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 The University of Wisconsin System Women and Science program recently completed five years of ADVANCE-PAID supported programming targeting women in academic science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) at two career levels: postdoctoral scholars preparing  for  the   

 job market, and senior faculty working to advance their careers post-tenure. 78 postdoctoral women participated in a one-time seminar series designed to improve their job talks, interview skills, network density, and knowledge about academic careers at primarily undergraduate  institutions (PUIs). 

 37 tenured female faculty at PUIs, who are trailblazers for women in their departments, participated in a longitudinal horizontal mentoring program which connected the women with each other and to resources outside the university system, thereby decreasing isolation while  

building social, intellectual, and cultural capital. Both programs were aimed at increasing recruitment, retention, and advancement of women faculty at PUIs, and therefore required coordination among the eleven comprehensive campuses in the University of Wisconsin System.

PROGRAM 1
Postdoctoral Seminar Series at Primarily Undergraduate Institutions

 

Background:

Junior scientists in postdoctoral positions tend to be isolated as they lack opportunities to network that graduate 
students and faculty find through courses, assistantships, and committees.1 Additionally, postdocs may only be able 
to identify one mentor, their supervisor.2 This isolation is likely exacerbated for women in science and engineering 
given their already low numbers and greater difficulty networking compared to men,3

 and many women report 

leaving academia during or after postdoctoral positions because of the stress and challenges that accompany 
this isolation.1 In addition to inadequate mentoring and isolation, researchers also describe starting a family 
and lack of confidence/self-efficacy as factors accounting for postdoctoral women’s departure from science.2

We designed the postdoctoral seminar series to address three of these four concerns (isolation, inadequate mentoring, 
and lack of confidence/self-efficacy) in the context of primarily undergraduate institutions (PUIs). The seminar 
series was also designed to contribute to women’s networks by building social, intellectual, and cultural capital.4

Program Goals:

1. Improve female postdoc’s job talk skills, self-efficacy, and confidence
2. Reduce postdoc isolation via opportunities for networking and mentoring with current faculty
3. Help postdocs develop realistic expectations of academic careers at primarily undergraduate institutions

Secondary Goal: Expose faculty and undergraduates at PUI’s to diverse scientists working on cutting-edge research

Program Structure:
Postdocs from UW Madison and UW Milwaukee (n = 78) gave 

seminars at 11 UW comprehensive universities.

 

Costs were minimal (travel, meals) and paid for by 

the ADVANCE-PAID grant. Administrative support was 
provided by the UW System Women & Science Program.

During campus visits, scholars:

√ Shared current research in the form of a job talk
√ Met with faculty to network and learn about careers at PUIs
√ Interacted with undergraduates to share information about academic careers
√ Served as female scientist role models for students and faculty members

Evaluation Plan: 
Program effectiveness was evaluated by examining changes in scholar attitudes              
(knowledge of, interest in, and confidence towards) academic positions at PUI’s                            
as well as number of applications to academic positions, including comprehensive 
universities, following participation in the program. 

Across cohorts, quite a few of the female postdocs were in 

the same position, or a different postdoc, one year later.

Summary:
While the National Postdoctoral Association (NPA) has a clearinghouse of potential 
interventions designed to increase participation of women in science and engineering (e.g., 
campus networks for women scientists, workshops on how to find an academic position), our 
program offers an unusually realistic opportunity to practice for a campus interview while 
networking with faculty. We found a high level of interest in the program as demonstrated by 

a large number of applicants and willing host departments. This postdoctoral seminar series 

may therefore serve as a model for other institutions (e.g., those grouped geographically or 
in a consortium) or for other career periods (e.g., senior graduate students or junior faculty).  

In addition to self-reported benefits for postdoctoral scholars themselves, the seminar series 
significantly increased the number of women scientists to which undergraduate students and 
faculty were exposed.  As one host commented, speaker series are common in undergraduate STEM 
departments, but rarely do they include women. Undergraduate students were also introduced  to 

the concept of a postdoctoral position, and could ask questions about graduate school and careers 
that might differ from what they would ask their own professors. As one student said, “Her research 
experiences sound similar to mine thus far and it’s cool to see what I could do with my career.” 

 Tips for Designing a Seminar Program

 * Advertise through advisors
  Women are especially willing to participate when they are strongly encouraged 
  by colleagues, advisors, or supervisors.

 * Provide context and guidance to scholars
  Many are not familiar with primarily undergraduate institutions 
  and struggled to modify their talks for the audience.

 * Be directive with host departments 
  Participants described the seminar as more helpful when hosts were prepared and organized.  
  Consider providing a “publicity kit” that includes 
 • a draft of a flier for advertising
 • a suggested timeline for components of the series
 • contact information for area schools who may be interested in participating, and 
 • a detailed feedback form for students/faculty to fill out for the speakers. 

