- The Gift of Obscurity:

Editorial Note: In addition to intellectual

debates, sociologists engage in the "profes-
sionalization" aspects of a qareer. In general,
the conclusions implicitly quggest that the
benefits of a career only ingrease as one
progresses. In this essay, wyitten as "adpice
for one's niece” given to a group of pre-doc-
toral fellows funded by the|Spencer Founda-
tion, the author argues tha there are benefits
to the early stages of a carder whick often
subside as one's career adyances.

by Annette Lareau, Terple University
email: lareau@um femple.edu

When I was at the stage of just fin-
ishing my dissertation inf sociology, my
friends and I seemed to Jong— actually
with some amount of pajn in our longing—
for recognition. We ofter} commiserated
about our obscurity. We keenly noted that
we knew so few people jt the ASA annual
meetings, and that famops people certainly
did not know we existed. We wormied that
we had published so litte. It was unclear if
we would get a job, where we would geta
job, if we could finish uscripts we
were pleased about, and if anyone else
would see anything of value in them. In
short, it was unclear if we could make it.
All of us had our own gersonal nightmare
that we joked about in an uneasy fashion.
The elements of the nightmare varied but
essentially suggested we would never get
a job, we would alwayd be broke, our stu-
dent loans would need [to be paid and we
would end up as a PhI} waitress, cab
driver, or bartender for|the rest of our life.

In the end, we all did get jobs, some of
which were in truly terfible locations, we
did publish, some of ug got new and better
jobs, we did get acquainted with others in
the field, and, perhaps most importantly,
we all got tenure. But gow, ten years away
from our degrees, all of us are complain-
ing, sometimes bitterly, that we lack time
to work, time to think,|and time to do
research. I want to highlight here the
advantages of the earliest stage of a Career in
sociology, particularly|in an academic posi-
tion. One such advantage that comes at the
moment of finishing a|dissertation is the
gift of obscurity. This gift, which for me
only appeared in retrdspect, gives you
more time and opportunity to do your
own research than yot will probably have
later in vour career.

Advice for Emerging PhD:

External demands on my time, and the
time of my friends armand the country have
increased as we have aged and, especially,
as our careers have developed. Attached is
the schedule for a "Professor” ten years
after the doctorate. As you will note,
although the professor only teaches two
classes a semester, he or she maintains
other obligations that interrupt one's ability
to think and write. Particularly burden-
some are the substantial committee obliga-
tions (i.e., tenure and promotion
committees, famlty searches, college ievel
committees, coammitiee work for the
national organization) that new scholars
usually do not face. Although the hours
vary, there exists a gap of at least 10 hours a
week tied up in obligations as one's career
develops. Lronically, then, the very realiza-
tion of the desired goal— national recogni-
tion~ severely erodes one's ability to
continue a research agenda.

The First Few Years

Although itis of questionable morality
and fairness, the priosities for tenure are

essentially, research, teaching, and service

(in that order). The only time committee
work really settles a tenure caseis when !
there is a skimpy pattern of publishing and -
the teaching is very weak_In an academic
career, my advice is to reflect on your prior-
ities in light of institutional priorities. See if
you can manage, and even limit, your com-
mittee work in the first two or three years

of your career. There are non-negotiable
demands, particularly at the departmental
level. Nevertheless, in many institutions

you can tum down very time-consuming
appointments at the college and university
level without reproach. Requests intrude

on many junior people to serve on a large
number of service committees in order to
provide diversity of perspective; this prob-
lem is common to all but particularly keen
for persons of color. Committee work will
not help with tenure and, for example, one
committee meeting in the middle of the

day without teaching, can severely disrupt

a writing schedule. Before accepting an
assignment immediately, ask fora day to
think about it and consult with a respected
member of your department.
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Manageg;ent of eaching is more com-
plicated. surethat you prepare your
classes espegially weil in the first year. New
teachers iencea leamingcurve, and it
is very steep in the beginning; most people :
will not you b get research done the |
first year of feaching. After you get settled
into a routine, you sight explore regularly
teaching the same cpurse or teaching two
sections of the samewidely offered course
in one semegter, induding Introduction to
Sociology, Men and Women in American
Society, or Race and Ethnic Relations.

In terms pf reseach, one piece of con-
crete advice| deals with scheduling. Find a
time when you canthink and write and
systematicajly protct that time from
departments
ments. (Fami
matter.) Time to wite is 50 limited that you
need to confrol yoor schedule to maximize
the time to be prodactive. Unfortunately,
you are thejonly person who can protect
your writing time. No one will do it for
you. It takes determination and control to
carve out tifne to write, but it is essential at
all stages of a career.
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hear talks; even if ¥ means driving two
hours each{way. You should also get out to

yoush-ﬂdexpecttnpay

ectual stimulation and help
build a ne ork ofcolleagues who can

selves as i
preciated. For some, whe felt they gave too
much of tHernselws to their work in grad-
uate school and inthe first five years of
their careef, their agry insistence of "get-
ting a life back" ordbing something
besides wark can, be fatal to intellectual
pleasure and growth. In the coming years,
it is imporfant to sstain intellectual plea-
sure, for example, by always choosing top-
ics you care about. A topic that appears to
be an "eaasypubﬁcﬁon' but provides little
intellectuaj stimulation rarely tums out to
be easy.

