Panel Gives Advice to Aspiring Academics
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Newcastle, NSW — At the 36™ annual Australian Historical Association Conference in Newcastle (3-7
July 2017), a group of early career researchers offered advice to post-graduates hoping to find
academic jobs upon completion of their degrees. Though the academic market can be daunting, the
tone of the panel was hopeful as panellists reflected on their own experiences and stressed the
highly individualised nature of the process. There is no one ‘correct’ path to an academic job.

Prior to assuming her current position as a lecturer at the University of Newcastle, Kate Ariotti did
some casual tutoring and sessional lecturing at the University of Queensland and the University of
Southern Queensland before taking a year-long contract to fill in for a staffer on maternity leave at
the Australian War Memorial. Laura Rademaker moved from her PhD in history to a post-doc in the
Institute for Religions and Critical Inquiry at Australian Catholic University. Alexis Bergantz just joined
RMIT’s School of Global, Urban and Social Studies as a lecturer in French Studies. This came after a
year of RA work and short-term teaching positions.

Sharon Crozier-De Rosa’s path was more circuitous. After completing her PhD in 2004, she applied
for a few academic positions, without success. She then took a job as a historical consultant with the
Children in State Care Commission of Inquiry, with which she worked for four years. The frustration
she felt when the Inquiry’s work was not published helped her realise she wanted to give academia
another shot. It took her two years to get ‘back in’, eventually getting a post-doc (the Alfred Deakin
fellowship at Deakin University) and then a position at her current institution, the University of
Wollongong, where she is a senior lecturer.

She reflected, ‘When making the decision about what you want to sacrifice for this job, you have to
know what you really want.” For her, she knew she wanted to publish and she knew she loved
writing and teaching history. The love of the discipline — not the Ivory Tower - drove her: ‘You have
to think, “how much do you love history?” Not, “how much do you love academia?”’ Rademaker
echoed her sentiments. She had come to a personal realisation that she loved writing history, which
she didn’t necessarily have to be an academic to do, a realisation she found ‘quite liberating’.

For several panellists, timing and fit were serendipitous. Rademaker’s post-doc with an
interdisciplinary centre just happened to fit ‘beautifully’ with her PhD thesis topic. Similarly for
Ariotti, the position at Newcastle called for someone to teach first-year Australian history and an
upper-level War and Society class, matching perfectly the experience she had gathered via the
teaching she did during her candidature and her work at the War Memorial. In Crozier-De Rosa’s
case, the time in between academic job searches provided the time for her field — the relatively new
field of the history of emotions — to gain legitimacy.

But, the speakers were also quick to point out that perfect fits won’t materialise for everyone and
thus the key is to be able to mould your unique experience to the jobs that present themselves.
Rademaker positioned her work in several different fields — religious history, women’s history,
indigenous history —and went to conferences in each of those fields. Several of the panellists
attributed their successful applications to the items on their CV that were not directly related to the
PhD thesis. Ariotti’s role at the War Memorial gave her something ‘a little bit different” when
applying to a position that would require her to teach War and Society and diversified her skills in
other ways. Working in public history helped her learn to write to tight deadlines and gave her
valuable conference planning experience. As a Frenchman who thought of his thesis as a work of
Australian cultural history, Bergantz initially resisted getting put into the ‘French box’ but eventually



‘just snapped, and embraced it.” He translated documents from French and completed other RA
work with French-language sources for an anthropologist at ANU. He taught in the French program
at UTS, which led him to designing an upper-level French course and eventually redesigning a
compulsory world history subject in the Bachelor of Global Studies. Now, he’s a French lecturer. In
the end, he said, ‘I played that [French] card really hard.” Bergantz admits he put a lot of work into
the ‘other’ things — RA work, teaching, etc. — which required a lot of effort and were exhausting, but
which ultimately led to him getting the job. The key, he said, is to diversify what you’re doing. Teach
outside your field and even your university. Employers want to see that you can function in different
environments.

