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Travellers: Traversing the academic landscape: A dialogue  
 
Abstract 
The chapter is presented as a dialogue where reminiscences on working as a female 
academic are presented and explored. Common research interests in the first-year 
experience have been a foundation for our 12-year friendship and professional 
partnership. In that time, there have been many changes in the academic workplace and 
we have had to re-invent our professional selves and develop resilience and confidence 
in new area.  This narrative is reflective of the shared experience and is presented in 
several short dialogues with a range of topics. 
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<boxed text starts> Sharn Donnison is a senior lecturer in teacher education. She has been involved in 
higher education for the past 25 years working in several Australian institutions in preservice teacher 
education and internationally in teacher professional development. Her research focuses on the first-year 
experience in higher education.  
 
Sorrel Penn-Edwards, also a senior lecturer, has been with teacher education for 29 years teaching in a 
range of areas - media production, drama, primary and secondary English, communication and literary 
studies. She received a university Excellence in Teaching Award for her role as a First-Year Advisor.  
<boxed text ends> 
 
Introduction 
  
We have been academics in pre-service teacher education for many years and have known each other for 
twelve years spending countless hours together discussing the demands of our working life, the pressures 
for research and working collaboratively to produce quality research, thus validating our existence as 
academics.  
 
Our journeys into higher education and, eventually, academia have been a series of firsts. As students 
(Sharn, the first in her family to go to university), the struggle with the first academic undergraduate 
assignment, the elation of the first High Distinction, and the devastation of the first Credit. As academics 
and teachers, the anxiety of planning for and leading our first class, the sheer terror of delivering our first 
lecture, the satisfaction of receiving unsolicited praise for our teaching, the apprehension of supervising 
our first Higher Degree Research student, the sense of pride in our first research publication and the 
crushing disappointment of the first failed attempt at promotion. Each first has tested or rewarded us 
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psychologically, emotionally and intellectually and provided the motivation to grow and reinvent 
ourselves within the context and confines of a very demanding and continually changing workplace. 
Amalgamations, expansions, college programs transitioning into university degrees, reduced 
administrative support juxtaposed against increasing teaching loads, snowballing service requirements 
and quantifiable research expectations and the increasing ubiquity of Information and Communication 
Technologies and Educational Technologies have demanded that we constantly evaluate our work and 
ourselves.  
 
The following is a journey of vulnerability as we allow you to see who we are and where we have come 
from. Vulnerability is not a quality valued or promoted in higher education, rather accomplishment in its 
many guises and a hard-plated professional identity is encouraged and rewarded. So, it has been with 
trepidation that we have set off on this path and it has only been possible because we are travelling it 
together, supporting each other in the telling of it.  
 
This chapter is written from our transformed and transforming perspectives. We present ourselves in a 
series of short recounts tied to personally significant waypoints in our academic journey.  These recounts 
are offered as food for thought and prompt reflections from the other. In the sharing of our stories, we 
have come to have a deeper understanding and sense of value of the other. It is hard, if not impossible at 
times, to separate the personal from the professional and so, at various points, we have donned the 
academic gown and cap and reflected on this stage of academia from a more distanced stance.  
 
 
Bags are packed: The journey into higher education begins    
 
<FIGURE 1 HERE> 
 
  
Sharn 
If the crystal ball gazer had said, “you will be an academic and your life would revolve around 
universities, research, teaching – institutional politics”, I would have been sceptical. I had had a brief and 
unsuccessful foray into higher education after completing high school in the early 1970s when I enrolled 
into an Arts degree and I vaguely remember attending a few baffling classes. After 3 months of 
struggling, I quit, packed my bags, bought an airplane ticket (another first) and started exploring the 
world. My travels led me to my husband and eventually to a life of domesticity with two children and 
service to the church delivering a message of salvation and hope.  
  