 * Incorporate evaluation measures into the logistical structure 
  Collect comparison/control data from the beginning  
  (e.g., baseline survey as part of application process).
  Use advisors and other contacts to collect additional post-program information 
   (e.g., job placements).

PROGRAM 2
Horizontal Mentoring for Female Trailblazers in STEM 

Background 
The underrepresentation of faculty women in science and engineering is especially apparent at 
primarily undergraduate institutions (PUIs) where there may be only one female associate or 
full professor in a STEM department. Such isolation leads to shallower networks and inadequate 
support for these trailblazing women.

3,5,6
 Using the NSF ADVANCE-PAID grant, we adapted a 

horizontal mentoring program shown to be successful for isolated full professors in chemistry 

and physics at liberal arts colleges.
7 Isolated senior women from comprehensive institutions 

across the UW System connected with colleagues from other campuses via annual programming.  

Program Goal: ADVANCE the careers                                                                                                   

of  tenured women in STEM at PUIs by:

1. Decreasing isolation 
2. Increasing confidence and productivity                                                                                                                                    
    in teaching, scholarship, and service

3. Building denser networks

Program Structure
The NSF ADVANCE-PAID grant covered meals, hotel rooms, and reading materials for the 

participants,  as well as the expenses of COACh consultants who led workshops.  
Administrators on the participants’ home campuses agreed to pay for mileage.
Administrative support came from the UW-System Women & Science Program. 

Selection Process
• Lists of tenured women in STEM disciplines were obtained from System records in years 1 & 2

• Women were identified as “isolated” if they were alone at their rank in their department
  only female Professor; or if none, 

  only female Associate Professor

• Invitations to participate were sent by the UW System Women & Science Program staff, 
    with individual follow-up emails from the Director of the program

• Those who chose to participate were matched to disciplinary subgroups according to field

Tenured Women in STEM at Comprehensive Institutions in the UW System

Program Components

Large Group Meetings. A two day gathering for all participants was 
held in years 1, 3, 5 in a central location (water park). Activities included:
√ Professional development seminars
     • Effective Negotiations
    • Balancing Your Career Portfolio 
     • Dealing with Abrasive Conduct in the Academy  
     • Academic Leadership: Uses of Influence, Power & Conflict Resolution
     • Establishing and Enhancing Professional Presence
√ Book clubs 
    • Whistling Vivaldi by Claude Steele, Ph.D.

    • Lab Girl by Hope Jahren, Ph.D.

√ Unstructured discussion in the large group and smaller disciplinary groups
√ Informal networking and horizontal mentoring opportunities (fun at the water park)   

Program Components
Small Group Meetings
Smaller groups of faculty connected electronically or in person to continue mentoring, 
networking, and progressing toward identified personal and professional goals. 
Small groups were based on 

  • discipline (e.g., geoscientists) 
  • position (e.g., Department Chairs group)
  • geography (e.g., women scientists in one region of the state) 

Evaluation Process

  #1  Survey of workplace experiences, mentorship opportunities, and career goals
  #2  Intermediate surveys of progress in teaching, scholarship, and service  

  #3  In-depth qualitative interviews with a subset of women   

Pre-Program Findings: Themes Constructed at Baseline

Explicit sexism and Isolation: 
Trailblazing women described experiences with sexism and isolation at their current 

institutions and lack mentors to assist them in advancement of their careers. 

Lack of Respect from Students & Administration: 
Trailblazing faculty also described a lack of respect from students and colleagues. 43% 

disagreed/strongly disagreed that they are treated with respect by their students. When asked 
why she agreed to participate in the program, one woman  claimed her class evaluations tend 
to be a little lower and was wondering if it is because she is female. 

“The other thing…I’ve recognized was that…you know the other professors are                        

Dr. you know, uh, so and so, but I’m Mrs. so and so”

More surprisingly, 71% of faculty indicated they at least slightly disagree that they are treated 
with respect by their department chair. When facing discrimination regarding promotion 
to Chair from the Dean, one participant described needing to advocate for herself and her 
equivalent lack of experience:

“I asked him, ‘how about the other department chairs that you have that are all men? Did 

they have any experience before you appointed them as department chair?’ ” 

Burn out and Resisting Burn out: 
Experiences of burn out were frequent, as were attempts to resist burn out and create a 
positive environment for others.

“By the time I had tenure, I felt burned out, and I don’t have kids, 
so I can’t imagine what it would be like in my department to be a woman with kids.”

“We have a women faculty and staff potluck and you can either bring 
a bottle of wine or a dish to pass and the place is jam packed 

and they walk in about 5 and at about 9:30 . . . the last leave.”

Participating Women’s Views of Promotion
One of the participants, when talking about why she hadn’t gone up for promotion in the past, 
explained that she didn’t think her scholarship was strong enough. 