This diversification extends to networking. Bergantz stressed the importance of networking with
different groups of people: ‘don’t just go to the AHA.” Networking was an important factor in his
hiring at RMIT as he had previously met the hiring manager at a conference. When the job was
posted, he was able to pick up the phone and talk to someone about the role. This is helpful even
when your connection is not on the search committee. Talking to someone at the institution can
provide insight into the culture of the department and what type of person they’re hoping to obtain
through the search. Ariotti agreed with Bergantz. She acknowledged that networking is hard because
‘ninety percent of us are massive introverts’, but you ‘have to put yourself out there.’

But, experience and a network are not enough. ‘Everyone has a PhD,” Bergantz noted, ‘what you
need now ... is a research narrative.” What does that mean, exactly? He summed it up as ‘writing a
story about your own interests’. You need to have a plan for that next project and you need to be
able to describe how your idea for your second project connects to your first, how one grew out of
the other. In essence, you need to demonstrate that you know yourself and your goals. Crozier-De
Rosa said that applying for her post-doc really helped/forced her to think through her next project
and pointed out that thinking about the next project will be a constant theme in any historian’s
career. Once you have that full-time academic job, she explained, you will get asked to do a five-year
plan as part of the promotion process. She received advice to get the promotion form well in
advance and begin filling it out, so she could see where she had holes and then move to fill them. In
those five-year plans, the administration wants to see that you have a strategy for publishing, which
will build into better and better journals. Even as a post-graduate, these are the sort of long-term
moves you should be considering. Bergantz agreed and added that post-grads should not wait until
the third year to begin contemplating their goals, forming connections, and gaining experience. You
need to start in your first year.

For many, that experience should include teaching, which is critical if you want a teaching job
(though the panellists agreed that if you're focusing on post-docs, teaching experience will be less
important). Rademaker had no teaching experience at her home institution, because her supervisors
didn’t teach, so she cold-called other universities with courses related to her field and offered her
CV. Ariotti even took a semester off from her PhD to coordinate a course. It was a bit of a risk, but
paid dividends in the long run. Course coordination is a highly sought-after skill, but difficult to get.

Aside from gathering experience, the panellists noted that the job search process itself involves very
specific skills. Application writing is its own genre. Doing interviews takes practice. Both Bergantz
and Rademaker admitted to ‘stuffing up’ their interviews for their current roles. Bergantz advised
the audience to realise that the first interview probably won’t work out, so approach it as trial, a
valuable learning experience. Crozier-De Rosa encouraged the audience to talk to people who have
been successful applicants, get feedback on your materials, and do mock interviews.

The panellists acknowledged the fear and anxiety that accompanies the academic job market.
Rademaker and Bergantz completed extra qualifications (a DipEd and a diploma in teaching French



as a second language, respectively) in order to have a ‘fall back’ should a university-level job not
materialise. Both, along with Crozier-De Rosa, had also decided on a maximum number of years they
would be willing to do casual work before moving beyond academia altogether. Bergantz admitted
that he had no idea what else he would do should he reach his deadline, but oddly felt the pressure
subside when he realised he could get a job doing something else. ‘I started feeling better about the
market when | realized [being in academia is also] just a job,” he said. Crozier-De Rosa’s self-imposed
deadline came down to the wire. With her deadline looming after two years of casual tutoring and
working on a teaching and learning grant, she went back to her desk to shut down her computer
after the end-of-year workshop/wrap-up meeting. Instead of shutting down, though, she checked
her email one last time and found her eventual post-doc.

According to the panellists, the most important piece of advice may seem simple, but it’s critical: just
apply. Apply to jobs, prizes, and grants. ‘In my experience’, Rademaker offered, ‘there’s not always a
correlation between how much time you put into an application and whether it’'s successful ...
sometimes something that you apply for in a hurry at the last minute might be just the right fit’. Go
for it, even when you find something close to the deadline. Ariotti admitted that she agonised over
whether to apply for her current position. ‘It’s daunting ... but you’ve got to be in it to win ... don’t
talk yourself out of it before you even start.’