There came a time when circumstances and disappointments in my life led me to doubt the message and 
propelled me to search for a new message to take its place. My search led me to study in pre-service 
teacher education. The further I progressed with my studies, the more I started to doubt the message 
which had guided me through the previous thirty years of my life. What I had ‘known’ to be true 
increasingly clashed with what I was learning; cognitive dissonance.  I made a choice as I continued into 
the labyrinth that is higher education; I left behind my past life as a missionary and my beliefs as they 
were not compatible with the person I was becoming. 
  



 3 

Sorrel  
I have always had a broad range of interests fuelled by a rather itinerant life across several continents until 
age 15. Until my senior high school years, I had attended a different school in a different country every 1 
or 2 years. In my senior year, I bucked the system by enrolling in extended Maths, Physics and 
Chemistry, the only girl in a large metropolitan school to do so; thus, living by my father’s maxim of “try 
anything”. After passing senior, I enrolled into a Science degree as I had an early passion for archaeology. 
In the 1970s, full time university study was just that, 5 days a week 8am to 5pm, but, somehow, I found 
the energy to also act in theatre productions and occasionally on film or TV, compete in intervarsity 
fencing and gymnastics and rise to brown belt level in karate. I found the university subjects interesting 
but my extracurricular demands impacted on my grades; I achieved by being a determined plodder.   
 
Jobs were scarce in a male-oriented science world when I graduated so I moved to Melbourne to study 
video production. Unable to find a job with the Television studios I spent time in freelance and short 
contract production of educational video and film and completing a Masters in literature and drama. My 
first employment was after I boldly and contrarily answered an advert for male audio operator. I got the 
job! And so commenced six months employment as an Audio Visual person at a College of Advanced 
Education until institutional amalgamations forced staff cuts. 
 
<indented text starts> Sharn: Ha! A purpose! Your story speaks to me of focus and persistence. Moving 
towards and into. I drifted into higher education with no clear idea of what I wanted to do - you targeted 
your career.  
 
Sorrel: We came to academia from totally different backgrounds and for very different reasons. For me, 
once I ruled out acting, stunt work and production due to its precarious nature, and thought about where 
my mixed bag of experiences, interests and qualifications might direct me, I knew that I would eventually 
end up in academia.  
 
Sharn: You knew who you were, confident in what you had to offer, strategic almost.  Enviable. Although 
I had ‘tasted’ and failed at tertiary education many years before, the thought of returning to university 
was foreign to me. Once bitten, twice shy. For much of my first year as an undergraduate student, I 
walked around campus marvelling at the fact that I was there and feeling incredibly lucky.  
 
Sorrel: I also had a wonderful role-model in my father, a Dean of Architecture with only a Diploma. I 
grew up in a culture of books and higher education and there was always an expectation, from my family 
but also from me, that I would go to university. Unlike you, Sharn, higher education was ‘in my blood’, it 
was a world in which I was very comfortable. It was ‘my place’. <indented text ends> 
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<boxed text starts>Widening access agendas and the push for lifelong learning in the 1990s has seen an 
increase in the number of mature-age women undertaking higher education studies (O’Shea & Stone, 
2011).  Research since that time has shown that higher education for mature-age women can be 
especially empowering (Baxter & Britton, 2001) resulting in increased knowledge and skills, improved 
self-esteem, confidence, independence and personal agency (O’Shea & Stone, 2011). However, for 
some, deciding to commence tertiary study can involve considerable anxiety as one experiences a 
“major change from or break with their past lives and identities” (Baxter & Britton, pp. 88-89). 
Furthermore, some mature-age women face considerable psychological and physical challenges such as 
feelings of fragility, inadequacy, and worry and stress related to juggling family and outside 
commitments and lack of spousal support (Mallman & Lee, 2016). However, for those who persist, 
university can be a transformative experience. <boxed text ends> 

 
The doctoral highway: Highs and lows  
 

Sharn 
I had no intention of doing a PhD. I was happy to complete my undergraduate degree and find a job as a 
primary school teacher. It was a random comment by one of my professors who said, “You’ll be our next 
PhD student”. What?...Wait!!! And so, as expected of me, I drifted from my undergraduate degree into a 
PhD candidature and into a most discombobulating time; struggling with the demands of higher degree 
research, juggling being a single mother of two and sole breadwinner and doubting my own competence. 
Thinking about the PhD journey still pains me. I undertook that journey at a time when I could least 
afford the emotional, psychological and physical energy to complete it. That I did, sometimes amazes me.  
 
