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STRATEGIES TO ENSURE AN EFFECTIVE EXPERIENCE 

FIBER SCIENCE AND APPAREL DESIGN FACULTY INTERVIEWS 

For this assignment I conducted two faculty interviews to gain insight on what it means to be a 
successful or effective faculty member (at CU). For one interview, I chose my academic advisor.  I value 
her outlook as a seasoned professor as she enters into phased retirement. The second, and more 
detailed, interview was with a young faculty member who has been teaching at CU for three years, and is 
embarking on the half-way review for tenure. Both perspectives were equally valuable and insightful. Both 
conversations were primarily situated around what it means to be a faculty member.  

MENTORSHIP 

The central concepts that emerged to address strategies to have an effective, enjoyable, and 
successful experience as a faculty member were mentorship, and figuring out your personal 
brand/identity. Mentorship was offered as a strategy to keep your piece of mind and find camaraderie as 
a new and continuing faculty. My advisor made the differentiation between formal and informal mentors. 
Formal mentors are colleagues who are assigned to new faculty and come within the department. Formal 
mentors are with the new faculty for up to two years and meet once a semester. My advisor outlined 
informal mentorships as a like-minded colleague within or outside your department. An informal mentor is 
there to help you ‘keep your health and mental sanity,’ and can be viewed as a safe setting to figuring out 
the policies within the department. Informal mentorships were highly coveted between both interviewees. 
But she warned, “Be aware that you don't create a sense of cronyism that could be viewed as ostracizing 
other faculty.” 

The young faculty mirrored these statements on informal mentors, and stated that she found 
these people by going to luncheons, workshops, and talks. She stressed that they be from outside of the 
department, “we talk and they have real fears and issues that I have, that no one in this department has. I 
could never talk to anyone in this department because everyone here has been here for so long. I find 
that connecting has helped.” Mentors or like-mined colleagues give a sense of place in the university 
environment and help ground the experience by being able to relate to people who are encountering 
similar situations in different contexts. These relationships are valuable not only as a new faculty but as 
seasoned veteran to ‘keep your mental health.’ important to find a place 

FINDING YOUR PERSONAL BRAND 

The aspirations of finding your professional identity was addressed in my interviews, as both 
faculty advised that part of being an effective professor was to nail down your personal identity and ‘find 
your personal brand.’ In order to identify your personal brand, the young faculty member had to ask 
herself what are my ‘unique things? Who am I, what makes me so different?’ She recommends that 
graduate students in their final year seriously think about this before they are hired at a university as a 
strategy to immediately focus your teaching and research efforts. As for her it took her three years before 
she had her personal brand worked out. As a recommendation to find your brand identity, she suggests to 
write out everything that you want to research, any topic you would love to explore, every dream. She 
then organizes them pre and post tenure. For her personally, she was able to get her ‘dream 
projects/experiences’ down to three streams. Part of the process was reflecting on how she would like the 
three streams to interact and how they define her. My advisor also talked about grooming her research 
identity through conscious choices as she states, “I've invested a lot of myself into this job and into my 
perception of myself as this person.”  

The young interviewee shared that her vision helps her strategically pick the projects that she 
accepts stating, “Whenever I have to do a project I ask, is that me? Is that my lab? Is that on my list and I 
always go back to it and say yes or no. There are things I would love to work on, but they don’t fit, and I 
know I can’t do it. And it is learning to say this fits on my tenure clock and I can get it done.”  And once 
you progress through your career, the projects and collaborations seem plentiful according to my 
seasoned faculty member who notes, “As get more and more contacts, people come to you ever more 
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interesting, fascinating projects and more possibilities for collaboration.” She suggests you always have to 
be alert and thinking about what is suitable for you and for your brand image. 

TEACHING  

We discussed specific strategies to get students engaged in the classroom. The young faculty 
member in particular understood that the question was headed toward an ‘engaged learning’ approach 
and having taken her graduate course, she has a pretty deep a tool belt to keep students engaged in 
lectures. She acknowledges that lectures can be “snooze fests, break time, or online shopping time. 
“Since she knows students are doing this, she conducts her lectures from the back of the room, and looks 
at the slides with them. She says, “I talk but I see everything else they are doing. I walk around the 
classroom. I ask them for feedback.”  Furthermore, she uses visually heavy PowerPoint slides that 
intentionally have few words or missing information to encourage people to come to class. She also 
utilizes videos to illustrate her points. Sometimes she ask students to send her videos that she should 
show in class that pertain to the topic, so she uses the students as part of the teaching process.  

WARMING UP STUDENTS 
To warm students up before lectures she will put up a couple images, and like a ‘stand-up comedian’s 

monologue,’ she will talk about current events in business or the apparel industry. This exercise is a way 
to keep students grounded in the larger contexts of the apparel industry. It helps students broaden their 
though process, by encouraging them to think larger than the coursework.  

TECHNOLOGY - THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM 
The young professor also uses the available (student) technology to her advantage. She asks them to 

fact check her, but acknowledges that it ‘can be tricky.’ Her intention is to acknowledge their technology 
but she is directing the technology use to a certain productive purpose. I brought up the issues of 
information literacy and to her, she was not so concerned about the literacy of the information inside the 
classroom, but more so for the information that makes it into papers to which she tell the students, 
“Google is a good place to start, but you can’t give me a paper with just a bunch of web links.”  