“At one point I didn’t feel like I had any intention of going up for a full professor, but as this group 
pointed out, it’s very strange that in our department, the two women, neither one of us is a full 

professor, and the two guys who were hired after us . . . they both have gone up and are full 
professors. I know the college sees that a little bit as a concern and I didn’t, but I do now actually. 

I feel that it is important that you know, we make that push [for promotion]. Well, one for me, I mean, 
face it there’s a salary bump . . . and it annoys me a little more signing associate professor on things 

you know? But also then, [it matters] for the female students that we have in the department.”

Another participant talked about how she had gone up for promotion and was pushing others in her 
disciplinary group to do the same. She explains that there is a lot of “give and take” in her disciplinary 
group and she benefits from the mentorship. 

“I went up for promotion, and then one of the colleagues in the group said, ‘Well, maybe 
I should, too.’ And she did and she got it. So . . . I mean, we get some mentoring 

just by seeing what other people are doing . . . Also sometimes I’m just like, you know, 
you’re going to go up for promotion in a couple of years, you know, how’s the publication? 

Trying to sort of just push people a little bit. It’s very nice because we’re at the same [rank] level . . . 
We all have stuff to give and to receive from that mentoring and . . . It’s been really helpful.”

Summary:
For trailblazing women, collegial networks and support appeared crucial to their resilience. Formal 

horizontal mentoring programs may be one method of decreasing isolation and building networks 
for these women. Participants in our program highlighted the importance of normalizing barriers, 
celebrating breakthroughs, and creating collaborative deadlines with colleagues. Women reported 
successful promotions, sabbaticals, and funded grants as well as friendship and fun as a result 
of their participation. These women are also future-thinking with tangible institutional ideas for 
retention and advancement of other senior women. These suggestions included alternative post-
tenure promotion criteria that prioritize service (“women bleed for their universities”), part-time 
and flex-time faculty appointments, and constant vigilance regarding bias across universities. 

 

 Tips for designing a horizontal mentoring program

 * Pester, pester, pester: Senior women are very busy! 
  Many participants said they would not have participated if the program staff had not contacted them 
  multiple times. 

 * Include tenured women who are A) peers and B) from outside the department or institution. 
  Senior women appreciated open discussions of department-related issues with colleagues at a similar 

  career level and worried they would change their tone if junior colleagues or colleagues within the 

  department were present.

 * Look for STEM faculty in interdisciplinary departments like Geography.

 * Consider being more directive with participants who struggle to find a connection with peers. 
  A specific project, such as creating an activity for a STEM girl’s workshop, could facilitate discussions 
  among more introverted or problem-solving-focused women. 

 * Hire a workshop facilitator: 
  Participants overwhelmingly appreciated the workshops and tangible skills provided during meetings
  (e.g., negotiation strategies, tips for collaboration). 

 * Don’t forget to have fun! 
  Housing programming in a beautiful and fun location added to the enjoyment of the experience.

Post-Program Findings:  Promotion to Full Professor

One key finding was that many of the isolated faculty who were associate professors at 2011 
and participated in the ADVANCE program successfully applied for promotion by 2017. Nine of 
the 13 original participants at that rank were promoted and two of three additional participants 
were also promoted (69% total). This is in comparison to the 40% of isolated associate 
professors who did not participate in ADVANCE and who were promoted in the same years.

Perhaps even more interesting, 
none of the participating ADVANCE 
associate professors left their 
institution from 2011-2017 
compared to 40% of the isolated, 
non-participating associate professors 
who left for other positions. 

Non-isolated women are also at risk 

of stalling at the rank of associate 

professor. Of 40 associate professors 
who were not isolated:

• 13 (32.5%) were promoted 

• 3 (7.5%) left their institutions

Selection Process: 
Female postdoctoral scholars were invited to participate through listservs, 
direct recruitment by department chairs, and word of mouth

• Scholars submitted online applications with seminar title and abstract 
• Research advisers filled out online recommendation
• UW System Women & Science board ranked abstracts

• Director matched scholars with hosts based on discipline

• Host departments worked with scholars to schedule seminars and events
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Program Findings:
Participating postdocs described the seminar series as helpful in increasing their 
knowledge of faculty careers at PUIs, clarifying their career goals in general, and 

improving their academic job search overall. The greatest reported benefit was 
an increased understanding of the differences between academic careers at PUIs 
and research institutions (e.g., scholarship support and outcome expectations).

 “…it was the only department that did 

not ask me any questions about my 
husband or if I was married…He’s not 

applying for the job, I am.”

“…I’m on sabbatical and I decided I was 
comin’ to this workshop, right?... I feel 

like it’s very important to me ‘cause I 

do feel somewhat isolated”
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