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“After twenty years in academia, I finally found the book I 
wish I’d read when I first became an assistant professor.” 

Kristen Slack, founder of Prof2Prof, 
professor, University of Wisconsin–Madison

“This book is like having a good friend sitting next to you “This book is like having a good friend sitting next to you 
who has been there and knows all the right things to say. 
It is not a one-time read. It should be out on your coffee 
table or nightstand so you can revisit specific chapters 
whenever you need that friend.”

Stefanie Attardi, assistant professor, 
Oakland University William Beaumont School of Medicine

“Life in academia sometimes feels isolating and depleting. “Life in academia sometimes feels isolating and depleting. 
Elizabeth empowers you to find your own footing, develop 
your own answers, and chart your own path.”

Suzanne Dove, executive director of
teaching and learning innovation, Bentley University

Have you ever felt lost or alone as you navigate the winding and thorny 
path toward tenure? Then Well on Your Way is the traveling companion 
you’ve been missing. You won’t find tenure hacks here. Instead, through 
candid stories and evocative questions, Elizabeth Odders-White creates a 
comforting space for reflection and wraps it in a loving package of poetry, 
photography, and prayer. Every inch of Well on Your Way is infused with the 
encouragement and wisdom you’d expect from a lifelong friend. Keep it 
closeclose by, and discover how small shifts can make both your work and your 
life easier, happier, and more fulfilling. 

After two decades as a faculty member and leader at the University of Wis-
consin, Elizabeth Odders-White founded nodramaturg coaching & consulting 
to help clients in higher education—and beyond—thrive. She dreams of 
shifting the academic culture one person at a time. You can find her online 
at elizabethodderswhite.com.
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Praise for Well on Your Way 
“With empathy, warmth, and humor to spare, Elizabeth 
Odders-White overlays stories from her own academic career 
with deeply constructive ‘what I wish I’d known . . . and what 
it will help you to know’ insights and perspectives.” 

—Pamela C. Moulton, associate professor,  
Cornell University 

“After twenty years in academia, I finally found the book I 
wish I’d read when I first became an assistant professor. 
There is no road map handed to you as you begin your 
professional journey, and academia is a career that can 
consume your every waking hour. Elizabeth Odders-White 
reminds us that we are more important than the job, and our 
first and most essential task is to nurture ourselves, celebrate 
our strengths, and set limits on the time and emotional energy 
we give to our work. She shows us how to engage in a 
continual process of self-reflection to remind ourselves that 
we belong, our contributions matter, and we can create a 
space in academia to be our true selves.” 

—Kristen Slack, founder of Prof2Prof, professor,  
University of Wisconsin–Madison 

“Well on Your Way is not a typical self-help book that provides 
step-by-step instructions to reach a specific goal. Rather, 
through honest advice, poems, prayers, and photographs, this 
book embodies an approach to treating oneself well  
while working hard to fulfill the expectations of colleagues, 
students, and institutions that haze more than support junior 
colleagues. Read and reflect on Well on Your Way, and you 
will find in its words the encouragement both to do and to be 
your best.” 

—George Justice, author of How to Be a Dean, co-founder of 
Dever Justice, LLC, professor, Arizona State University 

 
  



 

“This book is like having a good friend sitting next to you 
who has been there and knows all the right things to say. It is 
not a one-time read. It should be out on your coffee table or 
nightstand so you can revisit specific chapters whenever you 
need that friend. And though I questioned the broader appeal 
of the prayers, they touched me unexpectedly and pro-
foundly. It was like hearing someone say the things I say only 
in secret to myself.” 

—Stefanie Attardi, assistant professor, Oakland University 
William Beaumont School of Medicine 

“Through an empathetic and spiritual lens, Well on Your 
Way unveils the irony of life as an academic. PhD training 
teaches us to criticize and look for gaps, weaknesses, and 
shortcomings, only to offer the next incremental contribution. 
But all too often, the boundaries of that mindset are blurred, 
resulting in personal frailty, private vulnerability, and a mis-
alignment of one’s values with the demands of an academic 
career. Elizabeth Odders-White shines a light on these raw 
emotions and offers strategies for coping as a young and ris-
ing professor. “Everything is perfect just as it is”: so simple, 
but a deeply profound and true message of faith that is the 
foundation of surviving academia.” 

