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“I’m New… but I’m Not Stupid” 

Mustafa “MJ” Abdullah, Jr. | Southern Illinois University Edwardsville | @mabdullahjr 

 

I began writing the first draft of this piece on my one-year anniversary as a full-time campus-

based professional. Like some of the folks reading this, I didn’t get the first job I applied for … and 

I didn’t get the second one either. I graduated in May 2019 very excited with the work I was able 

to accomplish during my two-year period as a graduate assistant, but I didn’t have a clear idea of 

where I was going. Like some of you, I went through my own emotional rollercoaster during those 

in-between months. I questioned if I was making all of the right decisions, if my experiences were 

strong enough, and even how I planned to stay afloat with bills being due and dreaded student 

loan payments inching closer and closer. But thankfully, the mutually beneficial yes did come, 

and then an entirely different set of questions began to set in. For a little more context on myself, 

I’m a Black cishet male with membership in a historically and predominately white fraternity 

(Sigma Pi Fraternity), and I was now responsible for the advisement and growth of member 

chapters of NPHC and NALFO.  

 

I went from asking myself if I was the right choice for “a” job to now wondering if I was the right 

choice for “this” job. Would I be able to glean enough from textbooks, articles, and conversations 

to consistently show up for my communities in a meaningful way? Would my commitment show 

through strong enough to advisors and other key stakeholders of these communities to be taken 

seriously as a new fraternity/sorority advisor? In the times when I would come up short or in any 

way fumble, would the culmination of my educational and work experiences give enough room 

for those counting on me to see the potential past the shortcomings? I did my best to channel 

that imposter syndrome into motivation to dive into the work headfirst.  

 

My supervisor was intentional in getting me in front of everyone who had a vested interest in my 

success very early into my role. Sitting down with just about every campus and chapter advisor, 

involved alumni, students, and key administrators gave me the information necessary to 

compare the goals they had for my position with the ones I walked in thinking would be top 

priority. Continued conversations with my team and others around campus gave me invaluable 

insight on institutional history, current plans, and future goals. Being new gave me all of the grace 

needed to listen and learn — and then move — in intentional ways.  

 

I won’t dare act like it was an easy road to travel. My campus isn’t immune from giving folks 

negative experiences with fraternity/sorority nor is it immune from those who lack the 

competency and insight necessary to appropriately grasp the purpose of my position. But I like 

to approach challenges as opportunities for growth. That mentality allowed me to take some 
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quality steps with certain folks to have a more holistic understanding of fraternity/sorority while 

also recognizing for some, the amount of previous harm will be near impossible to ever 

overcome. While navigating these challenges, I also had to come more to terms with the duality 

of the fraternity/sorority experience for myself. This meant processing that our 

fraternity/sorority organizations concurrently do a lot (and we all recognize that is A LOT) of good 

work for members, their communities, and society as a whole while also being sources of 

tremendous levels of harm, exclusion, and oppression. We can have students and organizations 

that amplify the true values of this field while also understanding there are so many who don’t 

rise to that standard. I had to lean into my village to work through this challenge in particular and 

while I don’t want to turn this into a long shout-out list for my support system, I will be forever 

grateful to those who have consistently shown themselves as sources of support (and sanity) 

while navigating everything the first year as a full-timer has brought my way. 

 

I can’t pinpoint the exact day when things began to click, but there was definitely an impactful 

shift. A shift that took me from wondering “if I could do it” to “how do I get it done.” Maintaining 

good communication with stakeholders and owning both the highs and lows of my experiences 

carried significant value to my peers and to the communities I served. Conversations and check-

ins with more seasoned veterans of the field gave me amazing insight to lead, advise, and support 

in better ways. And even in the times that I did stumble, I learned how to be patient with myself 

and receive forgiveness and instruction from others to get back up and do better. I eventually got 

to that mentality of “I’m new … but I’m not stupid,” which gave me the strength and 

encouragement to not only understand the systems that I navigate a little better but to also find 

appropriate and respectful ways to challenge those systems to work towards stronger standards 

of equity and inclusion. Appreciating the hours spent in classrooms and workspaces where theory 

and practice overlapped helped me take more ownership of my professional experience and 

learn how to leverage my voice to advocate in various spaces for my students,  communities, and 

even myself. So, here are some closing points to consider: 

 

1. Remain humble but know who you are. To all of my new and new-ish professionals, 

there’s no denying we have a lot to learn. It’s critical to stay teachable, but you don’t have 

to play yourself too small. You applied for your position; you were selected by those who 

you now call peers — there’s potential in you that they recognized their team needed. 

2. Show up and own your experience. Between the AFA Core Competencies, conversations 

with folks in your organization/institution, and all of the methods of connection in the 

field, who better to drive your experience and development than you? Take heed to the 

opportunities and moments provided by those around you, but you should also be 
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committed to leveraging networks and opportunities to learn and grow beyond that. Use 

the aforementioned frameworks to become the best professional you can be. 

3. Rome wasn’t built in a day, neither will your career. Don’t let the desire for greatness 

burn you out. I’m realizing that certain things take time and experience will always be 

life’s greatest teacher. A relevant quote from the motivational speaker, Eric Thomas is, “it 

takes 21 years to be 21 years old.” So, keep that in mind before you beat yourself up too 

much for not having the toolkit of a 10-year veteran as a two-year professional. 

4. Smell the roses when they bloom. FSAs, like so many other professionals, grind hard and 

aren’t typically appreciated in the way that we would like. We also deal with high risk 

situations fairly often and these issues — and others — definitely play into high turnover. 

My first year has taught me to appreciate the good that comes my way and to lean into 

my why and my support system in those more difficult times.  
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