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1

Introduction

this book is intended to help you think like an entrepre-
neurial scholar. By entrepreneurial, I’m talking about the skill 
of crafting something fresh—like knowledge—out of scant 
resources amid the fog of uncertainty. Thinking like an entre-
preneur means asking yourself: Given who I am, what I know, 
and who I know, what kind of opportunities could I create for 
myself?1

This isn’t your typical guide on the mechanics of earning a 
doctorate or navigating the academic job market.2 Instead, The 
Entrepreneurial Scholar invites you to see scholarship through 
a new lens. It’s a manual for those at the dawn of their scholarly 
journey, be they doctoral candidates or postdocs, to embrace 
an entrepreneurial approach in both academia and beyond. 
It’s also a fresh perspective for early to mid-career faculty 
seeking innovative paths in their professional journey. This 
book isn’t about the “how-tos” of academia; it’s about reimag-
ining what it means to be a scholar—a new mindset for aca-
demic success.
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———

This book grew out of an idea I wrote about during graduate 
school. In my last semester, I audited a class called “Writing 
for a Public Audience.” It was taught by Sam Wineburg, a pro-
fessor I greatly admired for his scholarship on historical think-
ing and digital literacy, but also for his highly accessible and 
engaging writing style. Like him, I wanted to produce knowl-
edge that reached beyond academic journals, so I was eager to 
learn about the world of public scholarship.

Unsurprisingly, the primary assignment for the class was 
to write an op-ed. Most students wrote about their research, 
but I felt a burning desire to write about my PhD journey. In 
the months approaching graduation, I constantly thought 
about how my experience had changed me and tried to make 
sense of my circuitous route to academia. I felt simulta
neously demoralized that I did not have an academic job 
lined up (despite two attempts on the job market), but also 
incredibly proud of myself for completing my six-year jour-
ney. My friends and family can attest that it was a peculiar 
and surprising career move, which up to that point had in-
cluded stints in start-ups, management consulting, teaching, 
and research/evaluation firms. To tell the truth, academic 
pursuits had never been my thing: I had not been an excep-
tionally good high school or college student, and a series of 
failures in the workplace made me seriously question my 
intellectual abilities. But in the months leading up to 
my graduation, I kept returning to the same question: Why 
did it seem like I enjoyed the PhD journey more than many 
of my peers?
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My journey to publishing that op-ed was not smooth. 
When I first penned the piece in 2019 it faced several rejections, 
and for the next two years, it lay dormant on my computer 
while I focused on other pursuits.

In June 2021, with only a few weeks before starting my 
position at Tulane, I looked at my remaining to-do list. Promi-
nently featured at the top and not yet crossed off was the 
op-ed. I cringed as I reread the article, thinking about its his-
tory of rejection. I knew the piece needed a reframe, so I asked 
myself: Who am I? What do I know? My nontraditional path 
to academia gave me the expertise to make an unusual case to 
graduate students: think more like entrepreneurs.

———

Now I just needed to find someone to publish it. Thinking 
about that meant asking another entrepreneurial question: 
Who do I know? I had already published one op-ed in Inside 
Higher Ed, and since I had a relationship with an editor, I de
cided to start there. Much to my surprise, the new piece was 
accepted within hours of submission.

The argument I put forth in my op-ed was that shifting from 
a consumer to a producer of knowledge fundamentally 
changed my relationship with education. To be clear, I did not 
start graduate school thinking of myself as a knowledge pro-
ducer, but my background and experiences certainly primed me 
for this shift. Like most graduate students, I expected to con-
sume a lot of information while suffering through several years 
of reading to write something mysterious called a dissertation. 
But at my graduate school orientation, Dr. Eamonn Callan, a 
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philosopher of education, gave my incoming class advice that 
changed my paradigm for learning: “Your job is no longer to 
consume knowledge. Your job is to produce it.”

This shift from consumer to producer allowed me to think 
of myself as an entrepreneur of ideas. In invoking the language 
of entrepreneurialism, I am referring to the ability to generate 
something new (in this case, knowledge) with limited resources in a 
highly uncertain environment. And after six years of training my-
self to be a knowledge producer, my op-ed argued that this kind 
of approach to academia was not just valuable—it was essential 
for both surviving and even flourishing. The op-ed was accepted 
at Inside Higher Ed and published with the title “Why PhD 
Students Should Think Like Entrepreneurs.”3

Throughout the next week, I received several emails from 
professors (several of whom worked as graduate student di-
rectors) and even a therapist who worked with grad students 
telling me that this was a much-needed perspective their stu-
dents would benefit from and how excited they were to share 
it. Like any academic, I love hearing from readers who appreci-
ate my ideas, and knowing that what I wrote was helpful was 
particularly gratifying.

