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‘Covering all of the major aspects of the role –
research, teaching and administration – as well as
'networking' and advice on good conduct in
relationships with colleagues, these books are likely
to be of considerable assistance to people entering
the profession.’
CLIVE SEALE, Brunel University 

‘The Academic's Support Kit is excellent. And it is not
just for academic starters either. This is a collection of
books which every academic could refer to confident
that she or he will benefit from the experiences shared,
the perspectives offered and the advice given.’ 
ROBERT MORRELL, The University of KwaZulu Natal 

‘After a really tough year these were the first texts that I
read in my vacation. As a result, I am no longer thinking
of a new career, but am actually looking forward to the
prospect of getting back to work – and of putting some
of the authors' suggestions into practice.’ 
SANDRA SINFIELD, London Metropolitan University 
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I n t r o d u c i n g  t h e  A c a d e m i c ’ s
S u p p o r t  K i t

Before you really get into this book, you might like to know a bit more
about the authors.

Rebecca Boden, from England, is professor of accounting at the
University of the West of England. She did her PhD in politics
immediately after graduating from her first degree (which was in history
and politics). She worked as a contract researcher in a university before
the shortage of academic jobs in 1980s Britain forced her into the civil
service as a tax inspector. She subsequently launched herself on to the
unsuspecting world of business schools as an accounting academic.

Debbie Epstein, a South African, is a professor in the School of Social
Sciences at Cardiff University. She did her first degree in history and
then worked briefly as a research assistant on the philosopher Jeremy
Bentham’s papers. Unable to read his handwriting, she went on to teach
children in a variety of schools for seventeen years. She returned to
university to start her PhD in her forties and has been an academic ever
since.

Jane Kenway, an Australian, is professor of education at Monash
University with particular responsibility for developing the field of
global cultural studies in education. She was a schoolteacher and
outrageous hedonist before she became an academic. But since
becoming an academic she has also become a workaholic, which has
done wonders for her social life, because, fortunately, all her friends are
similarly inclined. Nonetheless she is interested in helping next-
generation academics to be differently pleasured with regard to their
work and their lives.

As you can see, we have all had chequered careers which are far from
the stereotype of the lifelong academic but that are actually fairly
typical. What we have all had to do is to retread ourselves, acquire new
skills and learn to cope in very different environments. In our current
jobs we all spend a lot of time helping and supporting people who are
learning to be or developing themselves as academics. Being an accountant,
Rebecca felt that there had to be a much more efficient way of helping
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people to get the support they need than one-to-one conversations. This
book and the other five in the Academic’s Support Kit are for all these
people, and for their mentors and advisers. 

We have tried to write in an accessible and friendly style. The books
contain the kind of advice that we have frequently proffered our
research students and colleagues, often over a cup of coffee or a meal.
We suggest that you consume their contents in a similar ambience: read
the whole thing through in a relaxed way first and then dip into it where
and when you feel the need.

Throughout the ASK books we tell the stories of anonymised
individuals drawn from real life to illustrate how the particular points
we are making might be experienced. While you may not see a precise
picture of yourself, we hope that you will be able to identify things that
you have in common with one or more of our characters to help you see
how you might use the book.

Pragmatic principles/principled pragmatism

In writing these books, as in all our other work, we share a number of
common perceptions and beliefs.

1. Globally, universities are reliant on public funding. Downward
pressure on public expenditure means that universities’ financial
resources are tightly squeezed. Consequently mantras such as
‘budgeting’, ‘cost cutting’, ‘accountability’ and ‘performance indi-
cators’ have become ubiquitous, powerful drivers of institutional
behaviour and academic work.

2. As a result, universities are run as corporate enterprises selling
education and research knowledge. They need ‘management’,
which is essential to running a complex organisation such as a
university, as distinct from ‘managerialism’ – the attempted
application of ‘scientific management techniques’ borrowed from,
though often discarded by, industry and commerce. What marks
managerialism out from good management is the belief that there
is a one-size-fits-all suite of management solutions that can be
applied to any organisation. This can lead to a situation in which
research and teaching, the raison d’etre of universities, take second
place to managerialist fads, initiatives, strategic plans, performance
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indicators and so on. Thus the management tail may wag the
university dog, with the imperatives of managerialism conflicting
with those of academics, who usually just want to research and
teach well.

3. Increasingly, universities are divided into two cultures with
conflicting sets of values. On the one hand there are managerialist
doctrines; on the other are more traditional notions of education,
scholarship and research. But these two cultures do not map
neatly on to the two job groups of ‘managers’ and ‘academics’.
Many managers in universities hold educational and scholarly
values dear and fight for them in and beyond their institutions. By
the same token, some academics are thoroughly and unreservedly
managerialist in their approach.

4. A bit like McDonald’s, higher education is a global business. Like
McDonald’s branches, individual universities seem independent, but
are surprisingly uniform in their structures, employment practices
and management strategies. Academics are part of a globalised
labour force and may move from country to (better paying) country.

5. Academics’ intellectual recognition comes from their academic
peers rather than their employing institutions. They are part of
wider national and international peer networks distinct from their
employing institutions and may have academic colleagues across
continents as well as nearer home. The combination of the
homogeneity of higher education and academics’ own networks
make it possible for them to develop local identities and survival
strategies based on global alliances. The very fact of this globalisation
makes it possible for us to write a Kit that is relevant to being
an academic in many different countries, despite important local
variations.

6. In order to thrive in a tough environment academics need a range
of skills. Very often acquiring them is left to chance, made
deliberately difficult or the subject of managerialist ideology. In
this Kit our aim is to talk straight. We want to speak clearly about
what some people just ‘know’, but others struggle to find out.
Academia is a game with unwritten and written rules. We aim to
write down the unwritten rules in order to help level an uneven
playing field. The slope of the playing field favours ‘developed’
countries and, within these, more experienced academics in more
prestigious institutions. Unsurprisingly, women and some ethnic
groups often suffer marginalisation.
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7. Most of the skills that academics need are common across social
sciences and humanities. This reflects the standardisation of
working practices that has accompanied the increasing
managerialisation of universities, but also the growing (and
welcome) tendency to work across old disciplinary divides. The
Academic’s Support Kit is meant for social scientists, those in the
humanities and those in more applied or vocational fields such as
education, health sciences, accounting, business and management.

8. We are all too aware that most academics have a constant feeling of
either drowning in work or running ahead of a fire or both. Indeed,
we often share these feelings. Nevertheless, we think that there are
ways of being an academic that are potentially less stressful and
more personally rewarding. Academics need to find ways of playing
the game in ethical and professional ways and winning. We do not
advise you to accept unreasonable demands supinely. Instead, we
are looking for strategies that help people retain their integrity, the
ability to produce knowledge and teach well.

9. University management teams are often concerned to avoid risk.
This may lead to them taking over the whole notion of ‘ethical
behaviour’ in teaching and research and subjecting it to their
own rules, which are more to do with their worries than good
professional academic practice. In writing these books, we have
tried to emphasise that there are richer ethical and professional
ways of being in the academic world: ways of being a public
intellectual, accepting your responsibilities and applying those
with colleagues, students and the wider community.

And finally . . .

We like the way that Colin Bundy, Principal of the School of Oriental
and African Studies in London and previously Vice-Chancellor of the
University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, so pithily describes
the differences and similarities between universities in such very
different parts of the world. Interviewed for the Times Higher
Education Supplement (27 January 2004) by John Crace, he explains:

The difference is one of nuance. In South Africa, universities had become
too much of an ivory tower and needed a reintroduction to the pressures
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