily Yarrow

7. Women’s Work: Education-focused Academics in
Higher Education 109
Pauline M. Ross

8. The XCHANGE Festival: Small X, BIG CHANGE? 129
Kate Carruthers Thomas

9. Using a Portfolio Approach to Navigate
Academia 147
Elizabeth Hartnell-Young

10. What Now for the Modern Female Academic? 167
Marian Mahat

Index 177

vi i i Contents



ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS

A. Lin Goodwin is a Professor and the Dean of the Faculty of
Education at the University of Hong Kong. Her research
focuses on teacher and teacher educator beliefs, identities, and
development; equitable education and powerful teaching for
immigrant and minoritized youth; and international analyses/
comparisons of teacher education practice and policy.

Rita Hardiman has worked in higher education for over two
decades, in numerous roles: academic, professional, casual,
and full time. As a Melbourne Dental School Senior Lecturer,
her interests include mineralized tissue research and anatomy
education. Like many colleagues, she had career interruptions
while creating and growing her family, and due to a life-
threatening traffic incident.

Elizabeth Hartnell-Young has designed many leadership pro-
grams for women and is the co-author of Digital Portfolios:
Powerful Tools for Promoting Professional Growth and Reflec-
tion (Corwin Press, 2007). She has written numerous journal
articles on portfolios and technology for learning. In 2017, she
co-foundedHonour aWoman (www.honourawoman.com).

Jane den Hollander AO was the Vice-Chancellor of Deakin
University from 2010 until retirement in July 2019 and the
Interim Vice-Chancellor of the University of Western

ix

http://www.honourawoman.com


Australia from February to July 2020. Jane received an Order
of Australia for distinguished service to tertiary education in
2017; she was awarded the Business Higher Education Round
Table Ashley Goldsworthy medal for individual leadership in
2018 and in 2019 was named in the Victorian Honour Roll
for Women.

Kate Howell is a Senior Lecturer at the University of Mel-
bourne, with research interests in yeast biology, microbial
ecology, and food chemistry. She heads a research laboratory,
collaborates widely to provide multidisciplinary perspectives
to her research, and is the Director of Research Training for
the School of Agriculture and Food.

Chin Ee Loh is an Associate Professor and Deputy Head
(Research) in the English Language and Literature Academic
Group at the National Institute of Education, Nanyang
Technological University. Her research interests are in the
area of literature education and literacy practices at the nexus
of globalization and social class. You can find out more about
her research at https://www.lohchinee.com.

Marian Mahat is a Senior Research Fellow at the University
of Melbourne. Drawing on multiple fields of inquiry, her
work focuses on student learning and outcomes in various
educational contexts, innovative quantitative and qualitative
methodologies, and interdisciplinary collaboration. She is
series editor of Surviving and Thriving in Academia pub-
lished by Emerald.

Iderlina Mateo-Babiano has a background in architecture,
urban planning, and transportation. She teaches urban design
and place making for the built environment. Her research is
concerned with improving our understanding of how people
interact with place, creating challenges and opportunities for

x About the Contributors

https://www.lohchinee.com/


positive place-based change, also advancing transportation
research, with theory and policy implications in Australasia.

Zukiswa Mthimunye-Kekana is an Adjunct Faculty at GIBS
Business School, University of Pretoria (South Africa), and a
development finance professional with a focus on investment
in education in Sub-Saharan Africa. She has research interests
in contextual leadership, organizational development and
education innovation.

Pauline M. Ross is a Professor of Biology, Associate Dean
(Education) at the University of Sydney, a National Teaching
Fellow of the Office for Learning and Teaching, and a Prin-
cipal Fellow of Advance HE. Pauline has led several STEM
curriculum redesigns in complex and diverse contexts with
multiple awards for educational excellence.

Kate Carruthers Thomas is a Senior Research Fellow and
Athena SWAN Project Manager at Birmingham City
University, UK. She specializes in interdisciplinary enquiry
into contemporary higher education, inequalities, and gender
and has a particular interest in spatial methods and analyses.
Kate also uses research poetry and graphic social science as
methods of disseminating her research (www.thinkthreeways.
weebly.com).

Emily Yarrow is a Lecturer in International Human Resource
Management at Portsmouth Business School. Emily’s research
focuses on the impact of research evaluation on female aca-
demics’ careers, gendered networks, and inequality regimes. Her
work contributes to understandings of gendered organizational
behavior and women’s lived experiences of organizational life.

About the Contributors xi

http://www.thinkthreeways.weebly.com
http://www.thinkthreeways.weebly.com


This page intentionally left blank



PREFACE

I am a first-generation university graduate. My mother made
sure my application to Wits in Johannesburg was correct and
sent. I got a place and left a small mining town for a new life
and a new world. I am what I am because of her determina-
tion that her three daughters would have better opportunities
than she ever did. Many women in academia are just like me,
standing on the shoulders of our mothers and grandmothers,
who got us through school and to the door of a university
somewhere in our world. Women Thriving in Academia is
about the journey and experience after stepping through the
door, with hope and optimism, to join the global academy.