Then I opened a most unexpected email: it was from Peter 
Dougherty, an editor at Princeton University Press, asking if 
I’d be interested in fleshing out the op-ed into a book. Writing 
it would require gathering quite a lot of data from figures in 
and out of academia spanning multiple disciplines and indus-
tries from a wide range of sources—many of whom I didn’t 
know. It would mean moving beyond graduate students to 
speak to the concerns of women scholars alongside first gen-
eration/low-income (FLI) and Black, Indigenous, and People 
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of Color (BIPOC) scholars and even consider the needs of 
mid-career scholars. I quickly realized that writing such a book 
would ironically require an entrepreneurial approach because 
I would have to leverage who I was, what I knew, and who I 
knew. But I was game, because at the end of the day I deeply 
believe that articulating such an approach is needed.

Why Academics Today Need 
an Entrepreneurial Approach

Some aspects of entrepreneurialism are quite familiar to academ-
ics, like operating with finite resources in contexts where success 
is anything but certain. Academia is unpredictable because the 
nature of academic employment has become profoundly pre-
carious over the past few decades. Certainly, for graduate stu-
dents, the traditional apprenticeship model of doctoral educa-
tion is not working the way it used to,4 and it is unlikely that an 
advanced degree will automatically lead to a secure and presti-
gious academic career.5 Most people who pursue PhDs have a 
slim chance of becoming professors, especially professors on the 
tenure track.6 Only one in twenty will get a tenure-track job. It 
has also become very unclear what it takes to get such a job. 
When I was a graduate student, in sociology of education from 
2013 to 2019, a job-market candidate with a solo-authored pub-
lication in a top journal would have very good job prospects 
in my field. But today a candidate with this profile might not 
even make a shortlist, much less be offered a position.

The pervasive sense of doom regarding one’s prospects is 
abundantly clear in the dozens of essays that make up the 
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“Quit Lit” genre—farewells to academia from grad students 
through tenured professors.7 Take for example Rebecca 
Schuman’s (PhD, literature) well-known 2013 “thesis hate-
ment” published in Slate:

During graduate school, you will be broken down and re-
configured in the image of the academy. By the time you 
finish—if you even do—your academic self will be the cul-
mination of your entire self, and thus you will believe, in-
comprehensibly, that not having a tenure-track job makes 
you worthless. You will believe this so strongly that when 
you do not land a job, it will destroy you, and nobody out-
side of academia will understand why. (Bright side: You 
will no longer have any friends outside academia.)8

The problem is that PhD programs rarely provide their stu-
dents with a sense of the diverse kinds of career opportunities 
available to graduates.9 This means that while most PhDs will 
not end up in academia, they also do not know what else to do 
with themselves.

It doesn’t help that for many doctoral students their profes-
sional persona is tied to their sense of self, and not getting an 
academic job is proof that they are simply not deserving of suc-
cess. This perspective is well-articulated by Melissa Dalgleish 
(PhD, Canadian literature) in her 2013 “I Quit” Letter:10

If I finished my PhD and didn’t become a professor, as I was 
pretty certain I would not become, I would be nothing. 
My identity was so tied up with being an academic that 
contemplating not being one was something like contem-
plating my own death . . . ​My desperate desire to stay in 
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academe turned into fury at the system that had taught me 
that my self-worth lay in conforming to its standards, that 
those PhDs who didn’t become academics were second-
class citizens, lesser, unworthy.

If most graduate programs do little to inform students of 
jobs outside of academia, it’s no surprise they do even less to 
prepare graduates for such nonacademic jobs. When I spoke 
with Teresa Mangum, who is a professor in the Departments 
of Gender, Women’s, and Sexuality Studies and English at the 
University of Iowa and has held several administrative roles 
both on her campus and with national organizations, she con-
firmed that most graduate programs only imagine that what 
they have to offer is training for the professoriate. When they 
advertise their departments, they talk about where people got 
placed in academia and indicate who ended up in other jobs. 
At the same time, she notes that it’s never occurred to PhDs 
that what they are doing could prepare them for a myriad of 
career paths. This is why Mangum is currently directing an 
initiative funded by the Mellon Foundation called Humanities 
for the Public Good (HPG), which supports faculty in trans-
forming courses and curricula in existing humanities PhD 
programs to support the values of HPG and offers a certificate 
program for students who want to focus on preparing for di-
verse careers.