Sorrel 
I am sometimes amazed at how long I have been with my current employer. I started working for them in 
1988. At the time, I was focused on my main area of interest, running video production workshops and 
producing video programs. However, with the amalgamation of the College of Advanced Education with 
a nearby university and subsequent program and course cuts, video production and video facilities were 
axed from the programs. Consequently, I lost my main teaching area and was obliged to move into 
teaching Secondary English literature and drama. It was also incumbent on me to enter a PhD program – a 
strongly held expectation for gaining tenure now that we were a university.  
 
In many regards, I was lucky to be able to centre my PhD on my passion - video and users of video, and 
to find two supervisors who treated me as a colleague and as knowledgeable in my field. I enjoyed our 
discussions, the way they challenged and extended my understanding, guided me in new ways of thinking 
and seeing, it was an intellectually indulgent time in many respects. However, the doctoral journey was 
not without its trials.  Reconciling qualitative research methodologies with a quantitative positivist brain, 
juggling full time work, first-time pregnancy and undertaking a part-time Certificate in Higher Education. 
But I COPED, I had to, my job was dependent on it.  
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<indented text starts> Sharn: Sorrel, your PhD journey and mine were quite different, we were at 
different phases of our lives, the experience has affected us differently but, undoubtedly, it has changed 
us, irreparably.   
 
Sorrel: The PhD journey is more real to us both than the focus of the research. I had extreme envy of any 
who was able to undertake their program full-time and could consistently work on their thesis. My job 
probation period occurred mid PhD and coincided with the premature birth of my daughter.  I left 
hospital for the day to attend my tenure interview to be asked if I would be able to fast track the 
completion of my PhD by the end of the year. Really? Um, no. The actual gaining of the PhD was a bit of 
anti-climax, no change in pay, just now able to supervise students to this level. <indented text ends> 

 

<boxed text starts> In Initial Teacher Education, there is an expectation that entrants into the profession 
will not only possess current classroom experience but will also have or be working towards a doctoral 
degree. Given that the doctorate is increasing tied to an academic career it is not surprising that there 
has been significant research undertaken on it. Findings suggest that the doctoral journey is 
characterised by “ontological, epistemological, emotional and professional development, as well as 
cognitive shifts in understandings . . .’  (Wisker et al. (2010, p. 16). Doctoral candidates frequently 
experience liminal periods of confusion and doubt, “the in-between period where one is no longer who 
previously existed, nor has yet developed into the independent researcher or expert practitioner” 
(Keefer, 2015, p.18). It is a time of challenge where the candidate is constantly reconciling and building 
bridges between previously held conceptual understandings and new conceptual thresholds (Keefer, 
2015, p. 25). Liminal periods can manifest as feelings of isolation, lack of confidence in one’s abilities 
and misalignment between candidate and supervisory expectations (Keefer, 2015), the consequences of 
which can, potentially, be harmful in the longer term. The doctoral journey has colloquially been 
referred to as Permanent Head Damage (PHD). Given that liminality often accompanies the candidate 
on their journey, permanent head damage is an apt description. <boxed text ends> 

 
 
Travelling companions: A journey shared  
 
<FIGURE 2 HERE> 
 
Sharn: I cannot recall the first time I met you but I do recall one early meeting. It took me a while to find 
your room tucked behind the landing of the stairs. I thought you were such an exotic creature with your 
long plait of silver hair, surrounded by the detritus of a past life – film canisters, movie posters, books 
cascading off the shelves. There wasn’t a lot of room to sit. We spoke a bit about your past, what the 
canisters were all about, your previous life in drama and movies. STUNT WOMAN! Another layer of 
exoticness. What was my mission for seeing you? I don’t recall but the memory of that meeting stays with 
me. 
 