The joy of this collection is the personal truth telling of the
authors, all different, most experiences are instantly recog-
nizable and unsurprising to most of us. Progress has been
made and we celebrate that progress, but here is the testament
to the glacial pace of change in the deeper parts of our global
academy, especially to the upper echelons of the ivory towers.

This collection is in two sections:
Part One has a range of ruthlessly truthful Personal

Reflections from women across our global community –

Singapore, United Kingdom, Hong Kong, South Africa, and
Australia – describing their journeys through and up the sys-
tem as academic staff. The issues raised in this section include

xi i i



PhD topic selection and supervisor support as well promotion
strategies and, for many, especially women of color, having to
repeatedly explain and justify their right to be present and
to be heard.

Part Two is focused on Support Structures and Strategies and
due mention is given to Athena SWAN and the progress that
has been enabled under its umbrella. The focus on the nexus of
equity and excellence – they are not mutually exclusive and
indeed the evidence is that equitable practice begets excellence –
who knew? All the essentials – how to cope with patronization,
exclusion and belonging; how to gain sponsorship; and how
to connect with good interested mentors – are discussed
coherently and sensibly.

These chapters were written on the eve of the COVID-19
pandemic. We must take care that women in academia do
not pay a higher price than our men as we progress back to
normality – there is danger that much of the progress of
past decades could be undone. Insecurity is a theme through
the collection, and the pandemic will add a layer of intensity
for the next period, probably for some years. Casualization
is a current and increasing threat. Reduced funding for
research in Australia and most other countries means many
will lose early career positions and will have nascent
research careers stalled and, in many cases, ended. We must
pay attention, find solutions, look for strategies, learn from
the experiences we have here, and speak up so that the
other side of this pandemic sees women still thriving and
surviving.

This book is a good read, relevant, personal, and opti-
mistic. Marian Mahat deserves special mention, and con-
gratulations to the authors who have contributed their
experiences and views at this critical time in our history.
I commend all women who have ambition for their futures to
take note.
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Thriving in academia matters – perhaps more now than it
ever has as our daughters and granddaughters take their
tentative steps to the door of a career and life in a university
somewhere. We must not let them down.

Dr Jane den Hollander AO
Hon Doc (Deakin), PhD (Wales), MSc/BSc Hons (Wits)
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1

WOMEN THRIVING IN
ACADEMIA: EXPLORING THE

TERRAIN
Marian Mahat

INTRODUCTION

Drawing on a rich array of research literature, many scholars
have argued the importance of bridging the gap between men
and women in leadership and management. Particularly in a
male-dominated (and Anglo-Saxon) higher education sector,
this has not been an easy endeavor. Overt and subtle forms of
adversity abound, which lead to discouragement and pessimism
for many women academics. Understanding the differing sys-
tems of values and being open to the opportunities that can
move higher education institutions beyond the constraints that
have held highly competent women back for far too long, this
chapter provides profiles of academics that link challenges and
opportunities in higher education, leadership andmanagement,
and gender studies. It is hoped that these narratives and the
stories they tell can help empowerwomen academics to thrive in
academia.

3



THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE UGLY

Bet ty ’s Stor y

Betty’s full-time employment at the University began
with a lecturing role in the Department of Psychiatry
in 1980 while she was completing a PhD. She
continued to hold an appointment in Psychiatry until
2012 where she was promoted to Professor in 1998
and then took on leadership roles that included Head
of the School and President of the Academic Board.
For the first twenty years of her academic life, Betty
felt that she needed to stay ‘local’ and provide the
much-needed stability for her two school-aged
children. Now that they are older and have families
and responsibilities of their own, she feels like she can
be more mobile but thinks it is too late for her career
progression.

Veronica ’s Stor y

Veronica worked as a teacher and then principal for
fifteen years before she decided to complete a PhD in
education. She is passionate about educational
leadership and in helping others lead schools and
school systems. As a mature-aged student, she
grappled with the ‘loss of income’ and ‘security’ of a
full-time role. Upon completion of her PhD and not
being able to secure an academic role, she embarked
on multiple sessional teaching roles, research
assistant roles and undertaking consultancies at the
side. Now fifth year post-PhD, she has more work
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than she could ever undertake and have the luxury of
choosing what she works on. However, due to the
precarity of the profession, she sometimes wonder
whether she has made the right move going into
academia.

Consider the profiles of the two academic women. One
began her academic work early on in her career and the other
as a mature age student. Both have reasonable success
but grapple with opportunities for career progression and
stability. Your story may not sit in either but possibly
has commonalities of experiences that every woman grapples
with. Every story is different, and we have come to appreciate
that one size clearly does not fit all in academia – not along a
single pipeline or in the same pace. It is how you navigate the
many different paths through academia that is important.
Your story is important.