Graduate education certainly needs to change, but my goal 
here is not to propose changes to the system of doctoral educa-
tion and academia more broadly. Others like Leonard Cassuto 
have done this quite well. As he has persuasively argued, 
graduate programs need to “revamp their curricula, structures, 
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and standards in a way that prepares today’s graduate students 
for a wider range of employment.”11 He is not alone. As Le-
anne Horinko, James Van Wyck, and Jordan Reed observe in 
their book The Reimagined PhD, “Doctoral education is a tool 
in the hand of the user, not the creation of a tool to be used in 
a system. PhDs are not created for a specific purpose, namely 
the tenure track. PhDs must be equipped for a variety of pur-
poses, which they must have wide leeway to construct for 
themselves.”12

This advice resonates with people like Tamara Gilkes Borr, 
a colleague who was completing her PhD at the same time as 
I was. Frustrated by many elements of academia, Borr ulti-
mately decided to pursue a job at Boston Consulting Group 
and then became the public policy correspondent for The 
Economist. As she remarked when speaking about her 
experience,

We need to think of careers outside academia not so much 
as the failed path but as another great option for a system 
that is going to create “extra” people. I wish I had allowed 
myself the freedom to decide that a job outside academia 
wasn’t a “last resort.” It took me a ridiculously sad amount 
of time to realize how awesome the alternatives to academia 
are. I wish I’d known that [taking such a job] wasn’t failure.

But waiting for academia to undergo slow, self-initiated re-
form is not what entrepreneurs do. So instead of just adding 
my voice to those who are already working from the inside to 
change things, I want to empower scholars with an entrepre-
neurial approach given the system that we have—not bemoan 
the absence of the system we wish we had.
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What Entrepreneurialism Is and Is Not

Entrepreneurship is a way of thinking, acting, and being that 
combines the ability to find or create new opportunities with 
the courage to act on them in a highly uncertain environment.

Some readers might balk at the notion of taking an entre-
preneurial approach to scholarship. After all, an entrepreneur 
is often a term used to describe a for-profit business owner, 
some of whom have been unethical in their business practices. 
While Uber and Theranos serve as recent cautionary tales 
about the perils of start-up culture and vivid examples of how 
blind worship of start-up founders can go wildly wrong,13 
there is a sense of purity among some academics who believe 
they are above anything monetary—that pursuing intellectual 
endeavors is a selfless endeavor and people who run for-profit 
businesses are necessarily selfish.

But entrepreneurs are rarely concerned about making mil-
lions when they first come up with their ideas. They are more 
focused on solving some problem, and many have changed the 
world in amazing ways, largely thanks to insights developed 
by . . . ​yes, academics. Consider the field of computer science. 
The internet, Amazon, GPS, smartphones—it’s hard to name 
a modern information technology innovation and not directly 
tie it back to academic work that was done in the last twenty to 
thirty years in universities. When I say that scholars should 
think like entrepreneurs, I do not mean that they should try 
to generate a profit or monetize their work. What I am propos-
ing is that their insights should be used for good—to inform 
policies, practices, and even products where applicable. My 
advocacy for an entrepreneurial mindset is not about glorifying 
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entrepreneurs, but rather about prompting scholars to adopt 
a new mindset. Thinking like an entrepreneur can help schol-
ars consider the broader impact of their research and how it 
can contribute to society.

Nor is it my intention in discussing entrepreneurship to 
advocate for a neoliberal approach that advocates for the cor-
poratization of academia. In my view, the current prevalence 
of corporate language within the university—which includes 
terms like technology transfer, knowledge economy, grant 
generation, and the all-purpose focus on efficiency—wrongly 
dominates academic scholarship both within and outside in-
stitutions. As Maggie Berg and Barbara Seeber so ably discuss 
in The Slow Professor, this focus on productivity and account-
ability has negative consequences for both the quality of 
scholarship and the working lives of academics.14 They 
observe that privileging certain forms of knowledge and em-
phasizing metrics naturally leads to a faster pace of research 
that devalues deep understanding and reflection. Further-
more, the pressure to be productive and marketable under-
mines the collegial culture of academia and contradicts the 
core values of intellectual advancement and discovery. Berg 
and Seeber advocate for a slower, more reflective approach to 
research that values nurturing and revising our grasp of a topic 
rather than simply accumulating new information.

In arguing that scholars should adopt an entrepreneurial 
approach, I am also not arguing in support of the idea of ap-
plying market models to universities (known as “academic 
capitalism”) or the intensification of pressure to attract external 
funding and produce knowledge that is immediately applica-
ble to the needs of the private and/or government sectors 
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(known as “research capitalism”).15 Nor do I endorse the idea 
of scholars operating like business-oriented research firms, 
where research tasks are restricted to specific periods and are 
conducted through fee-for-service models. The academic re-
search model provides scholars the time needed to consider 
multiple perspectives and delve into their data. Augusta Rohr-
bach articulated this idea clearly in The Reimagined PhD when 
she observed that academics are not constrained by the busi-
ness calendar and can pursue knowledge for its own sake.16 
This approach encourages innovative thinking and the pursuit 
of truth, which is a valuable contribution to society.

Maybe it’s reassuring to discover that the field of business 
sees optimizing processes and avoiding failure as managerial 
issues. Focusing on that kind of thinking works best in times of 
certainty when goals are predetermined, issues are transparent, 
and information is reliable and accessible. Entrepreneurship 
is in many respects the opposite of management. Entrepre-
neurs face considerably more uncertainty and have a lot less 
information than managers. They are forced to use the re-
sources they have rather than wait for more to show up while 
navigating unchartered waters.17 Entrepreneurial thinking is 
about experimentation combined with embracing and lever-
aging failure. If management is about learning to act, then en-
trepreneurship is about acting to learn.