Sorrel 
Academia and its demands has shaped me over half of my life. It has given me stories to tell and allowed 
me to meet people – staff and students - whom I admire for many reasons. We had only said hello before 
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as we were on different campuses in different teaching programs. My first real memory was meeting at 
your campus with another staff member as we were all in first year advising roles to discuss working 
together to apply for project funds. It was a fine sunny day in 2005 and the campus was quiet. We sat 
outside and talked for hours finding that we all had a genuine interest in, and concern for, first year 
students and truly believed that our roles were meant to be student centred. You struck me then as 
dedicated, confident, and experienced. Until then, I had worked and written alone as I was the only staff 
member in Secondary English and First Year Advisors were far and few between.  
 
<indented text starts> Sharn: I remember our first meeting now. Sitting outside, getting to know each 
other, sun, concrete, quiet. The other woman, I wonder where she is now? So many of our academic 
friends have moved on to other places. Academia – a career for the restless.  
 
Sorrel: Although I can now say, that we are friends, the initial connection was supportive collegiality. I 
recall that we both admitted that we knew so little about the academic aspects of our job and that we felt 
we ought to apply for funds and enter a research phase. Females of an age, on the same step of 
employment, informally meeting, we showed our vulnerability and found a sense of kinship. 
 
Sharn:  Wanting to carve out a research niche in the First-Year Experience initially drew us together. 
But it wouldn’t have sustained our friendship without something extra, don’t you agree? Sorrel, you 
speak about vulnerability, yes. As academics, we are often judged harshly, held accountable, expected to 
be so many things, a great teacher, prolific and respected researcher, wise leader. The burden can 
become too heavy. But not coping doesn’t seem to be an option - we must carry on - put on a ‘brave face’, 
not disclose our weaknesses and insecurities.  I think it funny that you thought I was confident and 
experienced because I wasn’t. I was struggling to find my way. <indented text ends> 
 

 

<boxed text starts> Academia is competitive across so many levels and the academic is expected by the 
institute and the public to be expert, knowledgeable, professional and confident across many areas. It is 
also a profession where, for women, family duties can affect the multitudinous expected but uncounted 
hours that are needed outside of the documented working week. Few outside of academia really 
understand the pressures and demands of the ‘job’ with not infrequent 60 hour weeks, and the relentless 
pressure to publish, get grants, and high student evaluations. Contributing to women academics’ 
burnout is their “struggle to leave work at work” (Mountz, 2016, p. 210). Duffy (2013) identifies the 
transformations that take place for the practitioner academic in building a personal academic identity 
following entry into the workplace as Reaffirming, Surmounting, Stabilising and Actualising but 
concluded that the role is so demanding in multiple ways that few can fully actualise this identity. 
<boxed text ends> 
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Teaching: Forging ahead 
 
Sharn 
I remember conducting my first lecture. I had nothing to draw upon but my own experiences of being an 
undergraduate student and sitting in lectures and tutorials. I planned for days and days hoping that my 
planning would veneer over my lack of experience and nervousness. Nervous mostly because I feared 
being found out – being found out that I was a ‘fraud’’ and shouldn’t have been there…  “They’ll know, 
they will see through you”. It’s daunting looking at faces that stare back at you blankly. Is that how I 
looked when I was a student? Are they listening, are they judging, seeing through my veil of competence? 
 
Sorrel 
My initial tertiary teaching in the late 1970s was in the areas of film studies, scriptwriting, and production 
at Wagga Wagga. I really liked the regional town life but loneliness and tackling being a teacher with no 
formal training, on a three-month contract and commencing work in week three of the semester took their 
toll. Although I quit, I was firmly convinced of my desire to teach at this level of education. At 30, newly 
married, with an eye on full-time employment, I completed a one-year teacher registration course with the 
aim of joining academia permanently. 
With an acting background, I had no problem with lecturing and my strengths have always been in 
organisation and preparation. I had clear ideas about what I wanted to achieve and how to get the students 
there. I had no experience in teaching in a secondary school and hence my battle came from a lack of 
content knowledge as I had to teach courses outside my experience. I battled to own such courses and the 
benefit of running the same courses for a number of years meant that I eventually felt confidence in my 
subject areas but was always open to learning from my students. 
 