Another factor to consider in building a
career isone of balance, of always taking a
bit of time off to relax and enjoy life, and
trying to not invest more in one's career
than one can manage in the long run. I do
not skimp on regular bits of leisure time.
Similarly, if there is a trip you would like to
take, a family party you would enjoy
attending, or something that will take you
away from your work and slow you down,
I would aiso, in almost all instances,
encourage you to take it. At times, the tran-
sition between work and leisure can be
awkward. Your family and friends outside
of the academy may be perplexed about
your choices. They may ask uncomfortable
and difficult questions at a gathering (i.e.,
"are you still in school?"” "what are you ever
going to do with that much schooling?" or
"what is it you are studying, psychology?").
They may never truly understand key
moments of the process including compre-
hensive examinations, a dissertation

defense or tenure. Nevertheless, in terms of .

your overall lifé satisfaction, your invest-
ment in your career should not be more
than, it turns out, you can afford. Your par-
ents will not be alive forever, many of you
will move o other parts of the country
away from people you care about, and ide-
ally, in ten years, while having spent huge
amounts of ime working, you want to
have a sense that you were still able to do
many of the things you care about. Only
you will know where the balance should be
and, obviously, it is different for all of us.

Thus, the formidable costs to being early
inthe career stage can be outweighed by its
unique benefits. When one is relatively
unknown, greater opportunity exists to
engage in serious intellectual work; the
peril of unending committee meetings and
reviews which often characterizes the life
of a more senior sociologist has not yet
arrived. Early in a careet, one can discover
the pleasure of beginning and of building,
as well as the pleasures tied to the oppor-
tunity to think, read, and talk. I encourage
you to reflect upon, and if possible enjoy,
the gift of obscurity early in your academic
career.



This taple provides an estimate of time obligations for tenured facuity. It does not inciude time

for caryving ot research or writing up and publishing research results. The time sociologists
will devote to these activities during the semester will probably range from 0-80 hours per
week Wot included in the schedule are the additional psychological pressures on junior
people| Nor daes the schedule note the considerable time devoted to the “learning curve” of
becoming a faculty member. The time allocotions presented are obvious{y rough estimates.

Typical Schedule 10 Years After PhD

Tezching: MWF 10:40-11:30M4:40-7.00 6 hrs x 14 wks= 84semester hrs
Office fours: W 2-4 pm  2hrs x 14 wks= 28semester hrs
Preparation/grading/meet witk ta's 10 hrs x14 wks=|40semester hrs

Obligations to Students: Semester Hours
Requesls to write letters of reeommendation

[ 1 hour per letter x 6 per semester= 6
Meetings with two students where you are directing the dissenation

D3 hours per semesterx 2 students 10
Meetings with other graduate students

/4 hour x 20 stadenss 5
(ccasignal problem students, incompletes, requests for advice. clc $

Department Obligations:

Commitiee meetings/faculty meetings

172 hours each x 4-6 per semester 12
Departgment Colloquia

M2 hours x 10 weeks 0
l.unch/Entertaining visitors

Ei2 hours x § times 10
Talking with colleagues/Tunch with colleagues

21 hour 2 week x 14 weeks 14
Tenurefpromotion cases

(2 hours x 6 preparation/meetings 12

College/University Obligatisns:
Standing coilege committees (2 committees)

()2 hours x 4 per semester ' 16
Special commissions/program reviews

k.5 hours x 6 sessioms 9
Colleg¢/University Functions

f21.5 hours x 4 per semester 6

Professional Obligations:
Review manusctipts for journals

@2 hours x 4 per semester 8
Read apd comment on draft manuscripts of others
22 hours x 8 per semester 16
Serve gn Section committees
[@1 howr % 4 issues 4
Organize panelsisymposium for meetings
@4 hours x | every other year 2
Review manuscripts for sessions for meetings
420 hours x | every 3nd year 7
Gio give talk/serve on review panel in another state {excluding prep time)
225 hrs in travel. meetings x 4 100
(yrganfze an edited collection
. [@3 hours per contribusor x 15 contributors 45
Atend aregional/annual meesmg during semester
@40 hours in travel, mectings, dinners, etc. 40
TOTAL - 599

Ohligatians for a Tenured Person not Including Time to Read
Journpl Articlgs. Books, Colect Data, Analvze Data. or Write:
399 hours divided by 14 weeks= 43 hours per week

Addiupnal hrs usually available to junior people
204 hours 1n a semestes divided by 14 weeks= /4 hrs per week more time