Curiously enough, the incentive structure for US faculty 
encourages individual professors to be entrepreneurial in their 
approach, because historically colleges have been fairly auton-
omous institutions.18 US higher education emerged in the 
nineteenth century under unique conditions—when the 
market was strong, the state was weak, and the church was 
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divided.19 Colleges were private not-for-profit enterprises that 
had a state charter but little or no state funding—autonomous 
enterprises that had found a way to survive without steady 
support from either church or state. They had to attract and 
retain students in order to bring in tuition dollars, and they 
had to make themselves useful both to these students and to 
elites in the local community, both of whom would then make 
donations to continue the colleges in operation.20

Although this autonomy was a historical accident and not 
part of a master plan, by the twentieth century it became a 
major source of strength. More responsive to consumers and 
community than to the state, institutions managed to mitigate 
the kind of top-down governance that might have stifled the 
system’s creativity. As a result, the incentive structure for US 
faculty encourages individual professors to be entrepreneur-
ial. It’s true that they need to publish in order to win honors 
for themselves (and their school). But at its best, the univer-
sity is a place that gives maximum freedom for faculty to 
pursue their interests and passions in the justified hope that 
they will frequently come up with something interesting 
and possibly even useful, even if its value is not immediately 
apparent.21

This is why I think there’s room within the academy for 
scholars to still take charge of their career path. They cannot 
predict the future, but they can help create it. They can-
not control whether they will land a tenure-track job or get a 
promotion, but they have agency in what they create with 
their research. Adopting an entrepreneurial approach will help 
them embrace and confront uncertainty and reclaim their 
autonomy.
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Growing Up with an Entrepreneurial 
Approach

Although the realization that academia is well-suited to indi-
viduals with an entrepreneurial mindset only occurred to me 
once I was in graduate school, I had been surrounded by and 
even forced to embrace such an approach at an early age. I grew 
up in the former Soviet Union during the 1980s. Under com-
munism, Jews like my family were persecuted, prevented from 
getting certain jobs, and faced jail time if they were caught 
practicing their faith. Ironically, the former Soviet Union didn’t 
want the Jews to emigrate because they had high levels of 
education. My parents tried for almost a decade to find a way 
out, and in 1988 we finally received permission to emigrate as 
refugees. When I was seven years old, we packed up four suit-
cases (the maximum we were allowed to take) and left.

Finding our way in the US with no English skills and very 
limited financial resources meant that my parents were 
always thinking entrepreneurially: Given who we are, what we 
know, and who we know, what kind of opportunities could 
we create for ourselves?22 A relative gave us an old two-door 
red hatchback car and we moved in with my aunt while we 
investigated permanent housing options. Eventually, we 
found a small apartment in Northeast Philadelphia, which 
we furnished with items that other people had left by the 
curb or dumpster.

My parents also had to use the means available to them 
to make ends meet. Like many immigrants, they could not 
continue to work in their former occupations as engineers in 
the US. My father found an assembly job at an electrical 
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manufacturing company and my mother started doing janito-
rial work. Money was tight, so my father would join my 
mother and put in a second shift after his day job was done. In 
the evenings, I accompanied my parents to their cleaning jobs 
in office buildings, where I would dust offices and help empty 
garbage cans before falling asleep on the lobby couch.

My parents continued to think entrepreneurially. They 
were extremely handy, so after a few years of scrimping and 
saving they came up with the idea of buying a cheap fixer-
upper house, renovating it, and then renting it. They managed 
to purchase a house and did all the renovations themselves—
which meant that I now spent my evenings and weekends ac-
companying them to Home Depot. After they renovated one 
house and rented it, they bought a second one, and then a 
third. But just as my family was starting to experience some 
modicum of stability, my father was killed in a car accident. I 
was a few months shy of my fifteenth birthday and my mother 
was on her own. I didn’t have a choice—now it was time for 
me to start acting entrepreneurially.

After my father died, I found ways to leverage who I was, 
what I knew, and who I knew to create opportunities to earn 
money. There was a Jewish Community Center ( JCC) within 
walking distance of our house, so in ninth grade I got a job 
working at the front desk. After tenth grade, I leveraged my 
social networks to find a summer job as a nanny in NYC, and 
after eleventh grade, another friend’s dad helped me get a sum-
mer job doing administrative work for a law firm. In twelfth 
grade, I got a weekend job distributing samples at Philadel-
phia festivals (my favorite was passing out Pepcid AC to hung
over revelers at the 1999 Mummers Day parade).
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Having lived a life of uncertainty, I saw college as a means to 
an end—a way to climb the socioeconomic ladder. My mother 
made it clear that we were not taking out loans for me to “find 
myself ” or take classes in whatever I found interesting—that 
was something my affluent peers could afford to do. I didn’t 
think I had the skills or stomach for law or medical school, so 
I majored in business administration and continued to think 
creatively about how to make money on the side. I worked as 
a Hebrew school teacher, tutor, baby-sitter, program planner 
for the study abroad office, and a photographer for fraternity 
and sorority events and for corporate parties around Atlanta.