RESEARCH 

Our conversation about research was centered on figuring out and starting to develop the 
research track. The main struggle that the young faculty member encountered when starting her research 
program, was getting to a level where she was self-motivated and self-accountable. She mentioned that 
she could work independently, but it wasn’t until she reduced, simplified, and visualized her research 
projects that she felt she was in control of her research. She showed me a paper graph with long bars at 
the bottom of big projects and short blocks 4X4 up top of short projects and explained it by saying, “so 
this is my life…” In reality it was her brand. The simple one page visual aide was all she needed to keep 
her long-term projects and little shorter projects in front of her. This simplified version of her brand was 
how she was holding herself accountable.  

RESEARCH SHOTS 
The main take away strategy from my discussion with my young faculty member was to break 

research down from a big, daunting task to small ‘research shots.’ Or, “little short things I can do in a 
semester and get output really quickly.” She uses this strategy to keep her momentum up, so even if it is 
a quick survey, it is something that would get her data. After a while, the little projects started to build up 
in to larger projects. She equated these research shots to keeping your ‘research muscle’ fit and tone. 
Even though the small projects maybe don’t carry the same amount of weight as large projects, they are 
still valuable and train you for when a large NSF grant does come through the pipeline.  

SERVICE 

The service component of the faculty appointment was viewed as an opportunity to network and learn 
more about the university setting. An optimistic outlook on service can lead to fruitful experiences and 
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connections. She noted that when you do service for professional associations you are essentially 
networking. The connections you are making through service may support you later in your career when 
you go through the tenure process. A lot of service is ‘putting your tentacles out there.’ This give-and-take 
perspective on service is important to justifying the time commitment and not be distracting to the overall 
ambitions of the faculty member. 

Service in my field, as with others, ranges from working with student groups, doing committee work, 
and being a reviewer for journals and professional associations but overall, the faculty I interviewed 
viewed service in a positive light and a way to diversify personal engagement and experiences.  

TENURE = THE BALANCING ACT 

Without even asking directly about the tenure process, tenure came up in both faculty member 
interviews. Tenure was addressed in regard motivations for keeping an equal balance between teaching 
and research and as a projection of what the future holds. My young faculty warned, “Don’t get too 
wrapped up in the teaching as being rewarding.  You need to be really good at teaching, but don’t neglect 
your research.  Don’t get distracted by service. And that is the message here at Cornell.” She notes that 
teaching can take up a lot of time but you have to manage and constantly be doing both at the same time. 

As a graduate student, I hold the perception getting tenure is the ‘ultimate milestone’ and I want to 
push hard to get tenure quickly. But as the young faculty elaborated, you should consider the time as a 
‘gift’ to fully establish your research and teaching identity. She elaborated, “I think you have to keep in 
mind, using the full time is to your advantage.” I think this is important to bear in mind, and not place too 
much emphasis on achieving tenure quickly because if you are “moving and shaking” then tenure will 
come. What was most valuable from this discussion on tenure was to see it as part of the process of your 
career development and as a means to shape young faculty into researchers and scholars. This actually 
takes a lot of pressure of me as a grad student, to know that I have time to further refine my research 
skills and that I don’t have to be ‘all knowing’ at this point in my young career.  

Although the interviews provided insight on the balance between teaching and research to achieve 
tenure, I still didn’t get the direct answers I wanted as to how to balance work and home life. My advisor 
did state that she made the conscious decision early in her career to not start a family. She stated, “How 
much you want to separate out your private life is your choice and in my case that was not a hard 
decision because I chose fairly early on not to have a family and kids. This [teaching/research] became a 
bigger part of my life and that was a conscious choice on my part.”  I think to successfully satisfy my 
needs for an answer to this question, I will seek out a female faculty member who has a family (my young 
faculty interviewee has not started a family either). I will continue to dig deeper into this issue, as it seems 
to be a large task to balance the work load and family. Family and academic careers still seem to be an 
issue for female faculty, and I will continue to investigate this aspect of the balancing act.  

SUMMARY 

Through these interviews, I got to peek into the perspectives of two faculty members on what it 
takes to be an effective teacher, researcher, and overall member of the academic community. The 
interview provided clarity to specific strategies on how to start and maintain a balance between teaching 
and research as you progress along the tenure track. They placed a strong emphasis on mentorship, 
making conscious decisions on the projects you take on as an effort to maintain your brand image or 
professional identity. They acknowledged that although they would like to take on every project in the 
world, practically it is not possible. Viewing possible projects through the lens of your brand image can 
help focus projects to what make you a unique contribution to the academic community.  

 Spending time with these faculty, I was able to glom good advice for teaching and research 
strategies, and I could relate to some of the young faculty’s experience, as she had live through (and 
successfully come out the other side) of some of the same concerns I have about the teaching/research 
balance. I will take this experience as a new charge to continue to thing about my professional identity 
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and start to frame it as a ‘brand image.’ The overall aim of this interview project was to glean strategies 
and advice from faculty in my field about what it takes to become a successful professor and to that 
effect, I think this activity was very successful! 