—Jacquelyn Thomas, associate professor, Frank and Susan 
Dunlevy Faculty Fellow, Cox School of Business,  

Southern Methodist University 
“Life in academia sometimes feels isolating and depleting. My 
favorite thing about Well on Your Way is Elizabeth Odders-
White’s human(e) voice: she uncovers universal challenges 
that confront every one of us while also recognizing the 
unique experience of each individual. No matter where you 
are in your academic career, I think you’ll find this book a 
source of comfort and wisdom. Elizabeth empowers you to 
find your own footing, develop your own answers, and chart 
your own path.” 

—Suzanne Dove, executive director of teaching and  
learning innovation, Bentley University 

  

“This brave and tender book is a gift to its reader, offering a 
refuge from the self-doubt and loneliness plaguing academ-
ics, especially early in their careers.” 

—Laurie Simon Hodrick, A. Barton Hepburn  
Professor Emerita, Columbia University 

“Reading this book brought back vivid memories of my own 
experience as a new assistant professor, as many of the per-
sonal stories bore an uncanny resemblance to my own early 
struggles: juggling small children at home with the pressures 
of getting tenure, feeling intimidated by aggressive dis-
respectful male students, dealing with well-meaning but 
sometimes clueless colleagues. That Well on Your Way was 
written by an executive coach in higher education offers com-
pelling evidence for the book’s premise that insecurities, 
anxiety, and exhaustion are common, and that you are not 
alone in feeling these types of emotions. Most importantly, 
Elizabeth Odders-White offers concrete, supportive advice 
and questions for self-reflection to help readers change their 
perspective.” 

—Diane Del Guercio, senior associate dean for faculty  
and research, Gerry and Marilyn Cameron Professor,  
Lundquist College of Business, University of Oregon 

“At its core, this book addresses our basic emotional need to 
be affirmed and our fear of negative judgment, both from 
others and ourselves. Beautifully weaving in her own 
experience and scientific research in an approachable, friendly 
style, Elizabeth Odders-White not only validates these 
feelings, but helps readers build the self-compassion and 
empathy needed to thrive. Though Well on Your Way is 
explicitly written for academics, any person who has ever 
experienced self-doubt or rejection will benefit from reading 
it. It is the perfect combination of art and science, with 
universal appeal.” 

—Binnu Palta Hill, assistant dean for diversity  
and inclusion, Wisconsin School of Business,  

University of Wisconsin–Madison 



 

“Even in the most collegial of departments, professors face 
pressure to keep any doubts about their research or their 
abilities to themselves. This is especially true for anyone who 
is an “Only,” as in the only woman or the only person of 
color, since some may already view their qualifications as 
suspect. In this short, lovely book, Elizabeth Odders-White is 
refreshingly vulnerable about the uncertainty, anxiety, and 
difficulties she faced as a pretenured faculty member. She 
supports her readers by offering poems, prayers, and 
thoughtful questions that will help them identify their own 
best solutions. Whether you pray to an external deity or frame 
prayer as a way to connect with your own highest self, the 
prayers provide a beautiful vehicle for resetting your 
perspective and intentions, and maintaining the fortitude to 
take the next right step to reach your goals.” 
—Rena Seltzer, author of The Coach's Guide for Women Professors:  

Who Want a Successful Career and a Well-Balanced Life 
“With Well on Your Way, Elizabeth Odders-White offers a 
thoughtful reflection enabled by years of personally walking 
the walk and then listening and supporting the journey of 
others. The book takes aim at the record that plays in our 
head and provides a way to question the tune, turn down the 
volume, and possibly even completely change it. While the 
book is directed at assistant professors, all faculty could 
benefit from reading it. The questions posed at the end of 
each chapter would be great for a faculty book group or for 
mentoring junior colleagues who seek to gain perspective and 
set priorities.” 

—Sheryl Grace, associate professor, Boston University 
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This book belongs to The STANDOUT Professor collection of 
resources. See elizabethodderswhite.com/standout for more.  
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Copyright © 2020 by Elizabeth Odders-White 
All rights reserved. 

 
Thank you for purchasing an authorized copy of this book. 
Please share it with others while respecting copyright 
restrictions. This means not using or reproducing any part 
of the content without written permission, except in the 
case of brief quotations, and always providing proper 
credit. For more information, please contact the author at 
elizabethodderswhite.com. 
 