There are many good and wonderful things about
embarking on an academic career. As an academic, you have
the freedom and autonomy to determine what you want to
research (things that you are passionate about). You are free
to choose how you spend your time. For the most part, your
hours are not being tied to the standard 9-to-5 work hours,
which allows you to spend your time on the things where they
can add the most value. You have an opportunity to have a
long-term impact, not only in research and knowledge crea-
tion but also in teaching and helping students succeed in their
careers and professional development. Opportunities to travel
(going to places you have never been before), making lifelong
friends with similar passion, and opportunities to meet
scholars whose work you teach or research you emulate are
perks that come with the job.

At the same time, there are characteristics of an academic
career that make it particularly challenging. As an academic,
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you must fulfill multiple roles – teaching and learning,
research and research training, engagement and impact, and
leadership and service both to the university and to the
profession – that increase the level of demand. While the long-
term impact of your work can be fulfilling, it also leads to
what Weick (1970) calls high overload – the academic goes
through long periods before outputs materialize, from doing
field work to writing a book. As an academic, you are also
supposed to be an expert in your field. There is pressure,
therefore, always to appear knowledgeable and to never to
have to ask for help, which increases the psychological
demands on you. “Imposter syndrome” – a psychological
pattern in which you doubt your own accomplishments and
have a persistent internalized fear of being exposed as a
“fraud” – is real in academia. While there is flexibility in terms
of where and when you work, this is also harder to preserve as
you maintain relationships and family time.

While it is challenging for any individual to navigate and
thrive in academia, it is tougher as a woman. Despite
considerable progress over the last few decades, barriers to
women’s academic careers persist. Among salient factors that
are well documented in the literature, there is this constant
pressure to prove your competence, to prove that you belong,
to prove that you are serious about your scholarship (and not
just interested in teaching or service), and to prove that you
can be a good leader. We have much to learn from women
academics as they provide tangible evidence of how it is to
really “thrive in academia.”

EXPLORING THE TERRAIN

Let us stop for a minute to reflect on the term “thrive.” The
word “thrive” is derived from the Old Norse word thrifask,
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meaning “to grasp or get hold of.” To “thrive” is to “increase
or grow.” It is used synonymously with positive terms like
“prosper” and “flourish.”1 In this current context, thrive can
be seen as an intransitive verb to mean “to progress toward or
realize a goal despite or because of circumstances.” It is
intransitive because it is not used with a direct object – it does
not answer what? or whom?, rather it answers a question
like where, when?, how?, or how long?.2 Thriving in this
context also involves resilience in overcoming obstacles and
barriers. It involves evolution in practices and growth in
mindsets. It is temporal – not a moment in time. It involves
learning, unlearning, and relearning. It involves ongoing
personal and professional development. It involves making
explicit meaningful and relevant academic work regardless of
contexts.

Matthew ’s Stor y

Matthew is a Research Fellow and a Data Scientist at
a Faculty of Education. He completed his PhD in
2016 under the supervision of a renowned academic
in Informatics and Computer Science. As a result of
various successful research grants received by his
supervisor, Matthew was able to work on multiple
projects and published as part of a large research
team. In 2018, two-years post-PhD, he applied for a
senior role at another university. Using this
application as leverage, he was promoted to Senior
Research Fellow at his current University without
having to go through an academic promotion
process. He continues to thrive, now serving as
Deputy Director of a Research Hub in the Faculty.
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Mati lda ’s Stor y

Matilda is a Senior Research Fellow in Health
Economics. Since the completion of her PhD in
2011, she has received numerous awards and
accolades, and contributes to leadership and service
in various institutional committees. In 2018, her
department embarked on a global search to appoint a
senior academic known for research in this area.
After failing to recruit someone for the role, Matilda,
through the urging of colleagues, put herself forward
as a possible candidate for the role – someone with
extensive evidence of research leadership and service
to the institution. She was eventually offered the
position, a recognition of her contributions to
academia, but went through a long drawn-out
process to negotiate a contract with the University.
She continues to thrive, now serving as Deputy
Director of the Centre.

Consider the profiles of these two academics. Both have
reasonable success in their academic work except that
Matthew seemed to have gotten “there” faster than Matilda.
This phenomenon can be described in the New Testament
which reads, “For unto everyone that hath shall be given, and
he shall have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be
taken away even that which he hath” (Matthew 25:29). There
are two components to this verse: the first, aptly coined by
Merton (1968) as the “Matthew effect” refers to “the over-
recognition of those at the top of the scientific profession”
(Rossiter, 1993, p. 326); and the second, coined by Rossiter
(1993), in memory of American Martha J. Cage, as the
“Matilda effect” refers to the “systematic under-recognition
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