After graduation I experimented with several types of jobs 
and experiences, always thinking like an entrepreneur about 
how I could be exposed to new ideas and encounters despite 
limited resources. I worked at two tech start-ups, and eventu-
ally moved to DC to work in international development, 
where I helped deploy hundreds of subject matter experts to 
Afghanistan and Iraq to rebuild their education, financial, and 
political systems.

After a few years of consulting, I started thinking about 
other career options. I wanted to find a way to combine my 
passion for education, my enthusiasm for Excel spreadsheets, 
and my interest in international development. In DC, a mas-
ter’s was necessary for any professional advancement, so I 
considered returning to school for a degree in international 
education. But I didn’t have a great college GPA and certainly 
didn’t have any college professors whom I could ask for a rec-
ommendation. So I came up with a plan: I would enroll in one 
evening class at the George Washington University and hope-
fully develop a relationship with a professor who would write 
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me a recommendation. Taking a class would also help me see 
if I was interested in graduate school in the first place. My plan 
worked—the professor wrote me a letter of recommendation 
and I leveraged that to get into a master’s program at Teachers 
College, Columbia University.

I didn’t have any plan to continue to a PhD, so I spent the 
following five years working for a series of research and evalu-
ation firms in DC and the Bay Area. What propelled me back 
into academia was a series of professional struggles in my late 
twenties. I didn’t feel motivated to work for others on a 9 to 5 
schedule but wanted to work for myself so that I had more 
control over my life. I assumed I would start my own business 
and I believed that having a PhD would lend credibility to my 
ventures. So back to school I went. Oh, and did I mention that 
I started graduate school with an eight-month-old baby?

Seeing Scholarship as  
an Entrepreneurial Activity

It was during my second year at Stanford that I began to realize 
how much I enjoyed graduate school. It was completely not 
what I expected, but everything that I needed. I was finally my 
own boss—something that for many years I had been yearn-
ing for. Although my advisor and committee members had 
control over whether I passed the different requirements, no 
one told me what to do, when to do it, or how to do it. I no-
ticed that many of my peers found this debilitating, but I 
found it liberating. Like them, my educational experience up 
to that point had involved being evaluated on my ability to 
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consume and regurgitate information. But as a doctoral stu-
dent, I was being asked to produce new information—and 
that was exhilarating. Producing knowledge meant that every
thing I read and wrote about had a purpose beyond a grade.

What I realized is that thriving in a PhD program isn’t about 
being a good student in the traditional sense. It is about finding 
and crafting something original with limited resources, such as 
time, funding, or materials, while facing an unclear and unpredict-
able future. This is what I had been learning and practicing most 
of my life. It is also the definition of entrepreneurship.

What surprised me is that most doctoral students don’t 
think of themselves as entrepreneurs—they think of them-
selves as good students. And they are. But they wrongly as-
sume that the same formula that got them through school and 
college will work in graduate school and later in academia. The 
first few semesters of grad school are generally smooth sailing 
as students spend most of their time taking required classes. 
The routine feels familiar—reminiscent of the script they ad-
hered to for decades. But eventually, that script comes to an 
end. There are no required classes to attend. No weekly pa-
pers to write. No exams to take. As the structure of schooling 
disappears, students start to feel lost and confused.23 Emily 
Roberts, who earned her PhD in bioengineering, described 
her struggle to understand what the academic enterprise was 
all about:

I didn’t really understand what we’re all here to do and what 
the goals are beyond just passing your classes and doing 
some experiments. I see now that it all has to come together 
to be a picture and a story that you push out, but I don’t 
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think I understood that soon enough, or well enough . . . ​If 
I really understood what the point of all of this was, there 
could have been less burnout in the middle years of gradu
ate school. The burnout came from feeling like I was spin-
ning my wheels, like I wasn’t really making progress in the 
right direction.

What happened to these previous stellar students? What 
plagues them is the mistaken belief that being a good scholar 
means being a good consumer of information—someone who 
is a close reader and able to process large volumes of informa-
tion. But this isn’t the right mindset for becoming a scholar. 
Dr. Callan was right: a graduate student’s job is to produce 
knowledge.