ISBN: 978-1-7353189-0-5 
 
This publication is intended to offer the reader helpful infor-
mation based on the author’s personal and professional 
experiences. It is not a substitute for legal advice, career 
counseling, mental health care, or any other form of expert 
assistance. The author can guarantee neither that her 
memory is perfect nor that her perspectives reflect univer-
sally held, undisputable truths. Please seek the services of a 
qualified professional if needed.  
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To all who have wondered  
whether they have what it takes 
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Preface: Why this book? 
I’m writing this because I want you to know you’re not 
alone. And I want you to know you can succeed at this if 
you want to, acknowledging that the path may be signifi-
cantly more crooked than you expected . . . or hoped. 

You’ve likely already experienced some of the challenges 
that arise from the odd combination of autonomy and ex-
tremely high (and often ambiguous) expectations that char-
acterizes a faculty career. Throw in the political complexities 
of an academic environment, and you may feel as if you’re 
navigating a minefield. 

Although it’s been over twenty years since I joined the 
faculty at the University of Wisconsin as an assistant profes-
sor, memories of those days are etched in my mind. I vividly 
remember arriving in Madison fresh out of grad school, with 
my husband and two-month-old baby in tow. And I recall 
equally clearly being in the midst of a divorce seven years 
later, when I was informed that my tenure case was in jeop-
ardy. While there were some wonderful moments along the 
way, my life as an assistant professor was far from easy. 
Perhaps you can relate. 

Sadly, most of us have little opportunity to openly share 
these struggles. As assistant professors, we hesitate to reveal 
our anxieties and missteps for fear of being judged as not 
enough . . . not smart enough, not dedicated enough, not 
good enough. What’s worse, many of us secretly believe 
these depictions and convince ourselves we don’t have what 
it takes to succeed. When we keep these worries hidden, 
they grow unchecked and eventually risk compromising not 
only our work, but our personal lives and overall well-being. 
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Over time I began to see that many of the challenges we 
attribute to our own shortcomings are in fact universal. This 
realization was deeply comforting, both because misery 
loves company and because it means we’re less flawed than 
we fear. My deep sense of solidarity and fellowship with 
anyone who has stumbled down the academic path drove 
the creation of this book. I hope the memories, observations, 
poetry, and prayers I share will provide comfort and 
inspiration when you need them. 

Above all, I hope this book offers a safe space for us to 
reflect on our individual experiences and explore the ways 
small shifts can make our lives and careers easier, happier, 
and more fulfilling. We each deserve this; and, from where I 
sit, the future of our academic institutions depends on it. 

 
With love, gratitude, and respect for you on this journey, 

 
!

! !
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One day 
When she was little, her parents talked about grown-up 
things. Wanting to be just like them, she talked about 
grown-up things too. But she still felt small. 
 
When she went to college, her professors talked about 
important things. Wanting to be just like them, she talked 
about important things too. But she still felt insignificant. 
 
When she began her career, her colleagues talked about 
serious things. Wanting to be just like them, she talked about 
serious things too. But she still felt silly. 
 
Then one day, when she was far too tired to muster even a 
single drop of energy to talk about grown-up, important, or 
serious things, she dropped all resistance and just . . . gave . . . 
up. 
 
It was then that the voice inside her began talking about all 
sorts of things. Wanting to honor that voice, she slowly found 
the courage to talk about all sorts of things too. 
 
And as the years of lies fell away, she felt for the first time 
the immensity of all that she is.!!
! !



Well on Your Way 

 xvi 

!
!

 

 

 
Chapter 1 

You are not alone. 
!

! !
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Origami spirits 
We fold our souls like 

paper boxes. Hidden, till 
rain soaked, they unfurl. 

!
!
!

! !

You are not alone. 
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want to be clear from the start. I know we can never fully 
understand another person’s experience. We each have 

our own stories and perspectives. Even when we’ve been in 
exactly the same place at exactly the same time, our experi-
ences will often differ—in some cases, dramatically. So it 
would be both foolish and insensitive of me to claim that 
I’ve been where you are today or that I know what you’re 
going through. Yet that’s precisely what I want to do. I want 
to tell you I’ve been there, I know how you feel, and I have 
the scars to prove it. 

So how can I respect your unique experience while 
honoring my longing to connect through shared struggles? I 
guess I’ll start by simply repeating the title of this chapter: 
you are not alone. 

