
Managing 
Bumps in 
Your Path 
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Carefully study the action taken and consider its legitimacy. 

For example, is the peer unit’s criticism of your publication record legitimate? If the action is legitimate, meet 

with your mentor, chair, and/or dean to determine what changes you should make. If you believe the action is 

not legitimate, swing into action immediately to ensure you meet required deadlines for response. 

 

Keep the issue in perspective. 
At first, you may feel like the negative event is more than a mere bump, and is more like a complete roadblock 

or a deep chasm. You may even think that your career is ruined. Try to keep the issue in perspective with the 

rest of your life and your career. You may need assistance from your mentor, union RA, or other allies to ac-

complish this task, especially early in the situation when you are still processing the negative action. Do what 

you need to do to keep the issue in perspective—take long walks, play with the dog, focus on your family life, 

write a “Keep This In Perspective” sticky note on your computer, do daily affirmations, chant, pray, exercise. 

Work hard to frame the negative event as merely a bump in your path. Although at the time the event may 

seem like the end of your career, in most cases, if managed effectively, it’s simply a rough spot in the road.  

 

Not responding is not an option. 
If you receive a written reprimand, a negative peer unit review, a negative dean’s evaluation, or other official 

notification, to manage the bump, you must respond. Adhere to deadlines strictly, e.g. submit your written re-

sponse to a negative dean’s evaluation within the stated time period. Even though you may be upset, hurt, an-

gry, and/or embarrassed, to manage the bump in your path, you must respond. Work with your mentor, union 

representative, and/or friendly department chair to frame your response. Write your response, then edit it to 

take out inflammatory words and counter-accusations. Work towards a calm and reasoned response. 

 

Find out about your rights as a union member. 
Study your CBA, especially the parts relating to the T&P process, personnel practices, disciplinary actions, 

and the files the university is allowed to keep on faculty. If the situation warrants, contact a union representa-

tive immediately and ask for assistance. Depending on the circumstances, you may have to call more than one 

representative to get assistance. If you know an RA personally, you could start by contacting that person. If 

you don’t know an RA personally, or if the RA you know is not helpful, contact the contract manager. Here 

are the CBAs for the faculty unions at UAF: 

UNAC: http://www.alaska.edu/files/labor/unac_cba.pdf 

UAFT: http://www.alaska.edu/files/labor/UAFT-Non-Admin-CBA-2010-6-monthes-FINAL.pdf 

Got a negative dean’s review or committee 
decision, or even worse, a reprimand or other 
disciplinary action? What do you do? 
You manage it! 



Find out about your rights under Board of Regents policies. 
The University of Alaska (UA) has policies that protect your rights as a worker and a faculty member. If you 

think your rights may be violated, e.g. your academic freedom, your right to fair personnel practices, or free-

dom from harassment or discrimination, closely examine the BoR policies. Women, ethnic minorities, people 

with disabilities, military veterans, and older workers are among the groups of people who are supposed to be 

protected against discrimination by federal and state law as well as university policies. Lesbians and gays are 

newly protected under BoR policies, but are not protected by state or federal law. Remember that discrimina-

tion is rarely overt. Look for coded discrimination that plays on stereotypes. The university is required to fol-

low its own rules, but sometimes it needs to be reminded of those rights. Here is the URL for the BoR policies: 

http://www.alaska.edu/bor/policy-regulations/ 

 

Find allies and build a network of support. 

Ideally, you will already have a mentor who you can trust. But even if you don’t, it’s not too late to find one. 

Ask potential mentors out for coffee and casual conversation. Listen to the rumor mill and ask discreet ques-

tions of colleagues to see if you can find someone who may have experienced a similar situation and can offer 

you advice. You may find yourself needing to build your network of support during a period of intense emo-

tional strain, which will be understandably difficult. Remember to keep the issue in perspective. 

 

Manage the papertrail. 
There are two aspects to managing the papertrail. First, you should make photocopies of all paperwork related 

to the negative event, and you should keep these in a safe place. Keep extensive notes about all events, e.g. 

names, exact phrases used, who was present at the meeting, etc. Make sure everything is dated so that you can 

reproduce events in a timeline should you need to. Consider keeping these documents at your home instead of 

your office. Think about using your personal email address for email correspondence with your mentor or your 

union representative instead of the university’s email system. In some cases, you should minimize the paper-

trail, e.g. use phone calls instead of emails. The other aspect to the papertrail is knowing who has what docu-

ments, and where they are located. The university is allowed to keep only certain files on its workers, and 

these files must be in certain places. Review the CBA for your union and the BoR policies to ensure that your 

rights are being followed.  
 

Learn how organizations work. 
Read up on how organizations work. Some organizational phenomenon you may find useful to understand in-

clude: the Peter Principle; horizontal hostility; trained incapacity; gender and racial bias; heterosexism and ho-

mophobia; alienation; goal displacement; bureaucratization; iron law of oligarchy. Understand that your dean, 

your chair, and others you might have thought were your professional allies often make errors of judgment.  

Realize that that as a bureaucracy, the university will tend to protect its structure and its administrators, and not 

its lower level workers. But even with these somewhat negative aspects of a bureaucracy, you can use the bu-

reaucratic structure to manage the bump in the road. Use the structures in place to resist: talk with your union 

representative; find out the process required to file a grievance; talk with the university’s EEO officer if you 

believe you are a target of discrimination; if you do not get adequate support and assistance from your union or 

the EEO office, consider discussing the issue with your own attorney.  

 

Look for the escalator first, instead of the exit. 
Think about how you might look at the event as an escalator to a better position, instead of looking for the 

nearest exit. For example, perhaps you can use the negative event to realize that you work in a toxic depart-

ment, and that you would have a better opportunity to thrive in a different position. Perhaps you can transform 

the negative peer unit evaluation about your research into a new idea for a different and more successful re-

search agenda. Let the negative event fuel your fire instead of letting it squelch your flame. 

 

By Sine Anahita, 2011.  