Producing knowledge requires an entirely different kind of 
skillset than consuming information. It’s the skillset of an en-
trepreneur. For example, being entrepreneurial encourages 
you to take more charge of your life and create opportunities 
for yourself despite an unknown future. To navigate the 
uncertainty of academia, it helps to think like an entrepreneur, 
asking: How can I use my intellectual capital (knowledge, expertise, 
and ideas), human capital (skills, talents, and experiences), and 
social capital (networks, relationships, and connections) to create 
something? In other words, how can I combine my knowledge, 
skills, and networks to create something valuable?

Saras Sarasvathy, a scholar of entrepreneurship at the Uni-
versity of Virginia’s Darden School of Business, calls this “ef-
fectual thinking.”24 Effectual thinking is means-driven—it 
starts with what one has (resources, abilities, and aspirations) 
and focuses on selecting among possible outcomes that can 
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be created with those means. Effectual thinking is adaptive in 
nature—it assumes that the future is unpredictable and that 
success comes from being able to leverage contingencies and 
new opportunities as they arise. Sarasvathy contrasts this with 
“causal thinking,” which is goal oriented—it starts with a pre-
determined goal and focuses on identifying the optimal means 
to achieve that goal. Causal thinking is predictive in nature—it 
assumes that the future is predictable, and that careful plan-
ning can control outcomes. Entrepreneurs often succeed not 
by predicting the future, but by making use of what they have 
at hand and working (often with others) to shape the future.

To use a cooking analogy, causal thinking is akin to follow-
ing a recipe: one starts with a clear picture of the desired 
outcome—say an authentic Louisiana gumbo—and then 
gathers the specific ingredients and follows precise steps to 
achieve it. Effectual thinking, however, is more like improvi-
sational cooking: one begins with the ingredients on hand, 
and without a fixed outcome in mind, creatively combines 
them into a dish. You might end up with a gumbo, or a stew, 
or some other flavorful concoction. Graduate students should 
see themselves like a chef who starts with the ingredients they 
have, and begins to create based on what’s at hand, realizing 
that they can diverge from the recipe to create something 
amazing and new. Entrepreneurs use effectual thinking to start 
new ventures by imagining possibilities that originate from 
their means but aren’t set on one goal (gumbo) but rather the 
desired outcome (dinner).

Effectual thinkers also invite the surprise factor because 
they realize that things happen. Instead of spending time 
thinking about all the possible “what-if ” scenarios to deal with 
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worst-case scenarios, they interpret “bad” news and surprises 
as potential clues to pivot to a more rewarding outcome. 
When predicting the future, effectual thinkers start by focus-
ing on what they can control. If their actions don’t yield the 
desired outcomes, they remain resourceful, flexible, and 
adapt—much like the classic “breakfast for dinner” scenario. 
An effectual entrepreneur realizes that because we can adapt 
to the future, we don’t need to predict it. This is because they 
believe that the future is not set, and therefore is created rather 
than predicted.

Most scholars don’t realize they already are flirting with an 
entrepreneurial mindset. While they’re not out to make a 
profit, scholars spend years ideating, honing, marketing, and 
disseminating their product: ideas. Generating these ideas 
often happens with limited resources while navigating a highly 
uncertain environment. As Scott Cowen, former president of 
Tulane University, told me, “I don’t care if you’re a sociologist, 
or if you’re in finance, your role is not just to churn out papers 
and research. Being a professor is thinking about being entre-
preneurial—[to] come up with new ideas that will make the 
world a better place.” Lots of academics have good ideas, but 
getting those ideas out into the world requires a mindset that 
is more common among entrepreneurs than among people 
who are good at school.

Consider the case of John List,25 who was pursuing a PhD 
in economics at the University of Wyoming. During graduate 
school, List attended baseball card conventions to work as a 
dealer, and he started experimenting with different ways to 
make money. He would try to negotiate in different ways, bar-
gain in different ways, sell goods in different ways, and buy, 
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sell, and trade differently at different moments in the conven-
tion. His deep knowledge and experience of the baseball card 
market also made him question some of the ideas he was 
learning in his classes about how economists were making in-
ferences based on lab experiments. List thought there was 
more value in conducting field experiments, and started to 
think about how his experiences could be leveraged in his 
research.

There was just one problem—his professors were not on 
board. They had very specific ideas and models of what eco-
nomics research should look like, and field experiments were 
not in the mix. That forced List to think creatively about how 
to conduct field experiments without financial resources or 
the backing of his advisors. He wanted to understand how 
background characteristics such as age, gender, and race 
influenced markets, and realized that the very experience 
that  triggered his ideas in the first place—baseball card 
conventions—gave him the perfect opportunity to random-
ize people into treatment and control groups. At these con-
ventions, close to a thousand different sellers stand behind 
six-foot seller tables, selling, trading, and buying cards from 
customers. List would recruit customers as they walked 
through the front door and take them to a separate room he 
had reserved. If customers agreed to participate in the experi-
ment, he would send them to negotiate with various dealers 
throughout the marketplace. Afterward, they would return to 
report on what they bought or sold and describe how the ne-
gotiations unfolded with different dealers. Unlike in lab ex-
periments, where people know their choices are being scruti-
nized and can modify their own behavior in socially desirable 
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ways, the sellers at the conventions had no idea they were “in” 
an experiment. This made it possible for List to examine 
whether the same seller would, for example, treat a male cus-
tomer differently than a female customer. Beginning with this 
early research on a shoestring budget, List launched a revolu-
tion in field experiments and helped fuel their explosion over 
the last twenty-five years.