I am willing to bet there’s no feeling you’ve felt, no nasty 
phrase you’ve uttered to yourself, no stupid mistake you’ve 
made that hasn’t been felt, uttered, or made by other assis-
tant professors (and quite possibly by me . . . more than 
once . . . or maybe close to a thousand times). 

I 
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My emotions were all over the map when I was working 
toward tenure. I felt anxious (often) and audacious (occasion-
ally), exhausted (always) and empowered (sometimes), dev-
astated (a handful of times) and even delighted (once or 
twice). Most of all, I wasted a lot of time trying to figure out 
how I was supposed to feel and wondering why I didn’t. 
When I looked around, I felt completely out of place. 
 

 
 

I can’t tell you how intensely I want to save you and 
other assistant professors from that painful experience. I 
realize, however, that’s not only unrealistic, but misguided. 
The only person anyone can hope to save is themself, and 
that’s work enough for a lifetime. So my true goal in writing 
this is to provide a form of companionship, to reach across 
the distance to ease any loneliness, anxiety, and isolation 
you may be feeling. 
 

You are not alone. 
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There’s an episode of The West Wing that perfectly cap-

tures the deep sense of camaraderie I hope to infuse 
throughout this book. In one particular scene, Leo tells Josh 
a story about a guy who falls in a hole and can’t get out. The 
man in the hole notices a doctor walking by and shouts up at 
him, asking for help. The doctor writes out a prescription, 
tosses it down, and continues on his way. Later, a priest 
comes along. Hearing the man’s cries, he writes out a prayer 
and throws it down the hole before walking on. Finally, a 
friend walks by and hears the man pleading for help. The 
friend immediately stops and jumps in the hole. Incredu-
lous, the man questions his friend: “Are you stupid? Now 
we’re both down here!” The friend calmly responds, “Yeah, 
but I’ve been down here before, and I know the way out.” 
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I wish I could promise I know the way out of every hole 
and will impart that great wisdom here. I’m afraid I don’t, so 
I can’t. I can tell you, however, that I’ve been in my share of 
deep voids. The demands of adjusting to a job with nebulous 
expectations, the sense I was frequently under scrutiny, and 
the concern I wouldn’t be able to build a tenurable record 
often left me stressed out and overwhelmed. I also gave 
birth to my first baby eight weeks before starting my faculty 
position and was in the midst of a divorce seven years later, 
when 40 percent of my department colleagues voted against 
me for tenure. Not exactly the unanimous support that is 
expected for a successful tenure case. 

I’m sharing that and other stories in this book in hopes of 
normalizing these experiences. I so often believed I was the 
only person in the world enduring the intense worry, fear, 
and uncertainty that dominated many of my days as an 
assistant professor. I now know I was far from alone, and I 
want you to know that too. I hope the observations I share, 
along with the poems, questions for reflection, and prayers 
will provide comfort and warm company. 

So upon further reflection, maybe rather than saying “I’ve 
been there” or even “You are not alone,” I want to say I’m 
with you. And it’s an honor to be here.  

You are not alone. 
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For reflection 
What do you most need to hear right now? 
What gives you comfort when you’re feeling alone? 
How can you remind yourself that many other people 
experience the same struggles you do? 
To whom can you turn for support and camaraderie? 
How can you continue to strengthen your trust in yourself 
and your own inner knowing? 

!
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In prayer 
Spiritual beliefs are deeply personal. While I have done my best to 
write prayers that are suitable for a wide range of beliefs and 
traditions, they are merely a starting point. Please adjust the 
prayers to suit your own needs. For example, I begin each poem 
with “Dear God” because that’s how I personally pray. You may 
wish to substitute one of countless alternatives for “God” (e.g., 
“Universe,” “All Knowing,” “Goddess,” “Divine Power,” or “Life 
Force”).  

And if prayers simply aren’t your thing, of course you should 
skip them. It’s all about taking what works and leaving the rest 
behind. 
Dear God, 
You have instilled in me a unique purpose, 
a goal that only I can achieve, 
a space in the world that only I can fill. 
Still, I know I’m just like everyone else. 
I suffer the same pain, 
wrestle with the same worries, 
grieve the same losses. 
Please help me remember that I am not alone. 
Help me know that, rather than separating me, 
my struggles connect me— 
not only to countless other professors around the world 
but to all humanity. 
And most of all, 
help me see beyond a shadow of a doubt 
  

You are not alone. 
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that I am loved 
just as I am. 
Amen. 
  