<indented text starts> Sharn: BATTLE!  It so aptly describes the nature of an early career academic. 
Could the battle really be with ourselves and our own perceptions of who we are, especially in the early 
stages of our ‘becoming’? You speak of time. With the passing of time, you have grown in confidence with 
your subject areas - perhaps time fights beside us to win the battle! 
 
Sorrel: I think my battle was coming into higher education teaching on assurances of being hands-on 
with video production, then drama, then First Year Advising and being forced by school and technology 
at every turn to lose that hands-on - this seems to be the direction of higher education now - a new battle? 
 
It’s scary how underprepared we were to be tertiary educators. There were no courses and little 
guidance. You were seen as qualified with a degree in the content area, presented as confident, and hence 
were suitable as an educator. We had the advantage of being teacher-trained but in my case that was a 
fall-back position and apart from several weeks of “prac” in a school I had no experience in classroom 
teaching. 
 
Sharn: Like you, Sorrel, I had little actual classroom teaching experience; lots of theory from my 
undergraduate degree but little “real teaching’ in comparison. Faintly, in the distance, I hear echoes of 
my students, “the real teaching is what happens on our “pracs”; what is the point of uni?” That old 
kernel! 
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Those who have taught for many years in classrooms brag about their experience and use it as validation 
for their right to stand before pre-service teachers. For those of us who chose a different path, different 
initial careers and alternative life experiences on our journey towards being teacher educators, we carry 
the guilt of inauthenticity; our many years of tertiary teaching counting for nought and failing to assuage 
our feelings of being an imposter. <indented text ends> 
 

<boxed text starts> It is acknowledged that entry qualifications and experience for tertiary teachers 
quickly becomes insufficient for what the role requires (Ferreira & Bertotti, 2016) and that the 
expectations have grown exponentially. As a consequence, Imposter Syndrome is rife in academia, 
amongst other professions, and although not a new concept, has had little recognition in the profession. 
The constant need to be at the cutting edge of the foundations of teaching in such areas as content 
knowledge, pedagogy, teaching strategies, consideration of learning, and assessment have been 
adulterated with the required use of increasing variations of online platforms for learning.  Professional 
development is offered by institutions but is voluntary and often not timely when time-poor academics 
operate on a need to know basis. The use of student evaluations as a measure of an academic’s success 
in teaching has been condemned in the research literature however it continues to be valued by the 
employers. Students’ ratings pay little attention to the aspects of teaching that we endeavour to develop, 
uphold, and update; nevertheless academics continue to strive to have pride in their professionalism. 
<boxed text ends>, 

 
 

Research: Establishing the settlement  
 
<FIGURE 3 HERE> 
 
Sharn 
 There is an online game called The Settlers (Ubisoft, 1993) where you stake out territory and start to 
farm, raise herds, build roads and towns. You settle into the territory. Make a lasting mark on the 
landscape. The parameters of the settlement called ‘academia’ are formed by teaching, engagement and 
research. After many years, and many mistakes along the way, my walls of teaching and engagement 
were built and strong. Ahh, but the research wall! This wall is the most critical and the one that keeps the 
wolves at bay. It is also a wall that constantly needs reinforcing, build it higher and higher! My first two 
research publications were born of desperation. After getting my PhD, I had abandoned writing. I was still 
reeling from the thesis journey and the examination process. However, being told at an annual 
performance review that I was at risk of losing my job unless I published something “right now!” 
galvanised me to action. I quickly produced two papers which were accepted for publication and which 
then secured my employment. Many publications followed, their production made easier through 
collaboration with and the support of colleagues; helping me trowel brick upon brick. 
 