Entrepreneurialism and the Life of the Mind

My goal in this book is to encourage scholars to become more 
entrepreneurial in their scholarly endeavors—regardless of 
where they end up occupationally. Throughout this book, I do 
not define success as getting an academic job. Very few people 
will end up in these roles. I argue that scholars who bring an 
entrepreneurial mindset will feel motivated to write and con-
tribute their ideas to society regardless of where they ulti-
mately land.

Some people begin their graduate studies with the intention 
to move into nonacademic jobs (I certainly did), while others 
pursue nonacademic jobs when they realize that academia will 
not work for them. But academia is not the only place that offers 
a career rooted in the “life of the mind.”26 As the editors of The 
Reimagined PhD argue, society needs the insights of PhDs, and 
in turn, PhD programs must adopt a more global perspective. 
The skills of interpretation, research, discovery, and knowledge 
are essential across all sectors. We need to reimagine the PhD 
so that we can broaden the impact of academic learning across 
society. Any examination of social issues that overlooks the con-
tributions of history, the arts, religion, philosophy, anthropology, 
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and similar fields, as well as the natural sciences, is likely to be 
superficial and prone to flawed conclusions. In STEM, the con-
cept of technology transfer involves applying academic discov-
eries to real-world applications. This principle should be ex-
tended to the humanities, arts, and social sciences. In their 
words, “While we might worry that thinking more about 
applicability sacrifices the traditional intellectual virtue of 
standing apart from the mainstream society in order to critique 
it, why should we settle for critiquing when we might play a far 
greater role in constructing the public world?”27

Instead of a how-to guide to help scholars land an academic 
job or finish their dissertation, this book spells out an ap-
proach that can help them change their perception of what 
getting and having a PhD entails. It argues that success goes 
beyond mastering a subject area; it’s about using your exper-
tise to generate influential ideas amidst resource limitations 
and uncertainty.

Developing the habits to be productive and motivated en-
trepreneurial scholars requires academics to fundamentally 
rethink their relationship with academia. It’s no mystery that 
academia is rife with uncertainty: expectations are unclear, 
many advisors are inattentive, no one knows what the aca-
demic job market will look like when they graduate, and rarely 
do scholars feel like they have adequate resources. But these 
conditions also offer an opportunity to think strategically 
about the resources and skills available to create a new idea—
to be an entrepreneur.

Life outside academia adds another layer of uncertainty 
during this period, as individuals navigate the complexities of 
dating, marriage, and childrearing. I had planned to have a 
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second baby between my second and third year of graduate 
school, strategically timing the arrival to avoid the tumult of a 
very difficult sequence of econometrics classes. However, life, 
with its inherent unpredictability, had other plans. It took me 
a year to get pregnant, and as a result, I had my baby just as 
that demanding sequence of classes was set to begin. This un-
expected turn of events was a stark reminder that we can plan 
and strategize, but ultimately, we must be prepared to adapt 
and find creative solutions amidst the fog of uncertainty that 
life presents.

I see this entrepreneurial approach as offering an added 
benefit for many scholars who are oftentimes marginal-
ized within the academy.28 I am advocating for this mindset 
and writing this book to get a variety of scholars—graduate 
students, early career scholars, women, FLI and BIPOC schol-
ars, and even mid-career scholars who feel stalled—to see 
themselves as active agents in their education and careers. Too 
often, these individuals feel disempowered.29 The existing 
structures in the academy, including the power dynamics be-
tween advisors and advisees, admittedly limit the ability of 
doctoral students to apply some of what I am suggesting. But 
while an individual scholar cannot easily change the structure 
of the academic profession, they can shift their approach to 
take agency in areas where they do have control.

For example, I hope this approach is useful for those who 
are first-generation students or who grew up with limited re-
sources. It’s well-known that many people who enter aca-
demia also come from economic privilege30 and have lived 
lives marked by a sense of stability, security, and confidence. 
A recent study found that 50 percent of people who earned a 
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PhD between 2010 and 2018 had at least one parent with a 
graduate degree.31 At the other end of the spectrum, only 
26  percent of PhD recipients across fields were first-
generation college graduates. They have fewer resources at 
their disposal and might not have parents who can help sup-
port them financially during graduate school, unlike their 
wealthier classmates.32

FLI scholars also likely do not know the “rules of the game” 
when it comes to graduate school. When people grow up with 
academic family members, they are more familiar with the 
hidden curriculum of graduate school and have been social-
ized into the academic world at a young age.33 Shantel Marti-
nez, a first-generation woman of color, recalls being in her 
graduate program in communication and media studies at the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign with peers who 
were children of professors. “They were reading Foucault at 
age eighteen, and I was like—what? How is that even possi
ble?”34 But taking an entrepreneurial mindset turns not know-
ing the graduate school script into an asset. When I spoke with 
Constantina Katsari, a tech entrepreneur who received her 
PhD in history, she put it like this:

If you come from a working-class background like I did, 
you don’t have any information at all, and you have to get 
the information from scratch . . . ​there’s a whole load of 
things that you have no clue about. You need to figure it out 
for yourself, and this is what entrepreneurs do. Entrepre-
neurs do not read books and then go out there and imple-
ment what they learn from the books. They have to understand 
the conditions on the ground, they have to understand how 
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people are thinking, and then they have to understand what 
needs to be done.

In other words, if you aren’t wedded to the norms and ex-
pectations, you have a greater sense that you can chart your 
own path. If you grew up with or have experienced economic 
insecurity, you already know how to navigate risk and uncer-
tainty and work with limited resources. Most importantly, you 
already understand how to start small with what you have 
rather than waiting for what you need. This is all part of entre-
preneurial thinking, and in this respect low-income and/or 
first-generation college students start out ahead in the game. 
The same is true in different ways for women and BIPOC 
scholars—their experiences give them added advantages 
when it comes to adopting an entrepreneurial approach 
toward scholarship.

What This Book Is Based on and  
How It Is Organized

While the ideas in this book are based partly on my own ex-
perience in academia, I wanted to reach as broad a spectrum 
of scholars as I could, so I conducted extensive (1+ hour) in-
terviews in-person or over Zoom between May 2022 and 
May 2023 with forty-three individuals across a range of disci-
plines, departments, ranks, and institutions. This was by no 
means a random or representative sample, and readers will 
notice that perspectives from the social sciences and humani-
ties are overrepresented, while those from STEM fields are 
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underrepresented. To get perspectives beyond my own social 
network, I asked people on different professional LISTSERVs 
to nominate scholars who they considered to be entrepreneur-
ial. I also recruited some people by listening to podcasts about 
them and asking them for an interview. All but four interview-
ees have a PhD, but tellingly not all work in academia.

As a sociologist who studies inequality, it was especially 
important for me that readers who are women, FLI, or BIPOC 
see themselves in the examples shared in this book. About half 
of my sample identify as women, one-quarter BIPOC, and 
one-third FLI. All the people interviewed for this book gave 
me permission to use their real name when quoting them (see 
Table 1 at the end of the book) Please note that the titles and 
institutional affiliations mentioned reflect their status as of 
spring 2023 and may have changed since then.

In addition to interviews, I also draw on ideas from academic 
career guides,35 entrepreneurship literature, and hundreds of 
hours of podcasts with academics (such as Steve Levitt’s pod-
cast, People I Mostly Admire), or podcasts targeted toward PhD 
students (e.g., Hello PhD targeted toward scientists). Finally, 
for the past four years, I have been running a fellowship pro-
gram for students pursuing doctorates in education across 
universities in the United States, Canada and Israel. I have 
mentored sixteen students, most of whom wrote their disser-
tations while working part- or full-time.

This book unfolds in two parts. In the first part, I map out 
what I call an entrepreneurial mindset. Chapter 1 argues for 
the value of taking charge of your scholarship by adopting an 
entrepreneurial mindset. This entails rethinking your approach 
to your good student tendencies, believing in your ability to 
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succeed, and taking ownership of your education and career. 
Chapter 2 describes the flip side of the entrepreneurial mindset 
that recognizes there are things you can’t control. It examines 
how then to embrace unpredictability and still recognize you 
have options. Once the entrepreneurial mindset is in place, I 
then pivot to look at how to apply it in practice. Chapter 3 
describes how to think of yourself as a knowledge producer 
in the idea business—to think about your work in terms of 
problems rather than topics and why it is important to solve 
problems that matter to you and the world. Chapter 4 argues 
that academics need to embrace relationship building and 
view academia as a team sport. It also outlines ideas for work-
ing with limited resources and financing your research through 
side jobs, grants, and fellowships. Chapter 5 talks about how 
to get your ideas “out there” both in and beyond the academy 
and provides ideas for what that could look like. I conclude 
with a final story about one early career scholar whose entre-
preneurial mindset helped him become one of the most pro-
lific scholars in his field, disseminating his ideas far beyond 
academia.

By the end of this book, I hope you feel more empowered 
to take charge of your educational and professional journey. 
By embracing the constraints of limited resources amid uncer-
tain circumstances, I hope you come to see yourself as an 
entrepreneurial scholar—someone with the power to shape 
how people think, by producing knowledge and putting your 
ideas out into the world.
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