Sorrel  
 
I achieved a family, tenure, a PhD and qualifications in Higher Education and Thesis Supervision in short 
succession. I felt settled, valued in my teaching. I was even dabbling with gathering students’ responses 
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as data for conference papers, but as I was the only one in my discipline area it was a solitary endeavour. 
Then came the push to turn conference papers into journal papers – this was a frustrating time and 
probably the first instance of the publication hurdle bar being raised. The institute’s advice was 
conflicting, single-authorship was the way to go but many-authored works showed an ability to work with 
others! I felt keenly that the time was right to start applying for project monies and to find people to work 
with who would have knowledge and experience I lacked; enter Sharn and the beginning of our 
collaborative research journey. Interestingly now, the critics ask, “Where’s your single-authored papers?”. 
 
 
<indented text starts> Sharn: We have achieved a lot in our research over our many years of 
collaboration. For me, I think the value in our research has been our support of each other. We work well 
together. It’s been rewarding professionally and personally. There have been times, when one or the 
other of us has been overwhelmed with other commitments… 
 
Sorrel:  And the other person has stepped in to take the lead. Shoulder the burden. But in the end, we 
achieved and forged some new trails in the First-Year Experience. There are times I would’ve thrown in 
the towel but I am still in academia because of our collaboration. <indented text ends> 

 
 

<boxed text starts> Publish or perish is the mantra that has motivated and continues to motivate all 
academics whether they are research or teaching intensive.  Increasingly, initial employment, tenure 
and promotion are dependent on a healthy research track record – the most valuable academic currency 
in higher education (Boyd & Smith, 2016; Wilkinson, 2015). National assessment measures of 
research, such as ERA rankings have seen an increase in competition for limited publication space and 
in some cases, a refocus of research agendas to address national and institutional strategic priorities at 
the cost of personal research directions and passions. The intensification of competitive research has 
impacted the work and identity of the researcher. A researcher’s sense of worth and reputation is tightly 
linked to their research output, success is counted in the number of publications and the amount of 
research monies gained (Boyd & Smith, 2016). The struggle to continually publish in approved and 
sanctioned journals has had a toll on academics with an increase in the number of academics leaving 
the profession due to stress and anxiety (Wilkinson, 2015). <boxed text ends> 

     
Conclusion: A time for reflection  
           
Working as an academic is not just a job, rather it is a state of being and becoming. We have changed and 
grown as we have undertaken our journeys from undergraduate students to research active academics. We 
have been in academia for so long that we are now considered by new staff as knowledgeable elders and 
we often find ourselves sitting with others who are just beginning their academic journey, providing 
advice, helping them prepare for the potholes in the road.  
 
Without a doubt, academia has been a relentless task master, never allowing time for us to rest upon our 
laurels. We have had to constantly access different parts of ourselves to adopt or adapt to the latest 
academic demands such as the incorporation of Educational Technologies, blended learning, fully online 
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courses, push for industry partnerships, and internal and external grants success. Much of what we do is 
financially unrewarded, but given as goodwill underpinned by a concern for our students. Our work 
philosophy is student centred, in our teaching but also in our research work investigating and finding 
ways to support first year students’ resilience and persistence. 
 
This research quest mirrors the dimensions of our collegial support. For twelve years, we have helped 
each other to persevere and to develop resilience and strength. Undoubtedly, as researchers we have had 
an impact in terms of research outputs in the First Year in Higher Education and as teacher educators we 
have proven our worth; however, these successes could not have been so readily achieved without the 
support of each other. Our working relationship and our friendship has been a ‘safe place’ where 
insecurities have been shared and trust established. In this place, we have been able to acknowledge our 
struggles and failings and to receive sympathetic understanding and gentle guidance. This chapter has 
showcased some of our vulnerabilities, a quality not generally promoted or rewarded in higher education. 
Indeed, honesty and transparency while lauded in the wider society are not particularly virtuous in the 
higher education context which is predicated on self–promotion, competition and professional success. In 
some small measure, we hope that in telling our stories, other women will step forward to add their stories 
to the conversation around women in higher education.  
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